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C H A P T E R 1

�

Introduction:
The Philosopher’s Voice

Voice and Philosophy

Besides colors, it is especially sounds (die Töne) which evoke in us
a corresponding mood (Stimmung). This is chiefly true of the human
voice (Stimme); for this is the principal way in which a person
shows forth his inner nature; what he is, that he puts into his voice.

—Hegel, Encyclopedia1

Voice is the origin of philosophy, politics, and poetry. Voice is the medium
in which persons commune with one another by communicating their thoughts.
It is the conjunction of body, mind, and community. It is the material medium
by which we expose ourselves to one another, by which we persuade one
another, by which we pursue together the truth, and by which we create and
share ideas and emotions. Voice is the mechanism by which the inner be-
comes outer. It is the source of dialectic and inspiration as well as the source
of manipulation and coercion. Voice joins the universal and necessary laws
of logic to a particular and contingent locus in space and time. All voices are
embodied: they speak in concrete historically defined languages; they speak
from a definite social and political position; and they address a concrete
politically located audience. A voice is philosophical insofar as it is the active
appearance of thinking, which aims beyond these historical contingencies to-
ward the universal. The voice of philosophy is a mutual communication aimed
at provoking thought in order to call forth truth. A voice is poetic insofar as it
is actively creative. The voice of poetry sings, rejoices, mourns, and inspires.
Such poetic vocalization aims at evoking a mood, feeling, or idea. Voice is
political insofar as it is the mechanism for distributing social goods, for per-
suading others about legitimate distributions, or for invoking authority.

A continual problem for philosophy is to distinguish itself from poetic
and political voices. This is a problem because philosophers cannot guarantee
that their voices will be heard properly amid the cacophony of political life.
As Aristotle noted, there are many other species of social animals, but only

1



2 Introduction

humans speak about justice. However, speaking about justice is not a simple
task. Political life includes a complex web of interconnected voices. It re-
sounds with the voices of the oppressed and the oppressors, the silenced and
the silencers. Lately we have learned that political life is—and perhaps should
be—polyphonic. It is both the raucous din and the harmonious symphony of
a plurality of voices. Amid this polyphony, while political voices use poetic
rhetoric to attain political ends at the expense of philosophical truth, the
philosopher’s voice struggles to articulate the question of justice that is the
heart of political philosophy.

Despite the fact that philosophical thinking is expressed by particular,
contingent, historically and politically located voices, the philosopher’s voice
is somehow different from the other voices of political life. Most notably,
the philosophical goal of critical self-consciousness demands that philoso-
phy account for the sound of its own voice. The philosopher must locate
his/her own voice within the multiple voices of political life in order to
differentiate his/her voice from those others with which it is often confused.
The most difficult problem for political philosophy is to speak to a political
audience while also speaking differently than the political voices, which
also address that audience. Political philosophers who seek the truth about
justice and political life must speak of politics while not speaking politi-
cally. They must deliberately revoke the poetic flourishes of political rheto-
ric in order to make sure that truth is revealed. Of course this is not a simple
task because philosophers are political and poetic beings who speak in a
historical language to an embodied audience. Like these other voices, the
voice of philosophy also seeks to inspire and persuade. However, the norms
of philosophical inspiration and persuasion are different from the norms of
political and poetic speech.

Philosophy has struggled to defend these norms for millennia. This
struggle has required philosophy to use its voice to defend itself against the
voices of political interrogators. Socrates, for example, initiated his apology
with the following words: “how you, men of Athens, have been affected by
my accusers, I do not know.”2 His voice cried out to the crowd, addressing
his audience by name, initiating and enacting the dialectic between philoso-
phy and politics. Socrates’ apology provides us with a vivid example of the
dilemma of political philosophy: it is an attempt to comprehend political life
within a broader purview that always remains tied to the partisan squabbles
of political life. Socrates asked the members of his audience to look beyond
their immediate interests in order to properly hear his voice, a voice that
sought a higher good, which includes and reinterprets political life. He ap-
pealed to the philosophical imagination of the men of Athens and sought to
encourage them in the pursuit of virtue by asking them to consider a truth
about justice that transcends partisan politics and personal bias.
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The problem for Socrates, and indeed for all philosophers, is that the
philosophical imagination is often not yet active in the political audience.
Moreover, philosophers are constrained by a normative conception of the
philosopher’s voice. While philosophers must use their voices to teach the
political audience to hear differently, they ought not use their voices to per-
suade the political audience by way of rhetorical tricks because such persua-
sion no longer conforms to the norms established for the philosopher’s voice.3

The voice of the philosopher is thus at risk when it addresses a political
audience because the political audience may not believe that the philosopher’s
voice initiates a disinterested pursuit of the good and that it is constrained by
norms which run contrary to the standard practice of political persuasion.
Nonetheless, philosophy must address a political audience. The philosopher’s
voice is, at least in part, an embodied, political voice: it is a voice that occurs
within a given particular moment of history that is also directed toward a
given particular political audience. The political nature of the philosopher’s
voice often leads to tragedy—as in the case of Socrates—because the politi-
cal audience does not believe that the philosopher pursues a disinterested
elenchos, a method of teaching devoted to disclosing truth. Rather, the politi-
cal audience hears the philosopher’s voice—including its own claims about
its normative commitment to the truth—as merely another political voice
dedicated to the political art of persuasion. The political audience cannot yet
properly hear the philosophical voice, which would teach it how to hear
differently. Rather, the political audience hears the philosopher’s voice echo-
ing through the agonistics of political life, where voice is used to manipulate
and coerce but not to disclose truth.

This tragedy continues to repeat itself throughout the history of philoso-
phy. Indeed, the continual repetition of this conflict would almost be comical,
if it were not for its deadly seriousness. This tragicomedy seems to require
a resolution in both philosophy and politics. One way of approaching such a
resolution is to properly understand the nature of the philosopher’s voice and
the way in which its disclosive function differs from the persuasive function
of a truly political voice. Socrates and Plato began this endeavor over two
millennia ago. We continue to struggle with it today. A crucial moment of
clarity about this struggle occurred in the nineteenth century, in the self-
consciousness of voice that occurred in the development of thought from
Kant to Hegel. Ironically, the very attempt to clarify the difference between
the voices of philosophy and politics led to the repoliticization of the
philosopher’s voice by thinkers such as Fichte and Marx, who rejected the
Kantian and Hegelian attempts to distinguish philosophy from politics. The
present book attempts to consider the problem of the relation between phi-
losophy, politics, and language, as it was instantiated in the thought and lives
of Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx.4



4 Introduction

The Philosopher’s Voice and the Problem of Enlightenment

The articulate sound is torn from the breast, to awaken in another
individual an echo returning to the ear. Man thereby at once
discovers that around him there are beings having the same inner
needs, and thus capable of meeting the manifold longing that
resides in his feelings.

—Humboldt, On the Diversity of Human Language
Construction and its Influence on the Mental

Development of the Human Species5

The focal point of the conflict between philosophy and politics is the
philosopher’s voice. A full consideration of the philosopher’s voice must
include an understanding of its quality as physical reverberation emanating
from the real body of the philosopher in space and time. It must also include
a consideration of the origins of language and its evolution from the emo-
tional outbursts of our animal bodies to the abstract discourse of philosophi-
cal systems. Finally, it must consider the social and historical constraints
imposed by the fact of linguistic diversity. These topics became explicit matters
for philosophical concern in the nineteenth century, as can be seen, for ex-
ample, in the writings of Wilhelm von Humboldt. Indeed, this concern with
language grows out of the work of Leibniz in the late seventeenth century and
Rousseau, Herder, and Hamman in the eighteenth.6 By the nineteenth century,
it was not remarkable that language should be a focus of philosophical con-
cern. This was especially true given the historical context of the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries. European intellectuals, as a result of
colonialism and imperialism, were beginning to comprehend the true nature
of the diversity of languages. Moreover, this era was a time of rapid expan-
sion of literacy, literature in vernacular languages, and political rights. Euro-
pean understanding of language was developing, just as the nature of political
justice was expanding to recognize the bourgeoisie and eventually the prole-
tariat. This historical situation resulted in a critical self-examination of the
role that philosophy should have in leading the project of enlightenment.

The present book looks at this development by examining conceptions
of philosophical method, rhetoric, philosophy of language, and political phi-
losophy found in the development from Kant to Fichte, Hegel, and Marx. I
focus on these thinkers, not because of the depth of their philosophies of
language—indeed, their philosophies of language are often not explicit—but
rather because of the importance of their political philosophies. One of my
goals is to make explicit the philosophy of language that is implicit in these
thinkers and to connect it with their political philosophies. Each of these
thinkers represents a unique approach to the question of the proper relation
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between philosophy and politics. Although none of them offers a complete
philosophy of voice, they each have something important to say about the
link between philosophy, politics, and language.

Hegel says, for example, as quoted at the outset of the present chapter,
that the voice (die Stimme) “is the principal way in which a person shows
forth his inner nature.”7 The voice of the philosopher would be, according to
this account, the point at which the “inner” spirit of philosophy enters the real
material world of political life. In this transition of inner to outer, the conflict
between philosophy and politics arises. For the most part, a political audience
is persuaded by the sound of a voice: its intonations, inflections, location, and
direction—as Hegel says, its “power to evoke in us a corresponding mood.”8

Despite the fact that the philosopher always has a voice in this sense—he or
she inevitably vocalizes and externalizes the inner spiritual content of his/her
thought—i.e., despite the material basis of philosophy in the embodied hu-
man voice, philosophers tend to use their voices to point beyond the material
power of sound toward the “higher” more spiritual content of what Hegel
calls “language [Sprache]”: “the sound [Ton] which articulates itself further
for determinate representations—speech [die Rede] and its system, language
[die Sprache]—gives to sensations, intuitions, conceptions, a second and higher
existence than their immediate existence—it gives them an existence which
is valid in the realm of representation [im Reiche des Vorstellens].”9 The
spiritual content transmitted (sent across space in speech and time in writing)
by the material medium of sound, when interpreted philosophically, is logos
or reason: the universal idea that transcends the particularity of the voice
which speaks it. Hegel’s analysis leads us to the general problem of commu-
nication. How can material sound communicate the “higher” inner stuff of
spirit without corrupting this spiritual content? The difference between lan-
guage and voice indicates a problem in distinguishing that which is to be sent
(language, logos, reason) from the medium in which it is sent (voice, sound,
and written language). I should note at this point that I will for the most part
ignore the difference between spoken and written language. Both of these are
instances of voice. As we shall see, however, Hegel at least, does attempt to
distinguish spoken language from written.

The problem of communication lies at the heart of the problem of phi-
losophy and its political integument. This problem might seem to be exacer-
bated by the fact of diversity of languages: can a universal idea be expressed
in a variety of languages? Or is there a properly philosophical language? This
question has obvious political overtones and was considered variously by
Leibniz, Herder, Fichte, Hegel, and Humboldt. The question of German na-
tionalism thus lies just below the surface of much of this discussion. The
history of the twentieth century gives us sufficient reason to be concerned
with the way in which linguistic and philosophical nationalism can be tied to
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political tyranny. As we move into the cosmopolitan and multicultural world
of the twenty-first century, the relation between language, rhetoric, philoso-
phy, and politics continues to be a problem linked to questions of diversity,
identity, and universality. The basic problem of cultural relativism can be
understood as a problem of the relation between the diversity of linguistic
expressions and ways of life and the supposed unity of the moral law and the
universality of human rights.

Kant, the philosopher most closely associated with the idea of universal
human rights and the cosmopolitan League of Nations, was not unaware of
these problems. Although he was ultimately interested in pushing beyond the
question of voice toward the universal truth of reason and the moral law, he
did recognize the importance of style and form. In the Anthropology, in a
consideration of good taste with regard to politeness and manners, Kant
considers the way in which language helps us to communicate and participate
in the goods of sociability. Kant goes so far as to claim that good manners
have a tendency toward “the external advancement of morality.”10 This is so
because the tendency to try to please others in speech and action is a rudi-
mentary moral tendency. In other words, acting well and speaking properly
are external “appearances” of inner morality: “morality in external appear-
ance (äußeren Erscheinung).”11 Kant states this, even though he admits that,
strictly speaking, there is a contradiction implied in speaking of morality’s
outward appearance: morality is, for Kant, a matter of the good will in itself
and not a matter of external action. Nonetheless, Kant concludes by claiming
that poetry (Dichtkunst) and rhetoric (Beredsamkeit) are both examples of
“the discursive way of imagining (die discursive Vorstellungsart) through the
spoken or written word (durch laute Sprache oder durch Schrift).”12 Speaking
well (Beredsamkeit) might thus seem to be a way in which the inner truth of
morality can make its appearance, a way of stimulating the imagination so as
to be able to properly hear the philosophical content of speech, despite the
fact that philosophy and morality are not supposed to be dependent upon
concerns such as eloquence and politeness.

The problem of rhetoric, which Kant confronts in the Anthropology, is
a reiteration of the basic problem with which he struggled in his transcenden-
tal idealism: how is one to distinguish the in-itself from the appearance? Kant
is aware that we tend to be confused by the difference between form and
content, appearance, and reality. In another section of the Anthropology, Kant
condemns rhetorical skill for its tendency to deceive its audience and confuse
the distinction between form and content. “The art, or rather the skill, of
speaking in the socially proper tone, and appearing to be up-to-date, espe-
cially when the conversation is about science, is falsely called popularity, but
should rather be called polished superficiality (Seichtigkeit) because it fre-
quently cloaks the paltriness of a narrow-minded person. Only children can
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be fooled by this.”13 There are clear links here between Kant’s understanding
of critical enlightenment and his disapprobation of rhetorical skill. While
Kant says in the Anthropology that only children can be fooled by rhetorical
skill, in his response to the question “What is Enlightenment?” he says that
“enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-incurred immaturity.”14

Critical rationality, then, involves the ability to see through rhetorical skill to
the content that lies behind the form of its appearance. In other words, en-
lightenment is the ability to hear the language which is conveyed by the
sounds of human speech; it is the ability to listen to the truth beyond rhetoric.

Unfortunately, we are not born with this ability. For the most part we
only hear the surface of voice. We are susceptible to political manipulation
because we are unable to penetrate beyond hearing to listening. As we shall
see, Kant’s disciple, Fichte, despaired of being properly listened to. He rec-
ognized the fundamental difficulty which his audience had in attending to the
truths of transcendental idealism. He blamed this inability upon a deficient
educational system and a degenerate political life. Fichte then took up the
task of engaging political life on its own terms, by speaking its own language.
Unlike Socrates, however, Fichte fully appropriated the rhetoric of political
persuasion in order to prepare his audience to listen to his philosophical
voice. Nonetheless, Fichte remained committed to the cosmopolitan moral
vision of the Kantian project. Thus, unlike Marx who took up political rheto-
ric in earnest and viewed claims about the integrity of the philosopher’s voice
as a rhetorical strategy within political life, Fichte remained committed to an
idealized conception of the philosopher’s voice. The problem with this ap-
proach, however, is that it reaffirms the political audience’s suspicions that
the philosopher’s voice is no different from the politician’s. Indeed this is
Marx’s conclusion, as he finally rejects the Kantian and Hegelian attempts to
differentiate philosophy from politics.

As Kant notes in “What is Enlightenment?” enlightenment requires the
public use of reason, it requires speech addressed to others. However, the voice
of enlightenment risks being misheard and confused with the superficiality of
the rhetoric that conveys it. There are two iterations of this problem: a prob-
lem of reception and a problem of transmission. The problem of reception
stems from the fact that there are always two ways in which we can “receive”
the human voice. We can hear the physical, tonal quality of the voice or we
can listen to the meaning conveyed through the voice. The first of these
focuses on the rhetorical, persuasive, poetic, and indeed political mode of
speech: hearing is a mode of reception that focuses upon the visceral quality
of sound, its power to evoke vivid representations without invoking judgment
about these representations, its power to compel reaction without reflection.
This mode is primarily passive and reactive. The second focuses upon the
philosophical, logical mode of speech: listening to is a mode of reception that
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focuses upon the logos transmitted by sound and thus invokes reflection and
judgment about the representations evoked by the sound.15 This mode of
reception is active and is thus not merely receptive. It actively searches for
meanings and reasons that lie beyond the sounds which were “passively”
received. The problem of transmission stems from the fact that there are two
analogous ways in which we can “speak.” We can speak so as to persuade
and sway our audience without provoking them actively to judge the content
of our speech; such is the voice of poetry and politics. Or we can speak so
as to transmit language and provoke active judgment about the content of our
speech; such is the voice of philosophy.

Since both of the iterations of the problem involve the proper relation
between judgment and voice, activity and passivity, this problem is not merely
a philosophical problem, it is also a political problem. Given the fact that
philosophical speech always occurs within the context of a given form of
political life, the challenge for the philosopher is to synthesize both of these
modes within his/her own voice so as to teach the political audience to listen
properly, i.e., to teach the members of the political audience to exercise their
active judgment upon the content of what is spoken without succumbing to
the temptation to use the persuasive techniques of rhetoric. This was the
problem of the Socratic elenchos and is also the ongoing problem of enlight-
enment: how to exercise public reason in such a way as to stimulate judgment
in others without succumbing to the temptation to force one’s own judgment
upon those others by way of rhetorical tricks. The problem is that any syn-
thesis of philosophical reflection and rhetorical skill such as must occur when
the philosopher addresses the public always risks being misunderstood as
merely another political ploy that uses persuasive rhetoric to stimulate pas-
sive/reactive judgment, rather than being an effort to stimulate active, enlight-
ened judgment. In this way, the conflict between philosophy and politics is
centered on the problem of voice.

Can the philosopher speak such that his or her voice will contribute to
enlightenment without being misheard as merely another voice in the rhetori-
cal cacophony of the political realm with “enlightenment” itself being mis-
understood as code for some sort of hidden political agenda? Since there is
no way to guarantee that his/her voice will be received properly, that it will
be listened to as well as heard, the philosopher is always subject to political
misunderstanding. Moreover, since the audience has no guarantee that the
voice of a so-called philosopher is not merely another political voice, they
have no guarantee that the “philosopher’s” admonitions about enlightened
judgment are not merely part of a very clever rhetorical ploy. Such was
Marx’s criticism of Hegel and his followers. Marx viewed the Hegelians as
bourgeois apologists. Their rhetoric of “reason,” “spirit,” and “the absolute”
was merely an attempt to sanctify the ideas of the ruling class. Thus Marx
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famously concludes in the Manifesto that “the ruling ideas of each age have
ever been the ideas of its ruling class.”

It is clear that “enlightened” philosophers require a sophisticated self-
consciousness of the status of their own voices. Recent scholarship has begun
to recognize the self-conscious style of Kant, the philosopher most closely
associated with the concept of enlightenment. Hans Saner pioneered this
approach to Kant with an analysis of the relation between Kant’s transcen-
dental and political philosophy, with an explication of Kant’s polemical style,
and an account of Kant’s use of metaphor.16 Dieter Henrich has also argued
that Kant was a self-conscious stylist and that the political metaphors which
haunt his critical philosophy are not accidental.17 Willi Goetschel extends this
account of Kant’s rhetoric even further and argues implicitly throughout his
Constituting Critique that Kant’s recognition of the dilemmas imposed upon
philosophical writing by the problem of addressing one’s audience in the
proper voice is a core issue in Kant’s writing. Goetschel claims that Kant’s
awareness of the dialectical nature of the public-private distinction informs
all of Kant’s writings. He concludes by claiming that Kant was aware that his
own philosophical activity was itself produced by the demands of the public
realm.18 Recent scholarship thus indicates that Kant was explicitly aware of
the nature of his own activity as produced by a certain historically determi-
nate form of political life, addressed back to political life, and even subject
to misinterpretation within this form of political life. It is this self-consciousness
of the sound of his own voice that leads to Kant and his follower’s charac-
teristically turgid style: they are trying to articulate their own self-conscious-
ness of the limits of their language from within this very language.

Goetschel’s intriguing analysis of Kant’s use of literary devices indicates
that it is Kant’s republican ideal of justification that leads him to develop an
explicit concern for his readers. However, Goetschel does not believe that this
concern for the philosophical audience remains a concern in the subsequent
development of German idealism. He states with regard to Kant that “such
concern for his readers on the part of the philosopher is rather rare—for
Hegel, for instance, who seems to address the absolute Spirit as his reader,
it would be unthinkable.”19 This claim, which Goetschel leaves undeveloped,
is one I argue against in what follows. I will argue that the self-conscious use
of rhetoric that Goetschel demonstrates in Kant is also present in Fichte,
Hegel, and Marx. While Goetschel is correct, for example, to state that Hegel
addresses absolute spirit, this does not mean that Hegel is unaware of the
presence of his readers and of the need for an adequate mode of presentation
of his system. Indeed the systematic tendencies of Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and
Marx—their need to account for the origin of their own process of thinking—
leads them to be acutely aware of the use and abuse of rhetoric in philosophy.
Moreover, their recognition of the historical and political situatedness of
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philosophical thought leads them to make the dilemma posed by the rhetori-
cal and political nature of philosophy a central focal point of their political
theory and practice. The philosophers of the nineteenth century attempted to
resolve the dilemma of the philosopher’s voice exposed by Kant’s concept of
enlightenment by thinking about the following question: how can a philoso-
pher use his/her voice to enlighten his/her compatriots when this political audi-
ence will inevitably hear the philosopher’s voice as merely another political voice
resounding with the persuasive techniques of rhetoric? Although their answers
differ radically, they were each aware of the importance of the question.

Situating the Dilemma

The reform of consciousness consists only in making the world
aware of its own consciousness, in awakening it out of its dream
about itself, in explaining to it the meaning of its own actions.

—Marx, “For a Ruthless Criticism of Everything Existing”20

Critical philosophy occurs in the space opened by the dilemma of the
philosopher’s voice as an attempt to clarify the difference between philoso-
phy and politics. The need for critical clarification of this difference develops
out of political life’s lack of self-consciousness, its lack of enlightenment.
This lack of self-consciousness makes it necessary for philosophy to continu-
ally defend itself against political misinterpretation. Political life cannot prop-
erly comprehend philosophy because it lacks philosophical enlightenment
and cannot hear the subtle differences between the voice of the philosopher
and the voice of the politician. Thus, the philosopher must continually de-
fend, explain, and clarify the peculiar sound of his/her voice. Marx indicates
that this is the nature of critical philosophy and of the age of enlightenment:
“self-clarification (critical philosophy) to be gained by the present time of its
struggles and desires. This is a work for the world and for us.”21 The ambi-
guity of Marx’s claim is important. The struggle for enlightenment is a struggle
situated in time and space. It is a work of our time in the sense that philoso-
phy is itself a product of our time that focuses its critical activity back upon
our time. Enlightenment would be self-consciousness of the dilemma. Said
otherwise, enlightenment would be self-consciousness of the difference be-
tween political and philosophical speech, even when this self-consciousness
amounts to denying the difference as in Marx’s critique of Hegel.

Of course this dilemma is not limited in time and space to the nineteenth
century. We see this dilemma again and again throughout the history of philoso-
phy. Socrates’ voice, his words, his manner of speaking, his arguments, dia-
tribes, and dialogues—all of this is the very subject matter of his indictment.
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The material impact of his voice resounds doubly throughout his apology. On
the one hand, his voice is the only resource that he can employ in his defense.
On the other, it is the strangeness of his voice, a voice unaccustomed to
political speech and yet intimately involved in the life of the polis, which led
to his indictment. The Athenians indicted the specific quality of Socrates’
voice: the voice of a peculiar citizen who is guided by the daemons of
philosophy. Ironically, this is the very voice that came before the Athenian
assembly in defense of itself, futilely asking its audience to hear it otherwise,
to listen to and judge it according to its content and not merely according to
its rhetorical power. Thus, in responding to the indictment of the political
community with his philosophical voice, Socrates effectively seals his fate
and condemns himself to death by renouncing persuasion and remaining
committed to the process of teaching. Socrates’ voice was judged by a politi-
cal audience according to political criteria, i.e., it was judged according to its
persuasive power. Since Socrates avoided deliberate use of persuasive rheto-
ric, he cannot persuade his audience to judge him according to other criteria.
Nor can he teach them otherwise, for, as I noted earlier, his political audience
lacked philosophical imagination.

Socrates’ case could be interpreted as an example of mishearing, a fail-
ure on the part of his audience to properly receive his words. One might
conclude that his audience failed to listen to the language, in Hegel’s sense
(i.e., the logos or reason), behind his speech. However, what is significant
about Socrates’ case is that he is self-conscious of the fact that the failure of
language and of reason is not merely a matter of mishearing but also of
misspeaking. He speaks of the very issue of his own inability to speak in a
properly political voice and is thus aware of the fact that his voice will be
misheard. By misspeaking to the Athenian assembly, he effectively teaches us
about the problem that lies at the heart of philosophy’s political integument.
The problem still remains, however: as long as the political audience lacks a
developed philosophical imagination, the philosopher’s admission of his in-
ability to speak in a politically persuasive voice will still be heard as merely
another rhetorical ploy.

The philosopher’s voice has had to defend itself before courts of politi-
cal judgment ever since Socrates asked his political audience to listen to the
language conveyed by his voice. Moreover, philosophical audiences have
heard, in the reverberations of the voices of philosophers silenced by political
authority, a trenchant indictment of the injustice of political life. For centu-
ries, from Socrates to Boethius, from Cicero to Russell, the voice of philoso-
phy has addressed political life and has been addressed by political authority.
Often, as in the above examples, this voice has been indicted by political power
as a strange and treacherous threat to its authority. Often this voice indicts
political life as biased, illogical, and ultimately unjust. And yet, throughout the
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history of the struggle between philosophy and politics, the philosopher’s
voice has also been embraced by power, from Aristotle’s service to Alexander
to Heidegger’s service to the Nazi regime, from the American constitution’s
appropriation of Locke to Russian Communism’s deification of Marx. One
wonders about the differences in this odd dialectical history: why does one
philosopher’s voice antagonize power, while another’s is accepted by it as an
ally? Clearly the content of the philosopher’s speech is important, as is the
type of political power that confronts the philosopher’s speech. Moreover, the
philosopher’s voice itself is important: the demeanor with which the philoso-
pher addresses power, the geographical and historical location of the
philosopher’s utterance, the intended audience of the philosopher’s speech,
and the philosopher’s stature within the political community.

Twenty-four hundred years after the death of Socrates, following in the
wake of Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx, the issue of the philosopher’s voice
has become an explicit matter of concern for political philosophers. A quite
different voice, the voice of a woman, Iris Marion Young, makes this issue
explicit in the introduction to her Justice and the Politics of Difference:
“Philosophers acknowledge the partiality of the audience to which their ar-
guments are addressed, it seems to me, often even less than they acknowl-
edge the particularity of the voice of their writing.”22 Young claims that
political philosophers must recognize the particularity of their own voices
and refrain from trying to speak in the monological voice of an imperial
reason. Our current fascination with the material reverberations of the voice
of philosophy stems in part from the twentieth century’s general obsession
with language, itself a result of the growth of philosophy of language in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Wittgenstein, for example, understood
philosophy as clarification of language. “The results of philosophy are the
uncovering of one or another piece of plain nonsense and of bumps that the
understanding has got by running its head up against the limits of language.”23

It is the philosopher’s task to expose these limits, as it were, from the inside.
Gadamer made the same point from another perspective: “All human speak-
ing is finite in such a way that there is laid up within it an infinity of meaning
to be explicated and laid out.”24 Gadamerian hermeneutics amount to a con-
tinual circulation within the limits of language. The conclusion of both of these
ways of thinking is that we cannot escape from our own linguistic context:
philosophy is located at a certain point in space, time, language, and culture.

Moreover, multiculturalism and feminism have taught us that there are
indeed different voices and that within this plurality of voices there is the
continual possibility of misunderstanding. As Carol Gilligan concludes: “men
and women may speak different languages that they assume are the same,
using similar words to encode disparate experiences of self and social rela-
tionships.”25 Problems arise when we assume that there is some one voice
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that transcends the limits of these different voices, that each speaker means
the same thing when he or she speaks, or that each listener hears the same
words in the same way. The philosophy of the twentieth century has shown
us that philosophy cannot attain the position of a disembodied transcendental
subject who addresses the universal truths of the human being.

The bloody history of political life in the twentieth century has shown us
that attempts to address finite human beings in a universal voice lead to per-
verse cruelties. The claims of the universal monological subject often become
obsessed with homogeneity, purity, and unity at the expense of those others
who do not fit the master narrative of monological reason. Young’s politics of
difference is a deliberate attempt to re-introduce into political philosophy the
notion that the voice of the political philosopher is a spatially, temporally, and
culturally located voice. I say “re-introduce” because this notion was already
present in Socrates’ address to the Athenians just as it was present, as we shall
see, in the political philosophies of Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx.

Accusations against the monological imperialism of philosophy are of-
ten aimed at the systematic philosophers of the nineteenth century specifically,
Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx. Ironically, these philosophers are also ap-
pealed to in attempts to break the hold of monological reason. These thinkers
are often indicted for speaking in the monological voice of the transcendental
ego, spirit, or the proletariat. At the same time, these thinkers are appealed
to as progenitors of that type of critical dialectical reason that is offered as
an antidote for monological reason. For instance, Seyla Benhabib claims that
“Kantian ethics is monological, for it proceeds from the standpoint of the
rational person, defined in such a way that differences among concrete selves
become quite irrelevant.”26 Benhabib then appeals to Hegel and Marx—whom
she admits inherited much from Kant—as forerunners of a more complete
dialogical model of philosophical discourse. On the other hand, Karl Popper
criticizes Hegel (and by implication Marx) for engaging in what he calls
“oracular philosophy.”27 The problem is that, with Hegel, meaning becomes
historically and culturally determined and thus, “a new kind of dogmatism
becomes fashionable, in philosophy as well as in the social sciences. It con-
fronts us with its dictum. And we can take it or leave it.”28 In other words,
Popper accuses Hegel of consistently avoiding a dialogue with his readers in
order to pronounce the truth from the oracular perspective of the famous owl
of Minerva. Popper concludes his critique of Hegel and Marx’s historicism
by appealing to a historicism of his own: “Interpretations are important since
they represent a point of view. But we have seen that a point of view is
always inevitable . . . ”29 Popper does not recognize, however, that the issue of
points of view is a crucial one for both Hegel and Marx. Indeed, each of the
four philosophers we will discuss in what follows recognized the importance
of understanding the location of one’s voice.
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The imperious, monological model of reason occasionally imputed to
nineteenth century philosophers has been under attack for some time. After
the critiques of thinkers such as Nietzsche, Freud, Adorno, Foucault, Lyotard,
Derrida, James, Wittgenstein, and Rorty we can no longer believe that the
voice of the philosopher is the voice of universal reason that can speak from
everywhere and nowhere. As Habermas concludes: “master thinkers have
fallen on hard times.”30 The problem for Habermas, however, is that
“postmodern” critiques of philosophy themselves reiterate the problem of
voice: “these discourses can and want to give no account of their own posi-
tion.”31 Habermas calls for a return to Hegelian dialectics, albeit with a Kantian
twist. Recent returns to Hegelian dialectics are themselves ironic, therefore,
because Hegel was long considered to be one of those “master thinkers” who
had fallen on hard times. Adorno’s and Lyotard’s critiques of Hegel them-
selves remain Hegelian, at least to the extent that they charge Hegel with not
being enough of a dialectian himself to see the negativity that remains within
the dialectic.

Does the tradition that includes Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx represent
the origin or the end of the monological tradition in philosophy? In what
follows I argue that it is both. This tradition creates an awareness of the
inevitable political sound of the philosopher’s voice while also providing us
with hope that we may become self-conscious enough of this to transcend it.
It inspires us to pursue the norms of truth that govern the philosopher’s voice
while recognizing the inevitable politicization of these norms within the plu-
rality of audiences to whom the philosopher must speak. The argument of the
present text is that the issue of the location and embodiment of the philosopher’s
voice was a serious issue for these philosophers and that the roots of our
contemporary realization of the importance of this issue can be found in these
philosophers’ thought, especially in their thought about political life and about
the relation between philosophy and politics. Finally, I argue that in nine-
teenth century German philosophy, the importance of the political location of
the philosopher’s voice becomes a philosophical issue as philosophical judg-
ment itself becomes defined in political terms. Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx
each explicitly recognize the political orientation of the philosopher’s voice
and its relation to power. They differ to the extent that each resolves the
dilemma of the philosopher’s voice differently; they agree to the extent that
each recognizes the importance of situating and resolving this dilemma.

As we shall see, these philosophers address political life with their voices
and offer theoretical accounts of the political importance of the philosopher’s
voice. They each occupied a similar position as Socrates in his address to the
Athenian jury: they addressed the polis both as members of the polis but also
as philosophers whose voices sought to transcend the finite perspectives of
political life. Other philosophers have occupied this position before and after
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the era that stretched from the 1780s to the 1860s. What is of historical
interest in the story of these four thinkers is (1) the way in which each
recognizes that the sound of his own voice is of both political and philosophi-
cal significance and (2) the way in which this self-consciousness necessarily
leads each to bring his voice to bear on political issues of the day, while self-
consciously recognizing that this political intervention itself marks the limit
of philosophical speech. In short, the story of the development from Kant to
Marx is a story of the developing self-consciousness of the dilemma that
persists between philosophy and politics.

This development occurs in a period of political turmoil. The period that
stretched from the 1780s to the 1850s was a crucial period in the formation
of German political and intellectual identity. The French Revolution had a
strong impact on German liberals. Reaction against Napoleon’s invasion of
Germany acted as a catalyst for the formation of German identity. The revo-
lutions of 1848 promised, if only for a moment, a new liberal era. And finally,
in the 1860s and 70s the German empire was founded. It was a time that
called for great philosophers as well as statesmen to reflect upon the issues
of the day: the institution of a republican constitution, the identity of the
German nation, and social justice during rapid industrialization. Kant, Fichte,
Hegel, and Marx each responded to changing political conditions. I will try
to indicate the importance of these changing conditions as we proceed.

Précis and Conclusion

And yet they [philosophers] do not address their voices (ihre
Stimme an… gerichtet) themselves in familiar tones to the people
(who themselves take little or no notice of them and their
writings), but in respectful tones to the state, which is thereby
implored to take the rightful needs of the people to heart.

—Kant, The Contest of the Faculties32

According to Kant, a proper understanding of the scope of our thought
and the audiences to whom it is addressed ought to result in an increase of
enlightenment. Unfortunately, as we have seen in the more than two hundred
years since Kant responded to the question “What is Enlightenment?” en-
lightenment continues to be a problem. Kant envisioned the outcome of in-
creased freedom in the public employment of reason as a benign result in
which there would be a convergence of opinion toward truth and in which the
moral politician would contribute toward a gradual reform of political insti-
tutions. However, it seems as if truth remains even more at a distance today
than it did in Kant’s time. The fractious nature of philosophical thinking at
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the end of the twentieth century, the “culture wars” that continue to rage, and
indeed the whole of what has come to be known as “postmodernity” shows
us that increased freedom for the public employment of reason results in an
increase of disagreement, contention, and dispute. It is not too much to claim
that philosophy itself (at least as it is practiced within the academy), which
for over two thousand years had struggled to distance itself from cliquish
factionalism and the irrational persuasive tactics of politics, has become thor-
oughly politicized. At the same time, philosophers find themselves more and
more marginalized, unable to leave the ivory tower to have any real impact
on political life.

This is true, in part, because with the proliferation of managed media
sources, it is no longer possible freely to address the general reading public
as it perhaps was in Kant’s day.33 Indeed it is no longer possible to assume
that there is a unified public that could be addressed. This situation is not
unique to political life in America at the end of the twentieth century, how-
ever. Even Kant was aware that the general public really did not care or
understand the philosophical project of enlightenment. In part this is a prob-
lem of diversity, but more than this, it is a problem of the failure of the
philosophical imagination. We can see the breakdown of the Kantian faith in
a unified reading public as a concern for Fichte, Hegel, and Marx. Moreover,
each of these philosophers was also aware of the inability of their intended
audience to be able properly to listen to the philosopher’s voice. Kant recog-
nized that part of the problem was the state itself and its repression of free
speech but also that another part of the problem was the timidity of philo-
sophical speech and its reluctance to speak critically to power. For Fichte, the
same problem obtains. The public is unable to comprehend philosophical
thought because of the sorry state of political affairs. Fichte took it upon
himself to address the political audience in order to create receptivity for his
philosophical voice. Fichte thus recognized that philosophical reason is po-
litically located and that there will always be different audiences with varying
capacities for comprehension. Fichte’s goal was to create a nation in which
there would be individuals capable of knowing the truth of his philosophy,
i.e., individuals capable of listening to the logos transmitted by his voice.
Ironically, he endeavored to create this philosophical nation of listeners by
addressing it with the manipulative, rhetorical speech that we would expect
to hear from a politician. With Fichte, philosophy became political in order
to create its own public audience.

Fichte’s acknowledgment of the political role to be played by philoso-
phy became institutionalized in Germany after Prussia obtained its indepen-
dence from France. In post-Napoleonic Prussia, philosophy became a function
of the state itself, a servant of the crown. Hegel’s Philosophy of Right was
delivered at a time when the nation already existed in the form of an inde-
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pendent Prussia. Although, like Fichte, Hegel acknowledges that individuals
vary in their ability to comprehend philosophical thought according to their
real historical conditions, he believes that there then (1820s) existed a class
of people who had overcome the limitations of these conditions to such an
extent that they were able to attain philosophical comprehension of them-
selves and their position within the state. Hegel’s audience was an audience
that Hegel, at least, seemed to believe was capable of properly listening to
philosophical logos. This is why he did not address the members of his
audience as individuals but, rather, as representatives of the spiritual or “uni-
versal class.” This spiritual class is roughly equivalent to the general reading
public that Kant claims the philosopher ought properly to address. While
Fichte addressed the German nation in order to create this liberal public,
Hegel addressed the universal class in order to help this “liberal” public
understand itself.

With Hegel, however, the following problem arises: the truly universal
aspect of the state, the sovereign, need not be conscious of itself. Philosophy
was, thus, according to Hegel’s own thought on the matter, an organ of the
state, the state’s consciousness of itself. Hegel, however, admitted that his
own view was problematic. While the state demands that it be addressed by
philosophy, the sovereign need not listen to the voice of philosophy. Despite
the fact that his own political text explicitly addresses an audience that we
would ordinarily think was political, the universal class of Prussia, Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right seems to contain the implication that philosophers cannot
have an active impact upon the course of real political life. This is so, at least,
because the sovereign need not comprehend the philosopher’s voice. This is
why Hegel’s republican hopes trail off into vague spiritual politics. In ad-
dressing the state, Hegel claimed that he addressed everyone in general, no
one in particular, and each of us as individuals. This is what Hegel means by
spirit. This complex view, however, results in a vague account of the relation
between theory and practice. On the one hand, Hegel argues for a radical
connection between philosophical reflection and political action. He sees
philosophical reflection as political action and understands political action as
resulting in philosophical reflection. On the other hand, Hegel refuses to
follow the implications of this conclusion beyond a mere statement of the
case. He simply postulates this unity in the name of spirit without considering
how recognition of this unity will transform both theory and practice. Hegel thus
conservatively retreated to the ivory tower just as he discovered the fact that
philosophy is inextricably tied to political life: the spirit whom Hegel addresses
remains a political spectator who has yet to return to political action.

Marx rejected both Fichte’s philosophical politics and Hegel’s spiritual
philosophy. For Marx, the nation, the universal class, the sovereign, and
indeed spirit itself are ideological constructions which do not constitute the
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general public. Indeed for Marx, there is no “general public.” For Marx, the
proper address of philosophical thought is the proletariat, the “materially”
universal class, which was itself marginalized and ignored by the Hegelian
philosophy. Marx thus politicized his own philosophical activity in order to
create the conditions under which the proletariat could become self-conscious.
Like Fichte, Marx found that he could not address his audience directly
because it did not yet exist as an audience: the proper audience of his address
is incapable of listening to his voice because its ears have been muffled by
the bourgeois ideology. Like Fichte, Marx attempts to create this audience in
the very act of addressing it. However, Marx’s goal is material freedom and
not the abstract philosophical freedom of Fichtean and Hegelian philosophy.
Moreover, Marx realizes that there will inevitably be unresolved contradic-
tions within the material realm of politics. With Marx, then, philosophy be-
comes explicitly political to the extent that Marx recognizes the persistence
of difference and the necessity of continued political struggle.34

Marx thus overturns Kant’s view of the relation between philosophy
and politics. One might claim, using Kant’s terms, that Marx is more of a
“political moralist” than a “moral politician”: “one who fashions his moral-
ity to suit his own advantage as a statesman.”35 Indeed, many have criti-
cized Marxism for the tendency of its leaders to be “opportunists.” However,
at his best, Marx resists the urge to demand a synthesis of philosophy and
politics: he recognizes that the limits of present political life prevent us
from clearly prognosticating the philosophy or morality of the future. The
problem for Marx is that although he wanted to liberate both politics and
philosophy from their bourgeois limitations, he found that he could only
do so by engaging in politics. Marx thus recognized the problem of the
philosopher’s voice which this chapter has discussed: the philosopher’s
voice always reverberates within a certain form of social and political life
and will be heard within that context, even when it endeavors either to point
beyond it or embrace it. Finally, with Marx’s recognition of the antago-
nisms that exist within the general human audience, Marx’s voice becomes
multiple. A different voice is required to speak to the different needs of the
diverse members of the audience.

The history of thought from Kant to Marx thus shows us the roots of our
own current struggle, a struggle in which philosophy has become politicized
and in which political life proceeds heedless of philosophy. As we shall see
in what follows, both the historical and rhetorical settings of seminal texts by
Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx indicate that their different approaches and
conclusions depend upon the different audiences they address and the histori-
cal and political circumstances in which they speak. This history indicates a
successive redefinition of the notion of the philosophical public and also
indicates a redefinition of the distinction between philosophy and politics.



The Philosopher’s Voice 19

This story will be developed more fully in what follows. In Chapter 2,
I will discuss historical antecedents in modern political philosophy by con-
sidering the issue of voice in Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. I
then look in detail at the issue of voice in the political philosophies of Kant
(3 and 4), Fichte (5 and 6), Hegel (7 and 8), and Marx (9 and 10). In these
chapters, I show that these philosophers were each aware of the problematic
distinction between philosophy and politics. Each of these philosophers takes
up a unique position within the struggle between philosophy and politics, and
each builds upon the thought of his predecessors about the interconnections
between philosophy, politics, and language. These chapters thus form a his-
torical argument to the effect that Marx’s turn away from philosophy repre-
sents the political culmination of the philosophical struggle to resolve the
tension between philosophy and politics. I conclude in Chapter 11 by arguing
that contemporary problems in political philosophy can be understood in terms
of the ongoing struggle to resolve the dilemma of the philosopher’s voice.

Note on Method

A final note on my own method and voice is apropos as I conclude this
introduction. Some might see my focus on voice as a tangential issue focused
on some obscure corners of the systematic edifices of these philosophers.
However, I do not claim to have completed a systematic analysis of any of
the philosophers I approach. Nor do I claim to have systematically resolved
the question of what is political philosophy. I do not, for example, claim that
these four philosophers can fit easily into a set of paradigms for political
philosophy.36 Indeed these four philosophers are fascinating precisely because
they cannot easily be categorized. The complexity (and the contradictions) of
their work develops out of the fact that they each audaciously attempted to
bridge the gap between philosophy and politics while also acknowledging the
paradoxical nature of the endeavor to build such a bridge. My modest goal
is to weave together the threads of philosophy of language, political philoso-
phy, and political activity found in these philosophers in order to gain clarity
about the complexity of the conflict between philosophy and politics.

In order to achieve this goal, I focus extensively on places—occasion-
ally obscure but never tangential—at which these philosophers provide us
with indications of their own methodological self-consciousness. I interpret
Kant’s discussions of method in often-overlooked portions of the first Cri-
tique and compare these discussions to the spirit of his admittedly unsystem-
atic political philosophy and his thoughts on progress as found in his book
on religion. I look at Fichte’s popular political works and his own explicit
considerations of language and politics and compare these discussions to his
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account of imagination as articulated in the depths of the Wissenschaftslehre.
I consider Hegel’s systematic methodology and his brief but crucial philoso-
phy of language in order to discuss its influence on his political voice as
found in the Philosophy of Right and his other topical political articles. Fi-
nally, with Marx, I search for a philosophy of language scattered among his
unsystematic writings and his collaborations with Engels in order to discover
Marx’s self-conscious appropriation of political rhetoric and his turn away
from political philosophy. These reflections on language and philosophical
methodology, which I have unearthed in the work of these philosophers, have
been often overlooked. However, since the critical turn in philosophy, which
begins with Kant, is a methodological turn, these considerations are essential
for understanding the development of the critical project. Uniting this re-
search agenda and the methodological considerations of these philosophers is
the idea that philosophical self-consciousness demands that questions of lan-
guage and method be made explicit, especially by philosophers who would
speak to a larger political audience.

As part of this project I attempt to situate the political and philosophical
activity of the philosophers in question. To this end I have provided some
historical details about their lives and careers. These details are interesting for
what they tell us about these men and about this era. I hope that these details
can help us to conceive the concrete historical events with which these phi-
losophers were concerned. However, since my chief task was to interpret the
texts left to us by these thinkers—to listen to their voices—I have left out a
narrative account of many of the details that would be found in a straightfor-
ward historical or biographical text. Moreover, the way I have organized the
material into discrete chapters on each of the philosophers tends to disrupt the
continuity that exists in this era. To remedy this and to make the biographical,
bibliographical, and political history of this period more perspicuous, I have
included as an appendix a detailed chronology of the lives, works, and events,
which I am discussing. The reader will hopefully find this useful as a sche-
matic synopsis of the story that I develop in the text.

Finally, I hope that this book is a book of philosophy and not merely a
book of history or intellectual biography. What I mean by this is that the
problem of the philosopher’s voice that I address here is a philosophical
problem, one with which we are still struggling. I hope that the reader will
share with me a concern for this problem and that the reader will be familiar
enough with the basic outlines of the history of philosophy to follow me
through the development of this problem. It is still not clear to me what the
solution to this problem is, although after having thought about it for several
years now, it is clear to me that some solutions are not valid. Indeed, the
resolutions of the conflict between philosophy and politics offered by Kant,
Fichte, Hegel, and Marx each are inadequate in different ways, even if they
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are understandable given the historical and political contexts in which these
solutions were enacted. I spell out these inadequacies in the chapters that
follow. My hope is that by considering these inadequacies, we might begin
to contemplate further solutions in the continual effort to bring reason to bear
on political life.
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C H A P T E R 2

�

Voice in Machiavelli, Locke, and Rousseau

The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare
on the brain of the living.

—Marx, Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte1

Concern with the philosopher’s voice did not originate ex nihilo with the
dawning of the nineteenth century. Rather, the issue of voice was already a
pressing one for Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and others for whom
the question of how to address political life was important. The German
philosophers of the early nineteenth century were aware of these historical
antecedents. Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx located their own thinking within
a historical context created by their predecessors. They were also careful to
attend to the proper context in which to understand these predecessors. Aware-
ness of the history of political philosophy included an awareness of the prob-
lem of the philosopher’s voice. In the present chapter I will discuss the
history of the question of voice and will discuss the way in which Kant,
Fichte, Hegel, and Marx critiqued and responded to this history.

Machiavelli and the Dangers of Political Speech

Machiavelli calls out (aufrufen) to Lorenzo de Medici and speaks
of the present as a favorable moment for the conquest of Italy.

—Hegel, “The Constitution of Germany”2

It is obvious that Machiavelli is aware of the issue of voice. He is quite
aware of whom he is addressing in his political philosophy. In The Prince,
Machiavelli addresses himself explicitly to the prince. The opening line of
The Prince states “Niccolo Machiavelli to Lorenzo the Magnificent son of
Piero di Medici.” The meaning of the text is found in this address: Machiavelli
wants to explain princely power to the prince in order to inspire the prince
to act. Moreover, Machiavelli is acutely aware of the limitations of his own
situated position as a political observer who is not himself any longer an
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active participant in political life. He likens his own position vis-à-vis the
prince to a landscape painter who views great mountains from a lowly van-
tage point within a valley. He concludes, however, that his own location
provides him with better insight into the nature of princely power than a
prince himself could attain: “so it is necessary to be a prince to know thor-
oughly the nature of the people, and one of the populace to know the nature
of princes.”3 It may be true that Machiavelli was merely making traditional
obeisance to the political authorities; however, it is also true that the necessity
of paying homage to the prince in a political treatise indicates a certain
awareness that political philosophy is located within political space.4 In writ-
ing a treatise on politics one must beware of the political impact of the
treatise. Clearly, as Hegel indicates, one of Machiavelli’s aims in addressing
The Prince to Lorenzo the Great was to inspire this prince to step forward as
the liberator of Italy. In other words, Machiavelli explicitly addressed a po-
litical agent, the prince, in order to help this political agent better understand
himself and thus take up his historic task. Given the fact that Italian politics
consisted of petty monarchs at war with one another, it is not surprising that
Machiavelli addressed his hopes to a monarch who would free Italy from
anarchy and dissolution. Machiavelli addresses the house of Medici directly:
“it is no marvel that none of the before-mentioned Italians have done that
which is to be hoped your illustrious house may do . . .”5 This indicates that,
for Machiavelli, political philosophy is not just a passive theoretical activity
aiming at comprehending political affairs. On the contrary, for Machiavelli,
philosophical reflection on political affairs is always colored by a specific
political agenda. It is natural then, that Machiavelli would address his
reflections in The Prince explicitly to that prince who had the best chance of
realizing Machiavelli’s hoped for political end.

Unfortunately, as often happens when theorists attempt to influence
political life, Machiavelli’s attempts to inspire fell upon deaf ears. Hegel
recognized this adverse outcome and concluded that “Machiavelli’s voice
(Stimme) died away without effect.”6 This is the problem of actualizing the
thought of the philosopher by way of a politically active voice: there is no
guarantee that the philosopher’s voice will be properly heard by the politi-
cal audience it addresses. Machiavelli was aware of the vicissitudes of
political life: in 1512, he lost his political standing in Florence and was
arrested and tortured by the new authorities swept in with the defeat of
France in Italy. Machiavelli even devotes a whole chapter of his Discourses
to a discussion of “The danger of being prominent in counseling any enter-
prise and how that danger increases with the importance of such enter-
prise.”7 Here, under the rubric of the general relation between political
power and those who would speak to power, Machiavelli lays out the dan-
gers of political philosophy quite nicely.
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Certainly those who counsel princes and republics are placed between two
dangers. If they do not advise what seems to them for the good of the
republic or the prince, regardless of the consequences to themselves, then
they fail of their duty; and if they do advise it, then it is at the risk of their
position and their lives; for all men are blind in this, that they judge of good
or evil counsels only by the result.8

Machiavelli thus acknowledges that advice-giving is a dangerous affair,
one which should be undertaken “calmly and modestly.”9 This is a problem
of the proper way of speaking for one who would address power in the way
that Machiavelli himself does in the Prince. Finally, Machiavelli concludes
that even to remain silent is no recourse, “for to advise men to be silent and
to withhold the expression of any opinion would render them useless to a
republic, as well as to a prince, without avoiding danger.”10 To remain silent
is still to be involved in political affairs, as Socrates and Aristotle both knew:
there is no escaping the political location of language because silence within
a political context is still a form of speech. Machiavelli makes this clear in
his parable of the advisor who was killed “for having been silent when he
should have spoken and for having spoken when he should have been si-
lent.”11 Political life is a life of speech. There is no escape from the conse-
quences of speaking if one wants to remain an active part of political life. The
best that we can do is exercise calm judgment and moderation in our speech.

What then are the implications for philosophy of this way of locating
speech in general within a politically charged atmosphere? The philosopher
is perhaps the one who has the most difficult time remaining silent because
the philosopher knows what ought to be and this normative vision impels him
to act, to speak, to give advice. And yet, as Machiavelli would warn, the
philosopher must recognize the danger that lies in speaking. That Kant was
aware of this problem, even if he was not aware of Machiavelli’s formulation
of it, can be seen in his attempt to defuse political speech in “What is Enlight-
enment?”: “Argue as much as you like about whatever you like, but obey.”12

Kant, naively perhaps, tries to keep theory and practice, political speech and
political activity, separated in a way that Machiavelli and his later German
pupils, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx, would be skeptical of. However, Fichte and
Marx, and to a lesser extent Hegel, seem to have ignored Machiavelli’s ad-
vice about calmness and moderation in advice-giving. Indeed, in the German
nineteenth century we see philosophy turn to political life in a manner mod-
eled on Machiavelli’s Prince but without proper regard for Machiavelli’s call
for moderation in the Discourses. This vehemence in political speech is what
leads Cassirer to claim that “the idealistic thinkers of the nineteenth century,
Fichte and Hegel, became the advocates of Machiavelli and the defenders of
Machiavellism.”13 This conclusion is too strong, as we shall see, because
Kant, Fichte, and Hegel were also each concerned with the enlightenment
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ideal of universal morality.14 Nonetheless, the problem of the relation be-
tween philosophy and politics embodied in Machiavelli continued to be a
problem in the nineteenth century, culminating in Marx’s deliberate rejection
of those moral restraints on political action. Hegel, perhaps more than Fichte
and Marx, was explicitly aware of the problems that occur when philosophers
attempt to use their voices to affect political reality. For Hegel, Machiavelli
was the modern embodiment of this problem. Nonetheless, even in Hegel’s
supposed “silence,” his reticence about issuing instructions on how the world
ought to be, his method in the Philosophy of Right reflects Machiavelli’s
method in the Prince, i.e., the idea that the theorist ought to use his insight
to help the prince understand his own activity.15

It is important to acknowledge that this interpretation of Machiavelli—
one that understands Machiavelli as directing The Prince to a particular au-
dience in the form of Lorenzo de Medici for a very specific political
purpose—is a contentious interpretation and one that first gained prominence
under the new historicist approach of the Enlightenment. Machiavelli’s noto-
rious realpolitik had been the subject of numerous anti-Machiavellian polem-
ics, most notably Frederick the Great’s Anti-Machiavelli, written in 1740.
Even Frederick’s critique is acutely aware of the address of the text. He
recognizes that Machiavelli addresses those in power. Indeed it is the nature
of this address that leads Frederick to condemn Machiavelli.

But he speaks to all men, for an author who comes out in print communi-
cates with the entire world, and he addresses himself primarily to those who
should be the most virtuous since they are destined to govern others. What
then is more infamous or insolent than to teach them treachery, perfidy,
murder, and all the crimes?16

Frederick condemns Machiavelli because he was not sensitive to the
task which he had undertaken, i.e., to educate princes about the proper exer-
cise of power is a task of universal moral import. Frederick subscribes to the
view that sees The Prince as a treatise arguing in favor of the prince’s im-
moral lust for power. This is why Frederick begins his work with the condem-
nation that “Machiavelli’s The Prince is one of the most dangerous works
ever to be disseminated in the world.”17 Frederick does not read The Prince
ironically as a satire on political power as someone like Diderot did. Rather,
Frederick takes it as a deadly serious piece of immorality, the product of a
“misanthropic,” “hypochondriac,” “drunken” mind that “portrays the world
as hell and men as demons.”18 Moreover, Frederick claims that Machiavelli’s
theory is irrelevant because of crucial historical differences between the six-
teenth and the eighteenth centuries. Frederick thus rejects Machiavelli as both
immoral and irrelevant.
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Following upon Frederick’s condemnation of Machiavelli, Herder resur-
rected serious interest in Machiavelli by recontextualizing The Prince and by
listening even more carefully to the specific address of Machiavelli’s voice.
In 1795, the same year as Kant published Perpetual Peace, just five years
before Hegel’s discussion of Machiavelli in the “German Constitution” and
twelve years before Fichte published his article “Ueber Machiavelli,” Herder
wrote that The Prince was “neither a satire, nor a manual of morals, nor an
intermediary between these two; it is a work of politics, written for the Italian
princes of its epoch, according to their taste, according to their principles, and
to the goal which Machiavelli indicates in the last chapter, to liberate Italy
from the barbarians . . .”19 It is significant that Herder admits the possibility
that a work of politics could have a unique genre as something other than
moral, for this is the very possibility that Kant tries to reject in Perpetual
Peace. At issue in Kant’s rejection of a division between morality and politics
is Machiavellism, although Kant does not indicate it by this name. Kant
concludes that “A true system of politics cannot therefore take a single step
without first paying tribute to morality. And although politics in itself is a
difficult art, no art is required to combine it with morality. For as soon as the
two come into conflict, morality can cut through the knot which politics
cannot unite… for all politics must bend the knee before right . . .”20 Al-
though Kant makes this argument in the name of his philosophical theory of
morality and justice, this same argument was made by Frederick in the name
of prudence. Frederick argued that the prince should pursue justice because
only justice is able to prevent revolutionary sentiment from growing in the
masses. We can see, then, that the question of Machiavelli is a question of the
proper relationship between philosophy and politics. Should there be political
theory that does not include philosophical reflection about justice, or should
philosophy criticize such amoral political activity? Finally, one wonders
whether such criticism is itself a matter of justice or a matter of prudence,
i.e., a matter of theory or of practice.

In the nineteenth century, Hegel and Fichte both endeavored to rehabili-
tate Machiavelli, following Herder’s historicist approach, by recognizing the
importance of locating The Prince precisely in terms of its address. They
each flirted with the idea, contra Kant, that expedient political activity was
sometimes historically necessary. In 1801, in his essay on the “Constitution
of Germany,” Hegel wrote:

You must come to the reading of the Prince immediately after being im-
pressed by the history of the centuries before Machiavelli and the history of
his own times. Then indeed it will appear as not merely justified but as an
extremely great and true conception produced by a genuinely political head
endowed with an intellect of the highest and noblest kind.21
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In his 1807 essay “On Machiavelli,” Fichte tried to defend Machiavelli’s
political insight against those who saw him as a moral devil. Fichte’s defense
of Machiavelli is based upon his recognition of the different criteria that one
must apply to different theorists, depending upon their differing intentions.
Fichte states, for example, quite adamantly that Machiavelli must not be
judged according to the criteria one would use to judge a transcendental
philosopher:

By no means ought one to judge him according to concepts that he did not
have and according to a language (Sprache) that he did not speak (redet).
But the most wrong-headed approach would be if one were to judge him as
if he had wanted to write a transcendental political constitution and to force
him, centuries after his death, into a school which he would have had no
opportunity to go.22

Both Fichte and Hegel asked for a more nuanced response to Machiavelli,
one which recognized the peculiarities of Machiavelli’s historical task and the
type of voice and language with which he spoke. In their reflections upon
Machiavelli, they ask the historian of philosophy to be aware of the real
historical quality of the philosopher’s voice and to locate it historically as a
form of address. Moreover, they stressed the similarities between the histori-
cal situation in Italy in the sixteenth century and Germany in the nineteenth
century, i.e., a nation in disarray that needed a strong hand to bring about
national unity. Fichte and Hegel both seemed to realize the need for a German
Machiavelli—a philosopher who would address political affairs in order to
inspire action. Fichte completed this thought in his 1807 Addresses to the
German Nation, which can be read as a nationalistic version of Machiavelli’s
The Prince. These Addresses were composed at around the same time that
Fichte completed his essay on Machiavelli. Taking this into consideration
when we turn directly to the Addresses, it will be important to keep in mind
Fichte’s recognition of the difference between trying to compose a transcen-
dental constitution (as Fichte endeavored to do in his more transcendental
works, System der Sittlichkeit and Geschlossene Handelsstaat) and trying to
influence political life (as he did in the Addresses). Hegel, to his credit,
moves away from such a use of theory to defend nationalistic politics, despite
the fact that he still recognizes in his Philosophy of Right that the expedient
political use of power is sometimes justified in war and that heroic individu-
als may have the right to utilize seemingly immoral political expedients.23

We have thus exposed in Fichte’s and Hegel’s interpretation of Machiavelli
the fact that they both thought that the voice of the political philosopher must
be understood in terms of its address. Of course, there are those for whom
Machiavelli represents a pernicious influence on the subsequent history of
political philosophy. Leo Strauss, for example, condemns the whole tradition
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of political philosophy that stretches from Machiavelli, through Hobbes,
Rousseau, Kant and on to Hegel and Marx. Strauss writes:

The right order may have been as loftily conceived by Hegel as it was by
Plato, which one may doubt. It certainly was thought by Hegel to be estab-
lished in the Machiavellian way, not in the Platonic way: it was thought to be
established in a manner which contradicts the right order itself. The delusions
of communism are already the delusions of Hegel and even of Kant.24

The problem Strauss sees in the tradition that stems from Machiavelli is
that, when philosophers address their voices to political life, they become
susceptible to the injustice of political life. A philosopher, according to Strauss,
ought not lower himself to address the often-immoral disputes of political
life.25 On the other hand, in defense of Machiavelli, it is important to remem-
ber that The Prince self-consciously avows its intentions by making its ad-
dress—to Lorenzo the Great—explicit at the outset. As Cassirer states, in
defense of Machiavelli: “The Prince is neither a moral nor an immoral book:
it is simply a technical book.”26 In addressing power in an attempt to eluci-
date the techniques of power, Machiavelli indicates the contradictory nature
of political philosophy: philosophy, when it attempts to have an impact upon
political life, ceases to be philosophical and becomes political. Machiavelli is
thus the first modern philosopher to broach this problem, and his model of
political philosophy had a significant impact on the nineteenth century.27

The philosophers of the nineteenth century took this problem up as an
explicit matter for philosophical contemplation. Indeed, it may be the case,
as Otto Pöggeler notes, that Hegel overcame his early fascination with
Machiavelli precisely because of the problem indicated in the Straussian
critique of Machiavelli. Although Hegel never adopted the Kantian hope, as
articulated in Perpetual Peace, that there could be a final synthesis of moral-
ity and politics, he did distance himself from his early interest in Machiavelli.
Pöggeler writes,

Hegel doesn’t name Machiavelli in the Philosophy of Right and, in his
Lectures on the History of Philosophy, he does not take the trouble to ex-
plain the fundamental concepts of Machiavelli. This shows that Machiavelli
interested Hegel more as a patriotic writer (écrivain patriotique) than as a
theoretician of politics (théoricien de la politique).28

In subsequent chapters we shall consider whether Hegel was able to
maintain this distinction.

The question opened by Machiavelli, a question of which our German
philosophers were aware, is thus whether a philosopher could address his
voice directly to political life without ceasing to be a philosopher.29 The
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question of the possibility that philosophy could change the world and could
import its theoretical innovations into the political realm is of the utmost
concern for Kant and his followers. The homage that both Fichte and Hegel
pay to Machiavelli shows that they were aware, prior to Marx’s “Theses on
Feuerbach,” that philosophy can and should become practical. Although they
both admired the manner in which Machiavelli used his voice to speak to his
political audience, they each developed the lessons taught by his example in
a different way. Unfortunately, neither Fichte nor Marx took Machiavelli’s
recommendation for “calm and moderation” seriously enough, although per-
haps Hegel did so in his more mature (and un-Machiavellian) works. Such
moderation was especially Kant’s virtue, although Kant’s reluctance to take
the plunge into Machiavellian political practice makes his political voice
equally problematic, for it remains hidden, as we shall see, behind his fear of
political revolution.

Hobbes, Locke, and the Problem of Political Liberalism

[Hobbes’ books] contain sounder reflections on the nature of
society and government than many now in circulation. Society, the
state, is to Hobbes absolutely preeminent.

—Hegel, History of Philosophy30

The central problem of Hobbes’s Leviathan, although it is usually taken
to be the question of the justification of sovereignty, or the civil power, is
really the question of education. Indeed, the aim of the book is to educate
people who inhabit the commonwealth about the nature of the common-
wealth and its power over them. This is the same project which Kant, Fichte,
Hegel, and Marx each took up in their own way. For Hobbes, this educational
task is a problem, as it was for Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx. The problem
is that those who need education most are debased to such an extent that their
education may well be impossible. This problem can be seen in the middle
of Leviathan, as Hobbes begins the transition from the first two parts of the
text and moves from a consideration “Of Man” and “Of Common-Wealth” to
a consideration “Of a Christian Common-Wealth” and “Of the Kingdome of
Darkness.” Hobbes writes that he realizes that a profound understanding was
necessary to follow his arguments (“how much depth of Morall Philosophy”)
and concludes that “I am at the point of believing this my labour, as uselesse,
as the Common-wealth of Plato.”31 Hobbes goes on to explain that this de-
spair results from the fact that it seems that Plato was right to claim that there
would be no justice until philosophers were kings. Since this is absurd, Hobbes
despairs. Nonetheless, Hobbes remains hopeful because he claims that his
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sovereign need not be a mathematical or philosophical genius as Plato de-
manded. Rather, Hobbes claims that the sovereign only needs to understand
the “Science of Naturall Justice.” He concludes the first part of his book with
the following:

I recover some hope, that one time or other, this writing of mine, may fall
into the hands of a Soveraign, who will consider it himselfe, (for it is short,
and I think clear), without the help of any interested or envious Interpreter;
and by the exercise of entire Soveraignty, in protecting the public teaching
of it, convert this Truth of Speculation, into the Utility of Practice.32

Hobbes thus indicates both the importance of philosophical under-
standing for the commonwealth and the difficulty of this. Moreover, Hobbes
makes it clear that this educational activity is not to be limited to the
education of the sovereign but is to be a “public teaching.” Thus the Hob-
besian project is a step beyond the Machiavellian project in that it is not
merely addressed to the sovereign. Moreover, Hobbes anticipates the en-
lightenment project of moral education by claiming that education ought to
be addressed through the sovereign back to a public which is itself to be
enlightened by the enlightened sovereign. We can see that Hobbes is thus
thoroughly immersed in the problem of the proper relation between phi-
losophy and politics. One recent interpreter of Hobbes has argued that the
entire second half of Leviathan is dedicated to the problem of preparing the
commonwealth for the task of understanding the philosophical reflections
contained in the first half of the text and that the rhetorical flair of Levia-
than is a deliberate affect of Hobbes’s “new ambition to appeal to a large,
public audience and thus shape popular opinion directly . . .”33 At the same
time, it is to Hobbes’s credit that he is aware of the difficulties of this task.
However, it is important to note that Hobbes’s task was still significantly
easier than the task of later philosophers who had to deal with the problems
that arose out of the very content of modern political philosophy after
Locke, i.e., the problems that occur when liberalism attempts to divorce
political and philosophical activity in the name of toleration.

Before we turn to Locke, let us note, in advance, that subsequent (post-
Kantian) solutions to the problem of liberalism tend to return us to the Hob-
besian Leviathan. Fichte’s strong coercive educational state is a sort of Leviathan.
Marx’s attempt to construct a life beyond liberal politics ends up calling for the
creation of a state-apparatus that would overcome state-apparatuses. Hegel is
perhaps the clearest follower of Hobbes in both systematically undertaking
the educational task and in thus justifying a strong state. However, Hegel’s
appropriation of the Hobbesian educational task tends to result in the same
problem that Hobbes encountered: the system of truth about the state ends up
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being incomprehensible to those who live within the state—both the sover-
eign whom Hegel eventually leaves blithely dotting the “i’s” of state policy
and the rabble and women who are excluded from state education. The fur-
ther problem encountered by Hegel, a problem that Hobbes did not feel the
need to confront, was the very question of the place of the philosopher within
the Leviathan.34 Thus, although the post-Kantian philosophers rejected Lockean
liberalism and returned to Hobbes, they did so with much more self-con-
sciousness about the way in which the philosophical account and/or critique
of the state was itself located within political life.

We thus turn to Locke’s liberalism with a recognition that Locke’s theory
was offered as an antidote to the strong state of Hobbes. Locke’s Second
Treatise of Government is structured according to its motto, salus populi
suprema lex esto, “the welfare of the people is the supreme law.” As we shall
see, the meaning of “the people” is, however, ambiguous for Locke: Locke’s
theory is predicated upon a recognition of class differences in political life.
Thus while Locke addresses his text to a general reader who is a member of
the citizenry, i.e., to the people whose welfare is the supreme law, the mean-
ing of this address is ambiguous: it is both all of the people and only those
educated, rational, property owners who make up the ruling class. Locke’s
text announces itself as an attempt to justify to the people of England the
right of William III to the throne. It also announces itself as addressed to the
world.35 Locke locates his remarks in time and space and addresses them to
a specific historical audience. He does not address the prince, as Machiavelli
does, but he does address his remarks to the sovereign. In Locke’s case,
however, it is the people themselves who are sovereign and not the prince,
for the power of the prince to rule over the people is based upon the consent
of the people.

Locke’s notion of sovereignty and of majority rule is not as straightfor-
ward as it might seem. While Locke claims that sovereignty is found in the
hands of the majority, the majority is conceived on a class-basis. Those who
are able to pay, from out of their estates, taxes which are used to support the
common-wealth are those who ought to have a say about taxation and the
uses of tax revenue.36 The nonpropertied classes have a reduced participatory
role. Locke’s work is thus addressed to the people in a double sense. On the
one hand, he addresses all of the people in order to justify the class structure
in which the nonpropertied classes lack political power. On the other hand,
he addresses the propertied classes in order to explain the origins and limi-
tations of their power within the system of natural rights. Locke tends to
resolve this ambiguity in favor of the propertied classes because he tends to
think that the nonpropertied classes are somewhat limited, if not incapable of
being addressed by the philosophical discourse of justification.37 As we shall
see, this was a problem that haunted the nineteenth century: can philosophy
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address those who are the subjects of political power but who, because they
are excluded from the educational advantages that come with political power,
are incapable of understanding the philosophical theory of society? The ten-
dency of Locke’s voice to direct itself, as a class-oriented voice, toward the
ruling class, opens the problem of the moronization of the masses who are
excluded from the address of political philosophy.38 This was a problem with
which the philosophers of the nineteenth century struggled.

The implicit ambiguity of Locke’s address may help to explain the in-
teresting rhetorical form of Locke’s “Letter Concerning Toleration.” Locke
begins the “Letter” as a letter, addressing it to an unnamed “Honored Sir.” In
the letter itself it is not clear to whom Locke addressed his famous “Letter,”
nor was it clear, at the time the “Letter” was published anonymously in
Amsterdam in Latin in 1689, that Locke was its author. The vagueness of the
“Letter’s” rhetorical context is understandable, however, given the nature of
its content. Both the “Letter” and the Second Treatise or Government, which
was also published anonymously in 1689, were inflammatory political tracts.
The Second Treatise argues for the right to revolution, and the “Letter” argues
for a radical extension of liberty. Indeed, the year in which they were both
first published, 1689, was a crucial year politically in England: the protestant
William and Mary had just acceded to the throne in the “Glorious Revolu-
tion.” Both of these essays are thus practical political interventions, addressed
to the English people, the ruling class, and the throne, in a deliberate attempt
to bring philosophical reflection to bear on the vicissitudes of political life.

Most importantly, Locke used his voice to educate the people about the
fact that they are themselves the sovereign power behind the legislative and
executive powers. His Second Treatise is thus written to clarify this fact for
the people. However, as mentioned above, this project occurs in the context
of a class-structured view of society. Thus Locke writes to educate the bour-
geois class about the proper limitations of the legislative and executive pow-
ers before the welfare of the commonwealth. Locke’s defense of revolution
must be read in this light. It is addressed to the ruling class in order to
encourage them to endure trifling troubles, which do not undermine their own
sovereignty or the welfare of the commonwealth. It is also seemingly ad-
dressed to the legislative and executive bodies as a warning to indicate that
the people, i.e., the ruling class, will only endure a limited amount of abuse.

The “Letter” is, likewise, addressed to the “civil magistrates” in order to
delineate the limits of civil power in its difference from ecclesiastical power.
This distinction pushes Locke toward a decisive claim about the apolitical
nature of truth. He says:

But the business of laws is not to provide for the truth of opinions, but for
the safety and security of the commonwealth, and of every particular man’s
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goods and person. And so it ought to be. For the truth certainly would do
well enough if she were once left to shift for herself. She seldom has
received, and I fear never will receive, much assistance from the power of
great men, to whom she is but rarely known and more rarely welcome. She
is not taught by laws, nor has she any need of force to procure her entrance
into the minds of men. Errors indeed prevail by the assistance of foreign and
borrowed succors. But if truth makes not her way into the understanding by
her own light, she will be but the weaker for any borrowed force violence
can add to her.39

Here Locke divorces political life from the pursuit of truth. This claim is
momentous in that it removes not only religion but also philosophical activity
to the private sphere. Locke’s intention is not to divorce philosophy and
politics, as is clear from the fact that he, a philosopher, writes political essays.
However, such claims, combined with his suspicions about the limited ratio-
nality of the masses, make it clear that Locke was anxious about the relation
between philosophy and politics. Moreover, Locke articulates this anxiety in
terms of the relation between truth and force: the political method of using
force cannot cohere with the religious and philosophical methods of discov-
ering truth. While Locke’s goal is to keep force and violence from infecting
the pursuit of truth, it also has the added effect of distancing philosophy and
religion from political life. The tendency of those of us who have inherited
Lockean liberal ideals is thus to understand tolerance as meaning both that
philosophy and religion ought not to be concerned with public life and that
political life can legitimately ignore philosophical and religious issues. This
divorce between public and private is articulated by Kant, as seen above, in
“What is Enlightenment?” and Perpetual Peace. This divorce, furthermore,
forms the basis of the attempts by Fichte, Hegel, and Marx, to heal the gap
between philosophy and politics.

Despite his anxiety, Locke’s philosophical activity was political. The
Second Treatise was not a disinterested work of philosophical reflection.
Indeed, the work itself was formed in a crucible of political foment and
rebellion. This is quite clear in Locke’s defense of property and in his defense
of revolution. Locke asks his readers to question who is to blame for political
upheaval and revolution: “But whether the mischief hath oftener begun in the
people’s wantonness, and a desire to cast off the lawful authority of their
rulers, or in the ruler’s insolence, and endeavours to get and exercise an
arbitrary power over their people; whether oppression or disobedience, gave
the first rise to the disorder, I leave it to impartial history to determine.”40

Locke clearly understood the incendiary force of his discussion of rebellion
and recognizes, in part, that history would judge the outcome of the Glorious
Revolution. By addressing himself to those readers who were taking part in
the Glorious Revolution (during the time Locke wrote it in the 1680s) and to
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those readers who were evaluating the results of that revolution (i.e., the
“reader” he addressed directly in his preface), Locke locates his project within
the context of his own view of critical political judgment. It is the people and
their welfare who form the basis of critical judgements about political life.
Indeed, it is the people who will ultimately judge whether what he says is true
or false, patriotic or treasonous. Locke thus transforms the address of political
philosophy from the prince to the people and leaves open the realm of politi-
cal contestation about political “truths.”

Locke’s attempt to bring philosophy to bear on real political action has
been the subject of much criticism. Strauss sees Locke as a follower of
Machiavelli and locates Locke’s immoralism in his defense of property.
According to Strauss, “economism is Machiavellianism come of age.”41 What
is at issue in this critique of Locke is what Strauss sees as a generally de-
graded conception of man and a corresponding degradation in political phi-
losophy. According to Strauss, when political philosophy understands human
beings as merely power hungry acquisitive creatures and when it addresses
itself specifically to human beings in these terms—power in Machiavelli’s
case, the need for property in Locke’s—political philosophy ceases to be
“philosophical.” When it engages in the factional disputes of political life,
political philosophy degenerates and becomes political rhetoric. This problem
stems from the view that the public (i.e., the masses and not just the bour-
geoisie) is so debased and irrational that it cannot properly be addressed by
the philosopher’s voice. The idea of toleration for competing religious and
philosophical theories leads to the antiphilosophical and irreligious notion
that there is no truth to the matter of politics.42

Kant’s difficulties with the public use of reason and his defense of re-
publicanism owe much to Locke. Hegel and Marx each react to Locke’s
defense of private property. Most significantly, Locke’s personal figure, his
role as a political philosopher whose words form the focal point of revolu-
tionary theory and practice prefigures both Fichte’s and Marx’s revolutionary
theory and practice. With Locke, philosophers acquire the courage to address
political life with the voice of critical philosophy, even to the point of risking
revolution. However, in the name of toleration, Locke opens the schism
between politics and philosophy that Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx each
sought to cure. Although Marx does not mention Locke by name in “On the
Jewish Question,” this text can be read as a reaction both against the Lockean
notion of toleration and against the ambiguous, dualistic class-based notion
of “the people” that Locke utilizes in the Second Treatise. Marx states, for
example, that “where the political state has attained to its full development,
man leads, not only in thought, in consciousness, but in reality, in life, a
double existence—celestial and terrestrial. He lives in the political commu-
nity, and in civil society where he acts simply as a private individual, treats
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other men as means, degrades himself to the role of mere means, and be-
comes the plaything of alien powers.”43 Marx traces this dualism back to the
very nature of bourgeois politics. Religious liberation as advocated by Locke
did not, Marx claims, truly liberate us; it merely succeeded in further divorc-
ing theory and practice. “The political (i.e., liberal) revolution dissolves civil
society into its elements without revolutionizing these elements themselves or
subjecting them to criticism.”44 This is the decisive factor for Marx, as it was
for Kant, and to a lesser degree, Fichte and Hegel: liberal reforms and revo-
lutions have served to distance philosophical criticism from political life
rather than making political life more open to critique.

Despite the fact that Locke opens the door to the problem of uncritical
politics, he was dedicated to the project of bringing critical reason to bear
upon political life. In this he preceded the German philosophers of the nine-
teenth century. Although Kant does not address Locke by name, his argument
against Hobbes in “Theory and Practice” is inspired in part by the Lockean
concept of “inalienable rights.” The most basic of these inalienable rights is,
for Kant, “the freedom of the pen.” Kant rejects Hobbes’s claim that the
sovereign “can do no injustice to a citizen, but may act towards him as he
pleases.”45 In fact, Kant concludes that Hobbes’s claim is itself “quite terri-
fying.”46 As an antidote to the coercive power of the sovereign, Kant requires
that citizens ought to be able to address the public power, i.e., the sovereign,
directly with their grievances. The freedom of the pen that Kant advocates is
a freedom of thought that Kant claims lies at the heart of the commonwealth.
To deny freedom of thought and, especially, to deny citizens the capacity to
address their concerns to the sovereign, would be to deny to the sovereign,
his right to have knowledge of the interests of his subjects. Kant claims that this
would be to put the sovereign in a “self-stultifying position.”47 Kant concludes
with Locke, contra Hobbes, that “the citizen must, with the approval of the
ruler, be entitled to make public his opinion on whatever of the ruler’s measures
seem to him to constitute an injustice against the commonwealth.”48

Nonetheless, Kant, in opposition to Locke, claims that citizens do not
have the right to rebel. Although the second part of “Theory and Practice” is
entitled as a polemic, “Against Hobbes,” the specter of Locke’s revolutionary
doctrine haunts its pages. Kant writes that revolutionaries deserve to be ex-
ecuted as “great political criminals.”49 He further refers to the English con-
stitution of 1688 and concludes that there could be no mention in such a
constitution of an entitlement to stage further revolutions. This begs to be
compared with Locke’s claim in 1689 that tyranny may be resisted and that
governments may be dissolved from within. Kant’s objection is that a con-
stitutional entitlement to revolution would have to decree a second head of
state, a second publicly constituted power, to justify revolution and prevent
it from slipping into anarchy.50 This would itself already undermine the con-
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cept of sovereignty and thus cannot logically be part of the constitution.
Locke, however, avoids this problem by postulating the distinction between
civil society and government that will be taken up in earnest by Hegel. Locke
maintains that the people (which at this point must mean, the bourgeoisie and
not the masses) possess the right and the power to judge, to dissolve, and to
reconstitute the government.51 Kant is reluctant to admit such devolution of
sovereignty to the people because he lacks insight into the fact that the
bourgeoisie are, as Locke claims, inherently conservative. Nonetheless Kant
recognizes that the people (i.e., the masses) often lack judgment. Locke also
noted that the masses were ignorant and lacked rationality, however, his
recognition of a “rational” class, the bourgeoisie, allowed him to claim that
“the people shall be judge.”52 Locke’s optimism is thus only justified within
his own class-structured view of rationality. Kant’s fear, coming after the
French Revolution, a popular revolution in which the excesses of both the
uneducated masses and the educated liberals were apparent, goes to the heart
of the dilemma between philosophy and politics. Kant fears that in a revolu-
tion more democratic than the type envisioned by Locke, a debased populace
and its leaders would not be able to hear the voice of reason and restrain
itself. This is so because in an exploitative political situation in which free-
dom of thought has been repressed, the people are not rational enough to hear
the voice of the philosopher. Nonetheless, just as Locke decried the use of
violence to impose truth, Kant recognizes that right cannot be imposed by force
but must be the work of reason. Kant thus remains hopeful that the people can
become rational. This is the task of the philosopher: to use his voice to educate
the people: “But if both benevolence and right speak in loud tones, human
nature will not prove too debased to listen to their voice with respect.”53

Rousseau: Addressing the Problem of Language

The first language of man, the most universal and most energetic
of all languages, in short, the only language he needed, before
there was a necessity of persuading assembled multitudes, was the
cry of nature.

— Rousseau, First Discourse on the Origin of Inequality54

Machiavelli used his voice to address princely power, and Locke used
his voice to reassert the power of the bourgeoisie. Neither of these made
voice a central concern of their political reflections. With Rousseau, however,
the public nature of language became an explicit matter for political philoso-
phy. Of course, Rousseau was not the first to consider the question of lan-
guage. Indeed, epistemological discussions of the nature of universals,



38 The Philosopher’s Voice

connected with the problem of nominalism in Hobbes and Locke, led to
explicit considerations of language. This led to discussions of the public
nature of language as the medium for communication of ideas and to con-
jectures about the conventional or arbitrary nature of our signs. This empiri-
cist approach to language was a response to traditional discussions of the
divinely ordained language of nature. Furthermore there was an interest,
significant for our present endeavor, in the difference between philosophical
language and common usage.55 The question of language was not unrelated
to political thought, as Locke indicates in his Essay when he says that
language was “the great instrument and common tie of society.”56 In his
Thoughts Concerning Education, Locke had emphasized the political need
for a Young Gentleman to be able to express himself eloquently in his own
language (as opposed to an exclusive emphasis on Latin, Greek, and other
learned languages).57

Moreover, the question of the relation between language and thought
opened up questions of social and historical relativity at the same time that
Enlightenment reason was attempting to push forward toward universal moral
progress. One should mention Condillac in conjunction with the French
Encyclopedists in this regard. But the most important figure here is Leibniz,
whose goal of political and religious harmony in Europe was linked to his
dream of a universal Lingua Philosophica.58 For Leibniz, a reformed sym-
bolic structure would allow us to communicate with each other, to properly
understand ourselves, and to complete a comprehensive encyclopedia of the
universe. Leibniz responded to the diversity of languages, religions, and legal
traditions in Europe at the time by looking for a unifying language. He also
was active in promoting enlightenment in Germany, working together with
Sophia Charlotte, the Queen of Prussia (and mother of Frederick the Great)
to found the Academy of Science in Berlin in 1700.59 The problem of unify-
ing diversity and the question of language will return in earnest in Fichte and
Hegel, who pick it up by way of Herder and Hamann. It is important to note,
in passing, that Leibniz himself praised the German language for its concrete-
ness—as Fichte was later to do.60 Moreover, in all of these discussions we see
the question of the proper style of philosophical speech, including the ques-
tion of how to distinguish philosophy from rhetoric: a theme that becomes
acute for Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx.

Nonetheless, it is Rousseau who most clearly links language with poli-
tics and who most decisively influenced the development from Kant to Marx.
In Rousseau’s anthropology, property, society, and speech all develop concur-
rently. This is why Rousseau leaves unresolved the problem of “which was
the more necessary, society already formed to invent languages or languages
already invented to form society?”61 In other words, Rousseau is aware that
the social nature of human beings is intimately tied up with human linguistic
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ability. This is significant because it leads Rousseau to make the question of
voice an explicit matter for philosophical consideration.

This development has profound effects on the subsequent development
of philosophy in Germany, where language and its connection to both phi-
losophy and politics became an ongoing matter of concern. That Rousseau
was a crucial influence on the German philosophers who followed in his
wake can be seen from a consideration of Kant’s discussion of Rousseau in
his “Conjectures on the Beginning of Human History”:

In his essays On the Influence of the Sciences and On the Inequality of Man,
he [Rousseau] shows quite correctly that there is an inevitable conflict be-
tween culture and the nature of the human race as a physical species each
of whose individual members is meant to fulfill his destiny [Bestimmung]
completely. But in his Emile, his Social Contract, and other writings, he
attempts in turn to solve the more difficult problem of what course culture
should take [wie die Cultur fortgehen müsse] in order to ensure the proper
development [Entwicklung], in keeping with their destiny, of man’s capaci-
ties as a moral species, so that this destiny will no longer conflict with his
character as a natural species.62

The problem, which Kant indicates here, is a variation of the problem of the
philosopher’s voice: how can we ensure the proper development of humanity
by bringing philosophical reflection to bear upon political life? As Cassirer
indicates, Kant admired Rousseau’s interest in solving the problem of moral-
ity in practice and not just in theory.63 Kant learned from Rousseau that
philosophy had to be brought to bear on the question of the proper relation
between philosophy and politics. Kant’s claims about universal consent as the
touchstone of both truth and justice—a claim I will unpack in the next two
Chapters—can be traced back to Rousseau’s claims, in The Social Contract,
about the volonté générale. After Kant, there were further developments of
Rousseauian themes. Fichte’s explicit consideration of the problem of the
origin of language finds its source in Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of
Inequality. Hegel’s social ethics of Sittlichkeit is prefigured in Rousseau’s
discussion, in the Discourse, of the developmental progress of languages and
mores from family life to local societies and on to nations. Finally, Marx’s
concern for the oppressed classes and his historical view of the development
of oppression owes much to Rousseau’s historical argument in the Discourse.
Indeed, Marx’s socialist/materialist understanding of language and conscious-
ness can be traced back to Rousseau’s discussion of the formation of speech
in the context of the formation of society.

Rousseau is an acutely self-conscious rhetorical stylist. This self-con-
sciousness stems from his awareness that speaking is a political act. The “cry
of nature” mentioned in the quote with which we opened the present section
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was sufficient for the solitary lives of Rousseau’s mythic presocial savages.
However, speech and complex grammar developed so that language was able
to “express all the sentiments of man, to assume an invariable form, to bear
being spoken in public, and to influence society.”64 Rousseau’s own speech
is thus not only a solitary meditation, despite his reputation as a solitary
hermit. Rather, Rousseau recognizes that speaking is a public activity ad-
dressed to a public audience with the intention of “influencing society.” In-
deed Rousseau’s self-consciousness of the function of his voice is made
explicit in the Prefaces and Introductions to both the Discourse and The
Social Contract.

Rousseau mentions his own voice, for example, in the Introductory Note
to The Social Contract: “Having been born a citizen of a free State, and a
member of the sovereign body, however feeble an influence my voice may
have in public affairs, the right to vote upon them is sufficient to impose on
me the duty of informing myself about them; and I feel happy, whenever I
meditate on governments, always to discover in my researches new reasons
for loving that of my own country.”65 Rousseau recognizes that he speaks
from a position within political life although he does not make it clear at this
point who his audience is. Indeed, from the above statement it seems that his
audience is himself—his goal is to inform himself and to satisfy himself, in
his meditations, that his own country is the best country. Although he does
mention specific political events and actors in The Social Contract, he does
not explicitly acknowledge the role that his own text has within political life.

It is clear from what Rousseau says about the conformity of opinion to
the general will and about the constitution of the body politic, that he is aware
that even his own text is part of that body and an attempt to articulate that
will. He states, for example, that he is aware of the necessity of undertaking
an explicit consideration of “speaking, proposing, dividing, and discussing”;
however, he further states that this would “require a separate treatise and I
cannot say everything at once.”66 Nonetheless Rousseau notes two extreme
types of public speech. The first extreme occurs where unanimity of the
general will has declined or failed to occur. At this point, political discourse
is characterized by “long discussions, dissensions, and uproar.”67 The second
extreme type of public speech occurs under despotism when men speak under
fear as, for example, in “the most disgraceful mode of speaking in the Senate
under the Emperors.”68 Throughout The Social Contract, Rousseau recog-
nizes that public speech is a problem and that useful public speech ought to
occur somewhere between these two extremes as the expression of the genu-
ine volonté générale. The problem is that successful public speech needs to
be aware of the necessity of addressing the needs and expectations of the
audience while not undermining the speaker’s philosophical intentions. Rhetoric
is a serious problem for the formation and expression of the general will. He
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states, for example, in a claim reminiscent of Socrates, that “Wise men who
want to speak to the vulgar in their own language instead of in a popular way
will not be understood. Now, there are a thousand kinds of ideas which it is
impossible to translate into the language of the people.”69 This problem is
similar to the one Rousseau discussed in the Discourse: it is not clear which
comes first, social spirit or political government. In the Discourse, Rousseau
saw this as the unresolved problem of the origin of language vs. the origin
of society. In The Social Contract, Rousseau sees it as a problem of the
legislators speaking properly to the public so as to guide it toward the forma-
tion of the volonté générale.

Not only do those in power have a problem in speaking to those who are
ruled, but those who are ruled have a problem in speaking to those in power.
Rousseau mentioned this problem in the Introduction to The Social Contract.
Moreover, this problem is the focal point of the Introduction and Dedication
of the Discourse. This treatise begins with an extended “Dedication” ad-
dressed “to the Republic of Geneva: Most Honorable, Magnificent, and Sov-
ereign Lords” and signed “I am, with the most profound respect, most
honorable, magnificent and sovereign lords, your most humble, and obedient
servant and fellow-citizen, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Chambéry, June 12, 1754.”
This address and return-address invites us to consider the time and place of
the treatise as well as the difference in status and power that exists between
the author and its intended audience. Rousseau speaks as a mere citizen
addressing the magistrates and lords. The dedication is full of fawning praise
for both the lords and the laws of Geneva, just the type of speech Rousseau
would later warn us against in The Social Contract. Rousseau recognizes,
however, that since Geneva is a republic, the way to gain the ear of power
is by way of the people. In an ironic twist, within his explicit address to the
sovereign lords of the republic in the dedication, Rousseau rhetorically ad-
dresses his fellow citizens: “Affected with a tender disinterested love for my
distant fellow-citizens, I should have addressed them (je leur aurais addressé)
from my heart in about the following terms.”70 The address that follows heaps
more praise onto the laws and institutions of Geneva, still intended, it seems,
to curry the favor of the magistrates, for the address to the citizens concludes
with the following: “And you, most honorable and magnificent Lords, you,
the worthy and respectable magistrates of a free people, permit me to offer
you in particular my duty and homage.”71

One wonders why Rousseau, the unsocial hermit, would adopt this fawn-
ing posture? Perhaps because he realizes that what he is about to say will not
set well with the authorities. Indeed, this is a recurrent problem from the time
of Socrates up until the nineteenth century and beyond. The philosopher who
would speak truth to power must always be aware that power may not be
prepared to hear the truth. Philosophers since the time of Socrates have thus



42 The Philosopher’s Voice

been forced to dissemble before the censors, to speak duplicitously before the
political authorities. As we shall see, the issue of necessary duplicity and
dissemblance in political philosophy continues to be a problem in the nine-
teenth century.

If we look more closely at Rousseau’s Discourse, beyond the official
dedication, we find another address of the text. In the first real chapter of the
text Rousseau addresses his words explicitly and directly to humankind and
especially to the sages of mankind who would judge his words:

It is of man I am to speak; and the question into which I am inquiring
informs me that it is to men that I am going to speak; for to those alone,
who are not afraid of honoring truth, it belongs to propose discussions of
this kind. I shall therefore defend with confidence the cause of mankind
before the sages, who invite me to stand up in its defense; and I shall think
myself happy, if I can but behave in a manner not unworthy of my subject
and of my judges.72

This is a theme to which we will return subsequently: the political philoso-
pher speaks to human beings about human beings. In other words, the politi-
cal philosopher offers to make the public self-conscious.

The difficulty here is that the public may not be ready to hear the truth
about itself. Thus Rousseau’s intended audience is mankind in general but,
more specifically, that part of mankind which is interested in truth. Rousseau
indicates that the political audience consists of both those who are interested
in knowing truth and those who are not. This poses a problem for the political
philosopher who attempts to change political life merely by articulating the
truth of political life, for not all of the political audience will be interested in
truth! Thus, political philosophers may have to use rhetoric to persuade their
audience. This is an issue that, as we shall see, becomes explicit for Fichte
and Marx: how to persuade those who are not prepared for truth.

The double address of Rousseau’s text results in an interesting problem
with regard to the efficacy of his political philosophy. Rousseau poses a
problem for himself at the outset of his revolutionary text: the problem he
seeks to resolve—the problem of inequality—cannot be resolved if the text
is addressed only to the two audiences whom he explicitly mentions. On the
one hand, those authorities and fellow citizens of Geneva whom he addresses
in the dedication are themselves the cause of the problem which he addresses
in the text. “Moral” inequality, according to Rousseau, did not exist in the
state of nature and indeed, only exists within civilization, i.e., under the rule
of those authorities he addresses. Rousseau’s dedication is full of duplicitous
praise for the authorities of Geneva, even while the whole of the text makes
it clear that political authority lies at the heart of the problem. This same
problem is reiterated in his more general address to humankind. In the open-
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ing lines of the Discourse quoted above, Rousseau makes a crucial distinction
between those “who are not afraid of honoring truth” and those who remain
committed to the general inequity of their social and political institutions.
Rousseau’s text is addressed to those who are already committed to truth and
justice. This is a problem, however, because those who are already interested
in the truth about inequality need not be convinced. To induce social and
political change, what is needed is not a restatement of truth that, as it were,
merely preaches to the choir. Rather, it is necessary to speak to and convince
those others who are not interested in truth, justice, and equality. But this
Rousseau’s text cannot do because those who need convincing are themselves
already beyond the reach of the persuasive power of truth. Rousseau’s text
thus ironically admits is own impotence at the outset in both its dedication
to the civil authorities and its address to that part of humanity interested in
truth. This problem becomes even more difficult if we recall that within the
text itself, Rousseau equates the origin of moral inequality with the develop-
ment of both language and political life. Marx will develop this problem into
the issue of ideology: language itself develops in a context of oppression in
which “truth” becomes defined by the oppressive regime.

Rousseau gives us a hint in his Émile as to what is needed to achieve
the goal of social and political change: proper education. This is a tricky
business, however, because education is easily confused with persuasive rheto-
ric. Although Rousseau realizes that rhetoric is a dangerous tool because it is
mostly used to degrade human society and not to uplift it, he acknowledges
in The Social Contract, for example, that in real political life, some form of
rhetoric is needed that “can compel without violence and persuade without
convincing.”73 Such rhetoric is necessary because the masses lack the educa-
tion needed to fully comprehend the general will. In the Discourse, Rousseau
indicates that the need for persuasive rhetoric developed only after the state
of nature had been overcome. In the state of nature all that was needed for
communication was the “cry of nature.” The use of rhetoric, in its pernicious
form, arises out of the rich master’s desire to unite the multitude and con-
vince the multitude to give up their liberty in order to work and die for him.
In Rousseau’s account, it is persuasive speech, not force alone that seduces
people and convinces them to live in servitude.74 Despite the necessity of
persuasive speech indicated by Rousseau in the the Social Contract, rhetoric
is a dangerous tool, which is why Rousseau is loath to teach the art of
rhetoric to the young Emile.75

Rousseau’s problem is the same problem that haunted Socrates. He wants
to effect social and political change. However, what is needed for social and
political change is rhetoric that will inspire change. The difficulty is that
rhetoric is not a proper tool for the goals of truth, justice, and equality. As we
shall see, the tension between political rhetoric and philosophical truth haunts
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the subsequent history of political philosophy in the nineteenth century. The
philosophers of that time, drawing on the problem as found in both Plato and
Rousseau, recognized the difference between political and philosophical speech.
They struggled to resolve the same dilemma, which Rousseau articulated and
embodied: how to use philosophical reflection about justice to change politi-
cal life without also succumbing to the injustice that accompanies the use of
political rhetoric.

In Émile, education is presented as the proper tool, which ought to be
used to bring human beings to truth, justice, virtue, and equality. This is not
a new claim and indeed hearkens back to Plato’s own solution in the Repub-
lic. However, Rousseau, like Plato, realizes that his own proposals for proper
education run contrary to the established views on education. And unlike
Locke, he has a more general audience in mind than simply the Young Gentle-
man of Locke’s Thoughts Concerning Education. Rousseau insists that edu-
cation must begin from an early age, must occur at a slow pace, and must not
allow itself to be corrupted by the injustice of social and political life. When
it comes to education about social, political, and moral issues, Rousseau
claims that this must be handled with a delicate touch. For example, proper
education about the truth of society can only occur during a specific time in
a person’s life: during puberty, when the child becomes a man. This is the
most important period for Rousseau’s educational plan, the time of the so-
called “second birth”: “this period when education is usually finished is just
the time to begin.”76 This is so because at this point of development, the
youth develops an intellectual understanding of being human, morality, and
politics without yet being corrupted by social intercourse: “before this time
men would have been strangers to him; later on he would have been like
them.”77 Rousseau’s educational plan thus seeks to create a just society by
beginning with the “raw material” of society and by forming this raw mate-
rial anew, without the corrupting influence of past society. Despite Rousseau’s
claim in the preface to Émile, that his scheme of education can be easily
carried out with minor variations for local circumstances, it remains an ideal
that cannot easily be actualized. Again, Rousseau’s goal of creating a just
society finds itself in contradiction with the actuality of political life.

Rousseau’s return to education as the crucial issue in political philoso-
phy is an important one, which will be taken up in Germany by Lessing in
the 1780s and subsequently by Fichte and Hegel. This educational approach
can be understood as a response to the failure of the philosopher’s voice to
have an impact upon the present generation of political agents. When political
philosophy addresses itself directly to its political audience, it is doomed to
failure. The current generation is unable to hear political philosophy as phi-
losophy because this generation has been corrupted by politics so that it
always expects rhetoric and thus misinterprets political philosophy as a party
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to the biased arguments of political life. Moreover, political rhetoricians have
the power to drown out the less persuasive voice of the philosopher. Rousseau’s
response to this difficulty is to refocus his address away from the current
citizens and rulers, toward the next generation of political agents. This turn
to education, however, results in a further difficulty because in order to ad-
dress the children, the philosopher must address and convince the parents
who are part of the social and political regime. Thus Rousseau appeals di-
rectly to parents in the preface to Émile: “Fathers and mothers, what you
desire, that you can do. May I count on your goodwill?”78 This reiterates the
problem we found in the Discourse on the Origin of Inequality: if the parents
were products of a corrupt education and if they are members of an unjust
civil society, Rousseau ought not to count on their goodwill.

It is not clear whether Rousseau recognizes his difficulty, although he
does admit that his plan for the education of Émile is something of a chimeri-
cal ideal. While Rousseau does not make the problems we have discovered
in the Discourse and Émile an object of explicit reflection, those philosophers
of the nineteenth century who follow him do. As we shall see, the problem
of how the philosopher can properly address an uneducated and corrupt so-
ciety becomes an explicit theme in the nineteenth century, especially for
Fichte and Marx—each of whom proposes a scheme for transforming society
via education and political action. Moreover, we shall see that Rousseau’s
recognition of the differences and connections between political speech and
philosophical speech becomes an explicit theme, especially for Hegel who
wants to draw a distinction between political and philosophical language,
while holding on to the Leibnizian aspiration of a universal language and
encyclopedia.
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The Politics of Pure Reason

The field of philosophy, in this context of world citizenship, allows
for the following questions to be brought: What can I know? What
should I do? What may I hope? What is the human being?

—Kant, Logic1

The title of this chapter appears to be an oxymoron. Pure reason should
be that which transcends the political realm. It would thus seem that there
could be no “politics of pure reason.” However, philosophers are political
beings. They are human beings who consider the essential questions of being
human: knowledge, ethics, hope, and indeed the very definition of human
being all within the context of the political question of world citizenship. The
philosopher’s voice is a human voice that speaks to other human beings. As
such it is a form of political activity. Even Kant, the philosopher of pure
reason, inevitably addressed a politically located audience. In the present
chapter I will argue that self-consciousness of the political location of philo-
sophical speech is built right into Kant’s critical method. I will examine
Kant’s use of political metaphors in the Critique of Pure Reason. I will discuss
the methodology of the Critique and Kant’s republican ideal of free unanimity
among his readers, an ideal that should produce the conditions for certainty
about the truth of the Critique. I will consider Kant’s encounters with the
Prussian political authorities who controlled the publication of Kant’s philo-
sophical texts. Finally, I will consider the linguistic “metacritique” of Kant’s
critical project and will consider Kant’s own recognition of the question of
linguistic expression. My thesis in the present chapter is that Kant was aware
of the political ground of his critical project: self-consciousness of the political
location of philosophical speech is built right into the Kantian critical method.2

Human Reason and the Critical Project

Reason must in all its undertakings subject itself to criticism;
should it limit freedom of criticism by any prohibitions, it must
harm itself, drawing upon itself a damaging suspicion. Nothing is
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so important through its usefulness, nothing so sacred, that it may be
exempted from this searching examination, which knows no respect
for persons. Reason depends on this freedom for its very existence.
For reason has no dictatorial authority; its verdict is always simply
the agreement of free citizens, of whom each one must be permitted
to express, without let or hindrance, his objections or even his veto.

—Kant, Critique of Pure Reason3

Reason is human activity. It is a ruthless practice of freedom that is itself
only possible within a political life in which freedom of expression has been
vouchsafed. It is the human capacity for law-governed freedom, the sponta-
neity of imagination brought under epistemological, moral, aesthetic, or po-
litical laws. While such a faculty is ours by nature, it can only flourish under
certain forms of social and political life, i.e., those forms of life in which
spontaneity can come to recognize that seemingly external laws are actually
the result of self-legislation. Reason, Kant further explains, is the “faculty of
principles”4: it is that ability of human beings to infer a unity, a principle,
which grounds the rules of the understanding. The problem of human reason
is that it seeks ultimate grounds—such as God, immortality, and freedom of
the will—without recognizing its own limitations. Pre-Critical metaphysics
results from a lack of self-consciousness about the limits of human reason.
The Critique of Pure Reason is Kant’s attempt to turn the faculty of reason
upon itself in order to discover those limits and thus to infer those principles
which necessarily ground the human quest for those ultimate grounds. It is
not by accident that I use the adjective “human” in this discussion, for Kant
repeatedly states that reason is a human faculty. Indeed, he speaks of human
reason as being “impelled by an inward need (durch eigenes Bedürfniß
getrieben)” that leads us “irresistably” to ask metaphysical questions.5 The
crucial question that Kant asks in the introduction to the Critique is “how is
metaphysics, as natural disposition possible? That is, how from the nature of
universal human reason do those questions arise which pure reason pro-
pounds to itself and which it is impelled by its own need to answer as best
it can?”6 In the Critique, Kant leaves this issue undeveloped in order to
pursue the question of how metaphysics “as a science” is possible. Nonethe-
less, he implicitly answers the question of the metaphysical disposition or the
metaphysical need by appealing to the nature of reason as a faculty univer-
sally shared by all human beings: reason is the universal human urge to seek
unity in principles that ground the multiplicity of experience.

At this point one might ask what justifies Kant in claiming that reason,
as he so defines it, is a natural and universal human disposition to seek unity?
It seems that Kant here situates his critical endeavor by appealing to an
empirical generalization that may or may not be true, i.e., that all human
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beings naturally ask metaphysical questions. Experience tells us that this is
simply not true: there are human beings who are not driven by the “inward
need” to ask these questions. Kant’s response to this problem is to hold
reason up as a regulative principle: human beings ought to be driven by the
inward metaphysical need. This sort of argument will however seemingly
spin us into a circle when we ask why ought we be driven by the metaphysi-
cal need? The answer to this seems to be that such is the essence of human
being: human beings are those beings who ask these sorts of questions.7 Thus
Kant’s reference to the “human” in his definition of reason brings in another
empirical consideration: what we mean by “reason” will depend upon what
we mean by “human.” And again we see that normative ideals enter into this
definition: reason is the faculty that makes it possible to ask the types of
questions that human beings ought to ask.

The question-begging nature of this account is quite obvious to those
who have tried to argue with students about the value of studying philosophy.
At a certain point one is wont to argue that the questioning attitude is simply
the proper or essential attitude for human beings. It should be obvious that
the dogmatic nature of this response actually undermines the point argued.
One seems entitled to ask: why ought I ask metaphysical questions? A further
response to such a question can be found by reference to our form of social
and political life. Indeed, this is Kant’s response as well. The question can be
understood as a moral and political question about who belongs as a member
of the human community. We expect those who are members of our moral
and political community to possess the faculty of reason which is that capac-
ity to ask metaphysical questions, i.e., to be free in Kant’s sense. Our under-
standing of moral and political freedom can thus help explain our understanding
of reason. The idea of reason found in Kant’s Critique can thus be explained
by reference to the autonomy of the moral subject and eventually by refer-
ence to the political community. Reason is the faculty that ought to be present
in all members of the moral community. It is also a prerequisite for member-
ship in the political community.

One may object, at this point, that moral freedom alone is a sufficient
criterion for determining who is a human being: human beings are those who
have the capacity to will the categorical imperative. However, both moral
freedom and intellectual freedom rely in part upon political freedom. The
capacity for moral and intellectual freedom is developed within the context
of real political freedom. While it might make sense to say that the capacity
for reason exists without the possibility of instantiating itself in the empirical
world, Kant recognizes that even moral freedom is a project to be completed
in the empirical world.8 This project of becoming free cannot be completed
without a certain amount of real political freedom. While political freedom is
not the condition for the possibility of intellectual and moral freedom, it is
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certainly the condition for the actualization of these. Thus, for Kant, the idea
of freedom leads to a demand for transformation in political life as will be
developed in the next chapter.

We can understand reason, then, by examining what members of the
moral and political communities are supposed to be able to do. This will give
us some insight into what actual freedom would look like if it were to be
more than a mere possibility. A moral subject, i.e., one who is a member of
the “kingdom of ends” is supposed to be able to “give universal laws in it
while also [being] himself subject to these laws.”9 In other words, moral
subjects are able to be autonomous. The problem is that moral beings who
may be autonomous when considered in themselves are inevitably members
of political communities whose external, historically contingent laws threaten
to introduce an element of heteronomy into their empirical lives. The problem
that arises here is that, if the system of pure reason appeals to empirical
subjectivity together with all of the contingencies of psychology, history, and
sociology as part of its attempt to define reason, then there seems to be a
heteronomous element in the system itself. Kant precludes this explicitly in
the Introduction to the Critique of Pure Reason:

What has chiefly to be kept in view in the division of such a science, is that
no concepts be allowed to enter which contain in themselves anything empiri-
cal, or, in other words, that it consist in knowledge wholly a priori. Accord-
ingly, although the highest principles and fundamental concepts of morality
are a priori knowledge, they have no place in transcendental philosophy . . .10

Here Kant goes so far as to preclude that morality could be used in support
of the critique of pure reason. Unfortunately, given these restrictions, the
critique itself would be impossible to complete because without some moral
and political definition of reason, the object of the critique, reason itself,
remains undefined. It is obvious that Kant violates his stricture by invoking
the human quality of reason, as noted above. He does this because the very
activity of critical philosophy is a human activity carried on as a dialogue
between the words of the text and the actual reader of Kant’s text. There
can be no critique without empirical human beings who exercise their fac-
ulties of reason.

Since the critique is undertaken by real human beings, since it is articu-
lated from a given place in space and time, and since it addresses a human
audience with real moral concerns, Kant cannot completely divorce the cri-
tique from political life and its definition of human reason. Kant is explicitly
aware of the political context of his critique. He repeatedly appeals to his real
human readers as those who will help him complete the task of the Critique.
For example, Kant says, as he begins to define the question of how synthetic
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a priori questions are possible: “For we not only lighten our own task, by
defining it accurately, but make it easier for others, who would test our results
(jedem anderen, der es prüfen will), to judge whether or not we have suc-
ceeded in what we had set out to do.”11 Kant’s Critique does not occur in a
vacuum; it is addressed to empirical human beings who will help to complete
it when they themselves scrutinize it critically.

The problem faced by Kant is thus the relation between the transcenden-
tal aim of the critical philosophy and its empirical basis. This is why Kant
states that the critique is a negative process that attempts to clarify and
correct reason: it is a method used by empirical individuals in an attempt to
transcend the contingencies of their own empirical existence in order to arrive
at knowledge of the necessary conditions for the possibility of that empirical
existence. Thus Kant cannot deny that the critique must make use of empiri-
cal language, that it must proceed by way of empirical analogies and/or
metaphors, and that it is addressed to an empirical audience. It proceeds by
negating that which is contingent within the experience of real human beings
in order to determine what remains of necessity. This dialectical method is,
at every turn in Kant’s Critique, addressed to empirical individuals. This
explains why Kant’s critical method occurs in a voice that freely uses the
metaphors of republican politics: such metaphors form the empirical back-
ground, which the critical dialectic seeks to purify.

The Task of Justification

Jurists, when speaking of rights and claims, distinguish in a
legal action the question of right (quid juris) from the question
of fact (quid facti); and they demand that both be proved.
Proof of the former, which has to state the right of the legal
claim, they entitle the deduction.

—Kant, Critique of Pure Reason12

Kant celebrated republican political principles and used metaphors bor-
rowed from political life in order to develop his critique of reason. The
question of justification that lies at the heart of the first Critique is itself best
understood in terms of a metaphorical legal proceeding. Kant assumes that
his legal metaphors would supply us with some insight into his methodology.
The task of justifying reason to itself can be analogically related to the task
of republican self-government. Throughout the first Critique, Kant appeals to
republican principles of justice and justification. By “republican,” I mean that
type of political organization in which political subjects are considered as
morally autonomous subjects capable of self-government: the members of the



52 The Philosopher’s Voice

republic are the ultimate source of the authority of those who rule them.13

Reason itself, then, can be understood in terms of what members of the
political republic ought to be able to do: citizens of the political republic
ought to be able to justify to themselves their own political laws; members
of the republic of reason ought to be able to criticize and justify the laws
of reason.14 Kant’s regulative methodological principle is that the critique
of reason will be justified and complete when it is clear that all members
of the community of rational beings freely consent to its conclusions. The
system of reason operates, in principle, as a republic in which all rational
beings have the right to question the legitimacy of any putative theory of
reason. The system of reason is thus involved in the political process of
building a consensus among rational beings about what it is to be a rational
being. The political goal of republican self-government and the systematic
goal of a self-grounded system stem from the same normative view that
holds that all disputants ought to have the right to raise objections and have
their voices heard. This normative view leads Kant to hover uneasily be-
tween the transcendental account of reason and its material, historical, and
political basis.

There are at least four ways in which epistemological justification and
political justification are linked. 1.) This is based upon a long tradition, be-
ginning with Plato, in which the good, the just, and the true are seen as more
or less the same thing. While skeptics like Hume undermine this linkage by
understanding truth in terms of psychological justification and ethics in terms
of custom or habit, the Kantian system attempts to rehabilitate the Platonic
tradition’s conception of the unity of truth, justice, and the good. While Plato
realized that the philosopher’s voice is also a political voice, he despaired of
philosophy’s ability to justify itself politically. Kant, on the other hand, re-
mained hopeful that political and philosophical enlightenment could con-
verge. 2.) The etymological linkage of moral and epistemological terms such
as Recht (right, law, moral or epistemological correctness) and related terms
like Gerechtigkeit (justice, fairness, legitimacy) and Rechtfertigung (moral
and epistemological justification) led Kant to see conceptual connections
between epistemology, ethics, and politics. Thus the consideration of the
Rechtfertigung or justification of knowledge leads to a consideration of Recht
in ethical and political contexts.15 Most important in this context is the fact
that the ideas of law and justification in both epistemology and politics are
used as methodological principles that are opposed to authority and domina-
tion. 3.) Kant’s demand for systematic completeness forced him to comple-
ment his epistemological considerations with an ethical and political “system.”
Just as Aristotle, for example, had written ethical and political treatises in
addition to his Physics and Metaphysics, so too, Kant wanted a complete
systematic account of the whole of reason. A system of the whole demanded
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a consideration of politics. Moreover, the demand for completeness is itself a
political demand: justice and the good require the complete self-transparency
of an explicit written constitution and freedom of speech to question anything
and everything. 4.) A sense of the historical situatedness of philosophy re-
quired that philosophy deal with contemporary political life. The tumultuous
political events of the end of the eighteenth century demanded a response
from philosophy. Kant was profoundly influenced by liberalizing transforma-
tions in political life including the French Revolution. His political essays can
be understood as responses to this turbulent time. This interest in practical
politics spills back over into the epistemological system even when this political
involvement seems antithetical to the supposedly apolitical interests of the
critical philosophy.

While the preceding arguments are significant, they do not adequately
explain how the norms of epistemological justification are linked to the norms
of political legitimation. For Kant, epistemic justification and political legiti-
mation both appeal to an ideal of free and equal universal self-legislation.
The critical project shares the theory and practice of republican justification
as the ground of its methodology. In historical terms (as in 4 above), the
republican spirit of justice that finally erupted in the French Revolution forms
the ground of the whole of the system. In the republican atmosphere at the
end of the eighteenth century, reason was understood, following Rousseau, as
the volonté générale; justification, both in politics and in epistemology, was
understood as conformity to the universal and necessary principles which
constitute that general will. While we may want to draw a distinction between
legitimation (according to law) and justification (according to the idea of
justice), Kant’s republican ideal elides this distinction because the criterion of
universality equates legitimation and justification in practice. Justice, accord-
ing to the republican ideal, is the result of the free agreement of all. Just laws
are universally agreed upon laws. There is some connection here between the
universally necessary laws of the understanding and the universally agreed
upon laws of political justice. Kant’s moral theory clarifies this by defining
autonomous moral action as actions whose maxims are universalizable. In the
political sphere, Kant defines the “general legislative will” as that which
makes possible “the conditions under which alone every man is able to enjoy
his right.”16 In the epistemic sphere, Kant states that the critique of reason is
based upon “the original right of human reason, which recognizes no other
judge than that universal human reason in which everyone has his say.”17 In
the Critique of Judgment we find further emphasis on universality in his idea
of the subjective universality of the aesthetic judgment. Moreover, Kant eluci-
dates his discussion of the sensus communis by postulating what he calls maxims
of common human understanding: “1) to think for oneself; 2) to put ourselves
in thought in the place of everyone else; 3) always to think consistently.”18 For
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Kant, the political project of enlightenment and the critical philosophical
project were one and the same process by which reason progressed toward
autonomy and universality.

The Context of Political Enlightenment

For enlightenment of this kind, all that is needed is freedom. And
the freedom in question is the most innocuous form of all—
freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters.

—Kant, “What is Enlightenment?”19

The Critique of Pure Reason assumes that its readers will share a certain
form of political life. Its readers must understand Kant’s political metaphors
and his appeal to republican norms of justification. Most importantly, Kant’s
Critique assumes that its readers share that “most innocuous” form of free-
dom, i.e., “the freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters” as
Kant described it in “What is Enlightenment?” The Critique would be impos-
sible to complete if its readers did not possess such political freedom since
its readers constitute the jury that will decide if reason has been just in its
adjudication of itself. Thus this form of freedom is hardly innocuous. Indeed
it is the basis of the critical project. As Kant says in the Critique, freedom of
thought is required in order for his readers “to test our results, to judge
whether or not we have succeeded in what we had set out to do.”20 Such
freedom of thought is itself only possible within a political republic in which
judgment can be exercised freely.

In considering the historical and political location of Kant’s critical
philosophy, it is important to remember that philosophy itself, at the time
Kant published his Critiques, was a political affair. In 1781, at the time of the
publication of the first Critique, Kant was a professor at the University at
Königsberg: he was a royal employee subject to the censorship of the Prus-
sian government. In the 1770s and 1780s under the “enlightened despotism”
of Frederick the Great, Kant had been supported in his endeavors. He dedi-
cated the first Critique to Baron von Zedlitz, the minister of education and
religion under Frederick, to whom he appeals as an “enlightened judge.”21

The essay “What is Enlightenment?” was published in 1784 during Frederick’s
regime, three years after the publication of the Critique of Pure Reason. In
1786 Frederick died, and his successor Frederick Wilhelm II imposed a more
rigid religious orthodoxy on Prussia. Kant had to be careful not to offend the
authorities and thus had to be aware of the limitations imposed upon his work
by political life. Although it is not clear that this censorship had an effect on
the content of the first Critique (the second edition was published in 1787),
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the importance of freedom of expression in these tumultuous times must have
been obvious to Kant. If it were not obvious before, in 1788, Wöllner, the
new minister of religion and education, imposed a strict censorship. In 1792
Kant ran into trouble with this censorship and had to publish his religion
book without the state’s official sanction. In 1794, in response to Kant’s
circumvention of the censors, Frederick Wilhelm II himself wrote to Kant
admonishing him for his disobedience. For example, after the publication of
his religion book, Kant was ordered not to publish anything further on
religious matters and refrained from doing so until Frederick Wilhelm died
in 1797.22

In the first Critique, Kant was obviously aware of the political context
in which he wrote. Kant’s conception of “enlightenment” as a political con-
dition in which one can freely exercise one’s reason in public is obviously
already at play here, three years earlier than his explicit definition of enlight-
enment in “What is Enlightenment?” That conception calls for a political
state that would permit free public dialogue. Indeed, throughout the text Kant
repeatedly invites such a dialogue between himself and his reader. For ex-
ample, in the preface to the A edition he states that he looks to his reader “for
the patience and impartiality of a judge.”23 In other words, Kant opens the
Critique up to the critical scrutiny of his readers; they are to be the ultimate
judges of the work. In the prefatory material of the first Critique Kant thanks
the political authorities who permit enlightened critique and asks his readers
to continue the performance of such a critique. The critique of reason thus
assumes that we already share a form of political life in which both the
political authorities and the readers of the Critique already know what it
means to judge impartially and to engage in the dialogical process of enlight-
ened critique.

Within the first Critique, the political metaphors themselves are con-
nected with the political idea of enlightenment. Such metaphors are used to
describe the critical method itself, thus begging the question of what that
critical method is, that is, unless we admit that the critical method itself has
already been defined within political life. For example, Kant describes the
task of the Critique with the following famous words:

It is a call to reason to undertake anew the most difficult of all its tasks,
namely, that of self-knowledge, and to institute a tribunal (Gerichtshof)
which will assure to reason its lawful (gerechten) claims, and dismiss all
groundless pretensions, not by despotic decrees (Machtsprüche) but in ac-
cordance with its own eternal and unalterable laws (Gesetzen). This tribunal
is no other than the critique of pure reason.24

Here Kant explicitly speaks the language of politics to describe the critique
of reason: a tribunal is required to justify knowledge; this tribunal will base
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its judgments on law; it will not be despotic. The conception of justification
that Kant appeals to here takes it for granted that his readers will share his
conception of political justice and will understand what it means to justify
reason in a law-governed manner. What Kemp-Smith translates as “despotic
decrees” in the above passage, i.e., Machtsprüche—the voice of power, is
implicitly contrasted with a different way of speaking that is more dialogical.
While the ultimate goal of the critique, self-knowledge, may seem to invoke
a monological conception of reason, Kant’s appeal to his readers as those
who would judge his endeavor makes it clear that reason’s self-knowledge
only occurs by way of dialogue between different voices.

References to political justice return frequently in the Critique, espe-
cially in the section on the “Transcendental Doctrine of Method,” where
Kant distinguishes critique from skepticism and dogmatism. To cite
but one example, Kant says: “Reason must, in all its undertakings, sub-
ject itself to critique . . . For Reason has no dictatorial authority (kein
dictatorisches Ansehen); its verdict (Ausspruch) is always simply the
agreement of free citizens (die Einstimmung freier Bürger), of whom each
one must be permitted to express without let or hindrance, his objections
or even his veto.”25 Here Kant invokes a conception of justice that sounds
quite similar to the conception behind the republican constitutional state.
Within the republic of reason, the orderly rule of law is supposed to
supplant the capricious rule of the despot. In the republic of reason, the
verdicts or pronouncements (Aussprüche) of reason are supposed to be
nothing other than the uncoerced agreement of free citizens, the expres-
sion of the general will. Such pronouncements are not to occur as
Machtsprüche or despotic decrees by the voices of power but as the
Einstimmung (literally the one-voiced-ness) or agreement of free citizens
each of whose voices must be heard. This claim is significant, for it points
the critical method beyond Kant’s text and invokes a public conception of
reason that requires a specific form of political life. Indeed, this is the
same criterion that Kant appeals to in the Rechtslehre with regard to the
justification of legislative power. “Only the concurring (übereinstimmende)
and united will of all—that is a general and united will of the people by
which each decides the same for all and all decide the same for each—
can legislate.”26 Not only are the principles of justification within the
republic of reason the same as those within the political republic, but the
republic of reason implicitly requires the presence of a political republic
wherein the uncoerced agreement of free citizens would be possible. In
short, Kant’s ideal of the uncoerced agreement of free thinkers would
itself only be possible within an enlightened republic in which these think-
ers are actually free citizens: critique can only occur within an actual
political republic where freedom of thought is allowed to flourish.27
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Certainty and the Critical Method

The touchstone whereby we decide whether our holding a thing to
be true is conviction or mere persuasion is therefore external,
namely, the possibility of communicating it and of finding it to be
valid for all human reason.

—Kant, Critique of Pure Reason28

The ironic conclusion that we reach at this point is that reason can only
complete the system of itself when political life is such that reason can
engage in unfettered self-critique. This conclusion is ironic because it brings
seemingly external considerations into the supposedly pure critical method.
These external considerations are political and historical: the critique can
only be completed when the historical conditions are such that enlightened
political life allows the dialogical method of the critique to occur.

In his political writings Kant explicitly discussed the constituents of
republican politics. There are definite parallels between Kant’s definition of
republican politics and his definition of the critical method. In his article on
“Perpetual Peace” Kant defines the three principles of the republican consti-
tution as follows: “firstly, the principle of freedom for all members of a
society (as men); secondly, the principle of dependence of everyone upon a
single common legislation (as subjects); and thirdly, the principle of legal
equality for everyone (as citizens).”29 The constitutional republic respects the
freedom and equality of individuals while also requiring dependence on and
compliance to the universally agreed upon law. The key concept of the repub-
lican state is what Kant calls “rightful freedom,” which he defines as the
“warrant to obey no external laws except those to which I have been able to
give my own consent.”30 As Postema explains the Kantian concept of legiti-
macy: “no law can lay claim to justice unless it can withstand full public
scrutiny.”31 All citizens ought to be equally free to scrutinize and debate the
laws. Equality is indeed further defined by Kant as a relationship “whereby
no-one can put anyone else under a legal obligation without submitting si-
multaneously to a law which requires that he can himself be put under the
same kind of obligation to the other person.”32 The universality of freedom
mentioned here is reminiscent of the Categorical Imperative—freedom and
equality are defined in terms of the universality of the moral law in which the
will wills without contradiction. Moreover, this moral law is a “single com-
mon legislation” to which all wills that would be good must equally conform.
We can see then that Kant’s understanding of political legitimation is inti-
mately tied to his theory of practical reason: both practical reason and politi-
cal legitimacy are based upon a republican conception of a self-grounding,
self-critical employment of reason.
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This conception of practical reason can be extended to Kant’s Critique
of Pure Reason in the following way. Knowledge claims are justified insofar
as these claims are adjudicated within a context in which knowers are equal,
free, and subject to a single law. Each individual knower has the right to
scrutinize and give his or her free consent to the knowledge claim in ques-
tion. Freedom means that each individual ought to be able to agree or dis-
agree with a knowledge claim. The equality of knowers makes acceptance of
the knowledge claim a matter of universality of assent. The truth ought to be
accepted by all rational knowers who have equal say in the matter. Finally,
the truth is unique. The single common legislation which is the truth imposes
itself upon everyone in the same way. Thus there ought not be a multiplicity
of truths.

The ideal of the political republic seeks to legitimate laws that will
govern multiple agents with diverse interests. This may appear to be a prob-
lem foreign to pure reason because the complete system of reason would
appear to reject both a multiplicity of knowers and a diversity of interests:
pure reason, one would think, ought to be a unity devoid of multiplicity or
difference. However, it is clear that Kant realizes that the systematic project
is a goal to be achieved. Kant explicitly states that the critique of pure reason
is itself only a “propaedeutic to the system of pure reason” intended merely
to clarify or prepare for the organon or canon of reason which will itself
eventually complete the system.33 Kant further states that the systematic project
must appeal to what he calls in the first Critique “regulative” ideals or prin-
ciples.34 Kant states that these regulative principles are themselves justified
by appeal to the multiplicity of knowers who will assent to them.

In his discussion of truth and knowledge in “The Canon of Reason,”
Kant explicitly appeals to the practical, republican dimension of truth de-
scribed in the last paragraph:

Truth depends upon agreement with the object, and in respect of it the
judgments of each and every understanding must therefore be in agreement
with each other. The touchstone whereby we decide whether our holding a
thing to be true is conviction or mere persuasion is therefore external, namely,
the possibility of communicating it and of finding it to be valid for all
human reason (ist also äußerlich die Möglichkeit, dasselbe mitzutheilen,
und das Fürwahrhalten für jedes Menschen Vernunft gültig zu befinden).
For there is then at least a presumption that the ground of the agreement of
all judgments with each other, notwithstanding the differing characters of
individuals, rests upon the common ground, namely, upon the object, and
that it is for this reason that they are all in agreement with the object.35

Even though truth is conceived as the agreement of a judgment with its
object, Kant admits that this agreement can only be established by way of
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universal agreement of knowers. We are justified in believing that a judgment
is “objectively” true, we can claim, in Kant’s terms, to possess “certainty
(Gewißheit),” when all other individuals agree with us about the veracity of
that judgment (Kant says that certainty is “for everyone [für jedermann]”).36

The system of reason, the justification of human reason, will be complete
then, when the regulative ideals that guide this system are assented to by all
free and equal knowers. The construction of the organon of reason requires
the agreement of all. This will only be possible when all knowers are actually
able to raise objections and have their voices heard. In other words, the laws,
which ensure the freedom of criticism that exists within the political republic,
are themselves the necessary propaedeutic for critical philosophy. Epistemic
justification can only be completed when political life has become enlight-
ened, i.e., when one is free, as Kant says in “What is Enlightenment?” “to
make public use of one’s reason in all matters.”37

One may object that the first Critique is an attempt at transcendental
justification that seeks necessary laws for experience, not merely laws
that we all happen to agree upon. The categories of reason are necessary
because all rational beings must employ them. I am not denying this.
Rather, I maintain that Kant characterizes the transcendental proof of this
necessity as relying upon the free agreement of all rational beings. The
categories are not necessary because we all agree to use them. However,
we can only say that we know that they are necessary because we all
agree that they are. This is the sense of “touchstone” or criteria to which
Kant appeals above.

For Kant, the deduction of the categories is valid because all free and
equal knowers will agree that it is. In the Transcendental Deduction, Kant
explicitly invokes juridical and political categories of proof. Kant defines
“deduction” in terms of the question of right (quid juris), the question being
by what right we can establish the a priori necessity of this list of the cat-
egories of the understanding. Kant states that his conception of deduction is
taken over from “jurists” (Rechtslehrer) among whom deduction means “to
state the authority (Befugniss) or the legal claim (Rechtsanspruch)” to a judg-
ment.38 Kant’s explicit reference to jurisprudence here indicates that the cri-
tique of reason relies upon the norms of republican political practice. Not
only does transcendental proof appeal to the methodological practices of
republican government, it also requires that political practices already be
republican. The Transcendental Deduction occurs before the tribunal of rea-
son, which consists of all free and equal members of the commonwealth of
reason, those who can freely engage in the critical practice of publicly scru-
tinizing the laws of reason. Critique itself is thus only possible within repub-
lican political life because only in a real political republic will knowers be
free to carry out the critique.
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While Kant, in the Transcendental Deduction, merely hints at this in his
use of juridical language, his methodological considerations throughout the
first Critique, some of which were cited above, indicate that he is aware that
the Critique itself takes part in the process of public scrutiny and deliberation.
Kant says, to cite a few more examples, in his description of what he has
accomplished in the section called the Transcendental Dialectic, that he has
“thought it advisable, with a view to the prevention of errors in the future, to
draw up in full detail what we may describe as being the records of this
lawsuit [of reason against itself] and to deposit them in the archives of human
reason.”39 Most significantly, at the beginning and end of the first Critique,
Kant addresses the reader of the text directly, asking the reader to think for
himself about the arguments put forward in the text. The reader of the Cri-
tique is described both as a free citizen and an impartial judge (A xxi; B 766–
7), one who can listen rationally, who can freely bring objections before the
bar, who can judge for himself (B 884), and who must in the end reach an
agreement with Kant about the necessity of the categories. In short, the Critique
is itself an experiment in republican self-government in which the arguments
for the necessary rules of reason are open to public scrutiny and which will
be viewed as conclusive when agreed to by all.

Expression and The Metacritique

Despite the great wealth of our languages, the thinker often finds
himself at a loss for the expression (Ausdruck) which exactly fits
his concept, and for want of which he is unable to be really
intelligible to others or even to himself.

—Kant, Critique of Pure Reason40

Let us assume that Kant’s use of political metaphors was deliberate.
Indeed, as the above epigraph indicates, it is clear that Kant was aware of the
importance of the problem of expression. This can be seen, moreover, in his
efforts in the Prolegomena to present the content of the Critique of Pure
Reason in a more “popular” fashion. Kant admits in the Introduction to the
Prolegomena that his Critique had been misjudged and misunderstood in part
because “the work is dry, obscure, opposed to all ordinary notions, and
moreover long-winded.”41 Here Kant explicitly recognizes that the mode of
presentation is an important factor to be considered. In the preface to the
second edition of the Critique, Kant again admits that the mode of expression
of the Critique may have been, in places, inadequate. He indicates here that
the critical project is part of an ongoing dialogue within the community of
philosophers and thanks his critics. Indeed one may argue that Kant’s
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Prolegomena and the subsequent edition of the Critique were written in re-
sponse to his critics. One of the most famous of these critical reviews was the
Garve-Feder review of 1782. This review itself had some political overtones,
as Feder altered Garve’s review in order to suit his own ends.42 Kant’s con-
sternation with his critics shows that he was concerned with being understood
and that he recognized that language and style—the issue of voice—was
important. He concludes the preface to the second edition with the hope that
some popular stylist would take up the critical philosophy so that it might
“secure for itself the necessary elegance of statement.”43 This suffices to show
that Kant was concerned with the linguistic mode of expression and desired
to be understood by the philosophical public.

In bringing up the question of expression, Kant seems to foreshadow the
metacritique of his system as articulated by his colleagues Hamann and
Herder.44 The metacritique focused upon two crucial facts about Kant’s tran-
scendental arguments: these arguments must be articulated in ordinary lan-
guage, and this ordinary language is historically and politically located. There
are two possible conclusions reached by the metacritical challenge to Kant:
either the critique of reason is impossible because it exceeds the limits of
language, or the critique of reason should become a critique of language.
Both Hamann and Herder share the conclusion that language and reason are
socially and historically located. Hamann’s metacritique is aimed at the fact
that the very language of the critical project is itself an empirical historical
residue that cannot then attain its goal of purity. Herder expands this critique
of Kant to include the claim that we can only ever understand the world from
analogy with our own historically determined perspective. At issue here is the
question of the autonomy of reason and the completeness of the critical
project. The metacritique claimed that reason could not transcend its histori-
cal situatedness in order to arrive at an a priori comprehension of itself. The
best that could be done was to undertake a historical reconstruction of the
origin and development of language and reason. This project was taken up
explicitly by Fichte, as we shall see subsequently.

It is important to note that Kant himself was aware of the metacritical
question even within the first Critique, as indicated in the quote with which
we began the present section. Language as the mode of expression is an
important question, although it is not one that Kant takes up in earnest. Kant
is aware of the fact that thinking requires an adequate mode of expression in
which it can be communicated both to others and to the thinker himself. As
early as 1784, three years before the appearance of the second edition of the
first Critique, Kant speculated on language in response to Herder. This is
evidenced in Kant’s review of Herder’s Ideas on the Philosophy of the His-
tory of Mankind, where Kant quotes Herder’s statement that “Only in con-
junction with his erect gait does true human language appear.—Both in theory
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and in practice, reason (Vernunft) is merely something acquired (vernehmen)
and learned, a proportion and direction of man’s ideas and faculties to which
he was predetermined by his organization and way of life.”45 The issue here,
indicated by Herder’s pun upon the German word Vernunft, is whether reason
is somehow dependent upon historical, social, and political antecedents.
Indeed, Kant takes up the issue of history in an effort to show that reason,
although it has unfolded historically, is not dependent upon this historical
unfolding. In his ironic account of human history in his “Conjectures on the
Beginning of Human History,” Kant claims that we can only deduce the
origins of human reason by using the imagination: such imaginative recon-
structions are more fiction than philosophy. Within this account, Kant sim-
ply assumes that human beings developed language from natural sociability
and “the urge to communicate.”46 And Kant goes no further into the ques-
tion of language.

We might argue that Kant sidesteps the metacritique by simply assuming
that logic transcends empirical language.47 However, his own recognition of
the importance of the mode of expression, his use of political metaphors, and
his dialogical approach to critical philosophy indicate that the question of
language was important for Kant. Kant’s transcendental method, however,
aims beyond language and politics to the conditions for the possibility of
these even while language and politics are the condition for the possibility of
completing the critical project. There is indeed a circle here. Although Kant
does not take up this issue, he does not neglect language and politics. Indeed,
these are essential for his project. Kant does recognize, as I’ve shown above,
that the critical project is bound up with the political project of republican-
ism, and he does not sidestep the issue of the political context. This can be
seen, for example, in “What is Enlightenment?” where enlightenment is defined
as the public use of reason. Habermas interprets this by saying that Kant
“conceived of the ‘public sphere’ at once as the principle of legal order and
as the method of enlightenment.”48 Kant responds to the metacritique, not by
taking up the question of language, but by making the public use of reason
a matter of concern in the critical project. It is not language per se that is an
issue for Kant. Rather, it is the public use of reason that includes speaking,
writing, and especially thinking. In other words, Kant realizes that the critical
project is dependent upon the political project of enlightenment.

The methodological problem that Kant confronts is that, although we
think we know the meaning of concepts such as freedom of thought, self-
government, autonomy, and reason, we cannot be sure that we have properly
understood these concepts until we have completed the critical project by
examining these concepts among ourselves, using our own language. We will
not know that we are exercising our freedom until we complete the process
of becoming critically aware of the nature of freedom and its relation to the
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laws of political life and epistemology. This is what makes the critique itself
necessary: it is an attempt to clarify such concepts. However, if we do not yet
have political autonomy, we cannot be sure that the critical project is fully
justified. There are several problems here. If we are not free publicly to exercise
reason, then how will we know whether we have properly tested the results of
the critique under the scrutiny of free public judgment? If the self that under-
takes the task of self-critique is not yet empirically free, how will this self ever
know that its self-criticism reaches the purity it set out to establish?

These problems reiterate the conflict between rhetoric and philosophy.
On the one hand, Kant’s critical philosophy claims that it is philosophical in
the sense that it freely brings us to self-knowledge. On the other hand, all of
this talk of self-knowledge may be merely another rhetorical ploy that is in
service to ideological structures of domination. Kant’s project requires both
intellectual and political autonomy and assumes that philosophical language
can transcend the ploys of rhetorical oratory. The question of linguistic ex-
pression becomes explicit for Kant in the third Critique. Kant criticizes abuses
of rhetoric, for example, by describing them as “the art of carrying on a
serious business of the understanding as if it were a free play of the imagi-
nation.”49 The rhetorician uses images as substitutes for arguments. Although
rhetoric may persuade people toward truth and justice, Kant’s ideal demands
that human reason be persuaded by proper reasons and not by beautiful
images.50 Thus although Kant is aware of the metacritical question of lan-
guage, he believes that language, when properly used in the context of en-
lightenment, can lead to a genuine transformation of spirit. Kant searched for
a mode of expression that did not beguile the spirit by way of beautiful
rhetoric. Nonetheless, he recognized that analogies and metaphors (specifically
those referring to political life) were necessary to communicate his purpose.

Conclusion

We do admittedly say that whereas a higher authority may deprive
us of freedom of speech or of writing, it cannot deprive us of
freedom of thought. But how much and how accurately
(Richtigkeit) would we think if we did not think, so to speak, in
community with others to whom we communicate our thoughts
and who communicate their thoughts to us (wenn wir nicht
gleichsam in Gemeinschaft mit andern, denen wir unsere und die
uns ihre Gedanken mittheilen, dächten)! We may therefore
conclude that the same external constraint which deprives people
of their freedom to communicate their thoughts in public also
removes their freedom of thought . . .

—Kant, “What is Orientation in Thinking?”51
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Kant’s most general project is a project of human enlightenment. His
political and epistemological concerns implicate one another. This explains
the earnestness with which Kant turns to political themes. His struggle to
transform the political realm can be understood, in part, as a struggle to create
the conditions under which the critical project could be completed. In all of
Kant’s political writings he uses his voice to speak in favor of that enlight-
ened state in which freedom of thought is allowed to flourish. The above
statement from “What is Orientation in Thinking?” was first published in
October of 1786, just a few months before the second edition of the Critique
of Pure Reason was published. Kant is clearly aware here that freedom of
speech is a crucial prerequisite for freedom of thought. While Kant admits
that some freedom of thought would be possible without freedom of speech,
freedom of speech serves to guarantee the extent and the accuracy of our
thought. A critical enquiry that would be complete and accurate could only
occur within an enlightened political space that permitted free speech to
flourish. It is thus, perhaps, not too much to conclude that Kant’s political
writings aim at clarifying the conditions for the possibility of completing the
critique of reason. In the next chapter I will extend this conclusion further
and consider the way in which Kant uses his voice actually to create the
conditions for the possibility of completing the critique of reason.

Before we turn to this further conclusion, let us consider a significant
problem with Kant’s critical project. In real historical terms, experiments in
self-government have occasionally lead from freedom to despotism. Once the
traditional authorities had been done away with, as in France, for example,
freedom devolved into terror. Kant is aware of this problem as he undertakes
his critique of reason.52 He warns us repeatedly that the Critique ought not
be despotic. However, he seems to be aware that his revolutionary experiment
in the republic of reason can have troubling consequences. Kant admits, for
example, that the demand for justification that is taken up in the Transcenden-
tal Deduction “involves us in considerable perplexity, in that no clear legal
reason (Rechtsgrund) can be produced through which the authority (Befugniss)
of their [the concepts] use can be made clear, neither from experience nor
from reason.”53 This problem amounts to a question about the legitimacy of
the verdict of the tribunal of reason. If reason is the plaintiff, the defendant,
and the judge, how can an impartial verdict be given? How can we ensure
that the agreement of the reader and the author of the Critique is a mutual,
uncoerced (i.e., republican) agreement? In short, how can we ensure that the
republic of reason is not despotic?

On the first page of the preface to the first edition of the Critique of Pure
Reason, Kant gives us a clue: “It [reason] begins with principles which it has
no option save to employ in the course of experience, and which this expe-
rience at the same time abundantly justifies it in using.”54 Reason justifies
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itself by appealing to the unavoidable laws of its own experience. It is not
clear what sort of justification this would be, however, because it is not clear
why the laws of reason are themselves unavoidable—in fact this is the very
question being asked in the Critique. In other words, how do we know that
the necessity of the categories is a legitimate necessity and not a despotic
decree of a tyrannical reason?55 How can reason judge itself when its own
criteria are themselves in question? What justifies the republican practices
appealed to by the Critique and prevents these practices from being viewed
as dogmatic impositions and despotic decrees?

The epistemological problem here is how we can guarantee that univer-
sal agreement really is the “touchstone” of truth if we still do not have
immediate knowledge of the thing in itself—we could all agree wrongly after
all. The moral parallel here is the problem of how we can guarantee that
universalizable maxims are good and not evil. Finally, the political problem
is how we can guarantee that universally agreed upon laws are not them-
selves unjust or tyrannical. As we shall see, these problems were confronted
by Fichte, Hegel, and Marx as they attempted to clarify the political entangle-
ment at the heart of Kant’s system. Kant, for the most part, simply assumes
that all knowers, as citizens of the political republic, would agree freely
(without being coerced) to the method of his deduction. He makes this as-
sumption explicit, as mentioned above, at the very beginning and very end of
the Critique (A xxi, B 884), where he asks the reader to judge for him/herself
whether the Critique has been successful. This basic principle of free and
equal agreement is not justified by the Critique. Rather, the justification of
such a method points beyond the Critique to Kant’s political thought.
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Kant’s Political Philosophy:
Progress and Philosophical Intervention

It is not to be expected that kings will philosophize or that
philosophers will become kings; nor is it to be desired, however,
since the possession of power inevitably corrupts the free judge-
ment of reason. Kings or sovereign peoples (i.e., those governing
themselves by egalitarian laws) should not, however, force the
class of philosophers to disappear or to remain silent, but should
allow them to speak publicly.

—Kant, Perpetual Peace1

Kant lived and wrote during a turbulent political epoch. Much of his
explicit political philosophizing occurs under the shadow of two important
political events: the end of “enlightened despotism” in Prussia with the death
of Frederick the Great in 1786 and the symbolic birth of a new liberal era
with the French Revolution of 1789. With the ascension of Frederick Wilhelm
II to the throne, Prussia entered a period of regression and reaction against
the enlightenment, seen most clearly in Wöllner’s edicts of 1788 instituting
strict censorship and requiring pledges of faith on the part of theological
faculty. At the same time the French Revolution held out hope that enlight-
enment would finally dawn across Europe. Kant’s writings during this period
reflect his hopeful view of political life and his concern to defend the au-
tonomy of critical reason, which for Kant was the very mechanism of enlight-
enment, against state censorship. Although Kant did retreat somewhat in
response to Frederick Wilhelm’s rebukes, he continued to defend freedom of
thought in his political writings and in his Religion within the Limits of
Reason Alone, a political book published in the midst of the Wöllner censor-
ship. Despite continuing to challenge the political authorities to become more
enlightened, Kant did not allow himself to become a martyr for the enlight-
enment and remained profoundly ambivalent about the efficacy of the
philosopher’s voice as a catalyst of historical change.2

Kant continually advocated advancement toward enlightenment, even
though he recognized that the revolutionary content of the philosopher’s voice
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should be constrained by the philosopher’s duty to obey the law. Given this
constraint on political activity, Kant limits philosophy to an educational role
inspired by hope for moral and political progress. Although the voice of
philosophy is the voice of enlightened progress, this voice should not become
overtly political. The above epigraph, taken from Kant’s essay, Perpetual
Peace (published in 1795 in the midst of this era), shows us how acutely Kant
was aware of the conflict between philosophy and politics. Kant’s solution to
this conflict is to separate philosophy and politics in order to preserve the
autonomy of philosophy.

Nonetheless, as we saw in chapter 3, Kant views philosophy and politics
as intertwined. His critical methodology points philosophy back toward po-
litical life: the republican transformation of political life can be understood as
the propaedeutic for the completion of the critical project.3 Moreover, as Kant
recognizes in Perpetual Peace, the republican transformation of political life
will also serve to make the completion of the practical moral project possible.
Although in the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant resolves the antinomy of
happiness and morality by appealing to “the postulates of pure practical rea-
son,” (freedom, immortality, and God), in his political essays, Kant endeavors
to resolve this antinomy in practice.4 Nonetheless, since Kant’s critical phi-
losophy is oriented toward seeing the limits of knowledge, he recognizes that
there are no final assurances about an enlightened outcome to the political
struggle. Instead, Kant relies upon what might be called a “postulate of po-
litical philosophy,” hope. Hope, based upon the fact of the French Revolu-
tion, allows Kant to continue to advocate enlightenment even as Prussia
becomes reactionary.

Kant thus seems to have inverted the traditional Platonic notion of the
relationship between theory and practice. The traditional interpretation of
Plato holds that philosophical enlightenment is prior to political transforma-
tion and that, indeed, moral insight is required for a just critique of political
life. For this reason, in the Republic, Plato maintains that the just state will
be the state that is organized according to the wisdom of the philosopher-
king. Kant’s notion of the relation between theory and practice is more or-
ganic and republican, by which I mean that he recognizes a reciprocal
interaction between philosophy and politics. While he does argue that the
philosopher plays a significant role as the catalyst for political transformation,
Kant recognizes that philosophical reflection is itself dependent upon these
very political transformations. This is why he argues for a division of labor
between philosophy and politics, and concludes that it is not to be expected
that “kings will philosophize or that philosophers will become kings.”5 There
is a two-sided development in the history of enlightenment. On the one hand,
moral and scientific development are dependent upon republican political
transformation. On the other hand, republican political transformation is itself
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dependent upon the moral and theoretical projects of enlightenment. While
the moral and theoretical projects require a free, law-governed public sphere
for their completion, republican politics requires theoretical insight into the
moral truth that all human beings are free and have the equal right to consent
to the laws that govern them.

The circle which thus appears to result is the very problem of perpetual
peace that Kant returns to not only in his essay by that name but also in his
other political essays, the Rechtslehre of the Metaphysics of Morals, and even
in his Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone. This problem is an
instantiation of the general problem of the relation between philosophy and
politics: how do we convince pragmatic politicians that the proper end of
political life is not the perpetual war of Machiavellian politics but rather the
perpetual peace of the kingdom of ends? This is a problem because the
Machiavellian logic of political life reinforces itself such that the truth of
political life in which Machiavellian princes vie for power is in fact a state
of perpetual war, not perpetual peace: enlightened political realists thus seem
justified in continuing to prepare for war, not for peace. If this were the case,
if there were no hope that the Machiavellian cycle could be broken, then
there would be no hope for moral progress or for the attainment of the
republican conditions for the possibility of the completion of the critical
project. Enlightenment requires that republicanism burst forth and shatter the
cycle of war.

While Kant’s defense of enlightened despotism shares something with
the Hobbesian resolution to the problem of Machiavellian politics, Kant’s
liberal republican sympathies ultimately conflict with this despotic approach.
The catalyst that triggers the dissolution of the Machiavellian cycle for Kant
is not the Leviathan, but rather the philosopher’s voice, which freely criti-
cizes the immoral practices of political life, thereby mediating the conflict
between moral truth and political pragmatics. What is needed for this media-
tion is not a philosopher-king but philosophers who are free to speak about
political matters and enlightened moral politicians who are willing to permit
free philosophical criticism.6 Kant makes it very clear in numerous places
that the solution to the problem of perpetual war is solved by the free public
exercise of the philosopher’s voice.

The treatise, Perpetual Peace, can thus be read as an address to the
Prussian authorities in defense of philosophy. He states explicitly in what he
calls the “secret article of a perpetual peace” that “the maxims of the philoso-
phers on the conditions under which peace is possible shall be consulted by
states which are armed for war.”7 There is considerable irony in the fact that
this strong claim about the political power of the philosopher’s voice must be
called a “secret” article. He realizes that this bold statement may “seem
humiliating for the legislative authority of a state, to which we must naturally
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attribute the highest degree of wisdom, to seek instruction from subjects (the
philosophers) regarding the principles on which it should act in its relations
with other states.”8 Kant concludes, then, that the state may keep its reliance
on philosophy a secret. This is done by merely allowing the philosophers to
“speak freely on the universal maxims of warfare and peacemaking.”9 Al-
though Kant admits that the state is under no compulsion to submit to the will
of the philosopher, the philosopher’s advice should nonetheless be listened to
by the enlightened state interested in perpetual peace. “The philosopher should
be given a hearing.”10 Thus the key to the transformation of political life is
not the coming of the philosopher-king but, rather, the enlightenment of the
king such that the king will “allow them [philosophers] to speak publicly.”11

Kant gives us no direct indication about what sort of historical transforma-
tions would follow from philosophical freedom, although he does indicate
that the further transformation of political life will be effected by what he
calls the “moral politician.” It is not much of a leap to conclude that the
moral politician is a politician who has heard the philosopher’s voice.

In what follows I will examine the way in which, for Kant, the
philosopher’s voice functions as the catalyst that stimulates progress toward
the completion of the enlightenment project. I will then examine the apparent
contradiction between Kant’s teleological view of history and his claims about
the transformative power of the philosopher’s voice. I will consider what
Kant says about the prophetic function of the philosopher’s voice. I will then
contrast this prophetic function with Kant’s natural teleological view of his-
tory and argue that there is an antinomy in Kant’s notion of progress: progress
is a natural occurrence, and progress is the result of philosophical interven-
tion in history. To resolve this antinomy I maintain that we must consider the
intimate organic relation between philosophical and political enlightenment.
I will argue that Kant was aware of his own role within the autocatalytic
process of enlightenment: it was this awareness and the hope that it inspired
that encouraged Kant to undertake his task of enlightening political life even
in light of the repressive tendencies in his native Prussia. With this under-
standing of Kant’s self-consciousness of his own political voice, we will be
poised to move beyond Kant to consider the deliberate political intervention
of Fichte, the regressive philosophical politics of Hegel, and the prophetic
politics of Marx

History and Hope

But man is represented as having fallen into evil only through
seduction, and hence as being not basically corrupt (even as
regards his original predisposition to good) but rather as still
capable of an improvement, in contrast to a seducing spirit, that is,
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a being for whom temptation of the flesh cannot be accounted as
an alleviation of guilt. For man, therefore, who despite a corrupted
heart yet possesses a good will, there remains hope of a return to
the good from which he has strayed.

—Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone12

Kant’s ethical, religious, historical, and political writings are nothing, if
not optimistic. Of course Kant is acutely aware of the difference between
optimism and knowledge. The goal of his critical project is to define the
limits of knowledge in order to “make room for faith.”13 Hope and faith serve
as crucial motivating forces behind Kant’s political activity. Kant has faith
that history is a progressive development toward the eventual conjunction of
duty and happiness. This ideal conjunction is characterized as a state in which
human beings will be fully moral and will thus deserve happiness. It is also
characterized as a state in which the political system will be just and will thus
reward moral agents with what they deserve. In short, this is the state of
complete justice in which those who are just are also those who are happy.
In one of his more prophetic moments, Kant describes the completion of the
historical progress toward justice as follows:

Violence will gradually become less on the part of those in power, and
obedience towards the laws will increase. There will no doubt be more
charity, less quarrels in legal actions, more reliability in keeping one’s word,
and so on in the commonwealth, partly from a love of honor, and partly
from a lively awareness of where one’s own advantage lies; and this will
ultimately extend to the external relations between the various peoples, until
a cosmopolitan society is created.14

Here Kant envisions a utopian synthesis of the two opposing forces of
morality and happiness in the cosmopolitan society of perpetual peace. This
completion of history will occur when civil law is organized according to the
formal principle of right, i.e., the political formulation of the Categorical
Imperative intended to prohibit the state from using unjust force against
persons who are ends in themselves. Indeed, in Perpetual Peace, Kant offers
the Categorical Imperative as an antidote to Machiavellian politics in which
the ends justify the means. As it is formulated by Kant there, the Categorical
Imperative asks politicians not to subordinate goodness to expedience: “Act
in such a way that you can wish to have your maxim to become the universal
law (irrespective of what the end in view may be).”15 Kant’s ideal will be
completed when the “moral politician” takes this formal principle up as the
principle of civil right. The moral politician, moreover, should turn to civil
legislation as a moral task whose end is the completion of the kingdom of
ends that would result in and from the achievement of perpetual peace. In
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Kant’s utopia, human beings will finally see that their own “advantage,” i.e.,
their happiness, lies in morality itself. This concurrence of morality and pru-
dence will result in a just society within the nation-state as well as peace in
international affairs. This ideal is the object of Kant’s hope throughout his
political writings.

Despite his optimism, Kant recognizes that the road toward the ideal is
as long and arduous as is the process of redemption from original sin. Indeed,
it is instructive to compare what Kant says about original sin in his Religion
with what he says about progress in political history. We can hope for progress
because reason is both the cause of our fallen state and the cure for this fall.
Reason was culpable when human beings first asked the question of why we
had to follow our innate moral sensibility; likewise, reason is able to tell us
why we should return to the moral law. Hope for progress is the same as hope
for autonomy. “Man himself must make or have made himself into whatever,
in a moral sense, whether good or evil, he is or is to become. Either condition
must be an effect of his free choice; for otherwise he could not be held
responsible for it and could therefore be morally neither good nor evil.”16 The
two opposing human drives “toward happiness and toward duty” have been
and will continue to be at odds; it is reason’s task to harmonize these, both
within the individual and within society.

Kant recognizes that the seemingly unendless struggle between these
two opposing forces is the creative tension of human culture, education, and
history. Kant’s optimism is thus tempered with his recognition that the length
and difficulty of the path we have followed through recorded history to the
present was necessary for the development of truly human culture. Human
development is the result of the dialectical strife between the objective moral
demand for justice and the subjective demand for happiness. In various places,
Kant explicitly recognizes that this dialectic is a necessary stage in the edu-
cation of the human race. Without this conflict, human beings would live a
“pastoral existence of perfect concord, self-sufficiency, and mutual love.”17

However, contra Rousseau, Kant maintains that in this Arcadian setting “all
human talents would remain hidden forever in a dormant state, and men, as
good-natured as the sheep they tended would scarcely render their existence
more valuable than that of their animals.”18 Here Kant seems to foreshadow
Nietzsche’s claim that with the advent of Christianity, “human beings become
interesting,” for it is the conflict between a moral world of justice and the
human world of self-interest that propels humans forward and that gives us
ideals according to which we can direct and shape our lives. Moreover, Kant
argues, foreshadowing Humboldt, that nature herself has contributed to divi-
sion and strife among nations by creating linguistic and religious differences.19

These differences among nations contribute in the short run to “mutual ha-
tred” and war. In the long run, however, these differences stimulate “an
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equilibrium of forces and a most vigorous rivalry.”20 Diversity and competi-
tion thus work against that type of moribund perpetual peace—the peace of
the graveyard—to which Kant ironically alludes in the introduction to Per-
petual Peace. Diversity and competition prevent history from ending in the
graveyard of freedom that could result from a despotic form of universality
that denies individual difference.

Historical development results from the strife that originates with the
possibilities implicit in the idea of human freedom: the conflict between self-
interested instinct and the moral law. While Kant admits that this strife will
continue indefinitely into the future, he also claims that as history progresses,
we continually approach the point at which morality and happiness will con-
verge. Our task is to become more fully human by struggling to mediate
between the conflicting demands of happiness and morality: we must suffer
and labor to become fully human.21 Such struggle is the very mechanism of
progress that is further mediated by philosophical reflection upon the nature
of this struggle, a reflection that gives us hope that the struggle is worth
undertaking. “A philosophical attempt to work out a universal history of the
world in accordance with a plan of nature aimed at a perfect civil union of
mankind, must be regarded as possible and even as capable of furthering the
purpose of nature itself.”22 Philosophy furthers this task by helping us under-
stand the mechanisms of history and by giving us hope that these mecha-
nisms will lead to progress.

Kant’s optimism about human progress is not completely naïve. In his
religion book, for example, he argues that the possibility of evil is a necessary
precondition for human freedom. He does not claim that human development
will be completed all at once in a millennial apocalypse. Nor is he sanguine
about the efficacy of philosophy as an engine for development. He admits
that “no philosopher has yet been able to bring (the principles of states) into
agreement with morality.”23 He concludes:

Nor (sad to say) has any philosopher been able to propose better principles
which at the same time can be brought into harmony with human nature.
The result is that the philosophical millennium which hopes for a state of
perpetual peace based on a league of peoples, a world-republic, even as the
theological millennium, which tarries for the competed moral improvement
of the entire human race, is universally ridiculed as a wild fantasy.24

Thus Kant claims that progress, like the strife out of which it develops, is an
ongoing process not simply to be completed by the invocation of the rhetoric
of “perpetual peace” and “the kingdom of ends.” Although the philosopher’s
voice can work to further progress toward these ends, Kant realizes that
to put our entire faith in philosophy would be to live in a fantasy world
of unrealistic hope regarding the practical power of philosophical speech.
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Although philosophical speech may be the catalyst for future progress, prac-
tical political transformations are also required, at least to the extent that such
practical transformations are what make it possible for philosophical speech
to be freely and publicly expressed. Indeed such political transformations
themselves make enlightened philosophical critique possible.

Despite his recognition of the limits of philosophy’s power to change the
world, Kant remains hopeful because he views progress as a natural process
guided by a teleology implicit in nature. Progress occurs as we come to
affirm the natural basis of the conflict between morality and happiness and
the teleological unfolding of this conflict in history. Again, such affirmation
of the teleological organization of history requires philosophical insight, in-
cluding insight into the inherent limits of teleological judgment. For Kant,
teleological judgments occur under regulative principles for judging parts as
united in a purposive whole. Such judgments go beyond the limits of theo-
retical cognition in the same way as hope and faith do. Nonetheless, these
judgments, like hope and faith, are essential for us as free moral beings.
“Faith is trust in the attainment of a design, the promotion of which is a duty,
but the possibility of the fulfillment of which (and consequently also that of
the only conditions of it thinkable by us) is not to be comprehended by us.”25

Thus Kant’s faith in the possibility of progress is part of his moral duty to the
regulative ideal of enlightenment. This delineates for him the proper exercise
of the philosopher’s voice as both clarifying and carrying out the project of
enlightenment.

Reason and experience show us that strife cannot be overcome by a
miraculous epiphany that brings sudden enlightenment to the human race.
Rather, human beings overcome strife by recognizing its natural basis and by
having faith that it can be overcome. Once we are critically enlightened about
the causes of strife and the moral necessity of hope, we will then be in a
position to create a society in which strife is diminished and in which per-
petual peace is attained. Despite the necessity of hope, we must also recog-
nize that progress is painstaking and requires struggle, diligence, and patience.

Kant completes his description of his utopian ideal with the following
disclaimer:

Such developments do not mean, however, that the basic moral capacity of
mankind will increase in the slightest, for this would require a kind of new
creation or supernatural influence. For we must not expect too much of
human beings in their progressive improvements, or else we shall merit the
scorn of those politicians who would gladly treat man’s hopes of progress
as the fantasies of an overheated mind.26

Here Kant acknowledges again that his own hopes could seem fantastic to
practically minded politicians. Politicians will raise all sorts of practical
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objections to the work of progress, that is, until they have been enlightened
by philosophy about the moral necessity of hope.

Autocatalytic Publicity and the Antinomy of Progress

The dominion of the good principle begins, and a sign that “the
kingdom of God is at hand” appears, as soon as the basic
principles of its constitution first become public; for (in the realm
of the understanding) that is already here whose causes, which
alone can bring it to pass, have generally taken root, even though
the complete development of its appearance in the sensuous world
is still immeasurably distant.

—Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone27

Kant’s task as a philosopher of progress is to show us how progress is
possible without losing sight of the very real difficulties found at the level of
practical politics. Although it is easy to see that for Kant the key to progress
is the publicity of the principles of progress, it is more difficult to see how
these principles are to be made public. In his discussion of the founding of
the religious commonwealth or the church, which is analogous to the cosmo-
politan state of perpetual peace, Kant recognizes that we encounter a problem
as we attempt to create that moral community that is the condition for the
possibility of further moral development:

to found a church as a commonwealth under religious laws seems, however,
to call for more wisdom (both of insight and of good disposition) than can
well be expected of men, especially since it seems necessary to presuppose
the presence in them, for this purpose, of the moral goodness which the
establishment of such a church has in view.28

The religious problem may seem easier to solve than the problem of
constituting the cosmopolitan society because the very content of religion
tends in the right direction, i.e., toward morality. National political societies
are, of course, constituted by respect for law in the form of the civil consti-
tution. Even though this may be merely external conformity to law, there is
hope for progress toward a subjective appropriation of the moral content of
the civil law.

Once human beings are constrained to be good by justified civil laws
under a republican government, they will no longer fear the self-interested
motivations of their neighbors; their hope for progress will itself thus begin
to become justified. They will have entered into a condition of peace and will
be able to focus on the execution of moral duty without having to worry
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about practical political disadvantages that might have resulted from moral
activity done in an immoral environment. In this way, Kant argues that even
a “nation of devils” may be formed into a civil society such that the “public
conduct of the citizens will be the same as if they did not have such evil
attitudes.”29 Thus Kant concludes that political transformation is the
propaedeutic for moral transformation. This is especially true when we in-
clude the sphere of international justice. This sphere is little better than the
situation of the “nation of devils” because international relations are consti-
tuted by self-interested nations reaching an uneasy peace based upon mutual
self-interest and the balance of power. Kant concludes with regard to rela-
tions between states that “we cannot expect their moral attitudes to produce
a good political constitution; on the contrary, it is only through the latter that
the people can be expected to attain a good level of moral culture.”30 In other
words, the development of morality relies, in part, upon the establishment of
political peace in terms of both a civil constitution and the league of nations.

Thus Kant argues in the Contest of the Faculties that the state should
realize that it is in its own interest for its citizens to be enlightened about
the moral content of the civil law. This enlightenment will best occur when
it is not done by state officials but, rather, when it is undertaken by “free
teachers of right, i.e., philosophers.”31 Philosophers are to be the educators
of mankind. Kant defends this enlightenment idea against the encroachment
of state authority. Free philosophical teachers of right help us develop to-
ward enlightenment by showing us practical ways in which moral hope
might be completed.

Kant thus thinks that philosophical ideals can stimulate progress. Ac-
cording to Kant, the key moment in progress is the moment at which philo-
sophical ideals become public: “But truth and goodness do not fail to
communicate themselves far and wide once they have become public, thanks
to their natural affinity with the moral predisposition of rational beings gen-
erally.”32 In other words, Kant believes that once the truth of progress has
been publicly communicated, this truth will begin a chain reaction that leads
toward continual future progress. This is why Kant repeatedly emphasizes the
importance of free public expression of philosophical critique. Such public
expression of philosophical insight acts as the catalyst that begins the chain
reaction of progress: public expression of philosophical critique transforms
the public sphere, thus making the further public expression of philosophical
critique possible, and so on in an ever increasing autocatalytic progress.
Kant’s practical agenda is to begin the process within the nation-state, such
that the state at least listens to the philosopher’s voice, even in if only in
secret. As politicians become accustomed to attending to the philosopher’s
voice, they will become “moral politicians” and will then work for a similar
transformation of international relations.
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A philosopher such as Kant who looks to the future with the hope of
human progress and interprets the past and the present in terms of this hoped-
for future, is as much a prophet as a philosopher. Kant was self-conscious of
this prophetic possibility implicit in public philosophy. In The Contest of the
Faculties, Kant asks the following crucial question about his own historical
interpretation: “But how is it possible to have history a priori?” In other
words, Kant wonders how it is possible to make prognostications about the
future progress of human history based upon a priori scientific truths. He
responds to his own question with the following pregnant phrase: “The an-
swer is that it is possible if the prophet himself occasions and produces the
events he predicts.”33 An idea of future history is possible to the extent that
the historian is himself part of history and, in fact, works to bring his own
vision of the future into actuality. In other words, the prophetic work of the
philosopher’s voice is undertaken with the hoped-for progress serving as a
regulative ideal for the philosopher’s activity. This is similar to the way in
which faith and those other postulates of practical reason are essential to
moral progress. Kant’s diagnosis of the present condition and his analysis of
history is based upon his ideal vision of the future and certain facts about the
present. Indeed, the very fact that Kant is able to publish his views and the
great symbol of the French Revolution make it clear that history was actually
progressing in the direction Kant hoped for. Kant attempts to avoid the fan-
tastic, by using empirical details to support his claims about progress.34

However, even his interpretation of these empirical facts is tied up with his
larger regulative ideal of history as progressive and his desire to help accom-
plish this development.

This recognition of the prophetic nature of the philosopher’s voice raises
several difficulties with regard to questions about the truth of history and
politics. The problem for Kant is that if his historical account has an influence
upon the present or upon the future development of the human race, then it
is not yet known to be a true account, i.e., the truth of Kant’s prophetic
history will itself only be known in the future, as the result of Kant’s own
intervention in history. This seems to preclude Kant’s political and historical
writings from claiming to be true in the literal sense. At most Kant claims that
it is certain that the human race will at some indefinite time or another
achieve enlightenment: he says that “it is tenable within the most strictly
theoretical context.”35 However, he realizes that he cannot say exactly when
enlightenment will be attained: “the precise time at which it will occur must
remain indefinite and dependent upon chance.”36 Here we see a tension within
Kant’s historical view. On the one hand, it is certain that enlightenment will
be attained; on the other, the attainment of enlightenment is not certain at any
given moment in history. In other words, the historical ideal of enlightenment
is an object of rational faith: it is a moral duty, based upon certain empirical
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facts, to believe in enlightenment. And this faith in enlightenment is itself
part of the process that will help to actualize it.

It might seem as if Kant’s view of progress seems to be stuck on the
horns of his own Third Antinomy. On the one hand, enlightenment is equiva-
lent to freedom and thus should be independent of the causal series of history.
On the other hand, enlightenment is a result of the contingent causal progress
of history. In the first Critique Kant resolves this antinomy by way of his
transcendental idealism and by appealing to the moral law: we are transcen-
dentally free despite the fact that we are empirically determined; we must
consider ourselves to be free because we can treat human beings as respon-
sible moral agents. Kant resolves the antinomy of history in the same way:
enlightenment is both a causally dependent event and a spontaneous act of
transcendental freedom. Moreover, even philosophical reflection on history is
caught up in this transcendental dilemma. On the one hand, philosophical
reflection is the product of history; on the other, it is the free intervention of
reason into history.

This is what leads us to what I call the antinomy of progress: on the one
hand, progress will occur naturally; on the other hand, progress requires
philosophical intervention in history. The antinomy of progress is a problem
because the first thesis allows that the intervention of the philosopher’s voice
is not necessary for progress to occur. If progress did not require philosophi-
cal education, then Kant should have given up his struggles against the Prus-
sian authorities. However, Kant recognized that both natural progress and
philosophical intervention are necessary for progress. Indeed, each implies
the other. Philosophical intervention is only possible when the public sphere
has naturally evolved to a point at which free public philosophical speech has
been vouchsafed; the public sphere will only become republican and progress
toward the cosmopolitan society when philosophical speech makes clear the
articles of perpetual peace.

Although Kant does not elucidate this antinomy, he is explicitly aware
of the fact that free philosophical discourse itself can impact the future de-
velopment of the human race, despite the fact that history is supposed to be
a necessary causal order. We saw this above in an example from The Contest
of Faculties. We also see this in his “Idea for a Universal History,” for
example, in his Ninth Proposition on World History: “A philosophical at-
tempt to work out a universal history of the world in accordance with a plan
of nature aimed at a perfect civil union of mankind, must be regarded as
possible and even as capable of furthering the purpose of nature itself.”37

Here Kant recognizes that his own philosophical history of the world is part
of the movement which leads to the progress of world history. As the philoso-
pher interprets history, he also forecasts the direction that future history will
take and thus pushes history forward. Like the prophet who creates the future
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by speaking of it, Kant’s historical and political reflections create the future
by elucidating its direction. Kant, however, is at pains to distinguish his own
work from that of the prophets. He says, for instance, that “philosophy too
may have its chiliastic expectations; but they are of such a kind that their
fulfillment can be hastened, if only indirectly, by a knowledge of the idea
they are based on, so that they are anything but overly fanciful.”38

Philosophical knowledge of history, when it is teleological knowledge
under the regulative ideal of progress in history, can work to move history
forward on its course of progress. But philosophical knowledge is not a kind
of deus ex machina of the historical play. It is not the panacea that will solve
all problems. Rather, philosophical knowledge of the orientation of history
merely contributes to the unending work of historical progress. The
philosopher’s voice is the catalyst that interrupts the Machiavellian cycle of
war, but this interruption is itself possible only because the possibility of
perpetual peace has already been partially prepared by the natural teleology
of history. This is an autocatalytic process in which the results of either part
of the reaction—philosophical intervention or natural teleology—make the
unfolding of the other part of the reaction possible and so on in a progressive
chain reaction. As Kant describes this autocatalytic process, he begins to use
the language of self-development and self-fertilization that foreshadows Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit. He says, for example, with regard to the comple-
tion of the religious commonwealth, that it will begin to appear once the idea
of the kingdom of God on earth “has become general and has also gained
somewhere a public foothold.” Once the public acknowledgment of this idea
has occurred, progress is underway because “since this principle contains the
basis for a continual approach towards such a consummation, there lies in it
(invisibly), as in a seed which is self-developing and in due time self-fertilizing,
the whole, which one day is to illumine and to rule the world.”39 The self-
developing, self-fertilizing unfolding of the idea of the whole is catalyzed by
the philosopher’s public invocation of the regulative idea of the whole within
a public sphere that has itself been prepared by the natural teleology of
history.

Development and Revolution

We should be content with providence and with the course of
human affairs as a whole, which does not begin with good and then
proceed to evil, but develops gradually from the worse to the better;
and each individual is for his own part called upon by nature itself
to contribute towards this progress to the best of his ability.

—Kant, “Conjectures on the Beginning of Human History”40
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Kant’s recognition of the way in which the philosopher’s comprehension
of history has a reflexive impact upon history places the philosopher in an
ambiguous relation to history and to the political world he inhabits. On the
one hand, progress in history seems to rely upon the intervention of the
philosopher. On the other hand, history is a natural teleological unfolding.
This ambiguity will be resolved when we understand the historical necessity
of philosophy. Kant barely begins to scratch the surface of this question,
although this question will become central for Fichte, Hegel, and Marx.
However, Kant does explicitly recognize the fact that reason had a historical
origin. In “Conjectures on the Beginning of Human History” Kant considers
the “fall” from Edenic natural unity as a result of the natural human instinct
to conduct experiments, even when these experiments lead to the contradic-
tion of other natural instincts.

The initial incentive to abandon natural impulses may have been quite trivial.
But the outcome of that first experiment whereby man became conscious of
his reason as a faculty which can extend beyond the limits to which all
animals are confined was of great importance, and it influenced his way of
life decisively.41

Although reason had a natural origin, it remains the task of reason to
become fully conscious of itself: this is the task of the philosophy of history.

The antinomy of progress forces us to reassess the role of the philoso-
pher within history, leading to the radical, “system-exploding” conclusion
that philosophical activity is the focal point of historical development.42 This
conclusion thus gives a fateful importance to the philosopher’s voice. By
locating the philosopher within history and understanding the philosopher’s
activity as itself part of the movement of social and political history, Kant
brings a historical element into his supposedly transcendental system. Kant
recognizes that historical progress is a necessary condition for the possibility
of the completion of transcendental philosophy: as we saw in the last chapter,
the critical method relies on the real political freedom of both the philosopher
and his critical audience.

Kant’s transcendental philosophy and his philosophy of history require
a free public space in which thought can freely struggle to reach the truth.43

A book like the Critique of Pure Reason could only be conceived and pub-
lished in an “enlightened” era in which a free public sphere exists in which
we can struggle for truth. Transcendental philosophy was made possible by
the historical situation in Prussia under Frederick and Zedlitz and was threat-
ened under Frederick Wilhelm II and Wöllner. It was under Frederick that
freedom of critique was vouchsafed by the enlightened dictum: “Argue as
much as you like and about whatever you like, but obey.”44
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And yet, enlightenment will only be complete when the people have
been enlightened by Kant’s reflections on history and, indeed, by the whole
of the transcendental philosophy, which is, after all, a philosophy of freedom
and the republican spirit. Philosophy, as the educator of mankind, must edu-
cate the state about itself and about the fact that human beings ought to be
respected by the law. This was especially true under the reactionary state of
Frederick Wilhelm II. Stated in its most extreme form, this is a paradox.
Kant’s philosophy seems to be impossible because it can only occur when
political life has become enlightened, while it is Kant’s philosophy itself that
makes enlightenment possible. In the Rechtslehre of the Metaphysics of Morals,
published during the reactionary period, Kant claims that progress will occur
as the state strives to become just, where justice is defined in terms of the
following idea of justice: “every action is just that in itself or in its maxim
is such that the freedom of the will of each can coexist together with the
freedom of everyone in accordance with a universal law.”45 If the state is
reasonable, it ought to recognize its obligation to justice. But if the state is
not yet rational, then it will not yet recognize its obligation to the principle
of justice. Thus the state will have no reason to listen to the philosopher (even
in secret). Nor will it have a reason to permit the philosopher of enlighten-
ment to speak at all. Kant’s goal is for political authority to allow philoso-
phers to speak freely: “This subterfuge of a secretive system of politics could,
however, easily be defeated if philosophy were to make its maxims public,
would it but dare to allow the philosopher to publicize his own maxims.”46

The problem is that if the state is not yet enlightened, it will not allow the
free expression of philosophical critique and so will not hear the voice that
speaks for enlightenment.

The unenlightened state is not bothered by the contradictions that ensue
when it violates the categorical imperative and violates the freedom of its
citizens. The state must be enlightened if it is to become just. The problem
is that if the state is not yet enlightened, it will not easily acquiesce to Kant’s
republican view of justice. Indeed, the unenlightened state has every reason
to resist the promulgation of the Kantian philosophy because this philosophy
amounts to a call for revolution against the unenlightened state.

Kant is very careful, however, not to state his revolutionary view of the
philosopher’s voice too strongly. Practically, Kant had to be careful not to
offend the political authorities so that his message could be heard. This is
why he cleverly begins Perpetual Peace by undermining his subsequent claims
about the political power of the philosopher’s voice. Since, as many politi-
cians are wont to claim, philosophy is impractical, then Kant ironically claims,
politicians should have nothing to fear in permitting the free exercise of the
philosopher’s voice.47 Moreover, Kant’s theory of republican politics recog-
nizes that political revolutions are counterproductive to his goal of perpetual
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peace. At the end of his Rechtslehre, for example, Kant explicitly condemns
revolution because it destroys law, and law is what is necessary for the
attainment of perpetual peace.48 The most important point to note about Kant’s
denial of the right to revolution is that revolutionary activity results in the
destruction of the legally constituted public sphere in which the philosopher’s
voice could be heard and is thus counterproductive to progress. For Kant, the
possibility of public expression is the criterion by which we can judge whether
a maxim is right: “All actions affecting the rights of other human beings are
wrong if their maxim is not compatible with their being made public.”49 It
would be impossible to publicly call for the dissolution of public law because
it is public law which itself makes possible such a public declaration. The
ultimate practical problem of revolution is that revolutionary states of affairs
dissolve the public sphere in which the philosopher’s voice could be heard.
For rational progress to occur, philosophy must defend the legally constituted
public sphere while striving to reform this public sphere such that it includes
the possibility of publicly sanctioned critique.

For Kant, enlightened philosophical critique is the focal point of historical
progress. However, historical progress toward the free, enlightened public sphere
is what makes philosophical critique possible. Kant avoids the revolutionary
implications of this by returning to faith in progress found in the view that
history has its own natural teleology. It is this natural teleology that has led to
the occurrence of Kant’s singular critical voice. However, Kant does not view
his own voice as the only possible historical catalyst. Rather, according to
Kant’s hopeful view of history, progress would occur even if something called
the “Kantian” philosophy had never occurred. However, on the other hand,
since the “Kantian” philosophy would be by definition the philosophy of
enlightenment, even if someone named Kant had not devised it, its content is
a necessary part of the historical movement of enlightenment: there could be
no progress, natural or otherwise, without the advent of enlightened philosophi-
cal critique of political life. While Kant’s humility keeps him from making
grandiose claims about his own philosophical efforts, his theory of history and
his theory of enlightenment make it clear that the “Kantian” philosophy, whether
it is called that or by some other name, is the philosophy of enlightenment,
itself the result and cause of enlightenment. In other words, Kant’s voice is the
voice of the general spirit of enlightenment in history.

Reply to the Transcendentalist Objection:
Natural Teleology and Education

It is consequently very easy to lay the basis of enlightenment in
individual subjects by means of education; one must merely begin
at an early stage to accustom young minds to this reflection. To
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enlighten an era, however, is a very protracted process; for there
are numerous external obstacles which either preclude that mode
of education or make it more difficult to implement.

—Kant, “What is Orientation in Thinking”50

I have argued that Kant’s teleological view of history includes the idea
that the critical transcendental philosophy is itself a result of historical progress.
This conclusion may be difficult to digest for those of us used to conceiving
Kant’s transcendental philosophy as a-historical. The truths of transcendental
philosophy are supposed to be universal and a priori—they are not supposed
to be affected by contingent historical events. It is important to note, how-
ever, that I am not claiming that the content of the transcendental philosophy
is itself historically contingent: the transcendental conditions for the possibil-
ity of experience remain safely ensconced within the transcendental deduc-
tion. Rather, as I claimed in chapter 3, I am arguing that there are necessary
empirical and/or historical conditions for the possibility that empirical sub-
jects could attain knowledge of the transcendental conditions of experience.
This conclusion is easy to understand by way of analogy with developmental/
educational processes. Truths that are to be imparted to students by education
do not themselves change as students attain higher developmental stages.
Rather, empirical and developmental changes in the student make it possible
for the student to know these necessary, a priori truths.

The problem of education is analogous to the other problems we have
discussed in the present chapter, including the antinomy of progress. What is
the catalyst for progress in education? This problem is perhaps best stated as
the problem of who will educate the educators. As Kant states it in the
Contest of the Faculties, “But those responsible for the desired education are
also human beings who will therefore have to have had a suitable education
themselves.”51 As we shall see in the next two chapters, Fichte confronted this
problem and offered a solution that involved using the philosopher’s voice to
actively intervene in and re-organize the educational system of Germany.
Kant does not go this far, perhaps in part, because he is reluctant to claim that
he or any philosopher could have all the answers to the problem of education.
Although he admits that we might have a good idea about how to educate
individual pupils, he claims that it is difficult to educate an era. Far from
offering a radical educational agenda, Kant claims that what is needed first
of all is the opening of the public sphere to the gradually reformative influence
of the philosopher’s voice.

The developmental process that occurs within individual pupils is similar
to the teleological process of history. According to Kant, the unchanging end
of history is perpetual peace and the attainment of the “kingdom of ends” on
earth. Although this end was itself uncovered by the historical development of
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theology, morality, and historical sciences, the historical development of these
sciences did not change the nature of the moral truth of history. Thus the
republican ideal of political justification remained true throughout history,
even when it was obscured by unjust political regimes. Kant is very clear
about his teleological view of history: “The history of the human race as a
whole can be regarded as the realization of a hidden plan of nature to bring
an internally—and for this purpose also externally—perfect political consti-
tution as the only possible state within which all natural capacities of man-
kind can be developed completely.”52 Although Kant realizes that such a
teleological judgment about history itself requires delimitation (such as he
provides in the Critique of Judgment), this teleological conception of history
gives rise to the hopeful view of progress, which itself is the catalyst for
further progress and thus actualizes the hoped-for teleological development.
More than this, however, Kant appeals to real historical events and to the
logic of natural self-interest. He contends, for example, that perpetual peace
will develop out of the economic struggle of natural human self-interest. This
idea is forcefully stated by Kant in his famous claim that the problem of
constructing a civil constitution “could be solved even by a nation of devils
(so long as they possess understanding).”53 This is so because even com-
pletely self-interested beings, if they are rational, will agree to the Hobbesian
necessity of creating a civil society. Moreover, Kant concludes that the cos-
mopolitan state will itself result out of the natural inclination toward self-
interested competition, what he calls, “the spirit of commerce.”54 We might
ask then why and in what sense, philosophy is needed within this natural
teleological system?

Again, it is important to note that Kant makes no special claims about
the power of his own singular voice, nor indeed about the power of his own
generation of educators and philosophers. Rather, the task of development is
the common task of human being, with particular educators merely working
to contribute to the autocatalytic process of history.

If we now ask what means there are of maintaining and indeed accelerating
this constant progress towards a better state, we soon realize that the success
of this immeasurably long undertaking will depend not so much upon what
we do (e.g. the education we impart to younger generations) and upon what
methods we use to further it; it will rather depend upon what human nature
may do in and through us, to compel us to follow a course which we would
not readily adopt by choice.55

The voice of philosophy is indeed the voice of human nature or reason.
The importance of the philosopher’s voice in historical progress is thus to
make us conscious of the teleology implicit in this progress in order that we
may then take up the cause of progress in earnest and transform political life
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so that the philosopher’s voice can be heard. When the philosopher’s voice
is heard, we will further transform political culture and so on in continual
progress. Understanding the end of history by way of philosophical reflection
on morality and politics makes it possible for us to have hope that this end
may be attained:

But if we assume a plan of nature, we have grounds for greater hopes. For
such a plan opens up the comforting prospect of a future in which we are
shown from afar how the human race eventually works its way upward to
a situation in which all the germs implanted by nature can be developed
fully, and in which man’s destiny can be fulfilled here on earth.56

Although one might reject this as the folly of a self-fulfilling prophecy,
it is supposed to be understood as a natural autocatalytic process in which the
catalyst is consumed and produces further material and energy, which con-
tributes to the ongoing reaction. Moreover, in this autocatalysis, the content
is not corrupted, i.e., the truths of transcendental philosophy are not under-
mined; rather, this content is uncovered, as the end of history is continually
revealed by hopeful progress toward that end. The true catalyst in this case
is the content of the philosopher’s voice and its transformative, educative
effect upon political life.

Reply to the Revolutionary Objection: The Work of Hope

Yet he has reasonable grounds for hope as well. Since such
improvements, if only their underlying principle is good, ever
increase his strength for future advances, he can hope that he will
never forsake this course during his life on earth but will press on
with ever-increasing courage.

—Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone57

Kant recognized that the conflict between selfish interest and moral duty
is a natural conflict: human beings are naturally predisposed toward both
happiness and morality. Thus we require inspiration and perspiration to con-
tinue to strive to complete the task of uniting morality, happiness, and law.
However, Kant’s teleological conception of history tells us that within the
larger eternal order of the cosmos, happiness and morality will ultimately
coincide. Thus hope functions like those other postulates of reason that Kant
describes in the second critique: it is a necessary presupposition of morality
(and of political progress). Kant’s hope is not naive then, because it is based
upon an argument about human motivation and the natural order within the
cosmos. We require hope (and indeed fear as well) in order to stimulate us
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toward further progress.58 Since progress is natural, Kant claims, we can thus
legitimately hope that it will naturally occur and indeed this hope itself stimu-
lates progress.

One might object, however, that Kant’s “retreat” to hope leaves him without
a truly revolutionary political agenda: the turn to hope leads to political acquies-
cence, such as occurred in Kant’s confrontation with Frederick Wilhelm II. On
the contrary, I argue that Kant’s “retreat” to the hope of his natural teleological
view shows how acutely he was aware of the problem of the philosopher’s voice.
Kant’s recognition of the problematic status of the philosopher’s voice actually
stimulates a further transformation of both theory and practice. Indeed, Kant’s
critical approach is always to delineate the limits of a given mode of thinking in
order to help clarify the proper relationship between different fields of human
activity. Although Kant does ultimately invoke hope to solve the problem of the
philosopher’s voice in history, his virtue is that he was willing to admit the
difficulties that lead him to this invocation. Most importantly Kant uses his voice
to mobilize hope as a political strategy by making it apparent that the project of
perpetual peace is already on the way to completion.

Kant’s optimistic political hopes are based upon four factors: (1) his
faith in the benevolent ordering of nature by the divine creator and in the
creative power of grace;59 (2) his own experience of historical and political
progress in this revolutionary era;60 (3) his intuition of the “sole fact of
reason,” i.e., the intuition that there is a moral law;61 and finally (4) upon his
recognition that hope itself can play a decisive role in history. Since Kant
knows intuitively that there is a moral law, since he has faith that nature is
also guided by divine grace, and since he has seen progress in history in his
own era, his hope is justified. More importantly, Kant has seen progress that
was inspired by hope itself, in the events of the French Revolution: “for a
phenomenon of this kind which has taken place in human history can never
be forgotten, since it has revealed in human nature an aptitude and power for
improvement of a kind which no politician could have thought up by exam-
ining the course of events in the past.”62 Of course Kant had no way of
knowing that the progress of Europe toward a cosmopolitan society would
take at least two more centuries, would be hindered by numerous bloody
wars, and would cost millions of lives. Although Kant’s hope was perhaps
premature, one may argue that it was not entirely irrational, for we are con-
tinually inspired by hope to bring philosophical insight about structures of
political life to bear upon those very structures.

One might argue, however, that Kant had no right to be hopeful about
political progress given that his hope is based in part upon two rationally
unjustified premises: his faith in the divine benevolence of grace and his
intuition of the moral law. Kant himself admits that there is no rational proof
of either of these premises. One might also wonder whether the actual his-
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torical progress that Kant witnessed at the end of the eighteenth century
justified his hope: after all, the French Revolution devolved into terror, the
“enlightened” Prussian state had regressed, and most of the world still suf-
fered under ignorance and despotism. It seems as if Kant’s hope was spun out
of the thinnest of threads.

Indeed, the robust movement beyond hope toward action that character-
izes the political thinking of Fichte and Marx can be seen as a rejoinder to
Kant and the limitations on political intervention implied by his invocation of
hope. Kant’s historical and political hope can seem to give rise to conserva-
tive political theory and practice. If progress is natural, it seems that it is also
inevitable and that we may simply wait for it to happen. Thus Kant’s chiliastic
view of history seems to result in political conservativism. This optimistic
view of the natural inevitability of progress may explain why Kant refuses,
for example, to advocate revolution. If progress is natural and inevitable,
revolution is, at least, an unnecessary expedient. At worst, revolution is: “the
greatest and most punishable crime in a commonwealth, for it destroys its
very foundation. This prohibition [against revolution] is absolute.”63 While
Kant’s view of revolution has remained controversial, the practical political
problem that arises with Kant’s view of the natural inevitability of progress
has an even broader scope. The problem is that, if progress is natural and
inevitable, there seems to be no need for political concern or action, indeed
there seems to be no need for political philosophy itself. If human beings will
eventually realize, on their own, that happiness and morality can be synthe-
sized within the cosmopolitan state, then there is no need for the philosopher
to tell them so. This problem is even worse than the problem that Kant
responds to in “Theory and Practice.” There he is attempting to answer a
skeptic who claims that theory is unable to have a practical impact. The
problem as I’ve stated it is worse: theory is itself unnecessary because prac-
tical problems will resolve themselves naturally, if given enough time.

Kant resolves this problem in his Religion book. There he claims that
our faith in Providence does not lessen our obligation to actually work for our
own salvation. Kant maintains that the Christian message is one that provides
hope while simultaneously requiring work: “Accordingly he [Christ] destroys
the hope of all who intend to wait upon this moral goodness quite passively,
with their hands in their laps, as though it were a heavenly gift which de-
scends from on high.”64 The point here is that Kant’s invocation of hope does
not remove from us the responsibility of work. Just as Kant’s resolution of
the Third Antinomy leaves us with a restless dualism, so Kant’s resolution of
the antinomy of progress leaves us with a hope that demands action. This
hope is both justified and enacted by Kant’s use of his voice: his very ability
to speak publicly shows us that progress has been made; the content of his
voice stimulates further progress.
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Conclusion

For enlightenment of this kind, all that is needed is freedom. And
the freedom in question is the most innocuous form of all—
freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters.

—Kant, “What is Enlightenment?”65

Kant hoped that the results of increased freedom in the public employ-
ment of reason would lead to a convergence of morality and happiness, truth
and opinion. In an enlightened state, the moral politician would contribute
toward a gradual reform of political institutions that would encourage the
public use of reason in a progressive autocatalytic process. This ideal of
public philosophical activity inspired subsequent generations of German
philosophers, as we shall see. Moreover, Kant’s discussion about the
philosopher’s public role resulted in a distinction between the public and the
private use of reason, a distinction that would be called into question subse-
quently. Kant’s view was that in our actions as citizens of the polis, we must
submit to authority and fulfill our duties. However, within the enlightened
republic, the public employment of reason, public speech, ought to be free
from the constraints of authority. Philosophy thus becomes political to the
extent that it is speech addressed to a public audience. We saw this political
context in Chapter 3, even in the depths of Kant’s theoretical philosophy. In
his political writings Kant claims that philosophy should thus be protected by
the civil laws. Similarly, enlightened politics is philosophical to the extent
that it ought to aim at the eventual conjunction of morality and law. Philoso-
phy becomes political to the extent that it must work to transform politics in
order to bring forth the conditions for its own completion. Philosophy ad-
dresses the universal concerns of all human beings including the question of
the role of the philosopher’s voice.

I have argued in the last two chapters that Kant was critically aware of
the political impact of his own voice and that he was aware of the impact of
political life on his philosophical system. This self-consciousness of the in-
tersection of politics and philosophy is revolutionary, even if Kant’s own
political activity was less than revolutionary. For Kant, progress toward en-
lightenment will not occur by way of weapons and war but, rather, by way
of philosophical discourse. In addressing himself to political life as to a
reasonable entity, Kant expresses his greatest hope that the voice of philoso-
phy could actually have an impact on the course of history. This hope was
taken up by Fichte and Hegel and eventually rejected by Marx.
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Fichte:
Philosophy, Politics, and the German Nation

It is the vocation of the scholar to be the teacher of the human race.

—Fichte, “Some Lectures Concerning the Scholar’s Vocation”1

After Kant, philosophy took up the task of unifying theoretical and
practical reason into a system. Such a system, to be complete, must account
for its own ground in the seemingly extraneous regions of history, language,
and politics. Kant’s reflections on these areas remain scattered among his
“occasional” essays and can seem to be secondary to the project of the three
Critiques. However, as I argued in Chapters 3 and 4, Kant was aware of the
need to account for the empirical ground of his own philosophical activity, he
understood the political ramifications of his critical philosophical activity,
and he struggled to defend his project against the political authorities of his
native Prussia. Although Kant was reluctant to use his voice directly to trans-
form political life and resolve the antinomy of progress, hope for progress,
as symbolically realized in the French Revolution, was a postulate of his
political thinking. At most Kant claimed that political life should allow phi-
losophers to voice their opinions in public. He did not demand that philoso-
phers become kings nor that kings become philosophers.2

Kant’s deliberately restrained response to the question of the philosopher’s
voice was eventually rejected by Fichte who actively attempted to inspire
political actuality by using the poetic creative activity of his voice to cultivate
the philosophical imagination of the German nation. Fichte’s deliberate po-
litical activity reflects a Platonic interpretation of the relationship between
philosophy and politics: the philosopher should be the leader of the nation.
Unlike Kant, Fichte believed that philosophical thought and political activity
should converge to produce a nation based upon the educational authority of
the philosopher. For Fichte, the philosopher who knows the truth has both the
obligation and the mandate to use his voice to transform political life in order
to bring the ideal into actuality. This conclusion follows from both Fichte’s
theoretical and ethical systems, as well as from his conception of the linguis-
tic basis of philosophical and political activity.

89
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In the present chapter I will set Fichte’s work in its political context. I
will discuss Fichte’s commitment to the project of systematic completion
including the practical component that lies in the heart of his Science of
Knowledge (Wissenschaftslehre). I will further discuss Fichte’s explicit con-
sideration of language and its relation to philosophical imagination, individu-
ality, and political life. In the next chapter I will consider the development of
Fichte’s approach to language and to politics, as it is manifest in his Ad-
dresses to the German Nation, a text that represents a reversal of the re-
strained approach to politics found in Kant. In this text, we find a complete
picture of Fichte’s notion of the relation between philosophy, politics, and
language, which led Fichte to the radical idea that the philosopher’s task was
to change the world, in a philosophical direction, by using his voice to inspire
the nation.

Situating Fichte’s Work

The scholar is especially destined for society . . . Accordingly, it is
his particular duty to cultivate to the highest degree within himself
the social talents of receptivity and the art of communication.

—Fichte, “Some Lectures Concerning the Scholar’s Vocation”3

In his Addresses, we witness Fichte using his voice in a poetic manner
to recreate political life according to the philosophical ideal. This philosophi-
cal ideal held that human beings could be liberated by a process of philo-
sophical and moral education. While Kant turned to political activity as a
moral task restrained by respect for moral autonomy, Fichte turned to politics
as a philosophical task inspired by a new conception of the relation between
philosophy, politics, and language. His radical mission was to prepare the
ground for that form of philosophical insight that was necessary for the
completion of the moral development of historical actuality. Fichte’s prosely-
tizing activity pushed him beyond the limits of Kantian liberalism and filled
his voice with the evangelical fervor of what G. A. Kelly calls “Fichtianity.”4

Fichte turns to political activity because he believes, as Tom Rockmore points
out, that “since philosophy is concerned with the rational analysis of reality,
it follows that this discipline enjoys a political role as a means to bringing
about human liberty.”5

Unfortunately, Fichte’s enthusiasm for educational enlightenment leads
to an un-philosophical attempt to reduce the difference between philosophy
and politics by employing poetic rhetoric to inspire the nation in an outburst
of nationalistic fervor. Much has been made of Fichte’s nationalism as it
appears in the Addresses. While we cannot simply ignore the nationalistic
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elements in Fichte’s Addresses, these elements must be understood as part of
his larger philosophical project.6 Fichte’s project shares the Kantian hope for
the dawning of perpetual peace and for the eventual conjunction of universal
morality and political life. The nationalistic development of this project oc-
curs within a changed political situation and within a newly developed under-
standing of the way in which transcendental philosophy can respond to the
metacritical problem of language.

In the 1790s, Fichte was already aware of the problem of language. In
1795, at the same time that he was working on his Science of Knowledge
(Wissenschaftslehre), he wrote an article on language, “On the Linguistic
Capacity and the Origin of Language.” Moreover, at this same time Fichte
was involved in an educational project in Jena, which linked the transcenden-
tal philosophy to popular education in a context colored by enthusiasm for
the French Revolution. Upon his arrival at the University of Jena in 1794,
Fichte organized a series of popular lectures, “The Vocation of the Scholar.”7

These lectures had a political content insofar as they argued that scholars
were the engines of progress toward enlightenment. It is important to note
that Kant was articulating similar ideas at around the same time in his politi-
cal essays. Fichte took it a step farther than Kant however by being actively
involved in the political-educational activity which he advocated. In the 1790s
Jena was a focal point for radical intellectuals, and Fichte, who had already
published pamphlets in defense of the French Revolution, was a mentor and
inspiration for students who were sympathetic to the ideals of the revolution.
Fichte was also aware of the difficulties of putting the transcendental philoso-
phy into popular form and began to encounter resistance to his political
views. This culminated in the atheism controversy of 1799 in which his views
were misrepresented for political reasons. Fichte’s supposed atheism—really
a variety of Kant’s idea of a religion of morality—was linked to his repub-
lican political disposition. As Fichte lost his chair at Jena as a result of
this controversy and moved on to Berlin, he became increasingly aware
of the complicated problem of educating a nation for enlightenment. He
realized that the public would misunderstand the system because of politi-
cal and psychological impediments, as seen in his Introductions to the
Wissenschaftslehre and his “Crystal Clear Report to the General Public
Concerning the Actual Essence of the Newest Philosophy: An Attempt to
Force the Reader to Understand.” Additionally, his reflections on language
developed in a more nationalistic direction perhaps as a result of his en-
counters, in Jena, with Romantics such as Friedrich Schlegel and the com-
parative linguist Wilhelm von Humboldt—both of whom were also in Berlin
with Fichte. Finally, enthusiasm for the French Revolution became trans-
formed during the early years of the nineteenth century, as Napoleon be-
came a conquering emperor. All of this culminates in the Addresses in
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which we find linguistic nationalism tied to the cosmopolitan ideal of edu-
cational enlightenment.

Fichte realized that for the system of reason to complete itself, the
empirical conditions (historical, linguistic, and political) must be accounted
for and, if necessary, transformed by the creative will of the philosopher.
Fichte was acutely aware of the sound of his own voice as well as the mode
of reception of his audience. Fichte came to embrace the Romantic idea that
the philosopher’s voice, imbued with the transformative power of poetry,
could be used to stimulate imagination and change the world. Just as the
Romantic poet viewed himself as a genius of freedom and imagination, Fichte
viewed himself as a political poet, a genius who might synthesize morality
and politics by way of philosophical education. Fichte’s Addresses are
groundbreaking in the double sense of poetically cultivating the ground for
the construction of the critical edifice and simultaneously shattering the ratio-
nal ground of transcendental philosophy. The Addresses move transcendental
philosophy from out of the transcendental realm into the empirical realm in
order to bring about the empirical conditions necessary for the completion of
the transcendental project. The mechanism for this movement is the
philosopher’s voice.

Significantly, Fichte attempts to account in a philosophical manner for
the inspirational power of his own voice. Fichte’s political activity raises
questions about the linguistic limitations of the transcendental philosophy,
language as the medium of exchange between the philosopher and his audi-
ence, language as the constitution of national cultural and spiritual identity,
and finally, questions about the very language of the philosopher who speaks.
Indeed, the question of authorial voice is itself one that is found at the heart
of transcendental philosophy. Given Kant’s distinction between the transcen-
dental ego and the empirical ego, we wonder which ego belongs to the author.
In the preface to the Vocation of Man (1800), Fichte writes, for example, “the
‘I’ who speaks in the book is by no means the author.”8 This is so because
the ‘I’ of the author is supposed to be the same as the ‘I’ of the reader. By
1807, in the Addresses, Fichte locates the speaker’s voice within the organic
whole of the linguistic nation. In the Addresses, however, he is less sanguine
about the reader’s ability to comprehend because he sees the degradation of
the German and European spirit under the failure of the Revolution that led
to the Napoleonic conquests. He says pregnantly in response to the question
of why he, Fichte, has the right to reorganize and reeducate Germany, “I
answer that, of course, everyone would have the same right as I have, that I
am doing it solely because not one of them has done it before me, and that
I would be silent if another had already done it.”9 The enlightened philoso-
pher has the authority to speak of transforming the nation. The project of
establishing a systematic unity of theory and practice required that the phi-
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losopher use his voice to revolutionize the empirical conditions under which
an education in the transcendental system of freedom could be completed.10

Fichte’s Addresses can be read as both concrete political action aimed at
liberating Germany from the French invaders and as a philosophical
prolegomenon necessary to prepare the ground for the eventual acceptance of
the truths expressed philosophically in the Wissenschaftslehre. The first inter-
pretation has been developed, for example, by Friedrich Meinecke, who sees
Fichte as a pivotal character in the historical liberation of Germany.11 How-
ever, we must be skeptical of claims about Fichte’s impact on the political life
of Germany during the Wars of Liberation. Engelbrecht has argued convinc-
ingly that Fichte’s Addresses did not have any immediate impact upon the
German people.12 This is true for a variety of reasons including meager atten-
dance at his lectures and a lack of publicity. Most notably, the French authori-
ties simply ignored Fichte, despite the fact that they had cracked down on
German resistance, for instance executing Palm, the liberal Nürnberg book-
seller. The myth that Fichte bravely and defiantly delivered his Addresses in
the face of the French authorities and that the Addresses inspired the Germans
to rise up against the French was invented by his biographer and son, I. H.
Fichte, and by later German nationalists eager to find a philosophical hero
whom they could pervert for their own purposes.

It is thus the second interpretation that will primarily interest us in the
rest of this chapter, for it shows the philosophical necessity of cultivating the
political ground of philosophical speculation. In Fichte’s political activity we
hear the philosopher’s voice reach its limit as philosophy succumbs to the
temptation to take up rhetorical means to achieve philosophical, political, and
moral ends.

The Practical Components of the Science of Knowledge and the
Theoretical Demand for the Addresses

What sort of philosophy one chooses depends, therefore, on what
sort of man one is; for a philosophical system is not a dead piece
of furniture that we can reject or accept as we wish; it is rather a
thing animated by the soul of the person who holds it.

—Fichte, Science of Knowledge13

The above quote, taken from the First Introduction to the Wissen-
schaftslehre is an ad hominem against dogmatists. Fichte was willing to
mount such an ad hominem attack in the introduction to his system because
he admits that the system is practical and that a person’s moral character is an
issue for theoretical philosophy. A “dogmatist” who rejects the transcendental
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account of freedom is not capable of comprehending the philosophical sys-
tem. Fichte explicitly admits in the Introduction that the idealist philosophy
requires proper education.

If idealism should prove to be the only true philosophy, it is necessary to be
born, raised, and self-educated as a philosopher; but one cannot be made so
by human contrivance. Our science expects few converts, therefore, among
those already formed; if it may have any hopes at all, they are set, rather,
upon the young whose innate power has not yet foundered in the indolence
of our age.14

Fichte thus pointed the way toward his more vigorous interventions in political
life. Fichte’s goal is to educate those young philosophers who would be able to
move with him beyond dogmatism. Fichte was thus willing to sacrifice the cir-
cumspection of philosophy on the altar of rhetoric and politics in order to create
the conditions under which philosophical activity could be completed.

A philosophical demand thus leads Fichte to intervene in politics and
take up the persuasive techniques of rhetoric and the creative imaginative
work of political poetry. The Addresses aim at solving this problem by pro-
posing practical political changes that would help to educate his audience so
that they could comprehend the truth of transcendental idealism. Since, as
Fichte claims, philosophical depth is the birthright of the German spirit, his
goal in the Addresses is to elicit the German spirit such that Germans will be
able comprehend the greatness of German philosophy. Unfortunately, the
German spirit was not yet ready to comprehend the truth of German philoso-
phy. “This philosophy is not at home in our age . . . It must give up on all
claim on the present generation.”15 His system has not been understood be-
cause of the defective imaginations of the reading public. In his “Crystal
Clear Report” of 1801, Fichte recognizes that some will comprehend the
Wissenschaftslehre, and others will not: “So the Science of Knowledge pre-
sents itself to those who, in and for themselves, are able to possess it. Those
who are not capable of this are steeped in the Science of Knowledge by those
who are led by it, by the regents and school teachers.”16

There are two conditions for comprehending transcendental philosophy:
a free and creative imagination which allows us to “philosophize with spirit”
and political freedom to utilize this imagination.17 Without freedom in these
two senses, we will fail to comprehend the system. “If this failure to under-
stand has a reason, whatever it may be, the Wissenschaftslehre itself contains
a reason why to certain readers it must forever pass their understanding:
namely, that it assumes them to possess the faculty of freedom (das Vermögen
der Freiheit) of inner intuition.”18

In the Addresses, Fichte blames these lapses in his audience upon a lack
of education and upon the present, corrupt political system. We can see, then,
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that Fichte’s philosophical enterprise depends upon the education of free
spirit. This in turn relies upon a certain social and political structure, which
supports this educational enterprise. It is this social and political element
within the system that leads Fichte to explicitly address ethics, politics, and
indeed the German nation itself. His Addresses to the German Nation, like all
of his popular works, can be understood as an attempt to address the real
basis of philosophy, those living, breathing human beings who must come to
know the truth of philosophy and enact its principles in real political life.19

The creative imagination is the key faculty for philosophy because it is
the faculty that allows us to think two opposed theses at once: “the state, in
which totally opposed directions are united, is simply the activity of imagi-
nation.”20 Imagination is the faculty which allows us to hover (schweben)
between opposites, and this power “determines whether or not we philoso-
phize with spirit.”21 A lack of imagination and the inability to philosophize
with spirit is the result of that type of education that stifles imagination
in order to promote mere understanding. Thus the inability of the subject to
acknowledge the truth of Fichte’s idealism is accounted for in the
Wissenschaftslehre as a result of poor education. The Addresses are Fichte’s
attempt to rectify the empirical problem that underlies the philosophical
difficulty: man must be remade socially, politically, and culturally so that the
type of freedom and imagination necessary for philosophy can flourish.

In the Wissenschaftslehre we see an explicit connection between phi-
losophy, politics, and morality. Reason is the dialectic between the theoretical
and the practical: “reason cannot even be theoretical if it is not practical.”22

It is a practical demand of reason that grounds Fichte’s idealist system be-
cause it is a matter of duty for the ego to demand that the unity of the system
be grounded on freedom. Being should be interpreted in terms of the activity
of the self. The model of reality is the activity of the moral self: “All reality
is active; and everything active is reality.”23 The basic model of being is thus
moral activity, which is freedom within self-imposed laws and limitations.
Fichte concludes by saying that “all theoretical laws are based on practical
laws . . . it follows that, even in the context of theory, there is an absolute
freedom of reflection and abstraction, and the possibility of directing one’s
attention to something and withdrawing it from something else is a matter of
duty, without which there can be no morality whatever.”24 Just as Kant main-
tained that freedom is conformity to the law of reason, Fichte says that the
laws of reason are “brought forth by means of free but law-governed think-
ing.”25 In other words, the law to which freedom must conform is itself the
product of freedom. Thus freedom must conform itself to itself, must give
itself its own laws. It is the nature of freedom to limit itself. This is what he
means, for example, when he states that “every striving must therefore be
limited by a force opposed to that of the striving itself.”26 Even if there were
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no opposition to freedom, freedom would posit its own opposition in the form
of the moral law by which it determines itself.

This is circular. Indeed, just as Fichtean ontology admits the circular
self-determination of self by way of the self-posited not-self, so the Fichtean
theory of freedom admits the circularity of the self-determination of freedom
by way of freely posited laws. We determine ourselves by the circular relation
between self and other (where the other is either an object or the moral law).
“A system that pays no attention at all to this circle, is dogmatic idealism; for
it is indeed the aforesaid circle which alone confines us and makes us finite
beings; a system which fancies itself to have escaped therefrom, is a transcen-
dent realist dogmatism.”27 As discussed in the chapter on Kant, this circular-
ity describes the basic structure of republican self-government: the people
give themselves laws to which they then must conform. In the Wissen-
schaftslehre, Fichte openly acknowledges this circularity, beginning from the
free ego and deducing all of the categories from this ego, including the moral
imperative that governs the freedom of the ego from which he began. Kant
tried to avoid this circle by locating freedom beyond the scope of knowl-
edge, as a necessary moral postulate.28 Fichte’s task is to make the intercon-
nection between theoretical and practical reason explicit: to make reason
conscious of its own structural presuppositions. In order to complete this
task, Fichte turns to political action: the systematic task requires that real
empirical egos become politically free to take up the moral challenge of
transcendental philosophy.

Fichte explicates the systematic interrelation of epistemology and poli-
tics in a more detailed manner than does Kant. As a keen observer of the
contemporary political landscape at the end of the eighteenth century, Fichte
was acutely aware of the potential for devolution from democracy to despotism.
This can be linked to his concern, articulated in the Wissenschaftslehre, with
avoiding what he calls “dogmatism.” Dogmatism is a type of philosophical
despotism in which the systematic unity of opposites is established by force.29

Dogmatism is a denial of the circular nature of the mutual determination of
subject and object. Fichtean idealism seeks to avoid dogmatism by starting
from the assumption that all thinkers are free and that freedom involves self-
limitation. Fichte then tries to generate from this assumption a self-determining
system.

This type of idealism is republican in spirit: enlightened free participa-
tion will lead to agreement. Dogmatism, on the contrary, is despotic: it as-
sumes some principle to which not all thinkers will agree and seeks to establish
agreement by way of persuasion, manipulation, and, if necessary, coercion.
The distinction between coercion, manipulation, and other forms of persua-
sion is not clearly articulated by Fichte, as far as I can tell. He is, however,
aware of a distinction among types of persuasion. In the “Lectures Concern-
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ing the Scholar’s Vocation” Fichte says, for example, that the “scholar may
employ none but moral means to influence society. He will not be tempted
to use compulsory means or physical force to get men to accept his
convictions . . . But neither should the scholar employ deception.”30 At issue
in the moral vs. immoral means of persuasion is respect for the autonomy of
the one to be persuaded.

Fichte attempts to refute dogmatism by appealing to a republican con-
ception of human being: “We start from freedom, and in fairness presuppose
it also in them [the dogmatists].”31 Despite Fichte’s occasionally acerbic criti-
cisms of common sense, he believes that his system is open to public scrutiny
and approval. In his “Crystal Clear Report” he emphasizes the fact that edu-
cation is open to all who are capable. Moreover, in this text at least, he uses
the rhetorical form of a dialogue between himself and his reader, as if to
emphasize the fact that all educated readers should be able to see the truth of
his system. He concludes that “each and every person must find it [the truth
of the system] by himself and it can be expected of him at once. Everyone
who only awakens to self-possession and steps forth from the intermediate
position between plant and man finds it to be this way.”32 In an enlightened
era, reasonable people will agree to the truths of the transcendental philoso-
phy. However, this is not yet an enlightened era: “many will misunderstand
it, and more will not understand it at all.”33

The difficulty for Fichte is to uphold his republican principles in the face
of ignorance and political despotism. By the time of the Addresses, Fichte
approaches the task of enlightenment from a more authoritarian perspective:
coercive education is needed to prepare the ground for enlightenment. This
conclusion is foreshadowed by Fichte’s discussion of defective philosophical
imagination in the Wissenschaftslehre. In one of the most remarkable state-
ments in his Wissenschaftslehre, Fichte uses an ad hominem argument against
his critics.

The science of knowledge is of a kind that cannot be communicated by the
letter merely, but only through the spirit; for its basic ideas must be elicited,
in anyone who studies it, by the creative imagination itself . . . in that the
whole enterprise of the human spirit issues from the imagination and the
latter cannot be grasped save through the imagination itself. Anyone, there-
fore, in whom this whole aptitude is already weakened or deadened beyond
hope of recall will admittedly find it forever impossible to make headway
in this Science; but the ground of this inability he should look for, not in the
Science itself, which is easily grasped, if it is ever grasped at all, but rather
in the want of capacity in himself.34

Fichte here pushes the Science of Knowledge beyond ontology back into
psychology, sociology, and educational theory. Fichte completes the above
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thought with the following footnote: “The Science of Knowledge cannot
become a generally accepted philosophy, so long as education has the effect,
in so many men, of killing off one capacity for the sake of another . . .”35 The
cultivation of the human imagination via proper education thus becomes a
focal point for Fichte’s philosophical endeavors and leads him to intervene in
political life: the goal is the reorganization of political life such that philo-
sophical imagination can properly develop. Fichte, much like Schiller in his
Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man, calls for a new form of education.
Unfortunately, however, Fichte disagrees with Schiller as to the means by
which human beings are to be educated: it is not by play but by authority.

The tension between authority and freedom becomes a recurrent theme
for Fichte. In his explicitly ethical essays, Fichte sought to bring the republic
of reason into existence by advocating a coercive political regime, the Notstaat
of his Science of Ethics (1798). The coercive state is needed as the means
toward the humanization of man. It administers society in order to let human
beings move from out of barbarism toward freedom. Once freedom has been
achieved, however, the Notstaat would be replaced by the republic of reason
or the system of freedom. Significantly, Fichte views the chief goal of the
coercive state as education: philosophy requires that individuals be educated
by the state. This view becomes the essence of the educational state advo-
cated in the Addresses: universal education for all under a coercive authority
dedicated to the creation of the spirit of morality and philosophy.36 Despite
his pronouncements against dogmatism and despotism, coercive authority
becomes the precondition for the completion of the republic of reason. The
malignance of these seemingly despotic means is supposed to be ameliorated
by the fact that this despotism is to be guided by philosophical insight and
respect for the autonomy of those who are to be educated. The educator’s task
is to make us free so that we may then fully participate in further moral,
political, and philosophical activity.

This tendency toward dogmatism can be seen in the very structure of
Fichte’s theoretical work. Fichte recognized the problem of the justification
of the critical method and attempted to resolve it by beginning from the
assumption of “the Act… that lies at the basis of all consciousness and alone
makes it possible.”37 I have interpreted this above as the basic idea that the
self is self-positing and self-limiting, i.e. the autonomous activity of the self
is its own self-limitation under self-imposed laws. From this first principle we
are supposed to be able to deduce the further principles of ontology. Fichte
admits that this first principle is merely a postulate, that it “can be neither
proved nor defined, if it is to be an absolutely primary principle.”38 Fichte
further denies that it is necessary to discuss this first principle at any length
because everyone with sufficient education and imagination would agree to
it. This essential principle will eventually be proven in the course of the
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exposition of the system itself. It turns out that the proof for this first prin-
ciple is that it is a necessary principle of morality: morality demands that we
assume that the self is activity. Fichte’s argument for this methodological
assumption thus stems from the claim that agreement about the nature of the
self is a matter of morality and character. “What sort of philosophy one
chooses depends, therefore, on what sort of man one is; for a philosophical
system is not a dead piece of furniture that we can reject or accept as we
wish; it is rather a thing animated by the soul of the person who holds it.”39

If the methodological assumption is a matter of character, this explains why
Fichte must resort to ad hominem arguments about defective imaginations in
establishing agreement for his science and eventually why he must take up
the task of moral education.40

Just as we saw with Kant, Fichte also relies upon a shared set of basic
concepts such as justice and justification. In the Preface to the Wissen-
schaftslehre of 1795, written the same year that Kant published Perpetual
Peace, Fichte writes:

It will be necessary first to obtain a view of the whole before any single
proposition therein can be accurately defined, for it is their interconnection
that throws light on the parts; a method which certainly assumes willingness
to do the system justice (freilich den guten Willen voraussetzt, dem Systeme
Gerechtigkeit widerfahren zu lassen), and not the intention of merely finding
fault with it.41

He makes this statement to interdict a reading of his science that would
not view the system as a whole. Such a reading would be, in these terms,
unjust. However, as discussed with regard to a similar problem in Kant’s first
Critique, it will be impossible to do the system justice, i.e., to view it as a
whole, until human beings have been properly educated so that they share the
idea of justice with which they should approach the system. According to
Fichte, justice demands consistency within the circle of the whole system,
i.e., justice demands that the first principle be considered within the whole.
It is but a small leap from this assumption of an idea of “doing the system
justice” to the claim that the apparently unjustified first principle will be
justified when political life is such that human beings are able to freely assent
to it. The conception of justice evoked here in the Preface is one that implies
the law-governed freedom of the creative imagination. In short, it is the
conception of justice implicit in the republic that is to be the result of Fichte’s
educational Notstaat. In order to arrive at this republican conception of jus-
tice, however, we must go through the coercive educational mechanisms of
the educational state.

Fichte’s entire system is thus caught up in the tension between the ideals
of the republic of reason and the material reality of lived political life. Like
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Kant, Fichte asserts that the system must be open to free criticism by all
knowers considered as equal. His goal is freedom, even if the means to this
end is coercive education. He says, for instance, “The Wissenschaftslehre
should in no way force itself upon the reader but should become a necessity
for him, as it has for the author.”42 This is so because comprehension of the
Wissenschaftslehre requires the “capacity for freedom”: “If this capacity for
freedom (Vermögen der Freiheit) is not already present and employed, the
Wissenschaftslehre can make no headway with a person.”43 A despotic system
would not be self-grounding because it would reject the capacity for freedom
and equality of the egos of its “citizens.” And yet, Fichte realized that most
of his readers were not free and did not yet possess the requisite degree of
philosophical imagination to comprehend the conception of freedom implicit
in the science itself; they had to be made free and needed to be forced to
cultivate their imaginations by the coercive educational state.

The Ursprache, Poetry, Politics, and Destiny

Of the means of introducing into the lives of all the thought that
has begun in the life of the individual, the highest and best is
poetry; hence this is the second main branch of the spiritual
culture (geistigen Bildung) of a people. The thinker designates
(bezeichnet) his thought in language, and this . . . cannot be done
except by images of sense and, moreover, by an art of creation
extending beyond the previous range of sensuous imagery. In
doing this the thinker is himself a poet . . .

—Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation44

Given that Fichte remained committed to Kant’s cosmopolitan morality,
one wonders why Fichte felt it was necessary to specifically address the
German nation. After all, Fichte was aware that the history of culture is a
European, if not a global affair: his first Address locates the Addresses within
the context of his speculations about European or world history as found in
his 1806 text, The Characteristics of the Present Age. However, for Fichte the
decisive moment that confronted world history in 1807 was uniquely Ger-
man: it is the Germans who were to usher in a new epoch in history by
creating a new, more spiritual world and by uniting against the French in
defense of the ideal of the revolution, which was betrayed by Napoleon. In
the Addresses Fichte both attempts to prove that the proper manifestation of
the new spiritual world is the German nation and attempts to show the, as yet,
nonexistent German nation how it might come to create this new world. The
means of creating the new world are political, philosophical, and poetic. The
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new era will be a German era, Fichte argues, because only in the German
language and culture are politics, philosophy, language, and imagination or-
ganically connected.45

While there are certainly chauvinistic and contingent historical reasons
why Fichte’s Addresses are addressed specifically to the Germans, Fichte
attempts to provide a philosophical justification for the fact that “it is first of
all the Germans who should be recognized as those who begin the new era—
as forerunners (vorandehend) and exemplars (vorbildend) for the rest.”46 In
this formulation of the German task it is clear that Germany is not to be a
conquering nation but a model or image of the new epoch of history.

Fichte’s philosophical justification of his claims about the unique histori-
cal mission of Germany is based upon what he claims is the uniquely philo-
sophical nature of the German language and way of thinking. We will develop
this more fully in the next chapter. For the moment let us note that the
essence of German is that it is a living primal language, an Ursprache, in
which alone truth can be authentically uttered. The Ursprache connects living
German speakers with their original destiny and provides the means for com-
pleting this destiny, the means for making life into that which it ought to be.
Most significantly, this Ursprache is a living connection between theory and
practice, between life and thought:

In this way, I say, spiritual culture (geistige Bildung)—and here is meant
especially thinking in a primal language (Ursprache)—does not exert an
influence on life; it is itself the life of him who thinks in this fashion. Nev-
ertheless it necessarily strives, from the life that thinks in this way, to influence
other life outside it, and so to influence the life of all about it and to form this
life in accordance with itself. For, just because that kind of thinking is life, it
is felt by its possessor with inward pleasure in its vitalizing (belebenden),
transfiguring (verklärenden), and liberating (befreienden) power.47

Fichte claims that theory and practice are united in the spirit of the Ursprache.
Thinking in the Ursprache leads to the real invigoration, transfiguration, and
liberation of political life.

In the Addresses, Fichte defends the political, philosophical, and poetic
power of language. The goal of the Addresses is to use the poetic power of
language to inspire the German spirit and bring forth the German nation.
Only in an Ursprache is living philosophical thought possible because in
such a living language, “the symbol is directly living and sensuous; it re-
presents (wieder darstellend) all real life and so takes hold of and exerts an
influence on life.”48 Creative advancements in thought must be tied to real life
and this is only possible when such thought is articulated in an Ursprache.
This leads Fichte to conclude that the spirit of the German nation is found in
the unifying power of the German language. This spirit is the depth of the
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philosophical imagination that is accessed by the organic semantics of the
German Ursprache. Fichte claims that there is a “national power of imagina-
tion (Nationaleinbildungskraft)” and that words in the Ursprache (as opposed
to foreign words introduced into this language) stimulate this imagination
directly.49 Since the power of the imagination is the root of philosophical and
moral activity, Fichte’s argument leads to the conclusion that German makes
possible progress in philosophy, politics, and morality.

By 1807 Fichte has become more Romantic in defense of the German
against the corrupting influences of the French. Although he is still an
advocate of progress and enlightenment, he understands progress in terms
of a living connection to the origin of human culture. This only happens in
a living language in which philosophical, artistic, and even political inves-
tigations are linked to the transcendental ground of language in “spiritual
nature itself (geistigen Natur selbst).”50 This connection is, Fichte claims,
only found in the German spirit, and Germany thus ought to be the fore-
runner of progress in history.51 French civilization seems to have failed to
live up to its promise by exchanging the ideals of revolution for the lust of
empire. Fichte links the failure of French culture to the remnants of impe-
rial Roman culture in the French language. German language remained
unpolluted by Roman culture. Instead, it remains linked, as an Ursprache,
to the basis of language in the intersubjectivity of human freedom and the
synthetic power of imagination.

Fichte’s comments about the importance of the Ursprache are significant
for both his political and philosophical agendas. He claims that philosophy
and all of spiritual culture grow out of real, historical, political life and that
only a certain type of political life will lead to the full fruition of philosophy.
In particular, for Fichte, making the German people into a real political nation
in which thinking in the Ursprache can proceed without external constraint
will open the possibility of the completion of a living mediation between
politics and philosophy. For the living truth expressed in the Ursprache to
become self-conscious and complete, this truth must be made real by way of
real political transformations in the lives of those who speak the Ursprache.
The philosophical truths, which can only be thought in the Ursprache, will
be completed and comprehended when the Germans are politically and spiri-
tually free. This will, in turn, be an example for the rest of mankind, who will
then follow Germany into the new epoch in which mankind will freely “fash-
ion itself by means of itself.”52 One can see here the linkage to Fichte’s more
theoretical work in which freedom is understood as the ego positing itself.
Fichte understands the new German epoch as a philosophical epoch because
such freedom can only be enacted “through knowledge.”53 Such philosophical
self-determination can only occur within an Ursprache because only within
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such an Ursprache is thinking organically connected to its origin in freedom
and the creative imagination.

When the living truth that is implicit in the Ursprache is finally allowed to
express itself, when thought determines itself in accord with its origin, it will do
so, Fichte claims, by means of the transformative power of poetry. Fichte agrees
with his contemporaries Schiller, Schelling, and Hölderlin when he claims that
“the thinker (der Denker) . . . is a poet (Dichter).”54 A truly original thinker re-
presents in images, as the poet does, the truth of sensual life and in this re-
presentation is able to overcome remaining oppositions between subject and
object in order to create a newer, more spiritual, more comprehensive whole.
Within an Ursprache in which thought and life are organically connected, poetic
thought thus has direct political consequences: “to such a language, therefore,
poetry is the most excellent means of flooding the life of all with the spiritual
culture that has been attained.”55 Fichte justifies his own flurries of poetic rhetoric
by stating that poetry is at least as useful as philosophy for cultivating the creative
imagination. Fichte thus moves beyond Kantian rationalism in claiming that
progress will be achieved by the power of persuasive speech and the poetic art
of imagination. This is Fichte’s crucial contribution to the problem of the
philosopher’s voice. Fichte’s philosophy of language and his recognition of the
philosophical need for political transformation lead him to the idea that the phi-
losopher can and should use his voice as political poetry that stimulates the
imagination with language in order to create political transformation, philosophi-
cal comprehension, and the development of moral freedom.

Fichte concludes his remarks on language in the Addresses with a brief
account of “the golden age.” This golden age would be reached when life,
language, and thought interpenetrate each other mutually.56 Fichte notes,
however, that with such a completion comes a subsequent decline. Fichte
acknowledges that it is possible for poetry, politics, philosophy, and life to be
completed at a given stage of historical development. However, such comple-
tion inevitably results in death; after a people celebrates its golden age, “the
source of poetry runs dry.”57 This source is the force of nature that leads us
to strive to produce new poetry, philosophy, and politics, i.e., it is human
freedom. In the Addresses Fichte concludes that at the present stage of his-
torical development, the German spirit alone remains close to this source and
thus has a unique task in the future of the development of the human race.
Indeed, Fichte states that the criterion for being called “German” is whether
or not “you believe in something absolutely primary and original in man
himself, in freedom, in endless improvement, in the eternal progress of our
race (unsers Geschlechts) . . .”58 German politics, philosophy, and poetry thus
point beyond the golden age promised by spiritually dead languages toward
the eternal progress that is the work of freedom.
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Conclusion

As we shall see in the next chapter, Fichte collapsed the distinction
between philosophy and politics because of the implication developed out of
his philosophy of language. Moreover, as we shall see, Fichte’s elision of the
difference between philosophy and politics leads to his flirtation with an
excess of rhetoric that belies the philosophical pretensions of his work and
goes against the grain of modern republicanism. This excess is seen in his
move from an early transcendentalist account of language in general as the
condition for the possibility of thinking to the chauvinistic account of the
Addresses in which only the German language facilitates spiritual develop-
ment. As we saw in the present chapter, Fichte turns to politics because of
serious theoretical and practical concerns. Since the philosopher is the one
who best understands both the theoretical and practical demands of political
intervention, this intervention and its justification are the philosopher’s task.
Moreover, since both theory and practice are intimately connected with lan-
guage, the philosopher’s task is to speak to his audience in their living lan-
guage. In the next chapter we shall see that Fichte makes the voice of the
philosopher—his own voice—an object for systematic philosophical reflection.
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Fichte’s Voice:
Language and Political Excess

Among the people with a living language (lebendige Sprache),
spiritual culture (Geistigesbildung) influences life; whereas
among a people of the opposite kind, mental culture and life go
their separate ways.

—Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation1

In the Addresses, Fichte synthesizes the projects of moral development,
national self-assertion, and the cultivation of the philosophical imagination.
This synthesis occurs within a theory of language that grounds Fichte’s at-
tempt to use his own voice to complete this synthetic project. Given the
political context in which Fichte delivered his Addresses, it is easy to under-
stand why Fichte might occasionally overstate his case about the virtue of the
German spirit. After the French defeated Prussia at Jena and Auerstadt in
1806 and marched unhindered into Berlin, it seemed as if the German spirit
had suffered a complete moral collapse. The army had offered little resis-
tance, and the population easily complied with French authority. Remaining
enthusiasm for the ideals of the French Revolution could no longer be sup-
ported under the obvious imperial aspirations of Napoleon. Amid this crisis,
Fichte called for the rebirth of the German nation under the guidance of
German philosophy. “Only a complete regeneration, only the beginning of an
entirely new spirit (eines ganz neuen Geistes) can help us.”2 In this context,
his rhetorical flourishes make sense, even when they verge on the absurd. He
claims, for example, that enthusiasm for the French ought to sound ludicrous
when uttered in the German language. “Good, earnest, steady German men
and countrymen, far from our spirit be such a lack of understanding, and far
be such defilement from our language, which is formed to express the truth
(zum Ausdrucke des Wahren Gebildeten Sprache)!”3 This nationalistic rheto-
ric finds its basis in the immediate political context but also in Fichte’s
understanding of language and its connection to both philosophy and politics.

As we saw in the last chapter, serious practical and theoretical concerns
led Fichte to take up political activity in earnest. These same concerns led
him to make a “linguistic turn” and take up the issue of language as a matter
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for serious philosophical consideration.4 In the present chapter I will examine
the shift in Fichte’s philosophy of language from his early attempt to discover
the transcendental ground of language to his later attempt to locate this ground
in the force of nature that gave rise to the German Ursprache. I will also
discuss the limits of Fichte’s later nationalism. Finally, I will examine Fichte’s
claims about the prophetic power of his voice and his attempted philosophical
justification of the political tone of his voice in the Addresses. Unfortunately,
Fichte’s awareness of the importance of voice leads him to those excesses of
nationalism, which violate the very spirit of his philosophy by negating the
difference between philosophy and politics in an attempt to bring them together.

The Development of Fichte’s Philosophy of Language

What an immeasurable influence on the whole human development
of a people the character of its language may have.

—Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation5

In 1795, in the midst of developing his Wissenschaftslehre, Fichte took
up the issue of language. Unlike Kant, Fichte seriously considered the
metacritical question about language as the medium of thought. The goal of
developing a philosophical system thus requires that philosophy account for
this linguistic medium. Fichte’s basic claim in both his early and late philoso-
phies of language is that the transcendental condition for language, the “force
of nature” that gave rise to language, was human freedom. Fichte develops
this view in a Romantic direction, so that in 1807 he emphasizes that this
force is a creative power and is not merely a representational activity.

There are three main differences between Fichte’s early philosophy of
language and its subsequent development.6

1. In the Addresses, Fichte extends his consideration of language in
an explicitly social, cultural, and political direction, explicitly
linking language to the concept of spirit and of the nation.7

2. In the Addresses, Fichte ties his whole argument about the politi-
cal nature of language around his view that language is, in a
sense, the transcendental ground for the possibility of both na-
tionality and individuality.8

3. This leads to the following conclusion significant for our current
project. Fichte maintains that the voice of philosophy, uttered in the
Ursprache of the nation, can change the world by inspiring politi-
cal activity and by cultivating the philosophical imagination.9
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In 1795, as Fichte wrote his first essay on language, he was caught up
in an attempt to discover the transcendental ground of language in order to
establish the possibility of doing transcendental philosophy in a finite histori-
cal language. In 1807, as Fichte addressed his German audience under the
French occupation, he was concerned with finding a way to renew the Ger-
man spirit and inspire the creation of the German nation in order to establish
the necessary empirical ground for the completion of his philosophical project.
While these two projects are quite different in intent, they are related. If
thinking is linguistic, then it is only a small step to the conclusion that good
thinking requires proper language. It is a further step to the conclusion that
the proper use of language requires a political transformation of those who
speak the language proper to philosophy. The final step is the claim that
political transformation should be inspired by the philosopher speaking in the
philosophical Ursprache.

Fichte’s conclusion in the Addresses that the philosopher’s voice can
inspire the German people is thus centered around a claim about the spiritual
nature of language and the creative spiritual and political power of the
philosopher’s voice. Fichte conceives the German spirit in terms of language;
it is not primarily a racial or geographical concept.10 The spirit of a people
is the connection between its language and the original source of language,
which, Fichte maintains, is the human need to communicate. This need to
communicate is ultimately linked back to the problem of imagination men-
tioned by Fichte in the heart of the Wissenschaftslehre: the “creative imagi-
nation” or “spirit” is the ground for the possibility of communication by the
“letter.”11 Fichte goes so far as to explicitly define “spiritual culture (geistige
Bildung)” as “thinking in an Ursprache” because such a primal language
remains linked to the living root of human life.12 This living root is human
intersubjectivity, freedom, and the power of the imagination. In an Ursprache,
Fichte says in the Addresses, spiritual culture “is itself the life of one who
thinks in this way.”13 The life of spirit is simply the power of imagination to
hover between opposites. This power is contained in the Ursprache, which
connects sense and idea.

Although Fichte’s comments on language in the Addresses represent the
changed focus of his thought toward very practical political matters, he does
not reject the conclusions of his earlier transcendental account of language.
In 1795 Fichte understood the transcendental basis of language in terms of
the intersubjective nature of human reason. This pointed him toward a social
interpretation of language that he left undeveloped in the 1795 essay. In 1807
Fichte extended this reflection on language and reached the radical conclu-
sion that language is the basis of both nationality and individuality. It would
not have been possible to reach this conclusion if he had not already rejected
an asocial theory of language in 1795. In the early essay, Fichte rejected both
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the view that language was given to man by God and the view that language
evolved from primitive animal instinct. Instead he understands language as a
necessary consequence of the social nature of the human spirit: it results from
the struggle of free human beings to be recognized by other free human
beings. Thus Fichte’s social interpretation of language and the political practice
of the Addresses stem from the view that he developed in 1795, i.e., that the
transcendental ground of language is the intersubjectivity of human freedom.14

However, in the Addresses Fichte goes beyond his basic transcendental
claims about language and thus further politicizes his project. For example,
Fichte seems to hint that the history of language can influence the history of
philosophy and vice versa. Thus Fichte flirts with a metacritical view that
runs counter to the spirit of transcendental idealism. Fichte also claims that
different languages can be more, or less, philosophical. From this he reaches
the conclusion that the philosophical imagination is best cultivated in certain
original languages that are semantically organic, such that they facilitate the
synthesis of opposites. More generally, Fichte redefines the relation between
thought, language, individuality, and culture. He rejects the view that indi-
viduals are atomic selves who come up with ideas prior to language and who
then search for words with which to express their thoughts. Rather, Fichte has
a social interpretation of thought, language, individuality, and culture. Fichte
claims that spirit speaks through individuals and that individuality must thus
be understood in relation to a given historical culture, language, and philo-
sophical tradition. This last conclusion leads to the radical notion that phi-
losophers must cultivate the spirit that exists within the linguistic nation. The
philosopher’s voice, speaking in an Ursprache, has the power to use this
language to cultivate both national unity and individual imagination. Indeed,
the philosopher’s voice is indispensable in this regard because the philoso-
pher has the original insight into the unity of language, nation, individuality,
and spirit.

In 1795 Fichte claimed that the transcendental basis of language is the
communicative nature of free human beings: language originates in the human
desire or drive to communicate with and be recognized by other human beings.

As soon as he has actually encountered a being of his own kind in a recip-
rocal relation, it is precisely this drive that would have to produce in him
the wish to indicate his thoughts to the other with whom he has become
connected, and, on the other hand, to be able to obtain from the other a clear
communication of the other’s thoughts.15

This intersubjective origin has different levels of empirical expression:
the family and the tribe. Signs develop and are used within a family; these
signs are then exported to the larger community of the tribe. The social and
political development of empirical languages can be traced back to an origi-
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nal Ursprache, which is the first way in which human beings express thoughts
to one another. The aim of language is “signification (Bezeichnung) . . . for
the sake of mutual reciprocity of our thought.”16 Fichte further clarifies this
by stating that “through association with human beings, there awakens in us
the idea of indicating our thoughts to one another through arbitrary signs—
in a word, the idea of language.”17 This basic desire to communicate is the
ground of the Ursprache, the immediate expression of inner thought that is
developed further in both familial and tribal interaction.

In the early text Fichte described the Ursprache as a primitive language
that was a direct imitation of nature: “Just as nature signified something to
men through sight and hearing, exactly thus did they have to signify it to one
another in freedom.—One might call a language constructed on this basic
principle the Ursprache or Hieroglyphic language.”18 In this early essay, Fichte
did not claim any special ontological or spiritual status for the Ursprache.
While all languages remain connected to their origin in some way, Fichte
claimed that this connection to the origin of language was gradually effaced
by the progress of culture. As culture progresses, the Ursprache “will gradu-
ally perish and be replaced by another which carries in itself not even the
slightest trace of the former.”19 This progress occurred as the original words
of the Ursprache “were replaced by signs which better corresponded to the
civilized spirit of the people.”20 In this early text, then, Fichte sees the over-
coming of the Ursprache as a sign of spiritual progress. This is not so in the
Addresses, where progress is understood as keeping alive the original spiri-
tual power of the Ursprache. In the Addresses Fichte claims that German
culture is progressive because the actually existing German Ursprache af-
fords Germans the most comprehensive appropriation of the original “force
of nature” that is at work in language. This claim is in direct contradiction
to his earlier claim that the Ursprache is overcome by civilization.

In this early essay, Fichte leaves unanalyzed the explicitly political de-
velopment of language, i.e., the development of diverse national languages.
He does not extend his account of the development of language beyond a
primitive tribal level and does not consider the connection between language
and the modern nation-state. While he does point beyond the Ursprache
toward a more advanced, more “spiritual,” cultured, or civilized language, he
leaves this undeveloped.21 Almost at the end of the 1795 essay, Fichte claims
that a more culturally advanced language would eventually “supplant
(verdrängten)” the Ursprache: “For as the nation (die Nation) advanced fur-
ther in its culture, it would necessarily have to find new forms adequate to
its concepts and soon forget about the older ones while using the new ones.”22

In the Addresses Fichte extends the political context of language to an
explicit consideration of the link between the nation, its language, and the
spiritual development of its culture. Fichte says in the Addresses that it is
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crucial for a nation to remain in touch with its proper linguistic heritage, its
living language.23 Fichte here attempts a taxonomy of peoples based upon the
Lebendigkeit of their various languages. This criterion is linked to the spiri-
tual depth of the creative imagination. The more vital languages and nations
also have the deepest philosophical insight, the most vigorous sense of moral
freedom, and the most advanced spiritual culture.

Although the nationalist tone of Fichte’s taxonomy in the Addresses
represents a crucial shift away from his analysis in the 1795 essay, this
nationalistic approach is still limited to a universalist idea of the transcenden-
tal condition for the possibility of language in the intersubjective nature of
human freedom.24 In the Addresses, however, Fichte extends the notion of
intersubjectivity in a radically political direction by recognizing that the cre-
ative power of human freedom is always tied to some national spirit. “This
making of itself deliberately, and according to rule, must have a beginning
somewhere and at some moment in space and time . . . In regard to the space,
we believe that it is first of all the Germans who are called upon to begin the
new era . . .”25 In the Addresses Fichte links the transcendental project of
freedom to the German nation and especially to the German language. He
concludes that the German language is the language that is closest to the
completion of the project of human freedom because it remains most clearly
linked to the transcendental ground of language. German is the proper lan-
guage in which to comprehend the essence of human freedom because Ger-
man remains tied to the “force of nature (Naturkraft)” from which language
first issued forth.26 The task of articulating this connection and actualizing it
in politics and imagination was taken up in the Addresses.

Fichte’s Final Philosophy of Language

Men are formed by language far more than language is formed by
men (mehr die Menschen von der Sprache gebildet werden, denn
die Sprache von den Menschen).

—Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation27

What then is Fichte’s philosophy of language as articulated in the Ad-
dresses? As we have seen, this question is not tangential to his project in the
Addresses nor indeed to the more theoretical project of the Wissenschaftslehre.
Fichte explicitly states that “a consideration of the nature of language in
general (das Wesen der Sprache über haupt)” is necessary as part of his larger
project of inspiring the German people.28 Fichte’s philosophy of language can
be summed up in the above epigram about the way in which language forms
us as individuals. There are two ways in which Fichte develops this view, a
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strong version and a weak one. In both of these he is arguing for a reversal
of the common-sense view of the relation between language and individual-
ity, language and the community, and indeed language and thought. The
common-sense view holds that individuals, communities, and thoughts exist
prior to language and that we learn particular languages in order to express
our inner thoughts to other members of our community. Such for example is
Augustine’s view (famously used as a foil by Wittgenstein in Philosophical
Investigations) that both will and thought are prior to language and that we
learn language in order to be able to express our thoughts and our wills.29

In the Addresses, Fichte rejects this theory of language. In the strong
version of his theory, he claims that language is the basis of individuality,
community, and thought. He states that with regard to individuals: “They do
not form language, it is the language that forms them (so bilden nicht sie die
Sprache, sondern die Sprache bildet sie).”30 Individuals and their most deeply
held thoughts are all formed by language. Fichte further elaborates this claim
in a more political direction: “the people does not express its knowledge, but
its knowledge expresses itself out of the mouth of the people (nicht eigentlich
dieses Volk spricht siene Erkenntniss aus, sondern seine Erkenntniss selbst
spricht sich aus aus demselben).”31 This claim is, in turn explained by the
following: “It is not really man that speaks, but human nature that speaks in
him and announces itself to others of his kind (Nicht eigentlich redet der
Mensch, sondern in ihm redet die menschliche Natur, und verkündiget sich
anderen sienes Gleichen).”32 According to this strong claim, individuals are
merely conduits for the life of spirit that is found in the totality of language
and community. It is these sorts of claims that allow Fichte to maintain his
strong version of forced education: since the individual is merely a vessel,
spiritual content may be put into the individual by force. The nation thus
creates moral individuality by way of authoritarian coercive education be-
cause the nation as a linguistic-spiritual entity is prior to the individual.

The weaker form of Fichte’s claim can be found in the following:

What an immeasurable influence on the whole human development of a people
(eines Volkes) the character of its language may have—its language, which
accompanies the individual into the most secret depths of his mind in thought
and will and either hinders him or gives him wings, which unites within its
domain the whole mass of men who speak it into one single point and common
understanding (gemeinsamen Verstanden), which is the true point of meeting
and mingling for the world of the senses and the world of spirit (der Sinnenwelt
und der der Geister), and fuses the ends of both in each other in such a fashion
that it is impossible to tell to which of the two it belongs itself . . .33

Here Fichte moderates his view slightly and recognizes that there is a mutual
interplay between the individual and the spirit of his/her community. Notice
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that this interplay is quite similar to the hovering faculty of imagination,
which occurs in the heart of the theoretical philosophy. Language is crucial,
for it acts as the medium in which individual and community are interrelated.
Indeed, Fichte concludes that there is no way to dissolve the mediating func-
tion of language and that we cannot tell whether the individual or the com-
munity is prior to their juncture in language. Thus, even this weaker claim,
which allows some room for the individual beyond or in opposition to lan-
guage, still maintains that individual consciousness is at least partially deter-
mined by social language. In both versions of this theory, then, it is clear that
Fichte rejects the view that individuals and their thoughts are somehow prior
to or distinct from language and the community.

In the Addresses Fichte provides us with two arguments for the pri-
ority of language: a transcendental argument and a practical/moral argu-
ment. The transcendental argument is similar to the argument he made in
the 1795 essay on language. In that essay, Fichte claimed that language
originated in the human drive to be recognized by another human being:
the transcendental condition for the possibility of language is the
intersubjective nature of human freedom. In the Addresses, Fichte claims
that language originates in a force of nature that is unitary and necessary:
“it ever remains nature’s one, same, living power of speech, which in the
beginning necessarily arose in the way it did (bleibt es immer dieselbe
Eine, ursprünglich also ausbrechenmüssende lebendige Sprachkraft der
Natur).”34 He even goes so far as to claim that there is a “fundamental
law” according to which “every idea becomes in the human organs of
speech one particular sound and no other.”35 Fichte does not explain this
fundamental law in any detail, but it might, perhaps, be explained as a law
of onomatopoeia wherein human speech originates out of an imitation of
sounds in nature.36 Behind this must be however, the transcendental con-
dition of human intersubjectivity which makes imitation of nature in speech
necessary to begin with. In the Addresses this transcendental condition
seems to be what he calls the “force of nature,” which he refers to as
“language in its original emergence from life (der ursprüngliche Ausgang
der Sprache).”37 Language emerges from the intersubjective basis of hu-
man freedom. It is thus prior to individuality because individuality can
only form on the basis of communication between selves, which is itself
only made possible by language and imagination.

The practical/moral argument is linked to Fichte’s call for a new form
of education. Fichte’s Addresses are dedicated to inspiring the German na-
tion. This will occur, Fichte claims, when Germany creates a new form of
education for its youth. According to Fichte, there could be no such thing as
moral education if the individual were a selfish atom that comes into exist-
ence somehow prior to his/her community. If it were true that children were
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naturally selfish and viewed themselves as atomic selves, it would be impos-
sible to educate them:

Nothing can be created from nothing, and the development of a fundamental
instinct, no matter to what extent, can never make it the opposite of itself. How
then could education ever implant morality in the child, if morality did not exist
in him originally (ursprünglich) and before all education? It does, therefore,
actually exist in all human children that are born into the world; the task is
simply to find out the purest and most primitive form in which it appears.38

Fichte claims that he knows that children have this fundamental moral
disposition both as the result of empirical observation and as the result of his
own speculative philosophical thought. Speculative philosophy in the
Wissenschaftslehre reaches the conclusion that the self and the not-self mutu-
ally determine one another and that the self strives to recognize and to be
recognized by the not-self. In the Addresses Fichte explains this as “the most
primitive form of morality,” what he calls “the instinct for respect.”39 He further
elaborates this: “The bond, therefore, which makes men of one mind, and the
development of which is a chief part of education for manhood, is not sensuous
love, but the instinct for mutual respect.”40 This instinct for mutual respect is
linked to the intersubjective nature of human freedom and thus to Fichte’s
discussion of language. Language is the medium that allows individuals to
respect one another by allowing us to express ourselves to others for recogni-
tion. According to Fichte, then, we do not acquire language because we are
preformed homunculi looking for the means of expressing our selfish desires.
Rather, language occurs because we are moral and social beings whose basic
instincts require that we create a medium in which we can respect one another.

The details of Fichte’s view on language thus changed significantly
between 1795 and 1807, while its underlying kernel did not. Fichte revises
his estimation of the Ursprache and argues that the best language is the
language that stays closest to its roots in the intersubjective nature of human
being. Nonetheless, Fichte retains his view that language originates in
intersubjectivity. In the later text he argues more vigorously for the view that
language is prior to the development of finite individuality and that society
is thus, in some sense, prior to the individual. It is this view that allows him
to call for a radical authoritarian social project of reeducating individuals.

Rhetoric, Transformation, and Excess

Only a complete regeneration (Umschaffung), only the beginning
of an entirely new spirit (eines ganz neuen Geistes) can help us.

—Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation41
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Fichte deserves a unique place within both the history of German poli-
tics and the history of German Idealism because he undertakes the quite
extraordinary task of unifying philosophy, poetry, and politics in both theory
and practice in order to create a new spirit in European history. Unlike Kant,
who was skeptical of persuasive political rhetoric, Fichte deliberately em-
ployed the bombastic poetry of political speech in his Addresses to the Ger-
man Nation. While Kant stated that political reasoning which “admits an
incentive other than the idea of duty itself,” is “pathological,” Fichte recog-
nized that political action is as much a matter of inspiration as it is a matter
of deliberation.42 While Fichte does not deny Kant’s claims about the tran-
scendental nature of morality, he felt the need, resisted by Kant, to use his
voice in a poetic and political manner to begin the process of instituting
morality by way of the educational state. Even though Kant thought of the
philosopher’s voice as the catalyst for historical change, Kant resisted the
temptation to use his voice as an active agent for change. Fichte, on the other
hand, viewed his voice as more than a catalyst: Fichte wanted to use his voice
in a creative act of political poetry. For the Kantian theory of morality to
become practically effective, Fichte claims, political life must be imbued with
the new spirit that is the power of the German language and its intimate
connection with the philosophical imagination. The task that Fichte under-
takes in his flights of rhetoric in the Addresses to the German Nation is to
facilitate the creation of a public spirit by way of education: this spirit, once
posited by the philosopher’s voice, will be able and willing to recreate itself
upon spiritual ground. This creative task requires the inspirational interven-
tion of the philosopher in political life.43

Like his contemporaries, Schiller, Schelling, and the young Hegel, Fichte
held that poetry as well as philosophy was needed to complete the modern
political project. Given his considerations on language and his emphasis on
the philosophical imagination, it is easy to see that, for Fichte, poetry is what
links philosophy and politics. As the young Hegel states in the “System-
Fragment” (1796): “Until we make ideas aesthetic, i.e., mythological, they
hold no interest for the people, and conversely, before mythology is reason-
able, the philosophy must be ashamed of it.”44 While philosophy compre-
hends the truth of spirit, poetry and the active mythology of nationalism
makes this truth interesting to the people and thus actively inspires the people.
Thus, unlike the older, more conservative Hegel, who claimed that philo-
sophical reason finally transcends poetry and can thus have only a retrospec-
tive interest in political life, Fichte deliberately took on the mantle of
philosopher-poet and actively intervened in political life. Throughout his career
Fichte had seen the philosopher’s task as political. As early as 1794 Fichte
stated that “the true vocation of the scholarly class is the supreme supervision
of the actual progress of the human race in general and the unceasing promo-
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tion of this progress.”45 By 1807 Fichte came to the realization that the
philosopher can only promote progress by using the inspirational power of
poetic speech. The conjunction of poetry, politics, and philosophy that occurs
in the Addresses is intended to give birth to a new spirit. It is not clear
whether the offspring of this conjunction is the higher spirit of Kantian en-
lightenment or the monstrous spirit of German nationalism.

What is at issue in considering this conjunction of philosophy, poetry,
and politics is the traditional distinction between political rhetoric and philo-
sophical argumentation. The rhetorical art of political persuasion is
unphilosophical, while the reasoned conclusions of philosophy are not politi-
cally expedient. When the opposition between rhetoric and philosophy is
stated in this extreme manner, it is clear that rhetorical persuasion must be
included as one of the un-philosophical, “pathological grounds” for action
that Kant rejects in the Metaphysics of Morals. Rhetoric appeals to pathos—
interest and inclination—without regard for proper reason and argumentation.
Indeed Kant routinely claimed that his critical project is dedicated to the
endeavor of helping people to overcome the irrationality of superstition and
zealotry by helping them to reason for themselves. Moreover, Kant claimed
that critical philosophical thinking alone—not poetry or political rhetoric—
would lead to the political goal of increased freedom.46 For Kant, philosophy
ought not to persuade by using rhetoric, it ought rather to instruct by using
reasoned argument.

In the Addresses Fichte attempts to overcome the distinction between
philosophy and rhetoric. Given his spiritual nationalistic interpretation of lan-
guage, Fichte claims that authentic philosophy is political and that authentic
political life ought to be philosophical. To achieve this authenticity, philosophy
must make use of the poetic power of the Ursprache, its rhetorical force. The
philosopher must persuade and inspire political action, even though this politi-
cal action is supposed to result in a form of political life that will be governed
by reason. The philosopher must thus use rhetoric to lead beyond rhetoric to
philosophy, just as the educational project must use authority and coercion to
lead to freedom. Fichte thus borrows from Plato a recognition of the need for
the “noble lie”: the philosopher-king, in order to inspire and unite his people,
must use the unphilosophical expedient of rhetorical persuasion.

While Fichte claims that political life needs to be inspired by philoso-
phy, he also claims that philosophical enlightenment can only be established
within an enlightened political culture. This gives rise to an interesting prob-
lem with regard to the dialectic between the universal content of philosophy
and its particular manifestation in time and space: while the content of phi-
losophy is supposed to be the universal truth about human being, this truth
can be known only by those specific individuals who inhabit a particular,
historically and geographically located, political life and who speak a certain
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original language. Fichte finds himself caught in a dilemma between Kant’s
humanistic cosmopolitanism and his own recognition that thinking is always
historically located. Fichte attempts to resolve this difficulty by hypostatizing
the German nation as the philosophical nation. And yet, Fichte continues to
claim that this true philosophy is itself the cosmopolitan philosophy of Kant
and the universal morality of rational Christianity. Fichte’s struggle to recon-
cile the cosmopolitan perspective of critical philosophy with his own recog-
nition of the local, national place of philosophical reflection forms the basis
of the tensions that appear in Fichte’s Addresses.47 Moreover, these tensions
are ultimately a matter of the difference between philosophical enlightenment
and inspiration. Fichte’s virtue (as well as his vice) is that he tries to unite
these differences within his own voice.

With his recognition of the transformative power of poetry, Fichte also
recognizes the transformative power of speech and voice. In a few places,
Fichte even goes so far as to claim that it is the creative power of his own
voice that will inspire and invoke the German nation, for example, “Through-
out the entire domain of the whole German language (Zunge), wherever our
voice (Stimme) rings out free and unrestrained, it thus invokes (ruft zu) Germans
by the very fact of its existence.”48 The very sound of his voice and the
impassioned rhetoric of his address is supposed to give birth to the newly
spiritualized German nation. Fichte thus positions himself as the incarnate
conjunction of poetry, philosophy, and politics—quite an extraordinary and
excessive claim.

Fichte’s postulation of the organic relation between poetry, thought, and
politics in the German language is intended to inspire the German people to
rise up and reclaim their right to self-determination, a right that the French
had revoked. It is easy to understand the historical need for Fichte’s Ad-
dresses, given the fact that French troops were stationed outside of the lecture
hall in which Fichte spoke. However, one must admit that Fichte’s attempted
conjunction of philosophy, poetry, and politics leads to excesses of national-
ism. The poetic license that Fichte claims in light of the political crisis leads
to a conflict with the philosopher’s task of pursuing the truth. In his attempts
to philosophically justify his claims about Germany, its Ursprache, and its
historical destiny, Fichte’s poetic rhetoric leads him away from truth toward
exaggeration and falsehood.

Nonetheless, what makes the Addresses an interesting text and more
than just an exercise in incendiary rhetoric is the fact that they attempt to
offer a philosophical justification for the excesses of rhetoric found in inspi-
rational political speech. As a political actor, Fichte utilizes inflammatory
rhetoric and inspirational poetry; as a philosopher, he attempts to give a
philosophical justification for this revolutionary political rhetoric. Indeed,
according to Fichte’s claims about the Ursprache, German politics and phi-
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losophy consist in just this implausible conjunction of politics, poetry, and
philosophy. The excesses of poetic rhetoric that occur in political speech lead
to a violation of philosophical argumentation and the search for truth. Fichte’s
attempt to persuade the German nation leads him to make statements that are
plainly false. In the Fourth through Eighth Addresses, Fichte provides three
arguments for the unique German position in the history of European culture.
These arguments are intended to establish that German culture is the origin
of modern European political life. Each of these arguments is flawed.

First, Fichte praises the line of culture begun with Luther and the Protes-
tant Reformation, implicitly situating himself in that lineage. It was Luther,
claims Fichte, who was able to comprehend the truth of Christianity because
he contemplated it using the insights of one who speaks an Ursprache. German
thinking is able to surpass the level of thinking that occurs in Romance lan-
guages—the lifeless methodical thinking of the Catholic Church—because by
thinking the truth of Christianity in the Ursprache, truth comes to life. This
argument is at least plausible because it is true that the Lutheran Reformation
was premised on the attempt to bring the truth of Christianity back to its roots
in the people and that one method by which Luther sought to accomplish this
goal was to translate the Bible into the vernacular German. However, this
argument seems to flagrantly disregard the possibility that a non-German speaker
could have a proper understanding of Christianity. Here Fichte’s political desire
to bolster the German culture leads to a seriously overstated argument.

Fichte further disingenuously ignores philosophical and historical truth
in his two other arguments about the cultural importance of the German
people. In his second argument, Fichte deliberately discounts the historical
importance of the Italian city-states of the Middle Ages and claims that the
Germans were the first to develop bourgeois culture in the Middle Ages with
the development of middle-class towns. Fichte thus concludes that German
culture is the original model for modern European culture. In this argument
Fichte grossly overstates his case: it is simply not true that bourgeois culture
is a uniquely German invention. His political poetics thus result in a seriously
jaundiced view of history. In his third argument, while Fichte acknowledges
that it was the French who first undertook the task of forming a rational
republican state, he claims that the French Revolution was itself inspired by
German philosophy. He then glibly notes that the French experiment in re-
publican government failed. He concludes that the task of completing the
modern world is a uniquely German task because only the Germans can
comprehend the philosophical basis of political revolution. This argument is
also historically inaccurate and seriously prejudiced. Not only does he falsely
claim that the ideas on which the French Revolution were based were entirely
German ideas, he also ignores philosophical and constitutional developments
in England and America.
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While Fichte attempts to defend his claims about the uniqueness of
German culture by appealing to historical arguments about the German ori-
gins of modernity, this defense leads to some blatantly absurd arguments. His
desire to inspire his German audience and the poetic license he uses in his
inspirational speeches cloud his philosophical judgment and lead him to make
inaccurate historical claims and to overstate the importance of Germany and
its Ursprache in both history and philosophy.

The difficulties encountered in attempting to unite political rhetoric with
philosophical argument lead one to wonder whether philosophy and politics
can ever be conjoined without violating philosophy’s devotion to the truth.
Fichte’s philosophical justification of his poetic license relies upon his claims
about the Ursprache. However, if we realize that his claims about the value
of the German Ursprache are themselves part of an attempt to inspire the
German nation, this justification remains doubtfully circular. While the poet
and the politician may claim to be the voice of the Ursprache, and while they
may make bombastic claims about the power of the Ursprache, it seems that
the philosopher’s duty is to remain skeptical of such claims in the pursuit of
truth. Fichte’s political goal thus leads him to violate his philosophical duty.
The Fichtean conjunction of philosophy, poetry, and politics seems to lead to
the creation of a monster of ideology: one who is willing to sacrifice
philosophy’s search for truth, while persuading us that this sacrifice is nec-
essary for the eventual completion of philosophy.

Fichte’s Voice

I was the first one to see it vividly; therefore it fell to me to take
the first step . . . There must always be one who is first; then let
him be first who can!

—Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation49

Fichte’s Addresses are paradoxically addressed to the German nation, an
entity that in 1807 was not yet actual in the sense that the German people had
not yet freed themselves from the cultural and political hegemony of France.
Moreover, the philosophical imagination—the spirit—of his audience is itself
undeveloped and in need of education. Since a developed imagination is
required to comprehend the depths of Fichte’s system in all of its manifes-
tations as either theoretical, political, or moral, the ostensive audience of
Fichte’s Addresses cannot comprehend the depth of Fichte’s words. This
paradox is resolved when we consider the rhetorical form of the text as a
poetic act of inspiration. To stimulate the German spirit, Fichte must utilize
the rhetorical form of patriotic speechifying: he must motivate and inspire his
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audience so that they can willingly engage in the educational project through
which the proper audience for the Wissenschaftslehre and Fichte’s moral and
political systems will be created. “Formerly there lived in the majority naught
but flesh, matter and nature; through the new education alone spirit shall live
in the majority, yea, very soon in all and spur (treiben) them on; the stable
and certain spirit, which was mentioned before as the only possible founda-
tion of a well organized state shall be produced everywhere.”50

For Fichte, philosophical truth requires that real human beings be
educated so as to nurture the dialectical function of imagination. This is
what Fichte means when he says in the Addresses that education must
move beyond rote memorization to become real knowledge. Education
can easily produce mere “knowledge (Erkenntniss)” by “stimulating regu-
lar and progressive mental activity.”51 But mere knowledge is not enough
to produce the new type of human being envisioned by Fichte’s educa-
tional revolution, “knowledge is only incidental to it (die Erkenntniss fällt
derselben nur zu).”52 Rather, what is important for the new education is
cultivation of the spontaneous mental activity of the pupil. This sponta-
neous mental activity to be created by education is, in effect, the activity
of the imagination and spirit.

Fichte openly acknowledges in the Addresses that “as yet this generation
cannot believe our words; it is inevitable that they seem to it like fairy
tales.”53 Moreover Fichte claims that the failure of the Germans to compre-
hend his Wissenschaftslehre and their failure to unite politically is a failure
of the Germans properly to understand themselves. Thus the political crisis
and the philosophical crisis of Germany will be resolved by way of a proper
comprehension of Fichte’s words and a proper enactment of his creative
proposals. Toward the end of his Fourth Address, Fichte takes up the issue of
the connection between political and philosophical transformation.54 Since
Fichte’s philosophy is not yet at home in the present age, it must thus give
up its claims on the present generation and must, instead, “undertake the task
of fashioning for itself the generation to which it does belong.” Then, making
the connection between politics and philosophy explicit Fichte states: “The
education which we have hitherto described is likewise the education for this
philosophy.” While the Germans must educate themselves and must assert
themselves as free moral beings, Fichte recognizes that this is an impossible
task for the current German generation. Rather Fichte concludes that philoso-
phy itself speaks in a prophetic voice and through a creative act ushers in the
new age: “Yet in a certain sense it (philosophy) alone can be the educator in
this education; and so it had to be a forerunner neither understood nor
acceptable.” Fichte concludes the Fourth Address by offering an analogy with
the prophet Ezekiel who prophesied that God would reanimate the dead bones
of the Israelites. Fichte puts himself in the same position as Ezekiel. Fichte’s
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Addresses are the prophetic words that will awaken the German people and
will produce the completion of the political and philosophical rebirth of spirit.
As the result of this new education, “therefore, a totally new order of things
and a new creation would begin.”55

Fichte occasionally tries to downplay the importance of his own words
by turning to the question of history. Much of his text is dedicated to proving
that the task of creating the new epoch in history is a task that can only be
undertaken by the Germans. Fichte also recognizes, alluding to his theoretical
philosophy, that this new creation will be a process of self-positing.

Formerly mankind became just what it did become and was able to become;
the time for such chance development has gone by; for where mankind has
developed most it has become nothing. If it is not to remain in this nothing-
ness, it must henceforward make itself (sich selbst mache) all that it is yet
to become. The real destiny of the human race on earth . . . is in freedom to
make itself what it really is originally (es mit Freiheit sich zu dem mache,
was es eigentlich urprünglich ist).56

Political transformation is a matter of the Germans adequately understanding
themselves and their historical destiny. Fichte’s words alone are insufficient
to transform German culture. The Germans must make themselves what they
originally are by overcoming their ignorance and learning to assert them-
selves freely. This task will be completed when the Germans properly under-
stand Fichte’s words. The problem remains, however, as Fichte points out in
his considerations of the failure of his Wissenschaftslehre, that since the
Germans are not yet free and since they lack creative imagination, they can-
not adequately comprehend Fichte’s words.

Fichte’s goal is freedom, both political and spiritual. On the one hand,
Fichte’s political addresses assume that his audience possesses freedom of
philosophical insight so that they are able to comprehend the need for politi-
cal action. On the other hand, philosophical insight is only possible when the
audience is politically free. This circle seems to pose a problem for Fichte
because he acknowledges that, in Germany at the time, both philosophical
insight and political freedom were lacking. Fichte attempts to resolve this
problem by insisting upon the creative power of his own voice.

He recognizes that both his philosophical reflections and his political
interventions may fall upon deaf ears. Both the actual formation of the
German nation and the spiritual elevation of the German people depend
upon proper education within a free political society. The question remains,
however: who is to educate the educators? Fichte wrestles with this prob-
lem in both his theoretical and political texts and clearly believes that he
himself is the one who has seen the light and whose task it is to enlighten
and free the human race both spiritually and politically. In the Introduction
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to the Wissenschaftslehre, Fichte explains the unique capacity of one who
knows the truth as a “special grace of nature” and as “philosophical ge-
nius.”57 In the Addresses, Fichte clearly implies that he is the philosophical
genius, the new Ezekiel who will enlighten humanity. Fichte states in the
last Address: “This was the first step to the goal of a thorough reformation
(Verbesserung); someone or other had to take it. I was the first one to see
it vividly; therefore it fell to me to take the first step . . . There must always
be one who is first; then let him be first who can!”58 Fichte’s words in the
Addresses act as the moment of genius or grace that will allow the Germans
to exit the closed circle of traditional education and lead the human race
into the new age.

Throughout the Addresses Fichte explicitly refers to the fact that he is
addressing a real audience and that the call of his voice is a creative act which
creates its proper audience by inspiring the real human beings who hear his
words. In the first Address he states that he is addressing the whole nation
through its representatives in the immediate audience. He goes on to say that
he presupposes that both he and his audience “consider ourselves simply
Germans, that we be not held captive even by pain itself, that we wish to see
the truth and have the courage to look it in the face.”59 This claim is ironic
because Fichte diagnoses the problem of Germany as an unwillingness to
face up to the painful truth. It is thus clear that Fichte’s immediately present
audience is called upon by Fichte to transform itself into the spiritually free,
self-consciously German audience that alone can rise up and create the Ger-
man nation. In the last Address Fichte enumerates the various really existing
people to whom he speaks: young men, old men, men of business, scholars,
and princes. Fichte seeks to inspire these men to rise up and create the new
age. He also claims that his voice speaks for his audience’s ancestors, their
comrades fallen in battle, their descendants not yet born, and indeed all of
humanity. All of these voices urge the individuals who hear Fichte’s voice to
become conscious of themselves and to reclaim their political and philosophi-
cal birthright. Fichte’s Addresses can thus be understood as a creative act, an
invocation that brings its audience into existence in the act of addressing it.
If philosophical thinking and poetic speech have creative power, then Fichte’s
speech is creative poetry addressed to those who are not yet spiritually actual
in an effort literally to inspire: to breathe spirit into them by way of the force
of nature found in the German language.

What Fichte says about the Ursprache in the Addresses and what he
says about the spiritual power of imagination in the Wissenschaftslehre
can help clarify this inspirational activity. He claims that in the Ursprache,
“the symbol is itself directly living and sensuous; it is re-presentative
(wieder darstellend) of all real life and so the symbol takes hold of and
exerts an influence on life [or life takes hold of and exerts an influence
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on the symbol—both translations are possible and Fichte probably meant this
to be ambiguous—the German reads: und so dasselbe ergreifend und
eingreifend in dasselbe]. To the possessor of such a language spirit (Geist)
speaks directly and reveals itself as man does to man.”60 Spirit has a direct
influence on those who speak and think in an Ursprache. Fichte goes so far
as to claim that the Ursprache has a special creative power over life: “the
words of such a language in all its parts are life and create life (schaffen
Leben).”61 With regard to the people who speak such a language, Fichte
states that “they do not form the language; it is the language that forms
(bildet) them.”62 The Ursprache can create a higher, more spiritual life for
the people who speak it. This seems to be especially true for philosophy
that is spoken in the Ursprache, which has creative poetic power. In the
Wissenschaftslehre, as we saw above, Fichte makes it clear that philosophy,
the Wissenschaftslehre itself, cannot be communicated by language alone,
but that one “philosophizes with spirit” only when one appeals to the “cre-
ative power of imagination.”63 Fichte concludes: “The Wissenschaftslehre
is of a kind that cannot be communicated by the letter merely, but only
through the spirit (durch den Geist); for its basic ideas must be elicited
(hervorgeberacht), in anyone who studies it, by the creative imagination
itself.”64 Here Fichte clearly indicates that spirit is only brought forth by the
creative power of imagination. When conjoined with what Fichte has to say
about the creative power of the Ursprache and the poetic power of thought
in the Ursprache, it is clear that Fichte believes that his own poetic/philo-
sophical speech in the Addresses is that which will bring forth the spirit of
the German nation.

Fichte claims that past German philosophy was an ineffective form of
preaching. This left the German spirit without a proper home: “it is now
sufficiently clear that these sermons (Predigten) have vanished without result
into thin air, and the reason for this is evident too. A living thing affects only
something living.”65 For philosophy to flourish it must be addressed to a
living, freely creative audience. According to Fichte, the German nation, as
it exists under the influence of foreigners invaders, was as good as dead;
uninspired, uncreative, dead philosophy will do nothing to resurrect the German
spirit and influence political life. This is the reason that the Germans neither
adequately comprehend the truth of German philosophy nor recognize their
unique historical mission. In response to this, Fichte proclaims that he and his
listeners must undertake the task of “fashioning (bilden) the generation to
which it does belong.”66 This work of creating spiritual humanity is begun
with the creative poetic, rhetorical activity of Fichte’s addresses. These ad-
dresses, if they are to have their intended effect, must be more than just
empty sermons; they must be a poetic act of creation, a lively call for political
action, and an inspiring activity of philosophical self-consciousness.
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Conclusion

Fichte’s Addresses have both a theoretical and a political import: they
poetically attempt to create in speech the political ground on which theoreti-
cal philosophy can flourish, thus opening the way toward further political and
philosophical enlightenment. As we have seen, Fichte’s attempt to unify theory
and practice in the sound of his voice leads to some disquieting conclusions.
His view of the German language and culture is nationalistic. His proposed
method of reeducation is authoritarian. And his claim that theory and practice
can only be united by the will of the philosopher who posits this unity in the
Ursprache reeks with hubris. Fichte saw himself as the Promethean genius of
German culture who alone would be able to posit the unity of theory and
practice by at once comprehending the future of humanity and creating it. As
Sluga interprets Fichte’s estimation of his role within world history:

Fichte thought the ego could construct and reconstruct both itself and the
world. Fully convinced that he was the first philosopher to recognize these
facts and to see through the errors of dogmatic philosophizing, and certain
that the history of humankind was in effect the history of reason, Fichte
concluded that he himself was necessarily occupying a pivotal place in
world history.67

This view of his own self-importance as the one who brings forth spirit in
both theory and practice is the height of hubris, a hubris that prefigures a
similar hubris on the part of both Hegel and Marx. Fichte saw himself as a
philosophical politician, placing himself at the center of the process of politi-
cal and philosophical creation. He clearly thought that he was the one who
should properly addresses the German nation in the first person. While we
should justly indict Fichte for his hubris, let us note in closing, that Fichte’s
goal was not to recreate the German spirit in his own image but rather to
bring forth the true German spirit that would be the vanguard of European
cosmopolitan morality. Like Plato’s philosopher-king, Fichte believed that he
was the one who knew the truth and whose task it was to inspire the people
with this truth.

Let us further note three valuable insights about the philosophical enter-
prise and its relation to politics that can be distilled from our consideration
of Fichte’s voice. 1.) Fichte understood that political life is the ground for
philosophy and that philosophy is the ground for politics. He thus, quite
correctly I think, saw the philosopher’s task as a political one. 2.) Fichte
claimed that the philosopher and the politician are like poets engaged in a
process of creation. Human beings are not born free in either the spiritual or
political sense; rather, we must be educated into freedom. Just as it is the
politician’s task to develop the human capacity for political freedom, it is the
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philosopher’s task is to inspire the human capacity for spiritual freedom.
3.) Fichte acknowledged that the creative power of philosophy and politics
rests upon the creative power of speech. Philosophy and politics both occur
“only” in speech, and yet this speech can have profound transformative power
over the real lives of human beings. These insights, perhaps, led Fichte to
overestimate his own importance as a philosopher-politician. However, by
examining the excess of Fichte’s Addresses, we can see the awesome respon-
sibility that philosophy has to its audience. While we ought to continue to
strive to unite philosophy, poetry, and politics, we must recognize that this
struggle cannot be overcome by the voice of a single speaker. To claim
otherwise, as Fichte did, is to violate the republican spirit of enlightenment
that leads us to strive for this unity. As we turn to Hegel, we shall see that
Hegel’s firm distinction between philosophy, politics, and poetry was an at-
tempt to avoid the excesses of Fichte’s inspirational philosophical politics.
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Hegel:
Philosophy and the Spirit of Politics

The cultivation (Bildung) and the flowering of the sciences is here
one of the essential moments itself in the life of the state; at this
university, the university of the focal point, philosophy, the focal
point of all cultivation of the spirit, of all science and truth, must
find its place and its principal furtherance.

—Hegel, “Inaugural Lecture at the University of Berlin”1

With Fichte, the voice of philosophy went beyond its proper limit by
appropriating political rhetoric, albeit for the philosophical purpose of jump-
starting progress toward enlightenment. Fichte could not rest easily with the
antinomy of progress that resulted from the Kantian approach to the di-
chotomy between philosophy and politics. Nor could he abide the distinction
between philosophical speech, political rhetoric, and poetic inspiration. While
Kant postulated infinite progress toward a reconciliation of the difference
between morality and politics, Fichte attempted to collapse this infinity with
the poetic creative power of his own voice. Hegel saw this and was skeptical
of Fichte’s attempts at what Hegel called, “popularity.” He recognized that
Fichte continued the philosophical revolution in Germany with his brand of
subjective idealism. However, for most people, this philosophy became too
arid and uninspiring. Thus Hegel claims that although previously “men of
culture,” including businessmen and statesmen, would be interested in philoso-
phy, now philosophy had become insipid and superfluous.2 As a response to
this, Fichte turned to popular forms that were also inadequate because, accord-
ing to Hegel, they culminated in “poetic and prophetic tendencies, in vehement
aspirations, in excrescences which grew out of the Fichtian philosophy.”3

Hegel and Fichte were both involved in the same project of enlighten-
ment found in Kant. They both thought that philosophical education was the
key to progress toward republican politics. However, they disagreed about the
proper method by which philosophy could lead the way toward political
progress. The largest distinction between the two can be found in their efforts
to “popularize” philosophy. While Fichte was not above reaching out to his
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audience by employing poetic political rhetoric, Hegel demanded that his
audience do the hard work necessary to climb up the ladder to the philosophi-
cal perspective. Part of this difference can be understood in terms of the
historical circumstances under which Fichte and Hegel lived and worked. The
eight years that separated Fichte and Hegel in age made an enormous differ-
ence in terms of the political situation in Germany and in Europe. Fichte
lectured and agitated in Jena during the heady days immediately following
the French Revolution. Hegel celebrated the French Revolution secretly as a
youth in Tübingen with his friends in the seminary, Schelling and Hölderlin.
Hegel arrived in Jena after Fichte and his Romantic followers had begun to
leave, and after Napoleon had begun to transform the revolutionary French
republic into an empire. While Hegel completed his Phenomenology of Spirit
as Napoleon defeated the Prussians at Jena, Fichte was in Berlin and would
soon deliver his Addresses. Eventually Fichte was involved in the founding
of the University of Berlin as part of the national education project of a
reformed Prussia, while Hegel came to Berlin and took over Fichte’s chair at
the University after the Congress of Vienna had mobilized forces of reaction
throughout Europe. By the time Hegel published his treatise on politics, The
Philosophy of Right, a reactionary censorship, the Karlsbad decrees, was
already in place. While we can understand Fichte’s enthusiasm about the role
of philosophy in political life in light of the spirit of 1789, Hegel’s more
circumspect point of view can be understood in terms of the reactionary
period in which he reached his philosophical maturity.

Hegel’s career as a political philosopher can be read as a response to
Fichte and to the failed hope of the French Revolution. Just as Hegel sought
to articulate the complexity of contemporary social life and the modern idea
of freedom, he also attempted to find a non-dogmatic way to maintain the
differences between philosophy, politics, and poetry that Fichte had ignored.
Moreover, for Hegel, the philosophical activity that articulated this distinction
was itself always already both political and poetic to the extent that it shared
the same spirit found in politics and poetry. Hegel thus resolved the antinomy
of progress by locating the philosopher’s voice within the history of spirit as
the culmination of the totality of cultural life. For Hegel, philosophy develops
out of politics, is located within political life, and helps complete the political
project of freedom by making political life conscious of itself.

In the present chapter I will examine Hegel’s general systematic meth-
odology and his ideas about expression, systematicity, and philosophy. I will
consider the way in which Hegel locates philosophy within political life. I
will then attempt to locate his Philosophy of Right within political life in
terms of the audience he addresses in this text. In the next chapter, I will
discuss Hegel’s methodology and role as a teacher, and his philosophy of
language and voice.
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The Need for Expression

Man as spirit reduplicates himself (der Mensch als Geist
verdoppelt sich)

—Hegel, Lectures on Aesthetics4

For Hegel, philosophical activity comprehends the representational ac-
tivity of spirit as it occurs in politics, art, and religion.5 Human (or in Hegel’s
terms, spiritual) activity is expressive: it aims to express itself by way of
various representational strategies. These representational activities lead be-
yond themselves toward philosophical comprehension because the need that
drives human beings to produce works of art and to create explicit political
constitutions also leads us to philosophize about both art and politics. “The
universal and absolute need (das allgemeine und absolute Bedürfnis) out of
which art arises, has its source in the fact that man is a thinking conscious-
ness, i.e. that he draws out of himself and makes explicit for himself, that
which he is, and generally, whatever is.”6 The need to create, to speak, and
to think, is the need to make the implicit explicit so that it might become an
object for further contemplation. It is, as Hegel states in the above epigram,
a process of “reduplication” by which the outer world is brought into the
inner spirit and in which the inner spirit expresses itself into the outer world.7

Despite the ubiquity and uniqueness of this need for expression and of
the process of reduplication, Hegel recognizes the importance of the differ-
ences found in the different media in which this need is expressed. Unlike
Schiller, for example, who, even more than Fichte, sought to unify the totality
of human experience under the guise of “aesthetic education,” Hegel recog-
nized that the process of unifying the totality requires a continual recognition
of the necessity of differences within that totality. Thus Hegel is not willing
to collapse the difference between philosophy, poetry, religion, and politics,
although he does attempt to articulate the way in which these share an essen-
tial spiritual content.8 The tension created by this difference between modes
of expression creates the drive that leads to the systematic nature of philo-
sophical activity. Awareness of difference creates the need for that type of
philosophical activity that can at once unite and differentiate within a system
of the whole. Within the system, then, there are various ways in which the
whole can be approached: Hegel repeatedly states the whole of philosophy is
a circle of circles each of which provides an entry into the system.9 One way
of approaching Hegel’s philosophical system, then, is to comprehend the way
in which it originates from and returns to political life. The goal of philoso-
phy, from this perspective, is to use the ordinary language of political life to
express its difference from political activity and its sameness with the spirit
of political life. The philosopher speaks from a vantage point within the polis
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and addresses a political audience. However, the philosopher must resist the
temptation to collapse the distinction between philosophy and politics in the
way that Fichte did. The recognition of the sameness and difference of philoso-
phy and politics will help to complete the project of freedom: freedom consists
in the comprehension of the various ways in which freedom expresses itself.

The activity of expressing the sameness and difference among things is
the heart of Hegel’s system. His dialectical method is dedicated to reconciling
differences without destroying them: this is the idea behind the methodologi-
cal concept upon which Hegel grounds his system, i.e., the process named by
the German word Aufhebung. “To sublate (Aufheben) has a twofold meaning
(gedoppelten Sinn) in the language: on the one hand it means to preserve, to
maintain, and equally it also means to cause to cease, to put an end to.”10

Hegel’s system is this attempt to preserve differences while canceling them
by uniting them under more universal ideas. Thus Hegel’s work is concerned
in general with mediating the difference between philosophy and the world,
between philosophy and political life, without negating either of the opposed
moments. Indeed, his earliest work announces itself as a response to the
remaining unresolved differences left by Fichte’s attempts to complete the
Kantian system.11 Kant had merely formulated the difference between phi-
losophy and politics. Fichte ultimately subordinated one to the other. Hegel
attempts to see them together in their difference. His mature system does this
by locating philosophy (as part of Absolute Spirit) as the culmination or self-
overcoming of political life (as part of Objective Spirit). Although it is phi-
losophy that expresses the difference between philosophy and politics, the
need for such expression and the language in which it is to occur comes from
political life. The comprehension of political life, which results from the
philosophical exposition of the idea of political life, thus both leads beyond
political life and actualizes its inner content.

For Hegel, the human spirit becomes free and rational by taking the
outer world into the inner world and expressing the inner world to the outer
world, which includes other human beings. The activity of appropriation and
expression is the realization of individuality and freedom: one becomes a real
individual by making the world one’s own but also by expressing this unique
appropriation to the world so that it can be known. This occurs in the work
of art and in politics. In politics, it is the spirit of the people that is appro-
priated and expressed in law. Although Hegel is skeptical about democracy
and the anarchy that would ensue with universal suffrage, he is in favor of
representational government and a written constitution, for these are the
expression of the spirit of a people.12 During Hegel’s lifetime the question of
a constitution for the German people as a whole or at least for individual
German principalities was an urgent one. For Hegel, this question had to do
with an objective expression of the idea of freedom found in contemporary
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political life. This idea is most fully actualized by philosophy, which compre-
hends the significance of the need for expression.

Spirit and its Modes of Expression

That the true is actual only as system, or that substance is
essentially subject, is expressed in the representation of the
absolute as spirit—the most sublime concept and the one which
belongs to the modern age and its religion.

—Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit13

Spirit is the double movement of self-appropriation and self-expression
characteristic of art, politics, religion, and philosophy. As Hegel says in his
early lectures on the philosophy of right, spirit is, “what knows and what is
known, and this knowledge is itself self-conscious.”14 The philosopher’s voice
is the expression of the self-consciousness of spirit. In political philosophy,
the philosopher’s voice expresses the basic ideas of political life. The move-
ment of appropriation and expression that occurs in Hegel’s philosophical
system is spirit. The systematic enterprise thus occurs as linguistic expression
or voice. In the broadest sense, Hegel conceives of philosophical activity as
spirit speaking to itself in its otherness. As John McCumber claims, “If the
absolute is not other than the System which expresses it; and if the System is
not other than that expression itself; then we can see just how self-referential
Hegelian philosophy is. For the Absolute is not other than the teacher (Hegel)
lecturing to (his) students.”15 I agree with McCumber’s analysis, although, as
we shall see in the next chapter, Hegel’s pedagogical style is problematic.
Nonetheless, Hegel’s systematic enterprise must be understood as a project of
Bildung, education, in which the teacher and the student are engaged in the
task of communicating the self-consciousness of spirit via a linguistic me-
dium of expression and appropriation.16 As noted in the epigram with which
we began the present chapter, this activity is the focal point of the state,
embodied in the philosophical faculty in the state-sponsored university.

How can we make sense of this conception of philosophy? As prelimi-
nary, it is important to understand the way in which Hegel connects his
systematic project to the idea of spirit. A system of knowledge should contain
the necessary and universal ideas of all phenomena. For Hegel, the necessary
universal idea is free spirit itself, for spirit is both the substance of historical
actuality and the subject, which reconstitutes this in the system of philosophy.
Moreover, it is by way of spirit that the system is linked to ethics and politics,
for spirit is not only a religious term but is also an ethical and political term.17

Spirit is the activity of human beings freely expressing themselves. Such free
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expression should not be, however, wild, arbitrary, Romantic “free spiritedness.”
Rather, it should be a systematic struggle for self-consciousness of ourselves
in all of our activities.

In his Phenomenology, Hegel defines spirit as individuated self-con-
scious, free thought. This definition has four parts. First, spirit is thinking: “it
is thinking which has its being in spirit alone.”18 Spirit is that which is
capable of the activity of thought. The universal essence of all phenomena,
after Kant, is whatever is able to think this essence as system. Second, think-
ing only occurs in concrete individual human beings. It is the individual
human thinker who is the subject of this thinking activity. However, these
individual human thinkers carry on the activity of thinking in community
with others through the medium of human language. Third, spirit is self-
conscious. Modern philosophy, following Descartes and Kant, requires that
individual thinkers think about themselves: “science on its part requires that
self-consciousness should have raised itself into this Aether [of thinking] in
order to be able to live.”19 In other words, thinkers must be aware of the
nature of their own activity, its social context, and the limitations of the
media (language, art, politics, religion) in which thinking occurs. The
sociohistorical context constitutes the thinkers who reflect upon this context.
The thinker is thus the self-consciousness of his age. Finally, this self-conscious
thinking must be free. Self-consciousness must result from the free develop-
ment of the subject matter; it must not be imposed dogmatically by manipu-
lative rhetoric or coercion. Thus the modern idea of spirit demands that we
freely understand the ways in which we are determined by our sociohistorical
context. This self-consciousness makes us free and thus completes the mod-
ern project. “The individual has the right to demand that science should at
least provide him with the ladder to this standpoint, should show him this
standpoint within himself. His right is based on his absolute independence
[absolute Selbständigkeit], which he is conscious of possessing in every phase
of his knowledge.”20 The individual thinker has the right to demand to know
how and why her finite standpoint differs from the standpoint of the univer-
sal. In concrete terms, the individual thinker has the right to be shown the
way in which her own limited perspective and imperfect medium of exchange
limits her in her pursuit of the absolute. In short, the finite determinate nature
of individuality and the finite determinate nature of the media of expression
must themselves be made self-conscious and seen in their relation to the uni-
versal comprehensive view of the philosophical system.

We can see now the basic link between Hegel’s system and the Kantian
project that I called previously, “the republic of reason.” Hegel’s idea of
system is based upon a republican conception of justice in which individuals
have certain rights within the system. The most basic right possessed by
individuals is the right to know how and why their individual vantage point
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differs from the systematic one. This, for example, is why an explicit consti-
tution is a necessity for modern political life. All rational individuals have a
right to demand access to the truth. Two problems confront Hegel. First, the
system must be expressed in a finite historical medium that is not itself yet fully
rational or self-conscious. Second, most individuals are not yet rational. These
two problems converge in the project of education. Education is the process by
which individuals come to understand the limitations of the finite mode of
expression that inhibits their own development toward self-consciousness. This
is “the ladder” Hegel mentions in the Phenomenology: the ladder leads us
beyond the limits of finite historical language, politics, art, and religion by
accounting for the limitations of these media.21 Moreover, Hegel links his
educational project to the modern republican political project that played
itself out in his lifetime. The difficulty for Hegel was to educate his contem-
poraries about contemporary movements of spirit so that they might better
understand themselves and their political task.

In this way Hegel responded to the metacritique in a more systematic
way than did Fichte, who simply hypostatized German as the philosophical
Ursprache. Hegel attempted to systematically account for the necessity of the
apparently contingent expressions of spirit in politics, art, religion, history,
and language. Hegel was not unaware of the systematic problems that led
Fichte to turn explicitly to political agitation. Like Fichte, Hegel was aware
that many individuals would not be able to comprehend his system. However,
unlike Fichte, Hegel does not give up on philosophical expression. Rather, he
strives to express in philosophically pregnant language the necessary differ-
ence between spirit and its modes of expression. He thus explains why spirit
is self-estranged and self-estranging: spirit is expressed in the difference
between its content and its mode of expression; by expressing itself it dis-
tances itself. It is the task of philosophy, not to annihilate this difference, but
to express its necessity. Hegel’s mature political philosophy, his Philosophy
of Right, is an attempt to explain the way in which philosophy arises neces-
sarily from modern political life in response to political life’s demand for
reconciliation of its own unresolved antinomies. By exposing the political
necessities that ground philosophical reflection, Hegel defends the apparent
strangeness of the philosopher’s voice as it encounters its political audience:
philosophy sounds odd because it develops the language of political life into
a self-conscious, systematic whole that is both of politics but alien to politics.

One of the tasks of philosophy is for the philosopher to comprehend the
unique content of philosophical language and its difference from and basis in
the representational modes of ordinary life. With regard to politics, the
philosopher’s task is to articulate the implicit ideal of freedom in modern
political life. Despite the fact that this task derives from the very idea of
freedom it describes, it seems alien to political activity. Like Kant and unlike
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Fichte, Hegel realizes that philosophical activity must keep itself distinct
from politics. However, Hegel goes beyond Kant in arguing that this
uniquely critical form of philosophical activity is the result of the de-
mands of the modern political spirit. Hegel thus expected that enlightened
modern political life would support the efforts of political philosophy.
Although he was perhaps a bit naïve in this expectation, his own personal
life served as proof of this idea. His position at the University of Berlin
in the 1820s brought his political philosophy to the mainstream of Prus-
sian (and hence German) politics.

Dichotomy and the Need for Philosophy

Dichotomy is the source of the need of philosophy (Entzweiung ist
der Quell des Bedürfnisses der Philosophie); and as the culture of
the era, it is the unfree and given aspect of the whole configuration
of the era.

—Hegel, The Difference between Fichte’s and
Schelling’s System of Philosophy (Differenzschrift)22

The Kantian project of creating the republic of reason runs into prob-
lems when its theoretical demands for freedom and equality conflict with the
lack of freedom and equality found in real political life. The outcome in our
less-than-perfect world seems to require that philosophy become political if
it is to be anything other than merely hopeful exhortation. Thus Fichte was
willing to abandon the philosophical method in order to use rhetoric to move
political life toward the actualization of Kant’s hoped-for political ideal. If it
is true, as I argued previously, that the critique of pure reason assumes the
freedom and equality found in republican political life, and if it is true, as
Fichte discovered, that human beings are not yet enlightened, then it seems
that the systematic project reaches an impasse. The philosopher must either
become despotic (as in Fichte) or must retreat from the intractable irrational-
ity of political life. Both alternatives have been ascribed to Hegel. He has
been vilified as a protototalitarian, and he has been seen as a conciliatory and
quietistic defender of the status quo.23 Both of these accusations are off base.
Hegel’s project represents a third alternative located somewhere between the
passive hopefulness of Kant and the vigorous activism of Fichte. To arrive at
this third alternative, we would have to consider whether there could be a
nondogmatic justification of the basic intuition that the freedom and equality
of knowers ought to ground the system. We would further have to consider
what would be the best political resolution of this impasse for a philosopher
who is aware of the lack of rationality and freedom in political life. This
double consideration formed the basis of Hegel’s project.
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Hegel’s system originates from the recognition of dichotomy and the
spiritual need to overcome it. Hegel’s dialectical approach aims to reconcile
opposites by viewing them together as mutually determined and determining
from within the perspective of a more comprehensive totality.24 Dialectic
aims toward a final reconciliation, which would be absolute knowing. It is
important to note that absolute knowing is not merely the reconciliation of
opposition within the world of appearance in which the reconciling activity
views the world, as it were, from an external perspective. Rather, the final
stage in the dialectic requires that we comprehend the opposition between the
original appearance of the dichotomy and the reconciling activity itself. In
other words, absolute knowing requires that we comprehend the way in which
philosophical activity is itself different from and yet reconciled with the
dichotomous world of appearance, the way in which dichotomy and its rec-
onciliation are themselves reconciled.25 According to Hegel, then, the funda-
mental need for philosophy is the basic need to resolve the dichotomy between
the appearance of the absolute and the absolute itself. As he concludes
the above quote from the Differenzschrift: “In culture, the appearance
(Erscheinung) of the Absolute has become isolated from the Absolute and
fixated into independence.”26 In the Science of Logic, he explains this more
clearly as the apparent distinction between the philosophical method and the
content to which it is applied. However, he claims that the method itself is
“not something distinct from its object and content; for it is the inwardness
of the content, the dialectic which it possesses within itself, which is the
mainspring of its advance (denn es ist der Inhalt in sich, die Dialektik, die er
an ihm selbst hat, welche ihn fortbewegt.).”27 In other words, for Hegel,
philosophy and its method is the inner truth of whatever content it considers.
The philosopher’s voice expresses the inner truth of this content and is,
indeed, driven toward expression by the content. However, the mode of
exposition of the system is itself external to the content precisely because it
is expository.

The divisions and headings of the books, sections, and chapters given in this
work as well as the explanations associated with them, are made to facilitate
a preliminary survey and strictly are of only historical value. They do not
belong to the content and body of the science but are compilations of an
external reflection which has already run through the whole of the exposition
and consequently knows and indicates in advance the sequence of its mo-
ments before these are brought forward by the subject matter itself.28

Hegel’s point is that there is a crucial difference between truth and the
verbal exposition of truth in a book or a lecture.

In the same way there is a crucial difference between the ideals of
political life and the philosopher’s expression of these ideals. Hegel aims to
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keep this distinction in mind in the exposition of the system. His philosophi-
cal activity demands that he be self-conscious of the sound of his own voice
in its difference from the content which it expresses. With regard to political
life, Hegel maintains (1) that the philosopher’s voice expresses the inner truth
of political life, (2) that the method of philosophical comprehension is itself
the method demanded by the subject-matter, and (3) that philosophy and
politics are nonetheless distinct. The absolute goal of political philosophy is
to comprehend the unity in the difference between philosophy and politics.

With regard to political life, the easiest form of dichotomy to grasp is
the apparent difference between the ideals of modern political culture and the
reality of modern political life. This dichotomy demands to be understood in
terms of the very ideals of political life. This is the point of the (in-)famous
Doppelsatz from the Philosophy of Right: “What is rational is actual; and
what is actual is rational.”29 In other words, there is a reason for the dichoto-
mies of political life: it is these dichotomies that are actual and yet rational.
The Philosophy of Right attempts to comprehend such dichotomies by eluci-
dating the connections between modern political actuality and the ideals of
modern political life. This elucidation is itself required by the ideals of modern
political life, which give the individual the right to comprehend himself and
his perceived alienation from political life.

In the Science of Logic Hegel explicates the political consequences of
this method of expressing the idea of self-conscious individuality very clearly
in his discussion of The Idea.

But if an object, for example the state, did not correspond at all to its Idea,
that is, if it was not the Idea of the state at all, if its reality, which is the self-
conscious individuals, did not correspond at all to the Notion, its soul and
its body would have parted . . . But because the Notion of the state so essen-
tially constitutes the nature of these individualities, it is present in them as
an urge (Trieb) so powerful that they are impelled (gedrungen) to translate
it into reality, be it only in the form of external purposiveness, or to put up
with it as it is, or else they must needs perish.30

What Hegel means here is that it is the idea of the state, an idea which
maintains that individuals should be self-conscious of the idea of the state,
that impels these individuals to become conscious of the idea of the state.
Moreover, this idea impels the state to actualize its idea in the same way that
it urges individuals to do whatever it takes to translate the idea into reality.
It is the modern idea of right that thus demands the philosophical activity that
would bring individuals to self-consciousness, and it is this same modern idea
that would lead the state to become more rational. Political progress is thus
facilitated by philosophical education about the remaining dichotomies in
political life.
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Such a project of reconciling appearances and reality need not require,
as Fichte had thought, that the philosopher abandon philosophy for politics.
Rather, for Hegel, only philosophy adequately comprehends the apparent
contradiction between the appearance of reality and the ideal form of reality.
Moreover, Hegel maintains that there is a political need for more and better
philosophical comprehension. Hegel’s project attempts to reconcile the differ-
ence between modern political life and its implicit ideals but it also attempts
to explain how and why political life needs philosophical comprehension.
Hegel’s claim is that the philosopher’s voice arises from a political need. This
need includes the need to explain why political life needs the political phi-
losopher. In other words, Hegel’s philosophical voice expresses self-con-
sciousness of its own basis in the needs of political life.

While Kant and Fichte were both aware that political life needed phi-
losophy, neither of them recognized this need as the very ground of philo-
sophical activity. Kant and Fichte remained stuck in the dichotomy, which
Hegel criticizes as the problem of transcendental philosophy. Hegel, on the
contrary, attempts to comprehend the political ground of philosophical ac-
tivity. Going beyond Fichte’s “linguistic turn” and its recognition of the
empirico-historical form of philosophical activity, Hegel begins a political
turn. He claims that philosophical activity develops out of political life and
that philosophical comprehension is the self-conscious overcoming of po-
litical life. The philosopher’s voice is thus the self-conscious expression of
the implicit consciousness of political life. It is the republican ideal of
modernity that makes the expression of the philosopher’s voice necessary
as the completion or actualization of the ideal, for this ideal demands that
all members of the political community be able to comprehend themselves
as free. Thus modern political life demands that political philosophy be
publicly articulated, so that human beings can come to know the way in
which they are free within modern political institutions. “In right, the hu-
man being must encounter his own reason (Vernunft); he must therefore
consider the rationality of right (die Vernünftigkeit des Rechts), and this is
the subject (Sache) of our science.”31

This last sentence contains an ambiguity that is useful for understanding
Hegel’s project. On the one hand, it demands that right be reasonable. On the
other hand, it demands that individuals be educated so that they might com-
prehend the right. Hegel’s task is thus two sided: to make law more rational
and to educate us so that we might comprehend this rationality. In this way,
Hegel’s project amounts to education for self-consciousness. It is the
philosopher’s voice—as it speaks for the laws that determine the community
and as it speaks to the community that is determined by these laws—that
makes this self-consciousness possible. Modern political life and its republi-
can ideal of self-conscious freedom make the philosopher’s task necessary.
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Hegel thus rejects Fichte’s dogmatic approach because it presupposes an
unresolved dichotomy between the philosopher and his audience, between
philosophy and political life. Hegel explicitly criticizes those works in which
Fichte tries to be “popular.” He claims that these popular works are charac-
terized by their use of a “language most impressive to a cultured, religious
temperament (Gefühl).”32 However, they are not truly worthy of philosophical
consideration because of this affective language. He rejects the “affecting”
and “edifying” approach associated with Fichte’s popular lectures for what he
sees as the more strenuous work of the concept: serious philosophical com-
prehension, which includes expressing its sameness and difference from or-
dinary political language. Hegel’s goal is to recuperate the public role of
philosophy itself in all its serious complexity. He thinks that philosophy
abandoned its public role under the hegemony of certain Kantians who alien-
ated philosophy from its essential task under the delusion that philosophy
must become popular. Indeed, it is the popular form of philosophy, Hegel
claims, that made philosophy itself seem superfluous to the general public.
“The public was through the philosophy of Kant and Jacobi strengthened in
its opinion that the knowledge of God is immediate and that we know it from
the beginning and without requiring to study.”33 Kant’s transcendental ideal-
ism leads, in its “popular” form, to the justification of faith and hope without
knowledge. Hegel rejects Kant’s unresolved dualism, his theological and
political hope, as a gedankenlose Synthesis—a “synthesis devoid of thought.”34

While Hegel praises Kant’s work as a “good introduction to philosophy” for
having ignited the “yearning desire (Sehnsucht) for content, for truth,”—the
desire to comprehend the object as subject, the desire to see the rationality in
things—he claims that Kant had failed to satisfy this desire.35 In the same
way, this conception of philosophy was itself so one-sided that it led Fichte
to abandon philosophy completely for the rhetorical excesses of his popular
works. For Hegel, what was needed was not a hopeful and popular approach
to politics nor an abandonment of philosophy for politics but, rather, a recon-
struction of both sides: an attempt to make philosophy live again and an
attempt to educate the people, so that they might comprehend this living
philosophy and thus come to know themselves.

The problem with Kant and Fichte was that they failed to see that philo-
sophical activity was both the subject and object of history. In other words,
they failed to see that philosophy occurs as the result of human history’s
demand for self-consciousness. Without this recognition that the philosopher’s
voice is the voice of history expressing itself to itself, Hegel believed, we end
up with philosophers who either become too subjective and withdraw from
politics for a life of contemplation (what he calls mere philosophers of the
understanding) or we end up with philosophers who become too objective
and give up on philosophy for the life of political activity. Hegel maintains
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that the demand of philosophy is to comprehend the limitations of each
approach. When the philosopher speaks, then, he is the voice of political life
that addresses political life in order to complete the demand for self-conscious-
ness implicit in political life. It is thus the philosopher’s task to become self-
conscious of the sound and location of his own voice in history and politics.

Philosophy and the Modern Idea of Right

The principle of the modern world at large is freedom of
subjectivity . . .

—Hegel, Philosophy of Right36

Historical knowledge formed a major part of Hegel’s systematic enter-
prise in both his study of politics and his study of philosophy. In the Philoso-
phy of Right, Hegel states that “the history of spirit is its own deed; for spirit
is only what it does and its deed is to make itself—in this case as spirit—the
object of its own consciousness, and to comprehend itself in its interpretation
of itself to itself.”37 Hegel recognizes that philosophy arises from out of
history as does the ideal of freedom—the freedom of subjectivity—that grounds
modern political life. The goal of his political philosophy is to comprehend
the modern spirit in its historical manifestation.

To overcome the passive hope of the Kantian project without slipping
into that type of active enthusiasm that led Fichte toward despotism, Hegel
needed to discover the determinate location of the philosopher’s voice in the
political activity of his time. Hegel remained committed to the basic prin-
ciples of republican politics and thus needed to locate the philosopher’s voice
within these principles without reducing philosophy to politics. This claim
about Hegel’s commitment to republicanism might seem surprising given his
arguments in favor of constitutional monarchy. Hegel’s discussion of consti-
tutional monarchy, however, is aimed at establishing basic republican prin-
ciples. What is important for Hegel is the “constitutional” aspect of
“constitutional monarchy”: the constitution makes explicit the self-consciously
limited protection of liberal rights demanded by the modern idea of right. A
solid constitution that respects the mediating institutions of modern life (fam-
ily and civil society) should serve as the antidote for that form of enthusiasm
for liberty that led, for example, to the excesses of the French Revolution.

In the Philosophy of Right Hegel maintains that such excessive enthu-
siasm occurs because of the tendency to view one of the determinations of
Objective Spirit as absolute in isolation from the others. This occurs when
abstract, indeterminate, freedom is emphasized, as with the French revolu-
tionaries or when, with Fichte, a form of “positive” or self-assertive freedom
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is emphasized.38 For Hegel, it is the whole of Objective Spirit in the identity
and difference of its negative and positive aspects that must be recognized.
This occurs most obviously in the constitution that protects liberal values
while preventing them from slipping into revolutionary zealotry. Hegel’s
republicanism thus centers on the proper definition of freedom that includes
both negative freedom and positive commitment. In the Phenomenology Hegel
indicates that so-called “absolute freedom”—what he calls in the Philosophy
of Right, “abstract” or “arbitrary” freedom—can result in terror, as the gen-
eral will destroys all opposition in what he calls “the fury of destruction.”39

This terror results when the principles of republicanism are implemented by
force, rather than achieved as the result of the organic development of soci-
ety. In Hegel’s interpretation, The Terror of the French Revolution occurred
because there was “no reciprocal action between a consciousness that is
immersed in the complexities of existence, or that sets itself specific aims and
thoughts, and a valid external world, whether of reality or thought.”40 This is
the same idea behind what Hegel calls in the Differenzschrift, the dichotomy
in culture between the appearance of the absolute and the absolute, i.e., the
republican ideals of modern culture and the lived reality of modern political
life. The problem of the French Revolution is that freedom was seen as
absolute without reference to other goods such as community or justice.
Hegel recognized that republican principles can become dogmatic or despotic
when they are divorced from reality, i.e., when the general will fails to take
account of the lived experience of autonomous individuals. This lived histori-
cal experience includes disagreements between individuals and the so-called
general will; it also includes the mediating institutions of ethical life. Dogma-
tists and despots in general fail to take account of the community as a his-
torically given “free object standing over against it.”41 They also fail to respect
the rights of individuals against the community.

In the Philosophy of Right Hegel argues that only a differentiated con-
stitutional system is able to hold individual rights together with communal
good. Within such a system, the philosopher’s voice completes the modern
project by elucidating the way in which individuals are both free and deter-
mined within the constitutional system. Moreover, the modern political project
should guarantee that individuals have the right to be educated to freedom by
the philosophy of right. Hegel is acutely aware of the problems that can arise
when philosophy attempts to impose its ideals upon a form of political actu-
ality, if that form is not yet prepared to receive and implement these ideals.
Hegel’s solution is to call for more and better philosophical activity, which
does not however impose its utopian ideals upon an unwilling public. The
philosopher’s task is education as development from within, not education as
imposition from without. The goal is for philosophy to make it possible for
the people to comprehend their own implicit ideals.
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While Fichte’s educational project became despotic, Hegel remained
committed to a method of self-discovery and self-development. He rejects
Fichte’s claim that education requires that we sequester the next generation
to protect them from corruption by the decadent present generation. Rather,
Hegel maintains that education demands engagement with the reality of the
present. Hegel quite clearly states in the Philosophy of Right that children,
although they need discipline and guidance, have a natural predisposition to
overcome their natural, subjective, childish disposition and enter freely into
the world of ethical life. “The need for an upbringing is present in children
as their own feeling of dissatisfaction within themselves at the way they
are—as the drive (Trieb) to belong to the adult world whose superiority they
sense, or as the desire to grow up.”42 Thus when Hegel claims that “education
is the art of making human beings ethical,” he means that education fulfills
the human need to belong to the ethical community.43 Education should thus
allow individuals to comprehend the idea of right under which they are de-
termined in the ethical community. While education, in its preliminary stages,
is the inculcation of the habits of the community, ultimately, in the modern
world, these habits are habits of freedom and self-consciousness. Habits are
shortcuts on the way toward the full complexity of philosophical education,
which is necessitated by the modern idea of right.44

Hegel claims that the demand for philosophy is already incipient in the
most immature members of the modern political community. Children want
to become moral and to be members of the ethical community. Moreover, the
modern ethical community is based upon the idea of right, which includes
universal respect for the freedom and self-consciousness of individuals such
that children ought to become educated. The task of education is to enable
children to comprehend their own universal desire to become members of the
ethical community as itself part of the republican spirit of modern ethical life.
Philosophical education is the process of becoming self-conscious of the way
in which we belong to the ethical spirit of our age even in the depths of our
feelings and drives. The philosopher’s voice is not addressed from the outside of
the ethical community back toward the public. Rather the philosopher’s voice is
the voice which each and every member of the ethical community would share,
if they had attained the completion of philosophical self-consciousness. In short,
the philosopher’s voice is the voice of the spirit of the age.

The spirit of modernity is the spirit of individual freedom. The commu-
nity must respect the individual differences that constitute it. We see this
explicitly in the community’s support for that type of education that leads to
philosophical comprehension of the spirit of the age. Within the republic of
reason, the right of individuals to their own opinions must be respected be-
cause the modern republic is based upon moral respect for individuals that pre-
serves individual autonomy even while locating it into the ethical community.45
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Nonetheless, individuals must be educated to see that their individual au-
tonomy is itself supported and justified by the social norms that they have
inherited from the ethical community. The goal of philosophy is to make us
conscious of the rationality of these inherited ideals, so that we may become
active participants in the ongoing life of the community and the future devel-
opment of these ideals.46 Although Hegel recognizes that we are historically
situated, he rejects historicism insofar as he maintains that our historical
situation can be rationally comprehended according to universally acceptable
norms of justification.47 Right becomes valid by being comprehended by
those who are subjected to it and who share its norms of justification.48

Modern European ethical life thus demands that individuals be educated, so
that they can comprehend the idea of right as it is embodied in the actual
community in which they live. This idea cannot be imposed on the commu-
nity, as Fichte might have suggested. Rather, it is the result of an organic
historical development, the completion of which is philosophical comprehen-
sion of this development by way of the norms implicit in it. Philosophy is
reflection after the fact (Nachdenken) on the rationality of the real. Our his-
tory, our tradition, and our culture provide us with the concepts and language
with which we begin. The task of philosophy is to rightly understand these
concepts, their interconnections, and the spiritual history in which they are
located. Despotism is avoided by recognizing the fact that the demand for a
republic of reason, the demand for an explicit constitution, and the demand
for systematic philosophical comprehension of ethical life are all demands
that modern individuals already make.

For Hegel, the truth is not immediate but mediated by way of education
into culture—the idea of Bildung.49 This process of mediation must be under-
stood in historical and political terms. Education and culture are historical,
political processes. Progress occurs by way of political contestation—the so-
called cunning of reason. It is comprehended by the dialectical reconstruction
of history. The philosopher’s task is to clarify historical development, its
relation to the real lives of empirical individuals, and its relation to the spirit
that unifies history. However, this dialectical process cannot be completed, as
Fichte proposed, with the implementation of the coercive state because this
would violate the idea of freedom implicit in the dialectic. There will always
be estrangement and dissent within political life: this is the consequence of
a nondogmatic republican view, which respects the rights of moral individu-
als. Moreover, the educational process will itself be an activity in progress.
Each individual must be spoken to as a distinct individual with a unique
vantage point that must be accounted for by the system. The task of spirit is
thus to strive for agreement. As Hegel says in the Preface to the Phenomenol-
ogy: “For it is the nature of humanity to press onward to agreement
(Übereinkunft) with others; human nature only really exists in an achieved
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community of minds (zu Stande gebrachten Gemeinsamkeit der
Bewußtseyn).”50 Such a community of minds can only be achieved within the
continuing practices of a free political community. However, it is important
to note that for Hegel, such striving cannot be the source of the endless
progress that he criticized in Fichte as the result of a one-sided dogmatism
that would not allow itself to be reconciled with its opposite without recourse
to despotic means. Rather, for Hegel, each moment of the political contest
includes its own piece of the truth that can be comprehended by philosophical
reflection that attempts to locate each piece within the totality. It is also
important to note that this view of the totality need not be totalitarian, qui-
etistic, or conciliatory, as Hegel’s critics have claimed. Rather, Hegel admits
that the totality moves and develops through history, while also claiming that
at the present moment the task of philosophy is to comprehend the presently
configured totality. The result of this should be an ongoing educational dia-
logue between the philosopher and his political audience.

Hegel’s Political Voice

For us philosophy is not, as it was for the Greeks, practiced as a
private art, rather it has a public existence of concern to the public
(eine öffentliche, das Publikum berührende Existenz), especially or
solely in the service of the state (im Staatsdienste).

—Hegel, Philosophy of Right51

Philosophical reflection upon political life is always already part of
political life. The philosopher speaks from within political life to a politically
located audience. Hegel explains this more concretely by claiming that mod-
ern political life demands the services of philosophical reflection. In the pref-
ace to the Philosophy of Right, he explicitly states that political philosophy
is both a discipline that transcends political life and an essential political
activity. On the one hand, philosophy cannot “issue instructions on the how
the world ought to be” because it “comes too late.”52 On the other hand,
philosophy “has a public existence of concern to the public.”53 Hegel does not
think, however, that philosophy should be merely passive reflection upon the
status quo; nor does he think that the state can be properly served by a
superficial and conciliatory science of law. Rather he states that the modern
state needs rigorous philosophical insight into itself: “the state also contained
the need (Bedürfnis) for a deeper education and insight, and demanded
(forderte) that this need be satisfied by science.”54 What Hegel criticizes as
“the superficial (die Seichtigkeit)” form of political philosophy leads to con-
fusion about the nature of politics that ultimately has grave consequences for
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political life, as, for example, Hegel contends happened in France at the time
of the revolution.55 The Philosophy of Right argues that political life needs
rigorous philosophical reflection and that such reflection is political activity.

The Philosophy of Right is both philosophical—it tries to know the truth
of political life—and political—it actively participates in political delibera-
tion and contestation. This explains what Hegel means when he states that
philosophy is a public concern in service to the state. The process of knowing
the truth of political life is both a political and a philosophical activity be-
cause the state itself is a spiritual being that bases its activity upon knowl-
edge.56 Moreover, when Hegel states, for example, that philosophy is “the
self-thinking idea, the truth aware of itself,” he is not denying that philosophy
is involved in political life.57 Rather, Hegel acknowledges that philosophical
reflection always occurs from within a political context: the self that becomes
self-conscious is a politically located self.

The truth of political life is that it requires philosophical reflection; the
truth of philosophical reflection is that it participates in political activity. The
problem is that we ordinarily assume that the subject matter of political life
is essentially irrational and conflictual. On the one hand, politics seems to
proceed by way of contingent historical circumstance and self-interested action.
On the other hand, philosophical reflection proceeds by way of reasoned
argument and dispassionate self-consciousness. It seems that these two meth-
ods have very little in common. Hegel, however, offers us a historical argu-
ment that claims that these methods have converged in modernity in what he
calls in the Philosophy of Right, “the Germanic Realm” and what he calls in
his lectures on history “the Modern Time.” In his lectures on World History,
Hegel concludes that after the Enlightenment, “the consciousness of the spiri-
tual is now the essential basis of the political fabric, and philosophy has
thereby become dominant.”58 The modern era is one in which political prac-
tice has become philosophical to the extent that political life now demands
its own philosophical self-consciousness. At the same time, philosophical
reflection has come to admit its own political and historical location.

The methodological ambiguity of Hegel’s political philosophy has been
neglected by commentators. It seems that most commentators understand the
Philosophy of Right in terms of the exclusive disjunction between political
practice and philosophical reflection.59 On the one hand, there are commen-
tators who interpret the Philosophy of Right as engaging in “social theodicy”
or “social ontology” and who ultimately view Hegel as politically conserva-
tive.60 This interpretation fails to see Hegel’s text as political activity and also
fails to recognize that Hegel also wrote explicitly political works such as
“The German Constitution” (1799–1802) and “The English Reform Bill”
(1831).61 Habermas, who is aware of the seeming antinomy between the
journalistic works and the Philosophy of Right, concludes by characterizing
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this as an unresolved contradiction in Hegel’s thought between the supposed
“superiority” of theory as philosophical reflection and its “impotence” as
political practice.62 On the other hand, some interpreters emphasize the politi-
cal aspect of the Philosophy of Right, understanding the text as an example
of “legal interpretivism” that aims at clarifying political practice or as an
articulation of the beliefs and aspirations of the bourgeoisie.63 Such interpre-
tations fail to tie Hegel’s political writings to his larger philosophical project.
However, to do justice to Hegel, we must view him as a philosopher of
freedom, while emphasizing freedom as both a political and philosophical
idea.64 We cannot reduce the ambiguity identified in these interpretations.
Hegel is engaged in both philosophical and political activity, and attempts
throughout to make it clear how these are both the same and different.

One way to approach this problem is to emphasize the pedagogical goal
of Hegel’s text. Hegel’s overall goal in both the political writings and the
Philosophy of Right is education. Education, however, must be tailored to its
audience.65 Thus a proper understanding of Hegel’s pedagogical goal in both
the Philosophy of Right and the political writings requires that we consider
who is being instructed. As the audience shifts, so does the relation between
theory and practice. The intended audience of Hegel’s journalistic writings,
for example, is different from the intended audience of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Right. Thus Habermas is wrong when he claims that Hegel’s journalistic
writings lead him “into contradiction with his system.”66 Hegel’s educational
endeavor admits of different practical expressions depending upon the differ-
ent needs of his audience. The audience of the Philosophy of Right demands
one type of voice; the audience of the political writings demands another.
Like Fichte and Kant, Hegel is aware of his audience and speaks in a voice
suitable to it. Unlike Fichte, however, Hegel argues that his voice, in its
difference from political life, is nonetheless the self-consciousness or self-
development of political life. He not only speaks to his audience, he also
speaks for it.

Addressing The Philosophy of Right

A plastic discourse demands, too, a plastic receptivity and
understanding on the part of the listener; but youths and men of
such a temper who would calmly suppress their own reflections
and opinions in which original thought is so impatient to manifest
itself, listeners such as Plato feigned, who would attend only to
the matter in hand, could have no place in a modern dialogue; still
less could one count on readers of such a disposition.

—Hegel, Science of Logic67
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Hegel is clearly aware of the presence and limitations of his audience.
He is also clearly aware of the unavoidable complexity of philosophical
thought that attempts to be self-conscious of its identity with and difference
from its audience. For us to grasp this complexity it will be useful to break
down the various addresses of Hegel’s text into four general categories (al-
though this becomes complicated when we recognize the connection between
these four as well as other, less perspicuous, addresses of the text).

The Students

The text known as the Philosophy of Right was a handbook for Hegel’s
lecture course of the same name. Hegel says in the first line of the Preface
to the published text of 1821: “the immediate occasion for me to publish this
outline is the need to provide my audience (meinen Zuhörern) with an intro-
duction to the lectures on the philosophy of right which I deliver in the course
of my official duties.”68 Here Hegel explicitly indicates that his text is ad-
dressed to those who listen to his lectures, i.e., his students.

Hegel lectured on the philosophy of right seven times from 1817 up to
his death in 1831. The text that has been handed down to us as the Philosophy
of Right was completed in 1820 and published in 1821. Different versions of
Hegel’s lectures reflect variations in the historical circumstances in which
they were delivered. Hegel’s political philosophy was affected by changes in
political life in a way that his logic or philosophy of nature was not.69 The
most obvious of these political influences on Hegel’s philosophical thinking
was the censorship laws known as the Karlsbad decrees (of 1819). Hegel was
a professor in a public university in the capital of the Prussian empire. His
political philosophy was addressed explicitly to students at this university,
and the university was a political institution. Hegel was thus actively engaged
in political life. The education of students at a public institution is political
activity. And Hegel was very close to running afoul of the authorities in
several instances.70

Discrepancies between the officially published version of the lectures
and Hegel’s other lectures can also be understood in terms of the changed
audience that was addressed by these various lecture courses. Indeed, the
audience of Hegel’s lectures changed in two significant ways from 1817 to
1831. First, the political climate changed over the course of these years as the
defeat of Napolean and the Congress of Vienna opened the door for Prussian
reaction. These were turbulent political times in Germany including: the
symbolic rebellion of the Burschenschaften during the Wartburg festival of
1817; the assassination of the reactionary Kotzebue and the repressive reac-
tion to this in the Karlsbad decrees of 1819; Prussian censorship surveillance
through the 1820s; German enthusiasm for the July Revolution of 1830 in
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France; and subsequent repressive decrees of the German federal diet in the
summer of 1832, six months after Hegel’s death. The needs and interests of
his students as participants in political life must have changed over the course
of these years. For example, in response to the July Revolution, his students
wanted a more radical political philosophy than Hegel was willing to pro-
vide.71 Second, Hegel’s own significance changed over the course of these
years. After being appointed professor in Berlin, Hegel’s lecture courses became
increasingly more popular. Hegel became something of a celebrity, and his
audience came as much to hear Hegel, the man, as to learn political philoso-
phy.72 Additionally, his lectures on the philosophy of history, aesthetics, and
the philosophy of religion were formulated in a popular fashion and ad-
dressed to a wider audience than his original version of the Philosophy of
Right or his Encyclopedia. Although he did not appropriate the bombastic
oratory of Fichte, he nonetheless altered his style to suit his expanded audi-
ence.

So who was this immediate audience, those students who actually at-
tended Hegel’s lectures? In his lectures, Hegel was in fact addressing the
ruling class, as Marx would later contend. In a letter to Creuzer (October 30,
1819) Hegel states that “one even finds majors, colonels, and privy councilors
attending one’s lectures here.”73 Hegel’s goal, when understood in terms of
the real students he was addressing, was to educate future and current mem-
bers of the ruling class about the political world they were to rule. Indeed, in
the text, Hegel makes it clear that there is a substantial difference between the
ruling class that was his audience and the “rabble” who had no capacity for
education.

When the text is understood within this context, its goal is obviously not
critical truth about political life that would lead to radical political action.
Rather, it aims to help his students understand political life so that they may
develop into productive members of the ruling elite. Education, from this
perspective, is directed toward refining the self-consciousness of those who
are already part of the state and members of civil society: “human beings
should have respect for the state as that whole of which they are the branches,
the best way of achieving this is, of course, through philosophical insight into
its essence.”74 To be a branch of the state, is already to be a part of the state,
i.e., to be a colonel or privy counselor or at least to be the son of one of these.
As a text addressed to the young bourgeoisie, the Philosophy of Right merely
systematizes the knowledge of ethical life that these young men implicitly
possessed, although of course for Hegel modern ethical life is based upon the
idea of freedom.

Hegel was not unaware of the antithesis of his immediate audience. He
recognizes that “the rabble,” those who are not members of the ruling elite,
will feel alienated from society because their poverty drives them toward
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“inward rebellion against the rich, against society, the government, etc.”75

Indeed during this time of social tumult, when war had dislocated much of
the population, it would have been obvious that there was a growing class in
society who could not be easily educated and integrated into the status quo.
The dislocated and disgruntled “rabble” could not be educated according to
Hegel’s definition of education because they lacked an organic relation to the
state and civil society which would create in them the drive to be educated,
which we previously discussed. As an example of this, throughout the Phi-
losophy of Right, Hegel links individuality to citizenship and the ownership
of private property—something which the “rabble” lacked.76 Although Hegel
advocates the Kantian moral view of the intrinsic worth of human being qua
human being, education seems to be reserved for those who are members of
civil society and who are full citizens of the state. Education is only possible
for those who properly inhabit the spheres of family life, civil society, and
state. Hegel even goes so far as to indicate that women ought not to hold
political power and that women should be educated in a different manner than
men: “women may well be educated, but they are not made for the higher
sciences, for philosophy and certain artistic productions which require a
universal element.”77 Thus, women and the rabble are excluded from the
address of the Philosophy of Right in the same way that non-Western peoples
are excluded from the course of World History: only those who are consti-
tuted by the modern Western idea of right are properly the audience of Hegel’s
voice. Hegel’s voice cannot properly speak for these “others” and so cannot
either speak to them. In this sense, Hegel’s voice is thus the voice of the laws
and customs of the dominant force in history.

This way of addressing the text succeeds in understanding the text as
primarily a political document. It is influenced by and responds to the needs
of the dominant party or class in political life. Understood in this way, Hegel’s
text is susceptible to ideological critiques such as Marx’s as well as feminist
critiques such as Elshtain’s: Hegel’s text educates young bourgeois men about
their patriarchal bourgeois society without questioning the basic assumptions
of this society.78 The philosopher’s voice thus expresses a partisan, political
idea and fails to live up to its philosophical pretensions.

The State

The above interpretation of Hegel’s text makes the most sense when we
consider what Hegel says about the role of the bourgeoisie within the state
as property owners, moral agents, family members, civil servants, and mem-
bers of the estates and corporations of civil society. It is significant that Hegel
demands a proper upbringing prior to philosophical education. Failure of
education and subsequent lack of freedom is blamed on poor preparation.
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Indeed, Hegel was suspicious of the educational preparation of his students.79

He seems to acknowledge that his own students may not be able to grasp his
philosophical thought. His students are thus not the only audience of his text.
Hegel’s text is also aimed at educating the educators. Following the structure
of Hegel’s text, there are three determinations in which educators must be
educated: family, civil society, and state. Hegel clearly addresses all three of
these in his text. With regard to family and civil society, fathers and business
leaders must learn to understand their role in bringing up the youth. How-
ever, since the state is said to be the ground of the whole of Sittlichkeit,
and since the state is, for Hegel, ultimately the end and source of “the
individual’s knowledge and activity,” let us focus on the state as a further
address of the text.80

Hegel devotes a substantial portion of his text to the monarch. It is
clear from Hegel’s defense of hereditary monarchy that the bourgeoisie can
have no aspiration to attain to the office of king. At best, if we confine our
attention to the bourgeoisie as the address of the text, it seems that the
section on the monarch is designed to help members of the bourgeoisie
understand their place within the monarchic system of government. How-
ever, the Philosophy of Right could also be interpreted as a text addressed
to the monarch or the state itself in an attempt to educate the monarch about
the proper need for education within the state. There are two ways in which
we may approach the issue of philosophy’s service to the state: (A) insti-
tutionally and (B) substantively.

A.) Hegel’s professorship at Berlin was part of the institutional bureau-
cracy of Prussia. Indeed in the first sentence of the Preface Hegel acknowl-
edges the fact that he is a servant of the state: the lectures that he gives on
the philosophy of right are delivered in the course of his “official duties”
(sienem Amte gemäss).81 These lectures were prepared according to the de-
mands of his office—as professor at the Royal University at Berlin. In letters
written to the royal ministers who oversee the university, Hegel explicitly
addresses the text to the state. In a letter that accompanied a copy of the text
sent to von Altenstein, Hegel said that “the printing of this text at once gives
account of the scope of the principles I teach in my lectures on the subject”
and that “I consider myself duty-bound as a publicly appointed professor at
the Royal University to render such an account to you. . . .”82 Hegel here
acknowledged that his professorship is a political office. His appointment at
the University of Berlin was a public matter that brought with it certain duties
and which was ostensibly approved by the king himself by way of the Royal
Ministry of Ecclesiastical, Educational, and Medical Affairs.

Hegel freely acknowledged his duty to the state. However, it is clear in
his letters to the royal ministers that Hegel believes that the Prussian state
was still a liberal regime and not a repressive autocracy. In a letter to von
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Hardenberg, Hegel states that the Philosophy of Right is designed to glorify
the Prussian state’s liberal policies with regard to philosophy and the sci-
ences. Moreover, he claims that in the text he has demonstrated “the harmony
of philosophy with those principles generally required by the nature of the
state,” and that “philosophy in its own sphere of action, may give immediate
support to the government’s beneficent intentions.”83 Such statements may be
interpreted as providing evidence either of Hegel’s political naivety or of his
fawning conciliation with the Prussian bureaucracy. However, as Ilting has
pointed out, letters such as these, and indeed, the Preface to the officially
published version of the text may have only been a natural reaction on Hegel’s
part to the changed political atmosphere caused by the Karlsbad decrees.84 He
may have had no choice but to bend his knee before the state. Institutional
structures required that he acknowledge his service to the state and address
the state directly. Nonetheless, letters such as these make it clear that Hegel
offered his voice in service to the state.

B.) Aside from these external, institutional connections, there is more
evidence, internal to the text, that indicates that Hegel was addressing the
Prussian state. Philosophy’s service to the state is understood by Hegel as an
attempt to provide the monarch with some idea of the nature of his power
within the modern constitutional state. Instead of a manual for helping Hegel’s
bourgeois students understand themselves, the text may be read as a treatise
designed to help the monarch understand the nature of his power within a
constitutional monarchy. Thus the Philosophy of Right can be understood, as
Ernst Cassirer understands it, as a text in the lineage of Machiavelli’s The
Prince: it is a manual addressed to the monarch with the purpose of helping
the monarch to consolidate his power.85 As discussed in chapter 2, early in his
career Hegel was fascinated with Machiavelli and for a moment wanted to
see himself as a German Machiavelli.

However, much of what Hegel says about the monarch argues against
this reductive interpretation. Hegel states explicitly that the monarch need not
be educated in the way that the bourgeois need to be. It is clear, for instance,
that Hegel does not require the sovereign to have extraordinary intellectual
gifts. Rather, all the monarch must do is bring the rationality of the consti-
tution together in his will as the one who merely dots the “i’s.”86 It is the
constitutional whole that is rational, not the will of the sovereign. All that
matters for Hegel’s conception of the monarch is the functional or formal
element of the unified will. The monarch need not be educated, intelligent, or
benevolent. This is true because the monarchy is understood as an office
defined by the constitution in much the same way as Hegel’s official duties
were defined by the constitution. Hegel claims that the monarch is not even
“responsible” for his decisions because the subject matter which the monarch
must say yes or no to is brought before him by his advisors.87 Hegel does not
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require that the monarch be self-conscious about himself or about what he
does. Modern life requires a more complex division of labor. The king need
not be a philosopher. Nonetheless, for the state to be justified, the institutional
role played by the will of the sovereign must be philosophically comprehen-
sible. In other words, the official duties of both monarch and philosopher
must be rationally defined. Moreover, the division of labor requires that there
be a philosopher who comprehends the notion of sovereignty and explains
this to the state, its functionaries, and its citizens so that each of these may
understand the rationale that determines them. Justice does not require that
the philosopher become king but only that the institutional role of the mon-
arch be comprehensibly defined.

This limits the claim that the monarch or the state is the only address of
the text. While it might be nice to have a sovereign who is self-conscious, it
is not necessary. The monarch’s power is defined by the constitution, and he
can continue to blithely dot the “i’s” without ever having read the Philosophy
of Right. The service that philosophy performs for the state is not then to help
the monarch consolidate his power, as in Machiavelli’s The Prince. Rather, this
service is a necessary function of the division of labor within the modern
concept of the state: to make it possible for the monarch, his ministers, and
subjects to comprehend the constitutionally defined institutions in which they
participate.88 Hegel thus resists the Platonic ideal of the philosopher-king, claim-
ing even that Plato’s Republic is “the proverbial example of an empty ideal.”89

Philosopher and monarch are both necessary parts of the life of the whole, their
respective spheres need not coincide, even though the modern concept of free-
dom requires that individuals whose lives are affected by the monarch be able
to comprehend the modern idea of a constitutional monarchy.

The Philosophers

Hegel clearly believes that philosophers have an essential role to play
within the division of labor in society. There is a philosophical class within
society whom Hegel addresses in the text. As educators who must bring
individuals to self-consciousness and freedom, philosophers themselves must
be educated about their role within the division of labor. Hegel concludes in
his introduction to the History of Philosophy: “Philosophy only appears in
history where and insofar as free institutions are formed.”90 However, such
institutions are free only if philosophy can comprehend the concept of free-
dom implicit within them. Thus it is crucial that Hegel address other philoso-
phers so that they may comprehend the historical and political function of
philosophy. In this sense, Hegel’s Philosophy of Right can be read as a
methodological treatise on the proper function of philosophy within modern
political society.
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Throughout the Philosophy of Right, Hegel addresses his philosophical
predecessors and his contemporaries. He speaks to past philosophers such a
Plato and Montesquieu and also to contemporary thinkers engaged in then-
current debates about constitutional, political, and moral questions in Ger-
many. This dialogue with other philosophers helps to situate his text within
the history of Western political thinking; it also locates Hegel’s theory within
the contemporary debate. He addresses his living contemporaries—Fries, Hugo,
von Haller, the Schlegel’s—by name in the text (although he does not men-
tion his rival on the law faculty in Berlin, Savigny, by name anywhere in the
officially published version).91 While there are political implications of these
various addresses—Fries, for example was a political liberal who was perse-
cuted by the state—the importance of Hegel’s references to these other po-
litical theorists is the fact that Hegel did not simply address his text either to
his students or to his institutional superiors. Rather, he also addressed it to
other philosophers engaged in the project of reflection on the truth of political
life. The most important implication of this address is that Hegel was at pains
to distinguish his own philosophical treatise from other accounts of the same
phenomena. Hegel’s rejection of Fries, for example, is based in part upon
what Hegel calls Fries “superficial” theory of moral and political education.
Where Fries emphasized the creation of a feeling of solidarity by way of
“immediate perception and contingent imagination,” Hegel emphasizes the
strenuous work of the philosophical concept.92 Hegel’s text is addressed to
fellow philosophers in order to demonstrate to them the proper form of philo-
sophical education. The philosopher must not only understand the rationality
of contemporary political life, he must also comprehend the way in which his
philosophical contemplation is determined in relation to past and present
philosophical thought.

Spirit

While Hegel’s philosophical voice can be located in time and space in
the ways that we have just seen, it is also a reflection on political life that can
be understood as moving beyond merely political philosophy. This is obvious
if we consider the text as part of Hegel’s larger project of bringing spirit to
self-consciousness. The Philosophy of Right as philosophy is part of absolute
spirit and seeks to comprehend the total system of ethical life as well as the
systematic relation between ethical life and the rest of reality. Hegel is en-
gaged in the arduous task of educating spirit about itself. Thus despite the
various ways in which philosophy is tied to the political realm (as addressed
to students, in service to the state, even in politically fueled debates with
other political philosophers), philosophy also attempts to comprehend the
political realm in a universal and objective manner in its connections with
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other determinations of spirit, including its connection with those forms of
self-consciousness that occur in Absolute Spirit.

In this sense, Hegel understands political philosophy as aiming beyond
political life. The Philosophy of Right is supposed to be part of the total
education of spirit. It is supposed to overcome the partisan debates of politi-
cal life by comprehending them. Hegel states that the proper end of education
(Bildung) and of reason is

to work to eliminate natural simplicity, whether as passive selflessness or as
barbarism of knowledge and volition—i.e., to eliminate the immediacy and
individuality in which spirit is immersed, so that this externality may take
on the rationality of which it is capable, namely the form of universality or
of the understanding. Only in this way is spirit at home (einheimisch) and
with itself (bei sich) . . .93

Spirit comes to be at home with itself by way of the education afforded
to it by the Philosophy of Right. Thus the text is addressed to spirit in a way
that seeks to overcome partisan politics in order to achieve universality and
objectivity by comprehending the way in which spirit itself consists of the
diversity that leads to these partisan struggles. Here is where the famous Owl
of Minerva passage from the Preface becomes relevant. Philosophy is reflection
on political life from a perspective that hovers above political life at the end
of the day and that comprehends itself in its difference from and identity with
political life.

So when we ask who or what “spirit” is for Hegel, it is clear that it
includes all of the various audiences we have just considered, as well as the
recognition of the differences and similarities among them. Spirit, as self-
consciousness, is located in the selves of those individuals whom Hegel
addresses. However, it is not constrained to the particularity of these selves,
nor is it simply the universal idea common to all. Rather it is all of these:
individual, particular, and universal. Thus Hegel maintains that spirit is po-
litical and that political life is spiritual. Spirit is political insofar as it is
determined by the diversity and particularity of concrete historical life. Po-
litical life is spiritual insofar as it demands its own self-consciousness and is
constituted by a need for philosophical comprehension. Spirit occurs in Hegel’s
students’ understanding of their political situation. It also occurs in the state’s
substantive need for philosophy as well as its institutional practice of philo-
sophical education. Finally, spirit is the attempt of philosophers to reflect
upon the universal truths of political life and to comprehend the political
basis of this reflective activity. When Hegel thus addresses his diverse audi-
ence, his voice is the voice of spirit speaking to itself in its difference from
and identity with itself.
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Hegel’s Voice:
Language, Education, and Philosophy

We also express (sprechen…aus) the sensible as universal… We
do not freely imagine (stellen…vor) the universal “this” or being
in general, but we express (sprechen…aus) the universal; in other
words, we simply don’t say (sprechen) what in this sense-certainty
we really mean. Language (die Sprache), however, as we see, is
the more truthful; in it we ourselves refute directly and at once
our own “meaning”; and since universality is the real truth of
sense-certainty, and language merely expresses this truth (die
Sprache nur dieses Wahre ausdrückt), it is not possible that we
could even say (sagen) the sensuous existence which we “mean.”

—Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit1

We have seen that Hegel addresses a definite audience and that he is
self-conscious of the fact that his political philosophy is a politically located
form of address. His goal is to use his voice to stimulate his audience to
become self-conscious by thinking the universal truth expressed in the par-
ticular language of the philosopher’s voice. For complete self-consciousness
to occur, his audience must comprehend the difference between the historical
contingencies of the philosopher’s voice and the necessary content that it
expresses. Thus the audience needs to understand the totality of Hegel’s
system, including its conception of philosophical activity and its philosophy
of language, in order to become completely self-conscious and free. The
challenge for Hegel’s audience is to hear the universal truth that is “expressed”
in the historical and contingent medium of Hegel’s voice. As Hegel indicates
in the passage from the Phenomenology quoted above, universal truths are
already expressed in ordinary language, even when ordinary language at-
tempts merely to say something particular and contingent.2 Hegel’s philo-
sophical activity is, in part, an attempt to clarify the difference between what
is said and what is expressed, the difference between the ordinary meaning
of words and their philosophical exposition.

I will examine Hegel’s mature linguistic theory in some detail at the end
of the present chapter. Before this I will discuss Hegel’s early thoughts about
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language and philosophical style and his understanding of the uniqueness of
philosophical activity. I will examine the methodological structure of Hegel’s
approaches to philosophy and politics, and the relation between monologue
and dialogue, authority and freedom in Hegel’s thoughts about education. I
will discuss Hegel’s claims about philosophy as the unique culmination of the
modern spirit’s quest for self-consciousness, as well as his argument that
political life needs philosophy. The thesis that will be defended in the present
chapter is that Hegel’s voice in his political philosophy is the expression of
the implicit truths of political life, which is addressed to political life in order
to bring political life to self-consciousness and that this mode of expression
is itself necessitated by the very idea of self-conscious freedom that is found
in modern political life.

Philosophy, Communication, and Language

Consciousness first exists as recollection (Gedächtniß) and its
product, language (die Sprache).

—Hegel, Jena System3

Philosophy is the activity of giving voice to truth—an activity of
expression and externalization, which makes implicit ideas explicit. It helps
us make sense of the words that we already use to identify and remember
representations and concepts. But philosophy must also clarify the fact that
its voice is historically situated and speaks a contingent historical language.
Philosophy is discursive and requires the externalization that occurs as the
human voice speaks in time, in a historical language, to a real audience.
Hegel uses ordinary language that his audience already understands to lead
it to further self-consciousness of the relation between the content and its
form of representation. Throughout his career the presence of the audience
and the question of language were a concern for Hegel. As a youth, Hegel
envisioned himself as an enlightened “educator of the people” along the
lines established by Lessing.4 Although he eventually adopted a deliberately
rigorous and notoriously difficult writing style, Hegel still maintained his
vision of enlightenment education—even as his mature philosophical sys-
tem deliberately avoided superficial popularity in order to stick to the com-
plex truth of systematic dialectic. In the Encyclopedia and even in the
Science of Logic, Hegel repeatedly notes ways in which the ordinary lan-
guage coheres with and differs from its philosophical employment. When
Kant and Fichte addressed their audiences directly, this was a move away
from transcendental philosophy; when Hegel addressed his audience, this
was philosophy itself, for, as we saw in the last chapter, spirit simply is this
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conversation between philosopher and audience. Thus, for example at the
conclusion of the lectures known as the History of Philosophy, Hegel says
to his audience: “I have tried to develop and bring before your thoughts
(vor Ihren Gedanken vorüberzuführen) this series of successive spiritual
forms pertaining to philosophy in its progress, and to indicate the connec-
tions between them.”5 He then claims that this series is the life of that spirit
“which lives in us all” and which strives for self-consciousness. Finally he
concludes with the following.

We have to give ear to its urgency (Auf sein Drängen haben wir zu hören)—
when the mole that is within forces its way on—and we have to make it a
reality. It is my desire that this history of Philosophy should contain for you
a summons (Aufforderung) to grasp the spirit of the time, which is present
in us by nature, and—each in his own place—consciously to bring it from
its natural condition, i.e., from its lifeless seclusion (Verschlossenheit,
Leblosigkeit), into the light of day.6

It is clear from these passages and others like it that Hegel was aware
of the fact that philosophy is the activity of the lecturer or writer who uses
language to call forth the implicit truth that inhabits each of us. This educa-
tional calling forth takes place in an intersubjective dialogue mediated by
language. Hegel is thus clearly aware of what Habermas calls “communica-
tive action” or of what Pinkard calls the “sociality of reason.”7 Moreover,
Hegel is explicitly aware of the problem of language, communication, and the
need for poetic inspiration. As early as 1796/97, in the “System-Fragment,”
Hegel, writing under the influence of Hölderlin, demanded that philosophy
must become poetic and “mythological,” so that it could inspire the people
and transform political life. He writes: “The philosopher must possess just as
much aesthetic prowess as the poet.” And: “Until we make our ideas aes-
thetic, i.e., mythological, they hold no interest for the people, and conversely,
before mythology is reasonable, the philosopher must be ashamed of
it . . . mythology must become philosophical and the people reasonable, and
philosophy must become mythological in order to make philosophy sen-
sual.”8 It is important to note that Hegel’s recognition of the importance of
language and its poetic inspirational power thus antedates Fichte’s discussion
of language and the poetic power of the philosopher in the Addresses and
probably reflects the influence of Herder or possibly even Fichte’s 1795 essay
on language. Let us recall that in Fichte’s early essay on language, he main-
tained that language arose from the social nature of the human spirit: the
transcendental ground of language is the intersubjectivity of human freedom.
For Fichte, language was the necessary consequence of the social nature of
the human spirit: it results from the struggle of free human beings to be
recognized by other free human beings.
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However, five to ten years after Hegel celebrated the poetic power of
sensual language, he came to explicitly reject it. In his journals in Jena, Hegel
states for example that one should “not want to combine philosophizing with
poeticizing” because one should “resolve on a necessary separation and ob-
serve it strictly.”9 Indeed Hegel goes on to say that philosophy which is
focused on comprehensive concepts rather than on mere immediate thoughts
must occur in a unique form of writing that demands a “painful effort.”10 In
his so-called Jena System (of 1803–1804), Hegel systematically located the
mediating function of language in the philosophy of spirit as an aid to memory
and thus thinking (as seen in the epigram with which we began the present
section). Hegel’s consideration of language here is much like that of Fichte’s
early essay: reason occurs as a dialogue between diverse selves mediated by
language. However, Hegel’s interpretation of language makes the community
even more primary as the ground for the development of spirit. Thus, for
Hegel, spirit occurs as the result of the mediated experience of the commu-
nity, language, and ultimately philosophical education. Indeed, even within
the self-conscious individual, linguistic mediation takes place. The self-con-
sciousness of each individual is made possible by language as the instrument
of memory and thus of thinking: names allow us to represent objects to
ourselves in order to think about them. Thus individual self-consciousness is
always mediated by some historically contingent real language, appropriated
from the community. Furthermore, Hegel links self-consciousness to histori-
cal actuality as it occurs in the language of the people in which individuals
find their identity and difference.

Language only exists as the language of a people (die Sprache ist nur als
Sprache eines Volks), likewise for Understanding and Reason. Only as the
work of a people is language the ideal existence of spirit, in which spirit
itself expresses (sich ausspricht) what its essence and being is. Language is
something universal, something granted recognition in itself, something that
resounds in the same manner in the consciousness of all; within it every
speaking consciousness immediately comes to another consciousness.11

Hegel thus clearly locates language as that which mediates between the uni-
versal and the individual, between philosophical reflection and historical
actuality.

In this way, it is the activity of speaking—the living voice in relation to
its audience—which enacts the social process that is reason. The importance
of the mediational role of language remains with Hegel throughout his career,
from the Phenomenology’s dialectic of sense-certainty up through his discus-
sion of language, memory, culture, and history in his mature Encyclopedia.
Going beyond Fichte, Hegel systematically locates language as the basic
medium in which all other mediational and social activities find their ground,
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from labor and property (as in the Jena System) on up to religion and phi-
losophy.12 Moreover, he makes it clear that his task is to use language to make
the mediational activity self-conscious. The philosophy of language and the
question of voice are thus not superficial matters for Hegel. It is in language
that philosophical truth becomes objective, and it is in Hegel’s voice and its
interaction with its concrete historical audience that spirit comes alive and
leaves its “lifeless seclusion.” Philosophy is the externalization of truth, its
expression in words. These words are the objectivity of thought that expresses
the self-consciousness of those individuals who comprehend those words that
embody the spirit of the community. This self-consciousness is made possible
by the philosophical language, which explicates the mediation between word
and object, inner and outer, subject and object, individual and community.

Authority and Philosophy

What, therefore, is important in the study of science, is that one
should take on oneself the strenuous effort of the concept.

—Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit13

The mediational activity that results in self-consciousness is education.
We become conscious of the spirit that inhabits us by educating ourselves
about it. Although Hegel has a discursive, dialogical conception of the soci-
ality of reason, he also conceives of the educational activity of philosophy
along authoritarian lines. Although Hegel’s philosophy of mind denies that
the student’s appropriation could be entirely passive, philosophical expression
occurs, for Hegel, primarily as lecture or treatise, as monologue in which the
teacher expresses content, which the student then appropriates. For Hegel, the
teacher should not speak the popular language of his audience in order to
manipulate and inspire (as in Fichte’s Addresses). Rather, it is the audience’s
task to raise itself to the level of philosophy by way of diligent effort. If some
are unable to do this (perhaps because they are among the rabble, women, or
foreigners—as we saw in the last chapter), it is not the philosopher’s fault.
The complexity of the truth cannot be reduced to the level of ordinary con-
sciousness without damaging it. Despite this authoritarian model, Hegel clearly
moves beyond Fichte and Kant in his recognition of the teacher’s need to
consider the determinate nature of his audience. Hegel wanted the philosophi-
cal enterprise to recognize that empirical differences are significant, including
the different ways in which individuals are determined within the sphere of
Objective Spirit. Thus Hegel’s approach to education cannot be, like Fichte’s,
simply the imposition from above of the universal moral law. Rather, Hegel’s
lectures include a dialogical element, at least to the extent that he recognizes
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different needs among the members of his audience.14 In fact, Hegel’s noto-
riously difficult style of writing and lecturing is such that it forced his audi-
ence into an active dialogical response in a way that a more polished and
transparent style would not have.15

Hegel would respond to the charge of authoritarian education by claim-
ing that his philosophical project is, in fact, the antidote for those types of
inherited, external, authority under which most of us live our lives. Self-
consciousness is a circular relation, where the self is both the subject and
object of knowledge. In the Philosophy of Right we see this in the distinction
between spirit as it exists in objectivity and the philosophical comprehension
of this objectivity. The inherited “truths” of ordinary life are not in fact truths
in the fullest philosophical sense. These truths must be justified for free
thinking—they must become self-conscious. Moreover, this goal of self-con-
sciousness will only be possible if in fact the laws do embody freedom. This
goal can lead us to further critique actuality. Nonetheless, this critique can
only be justified if it comes from within ethical life and uses the terms of
ethical life. Hegel’s project rejects unjustified, contingent historical authority
and attempts to replace it with the justified authority found in the necessity
of the idea. The result of this philosophically justified authority is self-con-
sciousness and freedom.

Hegel provides us with a list of the ways in which the structures of
political life that we inherit appear to be justified or true: by the positive
authority of the state, by mutual agreement among human beings, by the
authority of inner feeling, or by the testimony of spirit.16 These modes of
justification are only apparent. The task of philosophy is to question such old
truths, sacred authorities, and seemingly transparent agreements in order to
comprehend these merely apparent modes of justification. The Philosophy of
Right, when viewed from the most general perspective, is Hegel’s attempt to
carry out a task initiated with Socrates’ interrogation of the laws of Athens.
The specifically modern twist on this task is the attempt to found the law on
grounds to which all rational beings would assent. “Proper to philosophy is
what has been produced under the form of free thought and not through
authority.”17 Philosophy transforms that which is immediately given by au-
thority and experience by elevating it into the self-consciousness of philo-
sophical thought. The move from dogma to free thought occurs as we become
conscious of the merely apparent modes of justification found in political life
and replace them with a comprehension of their internal necessity.

It is modern political life itself that demands this movement from au-
thority to philosophical self-consciousness. This is what Hegel calls the “right
of subjective consciousness” to know the laws that determine it and to know
how these laws are actualized in specific cases.18 Hegel’s treatment of the
constitution is a paradigm example of this right. Individuals have a right to
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know the laws that determine them. Thus the constitution ought to be pub-
licly posited. Hegel praises, to cite another example, the public nature of jury
trials by saying that members of civil society have a right not only to be
physically present in court but also “to be present in spirit and with their own
knowledge (Wissen)” otherwise, “the right which they receive will remain an
external fate for them.”19 In short, for the law to be justified, it must be known
as rationally necessary for the individuals who live under it—it must be
recognized as valid by those individuals. Throughout Hegel’s analysis of
political life he emphasizes the publicity of law and the ability of citizens to
become conscious of the laws that determine them. This emphasis on public
know-ability is the basic modern idea of right, which allows external author-
ity to be transformed into self-conscious freedom.

It is important to note here that Hegel admits that there can be a differ-
ence between positive law and justified law and that Hegel is not, then,
merely an apologist for the status quo. Hegel indicates a place of difference
in which we are able to critique our positive laws: “what is law (Gesetz) may
differ in content from what is right (Recht) in itself.”20 This difference occurs
because positive laws are subject to a variety of contingencies, not the least
of which is the “contingency of self-will” of the legislators. While Hegel
emphasizes that the form of positive law (positive laws must be made explicit
to the public) is right in itself, he nowhere says that any particular positive
law is right in itself. Rather, Hegel, who is aware of the practical limitations
of legislators, admits that we may question the justification of specific posi-
tive laws. Perhaps this difference can be explained by way of the different
concepts of legitimacy and justification. Publicly propagated laws are legiti-
mate and have authority, although they may not be just or right. Hegel con-
siders knowledge of the legitimacy and authority of positive laws to be a
matter of history, limited to the finite considerations of the understanding.
Justice or Recht involves the further consideration of the unity of content and
form wherein it is determined whether the laws are rational.21 One of the
criteria for determining whether a law is justified is that the law must be
posited: it must be made publicly explicit. Legitimacy in the external, histori-
cal sense is a prerequisite for philosophical justification. This is so because
the law must, first of all, be publicly knowable. However, justification in-
volves a further examination of the content of the law in relation to the idea.

Hegel maintains that the content of the modern political idea is this idea of
publicity, which leads to self-consciousness. In the Philosophy of Right he states:

The truth concerning right, ethics, and the state is at any rate as old as its
exposition and promulgation in public laws (Öffentlichen Gesetzen) and in
public morality and religion. What more does this truth require, inasmuch
as the thinking spirit is not content to possess it in this proximate manner?
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What it needs is to be comprehended as well, so that the content which is
already rational in itself may also gain a rational form and thereby appear
justified (gerechtfertigt) to free thinking.22

Hegel continues to say that free thinking does not stop at what is legislated
or given but “demands to know itself as united in its innermost being with
the truth.” Hegel’s methodology in the Philosophy of Right is thus circular.
The demand for justification of the given laws of society with which Hegel’s
philosophical text begins is a demand for knowledge of the truth of the law;
this demand for knowledge is part of the very notion of justification implicit
in our concept of law. However, this concept can only be known after the
philosophical explication of it. The Philosophy of Right is the explication of
the implicit idea that necessitates the philosophical explication of it. In other
words, the same spirit, which demands that the laws be public, also demands
that they be philosophically comprehensible. Our concept of law involves the
idea that law should occur as a publicly accessible code of laws and that each
individual has the right to know these laws. The demand for knowledge of
the justification of the laws with which the Philosophy of Right begins is a
demand that comes from the very nature of the laws that it sets out to study.
We have a right to demand knowledge of the laws because the laws them-
selves postulate that right.

Despite Hegel’s recognition of diversity within the state, his conception
of spiritual organism holds that a living spiritual organism must be united by
an idea.23 The modern idea requires that individuals know this basic idea that
unites them. This self-consciousness is the modern idea of freedom. As Hegel
states in §270 of the Philosophy of Right, the final goal of the state is to
become conscious of the idea of freedom:

This very substantiality is however spirit which knows and wills itself (sich
wissende und wollende Geist) as having passed through the form of educa-
tion (Bildung). The state therefore knows (weiß) what it wills, and knows
(weiß) it in its universality as something thought (als Gedachtes). Conse-
quently, it acts and functions in accordance with known (gewußten) ends
and recognized (gekannten) principles, and with laws which are laws not
only in themselves but also for consciousness (fürs Bewußtsein); and it
likewise acts in determinate knowledge (Kenntnis) of existing circumstances
and relations in so far as its actions have relevance to these.24

Here we find Hegel straying into what seems like obscure metaphysical ter-
ritory. He says that the state knows and wills itself. He says that the state has
been educated. He claims that the state acts and functions according to known
ends and recognized principles. He says that the laws are laws for conscious-
ness. He claims that the state acts in light of knowledge. All of these seem
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to ascribe a subjectivity to the state that it does not seem to have. Hegel
seems to be saying that the state is a giant self-conscious subject.

And yet, if we reflect on these claims a bit, it is not so clear that the state
is not a subject. The state can be said to know and will itself insofar as it self-
consciously (i.e. with certain ends which are explicit) protects itself by laws,
police, and the military. The state can be said to be educated about itself
insofar as it is self-conscious of its own history by way of archives, state
historians, historical monuments, perhaps even by state philosophers (where,
as in Hegel’s Berlin, universities and professors are functions of the state).
The state acts according to recognized principles and ends insofar as it has
a set of explicit goals and procedures for action (e.g. the goal of protecting
its citizens by way of due process of law). The state can even be said to be
conscious of its laws insofar as the legislature, the judiciary, the executive,
the monarch, and even the citizens reflect upon, criticize, and consciously
alter the laws.

One may object that this does not make the state into a self-conscious
entity because the supposed self-consciousness of the state really relies upon
the self-consciousness of the individuals who are the state’s historians, judges,
legislators, monarchs, and citizens. Hegel, however, would not dispute this.
He says, “In these spheres (of the state) in which its moments, individuality
(Einzelheit), and particularity have their immediate and reflected reality, spirit
is present as their objective universality which manifests itself in them as the
power of the rational in necessity.”25 In other words, particular persons belong
to the state rationally and necessarily: the state needs to be embodied in
particular persons. The rational necessity that is manifest in the relation be-
tween state and individual is, as Hegel says above, spirit. This rational neces-
sity becomes fully spiritual when it is comprehended by self-conscious
individuals. Moral subjects or individuals are thus a necessary part of the
spiritual state because their reflective subjectivity is one of the modes of self-
consciousness of the state insofar as they know and will the universal idea
expressed in the laws and institutions of the state:

Individuals (Individuen) as a mass are themselves spiritual natures, and they
therefore embody a dual moment, namely the extreme of individuality which
knows and wills for itself (für sich wissenden und wollenden Einzelheit),
and the extreme of universality which knows and wills the substantial (das
Substantielle wissenden und wollenden Allgemeinheit).26

The particular individual is a part of the state whose subjectivity is the sub-
jectivity of the state. Indeed, the self-consciousness of the state must occur
in the self-consciousness of those individuals who are citizens, judges, leg-
islators, and most importantly, philosophers. The philosopher uses his voice
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to educate his audience about the philosophical idea, which constitutes
both himself and his audience. This education may seem authoritarian at
first. However, since its source and its goal is self-consciousness, it is not
authoritarian, according to Hegel. Rather, philosophy leads to autonomy
by helping individuals understand themselves, even helping them to un-
derstand why this strenuous philosophical self-consciousness appears au-
thoritarian, i.e., because the self of the individual is more complex than
the individual initially knows.

Self-Consciousness as a Uniquely Philosophical Task

The coming into being of philosophy out of the need that has
been mentioned has experience, the immediate and argumentative
consciousness, as its starting point. With these needs as stimulus,
thinking conducts itself essentially so as to raise itself above the
natural, sensible, and argumentative consciousness into its own
unadulterated element . . .

—Hegel, Encyclopedia27

The demand for comprehension of the truths of political life grows out
of the content of political life itself. This is why the education that occurs in
the Philosophy of Right is not authoritarian, i.e., because it is the result of the
need for self-consciousness implicit in political life. In the present section we
will discuss why Hegel thinks that philosophy is required to fulfill this de-
mand and not some other form of mediation. The third section of the Philoso-
phy of Right, called Sittlichkeit, contains a progression from narrow to broad
forms of self-consciousness. The family produces independent persons who
negate the family by leaving home, entering civil society, and willingly and
consciously producing new families of their own. Civil society is a self-
reflective entity concerned with education and the publicity of the laws. The
state is a conscious being with its consciousness occurring in the citizens, the
laws, and the will of the monarch. These forms of consciousness are incom-
plete, however: the monarch’s consciousness occurs merely as natural will;
the citizens are finite individuals; and the laws are mute. The modern idea of
right, as implicitly self-conscious, demands that there be a philosophy of right
in which this self-consciousness becomes complete. This demand is articu-
lated in his concern with the justification of the given laws of ethical life:
only when these laws are explicitly comprehended will they finally be known
as justified. For this to occur, philosophy is needed, because it is philosophy
alone that is able to comprehend the implicit interconnections among these
diverse determinations of self-consciousness.
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Hegel begins with the modern demand that the Philosophy of Right be
written. This demand grows out of the modern form of Sittlichkeit that the
Philosophy of Right discusses. The circular relation between ethical life and
philosophy of right indicates a few points of resistance to the task of com-
prehension. First, since the idea of right comes from ethical life, philosophy
must continually return to the concrete phenomena of ethical life in a dialec-
tical process. Second, since ethical life contains various parts such as abstract
persons, moral individuals, and family members, philosophical comprehen-
sion can only occur as a system. Third, since ethical life propagates itself by
way of natural reproduction, the task of comprehension is temporally infinite:
each new generation must be educated. Philosophy of right, therefore, is a
continual, systematic, dialectical task—not a static or complete artifact.

In Philosophy of Right § 270, quoted above, Hegel claims that the es-
sence or “substantiality” of the state is “the spirit which knows and wills
itself as having passed through the form of education (Bildung).” Education
leads the spirit to know itself, its own will, its laws, and actions. It is only
insofar as the state knows itself in this way that it is justified. Hegel’s phi-
losophy of right is the form of education necessary for the justification of the
whole of modern ethical life. Why is this the case? In the long Remark to
§ 270, Hegel gives us an extended discussion focusing on this process of
education. Here Hegel contrasts the state, religion, and science (philosophy).
He concludes that philosophy alone is the real process of education. Hegel
first considers the claim that religion is the foundation of the state. Hegel is
ambivalent about this claim. On the one hand, religion is supposed to be
absolute truth. Hegel claims then that “everything else should be seen in
relation to this [i.e. to religion’s claims to absolute truth] and should receive
confirmation, justification (Rechtfertigung), and assurance of certainty from
this source.”28 The state could then be justified by religion. However, on the
other hand, religion is often antagonistic to the state. The objective institu-
tions of the state are of no lasting value when considered from the perspective
of religion. In fact, religion often undermines the state by denigrating the
world of ethical life in favor of some other world beyond this one. The form
that absolute truth takes in religion cannot adequately embrace the form of
truth that occurs in the state. The state is described as “an organism within
which lasting differences (Unterschieden), laws, and institutions have devel-
oped.” Religion, in opposition to the state, is “the relation to the absolute in
the form of feeling, representational thought and faith, and within its all-
embracing center, everything is merely accidental and transient.” Religion
does not adequately comprehend the systematic truth found embodied in the
state because it denies the significance of the concrete determinations of
political life and because it does not make its own mode of expression explicit.
In order to adequately comprehend the truth of the state, we would need to



164 The Philosopher’s Voice

see the state as the “transition of the inner to the outer” or the “incorporation
(Einbildung—a term related to Bildung, education) of reason into reality”.
This truth can only be comprehended by a philosophy of right that is able to
express the identity and difference between the idea of right, its concrete
embodiment, and the linguistic mode of expression in which this is expressed.

In the Philosophy of History, Hegel does speak of God in history: “God
governs the world; the actual working of his government—the carrying out
of his plan—is the history of the world.”29 However, Hegel concludes there
that it is philosophy that comprehends this: “This [divine] plan philosophy
strives to comprehend . . . Philosophy wishes to discover the substantial pur-
port, the real side of the divine idea, and to justify the so much despised
reality of things; for reason is the comprehension of the divine work.”30 The
project of comprehension cannot be undertaken by religion, which is self-
satisfied, immediate, focused on inner feeling, and which occurs by way of
the mere “picture-thinking” language of ordinary experience. Rather, what is
needed to see this truth is “mastering one’s opinions by the labor of study and
subjecting one’s volition to discipline so as to elevate it to free obedience.”31

In short, what is needed is philosophy because philosophy is able to explain
the difference between the absolute and the appearance of the absolute, the
difference between the form and content of its expression.

Hegel goes on in the Remark to § 270 to say explicitly that it is philoso-
phy alone that comprehends the difference between the true as it appears
objectively in the state and the more subjective form of truth that occurs in
religion: “It is philosophical insight which recognizes that Church and state
are not opposed to each other as far as their content is concerned, which is
truth and rationality, but merely differ in form.” In the Addition to this section
Hegel claims that the state is supposed to be self-conscious, not for the
purpose of more actively oppressing people but for the purpose of making
people free. He concludes: “One means then that men ought to have respect
for the state, for the whole of which they are the branches. The best way of
freely achieving this is through philosophical insight into the essence of the
state.” While religion differentiates its idea of freedom from the political idea
of freedom, philosophy is able to express the identity in this difference.

In the long Remark to § 279, Hegel indicates that the idea of the mon-
arch needs to be comprehended by philosophy because religious interpreta-
tion of this has led to a misunderstanding of the idea of right found in the idea
of the divine right of kings. “The misunderstandings associated with this idea
are familiar enough, and the task of philosophical enquiry consists precisely
in comprehending (zu begreifen) this divine quality.” In other words, al-
though religious terminology can provide a superficial understanding of the
majesty of the monarch, only philosophical comprehension fully grasps what
the metaphor of “divine authority” truly means. This does not mean that the
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arbitrary will of the monarch is divine, but that the divine idea of right must
be embodied in some finite, particular, official will.

In the Remark to § 280 Hegel makes this point even clearer: “For these
reasons, philosophy alone is in a position to consider this majesty [of the
monarch] by means of thought, for every method of enquiry other than the
speculative method of the infinite and self-grounded idea annuls the nature of
majesty in and for itself.” Only philosophy can do justice to the concept of
monarchy in its relation to the idea of right. This is exactly why the Philoso-
phy of Right is required by ethical life itself: it alone undertakes the task of
bringing the state (and ethical life in general) to self-consciousness, thereby
engaging in the task of actualizing freedom in the world.

Finally, in the very last section of the text, § 360, Hegel states that it is
philosophy (more precisely Wissenschaft) that will bring about the reconcilia-
tion of free spirit to itself in the state. This reconciliation is made possible by
two different factors. First, the modern state has actually become implicitly
rational: free, self-conscious spirit can now feel at home within the state be-
cause the state is based upon the principles of respect for freedom in abstract
right, respect for self-consciousness in morality, and respect for publicity in
constitutional law. Second, spirit has matured to the level where it can begin
to comprehend the essence of the state. Now, finally, “the spiritual realm brings
the existence of its heaven down to earth in this world.”32 This seems to mean
that the truth of religion, i.e., universal freedom, has finally come into the world
and entered political life. However, Hegel notes in § 359 that the “otherworldly
and intellectual realm”—even though it is “indeed the truth of spirit”—”has not
yet been thought.” What is lacking in the interaction between religion and the
state is thought itself. This mode of thinking only occurs when Wissenschaft or
philosophy breaks upon the scene, for it is the philosopher’s voice that makes
explicit the identity and difference between politics, morality, religion, and the
idea upon which they are grounded. At the very end of § 360 Hegel finally
states the relation between state, religion, and science:

In the state, self-consciousness finds the actuality of its substantial knowl-
edge and volition in organic development; in religion, it finds the feeling
and representation of this truth as ideal essentiality; but in science
(Wissenschaft) it finds the free and comprehended cognition (freie begriffene
Erkenntnis) of this truth as one and the same in all its complementary
manifestations, i.e. in the state, in nature, and in the ideal world.33

In other words, it is only philosophical science that gives us free, comprehen-
sive knowledge of the whole. Spirit is only free when it is self-conscious. It
is most freely comprehended and self-conscious in the science of itself, in
philosophy, because only the philosopher’s voice is able to express its own
identity with and difference from politics, religion, and nature.



166 The Philosopher’s Voice

The Philosophy of Right as Issuing Forth from the State

The very substantiality [of the state] is the spirit which knows
and wills itself as having passed through the form of education.
The state therefore knows what it wills, and knows it in its
universality as something thought.

—Hegel, Philosophy of Right34

In the last section we examined some places where Hegel says explicitly
that it is philosophy alone that brings spirit to self-consciousness in the state.
In the present section I will show that philosophy is not external to the state
but is itself a product of the state. This is important because it leads to the
conclusion that philosophy must distinguish itself from political life and yet
comprehend the ways in which it remains united to political life.

In the Remark to § 270 Hegel assumes that the state is a spiritual entity.
As spiritual, the state is interested in knowledge. Thus, Hegel claims that the
state supports science in a way that even religion does not. Hegel is aware
that there is an intimate connection between the modern state and scientific
inquiry, while religion has often been opposed to science. This is interesting
given the fact that, in the Encyclopedia’s account of Absolute Spirit, religion
is supposed to be higher than the state and is supposed to give way to
philosophy.35 In one of the notes to the Remark to § 270 in the Philosophy
of Right, Hegel indicates that the progressive structure of the Encyclopedia
breaks down. “Religion, like cognition and science, has as its principle a
distinct form which is different from that of the state . . .” Nonetheless, Hegel
continues: “In both respects [science and religion], the principles of the state
are applicable (anwendend) to them. A comprehensive treatise on the state
would also have to consider these spheres, as well as art, purely natural
circumstances, etc., in their relation to and position within the state.”36 Here
Hegel says that the concept of the state is applicable to religion and phi-
losophy and that these have a relation to and a position within the state.
Religion, science, art, and even nature can be understood from the point of
view of the state, just as the state can be understood from the perspective
of each of these.

Philosophy can be understood as a product of the state’s interest in
knowledge and self-consciousness. This interest makes the state the place in
which science and philosophy blossom. Such a blooming is possible, on the
one hand, because the doctrines of the modern state and the doctrines of
modern science do not conflict: the doctrines of science for the most part do
not make claims that interfere with objective social life. Hegel notes, how-
ever, that the doctrines of the church and the state do conflict because the
church is not content to limit itself to the inner spiritual life of the moral



Hegel’s Voice 167

conscience, which is its proper sphere. Rather, the church attempts to set
itself up in opposition to the state, placing the city of God over against the
city of man. On the other hand, science is encouraged by the state because
the ends of science help to foster the ends of the state. By bringing individu-
als to self-consciousness of themselves and by educating them about the
nature of the state, philosophy helps to create better citizens, better legisla-
tors, and better monarchs. Indeed, this is the very idea of the University of
Berlin. While the universal respect for human freedom characteristic of Chris-
tianity also corresponds to the doctrines of the modern liberal state, problems
occur when the church (Hegel undoubtedly has in mind the Roman Catholic
Church) steps beyond its proper limits and tries to usurp the power of the
state by asserting a theocracy or when religion undermines the state by claim-
ing that personal freedom only matters in some world beyond the state.

Hegel goes so far as to claim that modern science owes its progress to
the modern state. While religion has been opposed to science (as for ex-
ample in Galileo’s forced recantation), the state has supported it. As Hegel
says in the Remark to § 270: “it is from the state that freedom of thought
and science first emerged.”37 This is so because the state is based upon the
universal freedom of consciousness that also forms the basis of scientific
research and philosophical cognition. Hegel says that the state, for the most
part, is indifferent to the opinions of subjective self-consciousness and al-
lows freedom of opinion.38 This is quite different from the antagonistic
relationship between religion and science, in which religious dogma is
opposed to freedom of opinion.

The state, then, actually encourages the growth of science. This stems
from the fact that the state demands self-consciousness. The state wants to
know itself and wants its citizens to know the idea of right that determines
their freedom. Citizens’ knowledge of the state occurs by way of education.
Thus, Hegel maintains that the state has an interest in education including,
ultimately, an interest in philosophy. In ancient times, perhaps, the family
served as the locus of education.39 However, the size and complexity of the
modern state demand a “direct education in ethics and in thought” such as
occurs in university education.40 Through this process of philosophical edu-
cation, the particular individual overcomes his finite subjectivity and learns
to see the unity of his own freedom with the freedom of the state. This
education is primarily devoted to the middle class, which makes up most of
the executive branch of the government and the civil service—this is the
student audience of Hegel’s lectures. Education is important, Hegel says, as
“the point at which the laws and decisions of the executive come into contact
with individuals and are translated into actuality.”41 The state itself should be
interested in supporting the process of education, including philosophical
attempts to articulate the truth of the state because the very idea of the
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modern constitutional state demands this form of justification. Moreover, as
we shall see in the next section, only philosophy is explicitly self-conscious
of the very medium—its words and voice—in which it expresses itself. Thus
when the philosopher uses the language of political life or religion, he is
aware of the limitations of this contingent medium in a way that the politi-
cian, clergyman, or theologian is not.

Hegel’s Philosophy of Language

We only know our thoughts, only have definite, actual thoughts,
when we give them the form of objectivity, of a being distinct
from our inwardness, and therefore the shape of externality, and
of an externality, too, that at the same time bears the stamp of
the highest inwardness. The articulated sound, the word, is
alone such an inward externality.

—Hegel, Encyclopedia42

What makes possible the ambiguity of Hegel’s address? How is he able
to speak to so many different audiences—his students, other philosophers, the
state, spirit itself—at once? Moreover, how is Hegel able to overcome the
limitations of political, religious, and poetic speech in order to express the
limitations of the mode of expression? All of this requires recognition of the
systematic nature of philosophy and especially the location within his system
of a philosophy of language that makes his audience conscious of the sound
of his voice and the philosophical significance of its mode of expression.
Hegel’s philosophy of language makes it clear that language is the medium
that allows expression of complex thought to a diverse audience.

The task of Hegel’s political philosophy is to express the truth of politi-
cal life to the various individuals within political life. To do this, he must
speak the language of those individuals while using this language to lead
these individuals beyond their own finite viewpoints. The philosopher’s use
of language must thus be more self-conscious than the use of language in
political or religious speech. The philosopher does not use language to per-
suade or inspire. Rather, he uses language to guide spirit in its quest to
become self-conscious. Hegel’s philosophy is, in general, a self-consciously
ambiguous enterprise insofar as it is an attempt to articulate, in a historical
language, the unity in difference of the totality of phenomena, which includes
the necessity of using spirit’s contingent historical language to express the
universal idea of spirit. Hegel must be able to express both sides of a given
phenomenon in its opposition to and unity with other phenomena. This dia-
lectic must also be applied to the medium of expression: Hegel must express
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the identity and difference of philosophical speech and ordinary language. To
this end, Hegel locates language explicitly within his system in the section
called Subjective Spirit because language is the necessary accompaniment of
subjectivity and thought.43 Language and voice are not, then, superficial is-
sues for Hegel. Indeed Hegel writes that “we think in names” and “to want
to think without words . . . is a manifestly irrational procedure.”44

Philosophy must be expressed, articulated, made objective. Moreover,
and this brings us to the issue of voice, thinking must be communicated to
others. Hegel’s criticism of Kant and Fichte came from his rejection of their
transcendentalist emphasis upon the sameness of transcendental egos, which
seems to reject the need for philosophy to be communicated. Although
Fichte moved beyond Kant in his social interpretation of language and his
recognition of the intersubjectivity of freedom, his reductive approach to
education in the Addresses indicated a remaining transcendentalism that
Hegel finally rejected. For Fichte the problem of communicating his system
was to be resolved by radically transforming society and reeducating the
people, so that they might overcome the limitations of their contingent
empirical decadence. For Hegel, the system itself must be able to account
for the differences in social life, which give rise to the problem of commu-
nication. Hegel’s social theory recognizes diversity within social life, just
as his ontology recognizes diversity even in the mode in which Absolute
Spirit expresses itself. The crucial task for Hegel was not to reduce this
difference to an abstract sameness; rather, he had to develop a theory of
communication in which these differences can be interrelated without los-
ing their uniqueness. The medium for this interrelation between individuals
and social and ontological spheres is language and the voice of the philoso-
pher in which these differences are cancelled and preserved. The form of
thinking that remains stuck within the inward experience of the monological
subject is inferior because it lacks substantiality (it is not yet actual) and
because it lacks substantiation (it is not yet verified). Philosophical thinking
needs to express itself in its difference from other forms of thinking. Fichte
attempted to resolve this problem by sanctifying German as the Ursprache
in which language remains close to its spiritual source. He claimed that
if Germans properly understood their language, they would understand
the spiritual destiny that would allow them to know the truth of the
Wissenschaftslehre. Hegel, on the contrary, maintains that no contingent
historical language can necessarily fulfill the spiritual task. Rather, philoso-
phy must overcome the limits of contingent historical languages by articu-
lating the identity and difference between philosophy and ordinary speech.
Hegel maintains that thought must overcome its inwardness and become
objective, not by hypostatizing its contingent medium as absolute but rather
by expressing its difference from and identity with this medium.
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Hegel makes us explicitly aware of the fact that the medium in which
thinking occurs is language and especially its verbal manifestation as voice.
With regard to voice, Hegel says, for example, that the voice (die Stimme) “is
the principal way in which a person makes public his inner nature; what he
is, that he puts into his voice (was er ist, das legt er in seine Stimme).”45

Hegel’s emphasis here is the sound (Ton) of the voice which has an affective
capacity. “Sounds,” Hegel says, “evoke in us a corresponding mood.”46 The
voice of the philosopher would be, according to this account, the point at
which the “inner” spirit of philosophy enters the real “external” world of
political life and has an affect upon it. In this transition of inner to outer, or
spirit to matter, the conflict between philosophy and rhetoric, philosophy and
politics arises. For the most part, a political audience is persuaded by the
sound of a voice: its quality as a sensation. This rhetorical element is, how-
ever, notoriously unstable. This is so because sound, according to Hegel,
vanishes as quickly as it appears. “Therefore, in the voice, sensation obtains
an embodiment in which it dies away just as fast as it is expressed (als sich
äußert.).”47 Hegel equates the voice with the expression of the merely animal
side of human nature: the cries, laughs, and other spontaneous expressions of
emotion and sensation. In fact, Hegel says that the expression of inner con-
tent associated with “voice” completes itself as it becomes an “externalization
(Entäußerung) in which the inner is completely evacuated into the outer and
thus dissipates immediately.”48 The limitation of voice is that it alienates itself
from its inner content as soon as it enters into the externality of sound. Thus
laughter and crying—the original externalization of voice—carry no further
content: they are the inner immediately externalized.

The voice becomes stable only as it overcomes itself in what Hegel calls
“language” or “articulate speech” or “words.” The immediate vocal
externalization of the inner self becomes a process of communicating deter-
minate content. In language, the speaker and the hearer can come to share a
determinate objective experience. An object can be expressed by a word in
the sense that the object itself is represented. In this sense, even subjective
experiences can become objects for representation, as soon as we use words
to express them rather than mere vocal cries or laughs.

Man, however, does not stop short at this animal mode of expressing him-
self (Sichäußerns); he creates articulate speech (die artikulierte Sprache) by
which his internal sensations are turned into words, are expressed in their
entire determinateness, are objective to him as subject, and at the same time
become external and extraneous to him. Articulate speech is thus the highest
mode in which man externalizes (entäußert) his internal sensations.49

The crucial aspect identified by Hegel in this account of words and articulate
speech is the fact that mere sound—voice—becomes significant for us and
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for others when it is used to express determinate objects of experience. This
is the objective element referred to above. In speech, we externalize our
experience and thought in a medium that has lasting significance for our-
selves and for others. In this way we can recognize our experience as an
object and so can others who speak our language. Words are intuitions (sounds)
that have a significance other than their immediate sensible manifestation
(their sound). This significance is reproducible in different subjects who share
the same linguistic habits as we do. This activity of representation of objects
of experience is the essence of communication. The movement from voice to
language involves mediation by way of the contingent inherited language of
a culture by which the self becomes an object for itself. Unfortunately, Hegel
does not consider the importance of this link between language and political
life in any detail.

Hegel’s theory of language emphasizes the contingent nature of the
connection between sound and significance. This is a rejection of Fichte’s
theory of the organic connection between language, spirit, and nature in the
Ursprache. Hegel leaves open the problem of explaining the difficulty of the
contingent sound of the philosopher’s voice in a way in which Fichte does
not. Hegel indicates quite clearly that there is no intrinsic connection between
the sound and its significance: “the arbitrary nature of the connection between
the sensuous material and a general idea occurring here, has the necessary
consequence that the significance of the sign must first be learned. This is
especially true of language signs.”50 What has to be learned is the historically
contingent yet determinate way in which a culture connects meaning to sound.
The importance that Hegel places upon this learning process and the differ-
ence and identity between the contingent historical language and its absolute
content have been subject to dispute among commentators.51 Suffice it to say
that Hegel recognizes the complexity of this problem in a way that Fichte did
not. Hegel attempts to account for the unity and difference of both the natural
and the cultural, the unity and difference of the subjective and the objective.
There are two different elements always at play in language: sound and its
system, language.

The sound [Ton] which articulates itself further for determinate representa-
tions—speech [die Rede] and its system, language [die Sprache]—gives to
sensations, intuitions, conceptions, a second and higher existence than their
immediate existence— it gives them an existence which is valid in the realm
of representation [im Reiche des Vorstellens].52

The higher existence is the existence that these sounds have in the cul-
ture of significance in which they are meaningful. Nonetheless, this higher
existence never fully escapes from its natural affective antecedent and the
concrete historical location of the voice that speaks.
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The same movement from “lower” to “higher” occurs as the historically
contingent ordinary language is appropriated by philosophy and given an
even higher spiritual significance. The content of philosophy must be expressed
in some language, even though the representational language of real speech
will itself be limited by the associations and meanings that occur in ordinary
usage. Philosophy is thus always connected with its historical, political, and
natural source of expression, even as it strives to express universal and nec-
essary truths in this particular and contingent language. One of the tasks of
philosophy is to express this distinction between the contingent ordinary
language and its necessary philosophical employment by using the ordinary
language in whatever way is appropriate to express the content of philosophy.
“Philosophy has the right to select from the language of common life which
is made for the world of pictorial thinking, such expressions as seem to
approximate to the determinations of the concept.”53 However, the philoso-
pher must be self-conscious of the differences between his own philosophical
appropriation of the language and the common usage. This is seen most
clearly at the very end of the Encyclopedia, in the section entitled Philosophy
(§§ 572–573). Hegel makes it clear here that philosophy is the movement
beyond the mere representational thinking of art or religion. Philosophy’s
advantage is that it comprehends both the necessity of the content and the
necessity of using the contingent forms of representational thinking to express
this content. “Philosophy thus characterizes itself as a cognition of the necessity
in the content of the absolute representation (Vorstellung), as also of the neces-
sity of the two forms (art and religion) . . .”54 What is significant here is that
Hegel states this in representational language—he must, for he must use real,
historical language. Thus he tells us in language, that the task of philosophy is
to comprehend the necessity of using language to tell us what philosophy is.
In other words, philosophy must be self-conscious of its own mode of expression.

Hegel clearly believes that vocal language is original, insofar as voice
is the immediate expression of the inner.55 This is quite similar to Fichte’s
later account of the Ursprache as a vocal language in which spiritual nature
speaks. For Hegel, written alphabetic language is derivative from the original
expressive activity, as the alphabet consists of written signs for spoken sounds
that do not have any intrinsic connection with the sounds they represent.
Hegel thus claims that alphabetic language retains the dynamism of spoken
language and avoids the static tendency of what he calls “hieroglyphic” lan-
guages. It is not clear however, whether Hegel maintains that written lan-
guage is better or higher than spoken. In one sense, written language is
higher: it involves a further mediation by which the visible signs must be
translated into spoken sounds and then into their signification. But this me-
diational activity is supposed to become automatic as we acquire the habit by
which we no longer have to “utter aloud” the words that we are reading in
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order to “catch their meaning in the sound.”56 Thus Hegel seems to imply, in
another sense, that reading an alphabetic language and speaking are essen-
tially the same thing, although consisting of different habits by which we
transform subjective experience into objective symbols. Although Hegel does
not resolve the problem of the status of writing and spoken language, it is
clear that both of these are habits or shortcuts, acquired by education and
training, by which we make inner experience objective. Finally, in a third
sense, Hegel states that “the visible language is related to the vocal only as
a sign, and intelligence expresses itself immediately and unconditionally by
speaking.”57 In this context it remains unclear whether the immediacy of
voice is itself a limitation that is overcome by written language or whether
the immediacy of expression remains at the ground of written language. In
passing, I suggest that the difference between voice and written word has to
do with the two forms of intuition. Voice is primarily communication across
space: Hegel bridging the distance between himself and his students. Written
language is primarily communication across time: Hegel sending his words
to the future by writing them down. Although the subsequent history of
philosophy has emphasized written language over spoken as the locus for
hermeneutical self-understanding, Hegel remains ambivalent about the philo-
sophical significance of the written word.58 This is perhaps best understood
by Hegel’s fear that the merely written language can remain static and dead.
Rather what is required is interpretation, and this occurs by way of the voice
of the philosopher in interaction with his audience.

Despite the fact that the philosopher always has a voice in the sense that
he or she must use sounds (or words) to externalize his/her thoughts and
despite the material basis of philosophy in the embodied human voice, phi-
losophers use their voices to point beyond the material power of sound to-
ward the “higher” more spiritual content of what Hegel calls “language
[Sprache].”59 The spiritual content transmitted (sent across space by voice
and across time by writing) by the material medium of voice or writing is
logos or reason, that which Hegel equates with the identity and difference of
speech (die Rede) and its system, language (die Sprache). There can be no
communication without speech; speech remains insignificant without lan-
guage. Philosophy is the ability to comprehend both the necessity and the
contingency of the medium in which thought is communicated. Hegel’s analysis
leads us to the general problem of communication. How can material sound
communicate the “higher” inner stuff of spirit without corrupting this spiri-
tual content? The difference between language and sound indicates a problem
in distinguishing that which is to be sent (language, logos, reason) from the
medium in which it is sent (voice, sound). The effort to distinguish the form
and the content is the very task of the philosopher, and Hegel repeatedly
attempts to make his audience aware of the complexity of this task.
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Conclusion

This brings us back to Hegel’s political philosophy. In political philoso-
phy, the philosopher must continually call attention to the difference between
philosophical speech (or writing) and political speech. The philosophical task
is to make this distinction clear in language that is itself the language of
political life. Philosophy develops out of political life as an attempt to resolve
conflicts within political life by making them self-conscious. This compre-
hensive task should not be confused with the political task of changing social
reality, even though it may have this result. This was the confusion to which
Fichte succumbed. Hegel attempts to avoid this problem by clearly distin-
guishing the philosophical mode of expression from its contingent political
and historical medium.

Hegel maintains that his philosophical task is mandated by modern
political life. Structures of modern political life demand their own self-com-
prehension by way of political philosophy. This is a recurrent theme in Hegel’s
text. With regard to the monarch, for example, Hegel says: “philosophy alone
is in a position to consider the majesty of the monarch by means of thought.”60

With regard to conflict between church and state, Hegel says: “It is philo-
sophical insight which recognizes that Church and state are not opposed to
each other.”61 It is philosophy that brings structures of political life to self-
consciousness. It is philosophy that reconciles us to the actuality of dichoto-
mies within political life. For Hegel, the voice of the philosopher externalizes
the truth of political life in the language of political actuality in order to make
that actuality conscious of the dichotomies that remain within political life—
even including the dichotomy between political practice and philosophical
comprehension. In this sense, Hegel’s voice both transcends the conflicts of
political life and remains engaged in real political practice as a catalyst for
political change. Hegel’s advance over Kant and Fichte, however, is his at-
tempt to express to the public the very difference between his own philo-
sophical activity and its political implications. Hegel mounts this effort to
distinguish between philosophy and politics in order to help political agents
become aware of the way in which modern political life is based upon the
universal freedom of the human spirit. Unlike Fichte, Hegel refuses to impose
this upon his audience, for such an imposition would violate the spirit of
freedom. Unlike Kant, he wants to make the political role of philosophy
apparent to his audience so that they might become aware of the philosophi-
cal idea that constitutes their lives and thus complete the republican project
of modernity.

Hegel makes it clear that spirit cannot fully transcend political life.
Rather spirit is both political action and philosophical reflection: “The history
of spirit is its own deed; for spirit is only what it does and its deed is to make
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itself . . . the object of it own consciousness, and to comprehend itself in its
interpretation of itself to itself.”62 This sentence is necessarily convoluted: the
truth it tries to articulate is the truth of spirit, which is both the historical
actuality of political life and the interpretation of this actuality that is political
philosophy. This shows us that the various addresses of the Philosophy of
Right must be considered in concert as necessary parts of political philoso-
phy. Political philosophy is politically active in that it serves the state, ad-
dresses the public, and engages in theoretical debates about the state. However,
it also attempts to bring the totality of this political action to self-conscious-
ness by, in Hegel’s words above, “interpreting itself to itself.” Self-conscious-
ness is an organic part of the diversity of political life: Hegel’s students, the
ministers of state, and indeed the general reading public are political agents
to whom political philosophy is addressed in order to clarify what it is they
already do. Part of what they do is engage in the continual contestations of
political life. In Hegel’s terminology, in this sense, political philosophy is part
of Objective Spirit: it too participates in this contestation by directly address-
ing political agents and helping them to understand themselves. However,
political philosophy is also a scientific endeavor that seeks to rise above the
diversity of political life in order to comprehend this diversity within a sys-
tematic totality. In this sense, it is part of what Hegel calls Absolute Spirit.
Even while acknowledging that philosophy (like art and religion) is politi-
cally located, Hegel claims that it is more than mere political activity. For
Hegel, the philosopher’s voice hovers ambiguously between philosophy and
politics: it is reflection on political life that is also part of ongoing political
activity. The ambiguity of this hovering will be the focal point of Marx’s
rejection of Hegel’s political philosophy.



yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.



C H A P T E R 9

�

Marx:
Politics, Ideology, and Critique

One of the most difficult tasks confronting philosophers is to descend
from the world of thought to the actual world. The immediate
actuality of thought is language (die Sprache) . . . The problem of
descending from the world of thoughts to the actual world is turned
into the problem of descending from language to life.

—Marx, The German Ideology1

We have seen various responses to the tension between philosophy and
politics. Despite their differences, however, each of the philosophers we have
considered has remained committed to an ideal of progress toward universal
cosmopolitan enlightenment guided by the philosopher’s voice. Each was
also located within the political establishment, to one degree or another, as
philosophical voices speaking for and to the German nation. Each of them
thus struggled with the problem of how best to conceive of national identity,
language, and political struggle within a cosmopolitan context. However,
after Hegel’s death in 1831, the enlightenment idea that there could be a
universal philosophical solution to the problems of political life appeared to
young thinkers interested in pushing forward with the political ideals of
modernity as a conciliatory and conservative approach.2 In the 1830s the
question of linguistic diversity, national identity, and the universality of the
categories of consciousness—issues that stretched back to Herder and Fichte—
again became an explicit matter for concern with the posthumous publication
of Wilhelm von Humboldt’s essay On the Diversity of Human Language
Construction in 1836. This essay tied together ideas about language as the
medium of thought and ideas about language as the locus of national identity.
It concluded ambiguously that although some languages are “better” than
others, all languages represent valuable aspects of human mental capacity.3

The ambiguities of Humboldt’s conclusion are similar to the ambiguities of
Hegel’s system of Objective Spirit, which attempted to locate the various
particular aspects of political life under one general systematic scheme. Marx’s
claim that we must descend from language to life can be read in this context:

177
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philosophical conundrums about unity amid difference fail to respect the
genuine human problems of misery, oppression, and strife.

In the 1840s the conciliatory nature of this ambiguity became the object
of criticism by the so-called Young Hegelians including Feuerbach and Marx.
The Young Hegelian critique of Hegel’s system emphasized the historical,
anthropological, critical, and revolutionary side of Hegel’s systematic en-
deavor. As Feuerbach said in 1843 in his Principles of the Philosophy of the
Future, “The task of the modern era was the realization and humanization of
God—the transformation and dissolution of theology into anthropology.”4

This anthropological turn was accompanied by a revolutionary mood through-
out Europe in midcentury that culminated in the revolutions of 1848. For
Marx the historical and materialistic response to Hegel pointed toward social-
ism and a Hobbesian conception of politics. Marx’s understanding of political
life thus represents a decisive turn away from the enlightenment models of
Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. For Marx, the conflicts of political life could no
longer be ameliorated by philosophical education. Indeed, Marx’s radical
revolutionary point of view was justified by the fact that the political estab-
lishment explicitly rejected the philosophical theories of the Young Hegelians.5

Marx himself was forced into exile by the Prussian authorities and eventually
renounced his Prussian citizenship in 1845. He returned to Germany briefly
to take part in the revolutionary activity of 1848 and then retreated to London
to continue organizing the theoretical, rhetorical, and practical activity of
what he saw as a universal revolution. Since radical philosophy was at odds
with the political ideology of the time, since historical anthropology indicated
the prevalence of diversity and division in political life, and since the author-
ity of Hegelian philosophy had been appropriated by the political authorities,
Marx’s approach to the task of philosophical education became linked to the
practical political expedient of fostering a political revolution from a position
outside of the political establishment.

Marx’s demand that we “descend from language to life” is a demand
that philosophy become political. For Marx, a philosopher should not—in-
deed cannot—hover above political life, unifying its diversity in his voice, as
Hegel had suggested. Rather, since language and thought are social products
and since society is constituted by division, oppression, and strife, the
philosopher’s voice is located amid these struggles. Marx reaffirms the project
of progress toward universal justice begun by Kant but follows Fichte’s lead
in taking this project in an active political direction. Moreover, Marx recog-
nizes that in the midst of political struggle, a philosophical discourse of
universal justice is inexpedient. Rather, what is required is an active critique
of the dominant ideology that is tied to a practical attempt to use rhetoric to
stimulate concrete political activity.
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In what follows I develop Marx’s view by looking at his explicit critique
of Hegel and his early neo-Hegelian humanism. I stop to consider several
problems of interpretation that arise from Marx’s critique of humanism, most
notably the problem that Marx speaks in multiple voices. I then turn to
Marx’s underdeveloped “philosophy of language.” At the end of the present
chapter I consider a couple of criticisms that we might make of Marx. In the
next chapter I turn to the clearest expression of Marx’s understanding of the
political nature of the philosopher’s voice, the Communist Manifesto. I inter-
pret this text in terms of the multiplicity of its voices and audience. I then
consider how Marx’s more “theoretical” work, Capital, also represents a
political approach to philosophical theory. Finally, I conclude by explicating
the political nature of Marx’s voice.

Hegel and Humanism

Hegel’s standpoint is that of modern political economy . . . The
only labor which Hegel knows and recognizes is abstractly mental
labor. Therefore, that which constitutes the essence of philoso-
phy—the alienation of man who knows himself, or alienated
science thinking itself—Hegel grasps as its essence.

—Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 18446

As seen in the previous two chapters, Hegel represents the zenith of the
philosophical attempt to arrive at systematic self-consciousness of the inter-
relation of voice, politics, and philosophy. He uses language self-consciously
to comprehend the identity and difference between philosophy and politics.
We saw fissures in the totality that spirit was meant to comprehend, most
notably in the political nature of Hegel’s address in the Philosophy of Right:
he speaks to an audience with a determinate position within society, and he
deliberately excludes, for example, women and the “rabble” from his address.
Despite his attempts to systematically include the totality of political life
within the philosophical concept, the determinate nature of his voice made
this impossible. His philosophical voice remained politically located despite
his efforts to climb the ladder of ordinary language beyond politics toward
the idea of political life.

Marx was aware of the political location of Hegel’s philosophical activity
and criticized Hegelian philosophy as part of the struggle for power in Ger-
many. For Marx the relation between philosophy and politics was resolved
entirely in the direction of politics: he views “philosophy” (which for Marx
means Hegel’s philosophy) as the voice of one party—the bourgeoisie—in its
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struggles against both the ancien régime and the burgeoning proletariat.7

Marx’s extended criticism of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (of 1843) provides
a jumping-off point for the subsequent discussion of Marx’s approach to the
problem of the philosopher’s voice.

Marx criticizes Hegel’s political philosophy as “logical, pantheistic
mysticism.”8 What he means by this is that Hegel’s approach to politics is
idealistic to the extent that Hegel considers political life abstractly from the
perspective of the categories of his logic: political life is viewed by Hegel,
according to Marx, as a mere “parenthesis within logic.”9 For Marx this
means that Hegel does not allow concrete political life to establish its own
rational system: “it is not rational on account of its own reason.”10 Hegel is
unable to descend “from language to life” because he does not hear the voices
of those who speak languages other than his own spiritual dialect and does
not recognize the rationality of those who reject his dialectical logic. Rather,
Hegel imposes the ideal order of his logical system upon political life while
maintaining ideologically that this is simply the explicit development of the
immanent logic of political life. For Marx, this can be seen most clearly in
the way in which “the state” is supposed to be the reconciliation of the
opposition between “family” and “civil society.” This dialectical Aufhebung
is structurally similar to the movement from the opposition between being
and essence to the reconciliation of the concept in Hegel’s logic. For Marx,
Hegel’s imposition of this structural logic represents a form of idealism that
leads Hegel to badly misunderstand political life. To real participants in political
life, the state is not the idea in which their alienation is reconciled, rather it
is the representative of the interests of the dominant class who continue to
alienate and oppress them. Thus when Marx concludes that Hegel’s “philo-
sophical work does not consist in embodying thinking in political definitions,
but in evaporating the existing political definitions into abstract thoughts,” he
demands that we reject this notion of philosophy.11 Rather, for Marx, philoso-
phy must become political by recognizing the lived experience of those who
are alienated from the state.

Marx understands the state as a part of civil society that tries to resolve
the struggles within society by idealizing the interests of the dominant class.
The state is not the ideal reconciliation of difference; it is the result of power
politics. Hegel defends the interests of the dominant class by couching these
interests in an account of the state as the idea of the whole. This idealism
prohibits the Hegelian “philosophy” from acknowledging the remaining op-
positions that continually disrupt political life. In other words, Hegel’s ideal-
ism ignores the difficult political questions of power and domination that
formed the basis of Marx’s approach. From this follows Marx’s condemna-
tion of Hegel’s philosophy of law. Marx rejects Hegel’s “deification of au-
thority,” his “idealization of bureaucracy,” and the “religious” nature of Hegel’s
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defense of private property and primogeniture.12 Hegel’s retreat from politics
to his formal consideration of the structural logic of the determinations of
Objective Spirit leads him to ignore conflicts and struggles that negate this
logic. It is this unpolitical implication of Hegel’s political philosophy that is
condemned by Marx throughout.

Marx thus claims that Hegel’s philosophy of politics ignores politics by
simply stipulating the abstract agreement of all individuals. For Marx, such
unanimity is not forthcoming. Rather Marx poses “democracy” as the anti-
dote for Hegel’s idealized constitutional monarchy. “Hegel starts from the
state and makes man the subjectified state; democracy starts from man and
makes the state objectified man.”13 This means that Marx must thus turn to
“man” in order to see what democracy and democratic politics might look
like. In his early unpublished essays Marx comes back to “the human” as the
antidote to the metaphysical and the social as the antidote to the philosophi-
cal. Marx concludes in his 1843 critique of Hegel: “Man does not exist for
the law but the law for man—it is a human manifestation; whereas in the
other forms of state man is a legal manifestation.”14 What this means for
Marx is that political life must be understood by looking at concrete human
social life, not by abstractly considering the idea of law.

What Marx discovers in his examination of “man” in his early manu-
scripts is not the same thing that his “philosophical” predecessors Kant, Fichte,
and Hegel had discovered. This leads Marx to a supposed break with human-
ism.15 As Marx turns to “man,” he discovers that there is no transcendental
essence of human being. Rather, human beings are material, social, and his-
torical. Thus to discover the essence of human being (and thus the essence
of law), we must consider the nature of human beings in their relation to the
material world, in society, and at a given time in history. What Marx discov-
ers in his social/historical/material analysis of “the essence” of human being
is that human beings in the contemporary world are “essentially” alienated.
This recognition leads Marx to overcome philosophical (i.e., Hegelian/uni-
versal) humanism. Marx’s turn to a situated analysis of “man” leads to the
recognition that one cannot say anything universal about man’s essence be-
cause man today has become alienated from his essence. Althusser describes
this conclusion as “theoretical anti-humanism.”16 Marx’s “humanistic” ac-
count of alienation in 1844 includes the following claims: man is alienated
from himself, from other men, from his productive activity, from the product
of his labor, from nature, and indeed from his essence (or “species-being”).17

This alienation is a matter of the power struggle between two social/eco-
nomic classes: the property owners and the propertyless workers, capitalists
and proletarians. Marx indicates that the owners and those who defend the
capitalist system—the bourgeois political economists—fail to comprehend
this fact of capitalism because they are not alienated in the same way that the



182 The Philosopher’s Voice

proletarians are. This leads to the conclusion that one cannot make a univer-
sal claim about man without identifying the ideological address of such a
claim. In this way, theory remains connected to its political location and the
practical struggle for power in which it participates. As Marx states in 1845
in his second Thesis on Feuerbach, “man must prove the truth, i.e., the reality
and power, the this-worldliness (Diesseitigkeit) of his thinking in practice.”18

In other words, following upon his realization of alienation as the “essence”
of man, Marx realizes that theory is political: theories about the so-called
“essence of man” are part of the struggle for power that constitutes capitalist
society.

It is important to note that in the 1844 Manuscripts Marx reaches his
conclusions by way of an immanent critique of capitalism and its ideology.
He claims that he has arrived at the fact of alienation by considering the very
concepts of bourgeois political economy. “We have accepted its language and
its laws . . .” Or: “On the basis of political economy itself, in its own words,
we have shown . . .”19 The concepts and language of capitalism create alien-
ation, even as they theorize the essence of man. For Marx, however, capital-
ism is not the result of man’s “essential” greed or competitiveness. Rather,
greed and competitiveness are the result of the language and concepts
of capitalism. Moreover, Marx recognizes that language differs according
to social class: the words of the political economist mean one thing to
the bourgeoisie who profits from them; they mean quite another thing to the
proletariat who is exploited by them.

Ideology, Language, and Philosophy

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas:
i.e., the class which is the ruling material force of society is at the
same time its ruling intellectual force.

—Marx, The German Ideology20

By 1845 Marx had developed his notion of ideology: political interests
are expressed as universal truths. “The ruling ideas are nothing more than the
ideal expression (der ideelle Ausdruck) of the dominant material relation-
ships, the dominant material relationships grasped as idea; hence of the rela-
tions which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its
dominance.”21 Marx’s approach to the problem of the philosopher’s voice is
tied to his view of alienation, his view of the social and political location of
consciousness, and his theory of ideology. When Marx states in the 1844
Manuscripts that “the element of thought itself—the element of thought’s
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living expression (das Element der Lebensäusserung des Gedankens)—lan-
guage (die Sprache)—is of a sensuous nature” and when he connects this to
the “social reality of nature,” we must be aware that for Marx this living
social reality is characterized by alienation and structured by domination.22

Language, the living expression of thought, reflects the political conditions
under which thought is formed for both bourgeoisie and proletariat by way
of domination, oppression, exploitation, and exclusion. Consciousness under
contemporary capitalism is characterized by alienation and political struggle.
Thus contemporary language, like contemporary society, is divided and
conflictual: different classes speak differently. This is connected to that demo-
cratic interpretation of politics, which Marx opposed to Hegel. “The state is
an abstraction. The people alone is what is concrete.”23 The concrete life of
the people in contemporary society is characterized by alienation and class
antagonism. If human beings are divided, if political life is a struggle for
power, then consciousness and language are equally divided and part of the
political struggle. In other words, for Marx there can be no such thing as the
philosopher’s voice per se, which reconciles these struggles by comprehend-
ing the difference between philosophical idea and political actuality. Rather,
for Marx “the philosopher’s voice” is always already divided, partial, and
political. To say this is at once to put Marx in opposition to the “philosophi-
cal” party, which claimed that the philosopher could overcome the partisan
struggles of political life either by knowing (as in Kant) the transcendental
ideas of justice, the state, and man, by speaking these ideas in a living
Ursprache (as in Fichte) or by comprehending (as in Hegel) the spirit that
guides the development of these ideas in history.

A logical conundrum arises at this point for Marx: how can Marx claim
that all theory is ideological without undermining the supposed truth-value of
his own theory. Justin Schwartz both states and resolves this problem quite
nicely in “The Paradox of Ideology.”24 Schwartz indicates that Marx is not
making a global claim about all truth-claims. Rather, Marx’s point is that
some truth-claims are the product, not of concern for the truth, but of self-
interest (whether conscious of this or not) and can thus be criticized from
another perspective—one which is not self-interestedly concerned with de-
fending these “truths” for “non-cognitive” reasons. Schwartz indicates that
the proletariat thus has a better (i.e., nonself-interested) perspective on capi-
talism. While I agree with Schwartz to the extent that Marx remains commit-
ted to “truth” and “science”—that is, Marx remains committed to what Allen
Wood calls “common sense realism”25—I want to emphasize that Marx’s
understanding of the social role of this commitment leads him to understand his
own project in political terms. Marx claims that it is a commonsense fact that
different social classes have different interests in the truth: the bourgeoisie, for
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example, is not interested in discovering the truth about capitalism, which
Marx discloses. Stimulating interest in the truth is a matter of political struggle
and not only a matter of theoretical activity. Just as Fichte recognized that his
audience had no interest in transcendental philosophy and turned to politics
in order to create this audience, so Marx recognizes that the bourgeoisie has
no interest in criticizing its ideals and practices. The difference is that Marx
gives up on the attempt to create a universal audience for his critique. Rather,
he addresses an audience—the proletariat and its leaders—that already has an
interest in the truth about capitalism. In the long run—as a result of revolu-
tionary politics—the bourgeoisie will be forced to hear the truth about its
ideology. The bourgeoisie will not gladly embrace this truth, which goes
against its self-interest, without first struggling to resist it.

Ideology is not about what we believe as the truth or falsehood of logical
or empirical claims (it is not ideological to claim that “2+2=5” or that “snow
is black”; these are simply false). Rather, ideology is about why we believe:
the political self-interest that leads us toward (or away from) truth.26 Ideology
occurs when we claim that social preferences are “natural” and “universal”
in order to subvert criticism and ignore questions of truth (it is ideological to
claim that “competition is natural,” when this is meant to forestall inquiry
into the “nature” of competition in order to protect competitiveness from
criticism). “Philosophy”—the supposedly disinterested pursuit of truth—be-
comes ideological when its claims about “truth” are used to justify political
power. It is a clever political ploy to use the language of disinterestedness to
justify one’s own interests. In Elster’s words: “to win power a class must
speak the language of universality and rationality, not the language of petty
interests.”27 This is most insidious when such claims are not conscious at all,
as for example in Hegel’s political philosophy. When Marx claims that the
ruling class “imagines” its ideas to be the eternal truth detached from class
interests as “an independent existence,” this is not to claim that this class is
lying to itself; rather, like Hegel, they actually believe that their interests
represent the interests of the whole.28

Marx politicizes philosophy by claiming that the ideology of capitalism
prevents further critique to the extent that the ideals of the ruling class are
postulated as eternally true. Philosophy must thus become practical in order
to make possible the empirical conditions under which critical discussion
could proceed. This is not itself an ideological claim (contra Althusser who
seems to maintain that there is no nonideological perspective from which one
might speak). Rather, Marx claims that it is simply a fact of historical actu-
ality that class divisions and ideological defenses exist. Likewise it is a fact
of politics that social transformation must be accompanied by ideological
critique if it is to be successful.
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Interpretive Problems

Marx rejects the “philosophical” approach to politics so strenuously that
understanding the political location of a philosopher’s voice becomes crucial
for evaluating its content. Marx’s awareness of the way in which supposedly
disinterested philosophical “truth” can be ideological leads him to locate his
own voice in the concrete struggles of political life: Marx’s own “philosophi-
cal” critique of ideology thus explicitly announces itself as political action.
Marx does not hide the fact that he speaks for and to a particular party in the
struggles of political life. The claim that voice is a focal point of Marx’s
theoretical work is, however, a questionable one. There are three problems
for interpreting Marx that stem from this explicit turn to politics. First, Marx’s
own voice is unclear: Marx’s texts demand that we ask seriously—in a way
that we did not have to with Kant, Fichte, or Hegel—who is Marx. Second,
Marx’s audience is questionable. The problem of ideological mystification
makes it unclear who Marx’s audience is. We must be careful in considering
the variety of audiences that Marx addresses. Third, Marx does not make
language or voice the explicit subject of any of his published works. Almost
all of Marx’s comments on language occur in unpublished manuscripts. We
must ask why this is and whether it is significant for a discussion of Marx’s
voice. Before we further examine Marx’s critical project, I will discuss each
of these points in turn.

Who is Marx? Does he have “a voice”?

The problem we encounter when interpreting Marx is that Marx does not
have a unified authorial voice. Unlike Kant or Hegel, Marx did not leave a
systematic corpus. Nor did he explicate in a systematic way—as Fichte and
Hegel did—his own views on the nature of language and its relation to
politics and philosophy. This problem becomes acute when we stop to con-
sider the texts from which Marx’s “philosophy of language” can be most
easily unpacked: the 1844 Manuscripts, The German Ideology, and the
Grundrisse. These texts were not published by Marx in his lifetime (a
significant point to which I will return shortly). Moreover, Engels and Marx
jointly authored The German Ideology and The Communist Manifesto. Since
much of my subsequent argument about Marx’s “philosophy of language”
and about the political nature of his “voice” will hinge on The German
Ideology and the Manifesto, it is important to note that these texts do not
simply record Marx’s voice. Indeed recent scholarship on The German Ide-
ology has made this text even more enigmatic than it already was. According
to Terrell Carver, The German Ideology consists of “dialogue and debate”
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between Marx and Engels and is not a “smooth text” in which the authors
merge as one voice.29 This and the fact that the Manifesto is “an unambigu-
ously joint effort” in the sense that Marx and Engels supposedly agreed to its
final version leads Carver to claim that there is not one thing that can be
called “Marx’s voice” simpliciter. Rather there is a multiplicity of voices that
could be called Marx’s. It is important to keep in mind that Marx’s voice
might also be Engels speaking for or through Marx, it might be the two of
them speaking together, it might be them debating each other, and it might
also be satirical, parodic, or ironical.30 The idea of the philosopher’s voice
thus breaks down at the level of authorship when we turn to Marx. This is
not just a superficial matter. The breakdown of authority is in fact part of the
content of Marx’s thought. Human beings are alienated and involved in
struggles for power within a class society. Marx’s “authority” is itself alien-
ated and engaged in political struggles that require collaboration and a variety
of rhetorical strategies. Unlike Fichte, for example, who spoke to his political
audience with the authority of a transcendental philosopher who understood
the creative poetic power of his own voice, Marx speaks with the voice of
one who is in the process of criticizing the ideological nature of transcenden-
tal authority. Although for convenience in what follows I will speak of Marx’s
voice as “one,” we must keep in mind that Marx’s “voice” is deliberately
multivocal.

Who is Marx’s Audience?

Given the fact of alienation and ideological mystification, Marx cannot
speak directly to an audience that will understand him. Indeed, as we shall
see when we discuss the Communist Manifesto, Marx’s intended audience,
the proletariat, did not yet exist as an audience. Moreover, Marx wrote on a
series of levels for a variety of audiences: he wrote newspaper articles in-
tended for general audiences, party platforms intended for both party leaders
and for rank and file members, and theoretical economics intended for the
community of philosophers and political economists. Unlike Kant, who di-
rected his thought toward the general reading public, Marx recognized divi-
sions within this public: class divisions, intellectual divisions, and ideological
divisions. Marx’s voice thus becomes plural to the extent that he engages in
rhetoric appropriate to each of his different audiences. Like Fichte, who was
willing to use inflammatory rhetoric when necessary, Marx consciously speaks
in a political voice when the context demands it. Since his critical theoretical
approach is political, Marx’s voice takes on the political sound appropriate to
his audience. Unlike Fichte who at least could appeal to the linguistic unity
of his German audience, Marx speaks to an international audience divided
not only by language but also by levels of economic and political progress.
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The working class of England or of New York must be addressed differently
than the German proletariat, not only because of a difference in language but
also because of a difference in progress toward liberal political reform and
socialist economic reform. Again, Marx’s recognition of this difference in his
audience indicates a further politicization of philosophy. The audience of
philosophy is, for Marx, a plural political one. Unlike Hegel who speaks to
and for the universal spirit of political life, Marx speaks for and to the people
in their plurality. Marx’s audience is not unified by an interest in enlighten-
ment (as in Kant), a philosophical Ursprache (as in Fichte), or by participa-
tion in the life of spirit (as in Hegel); its divisions reflect the divisions found
in contemporary European life.

Why does Marx seemingly ignore “the philosophy of language”?

Marx does not ignore language as an issue. However, he never states an
explicit philosophy of language and does not publish most of his reflections
on language. Indeed, Ulrich Erckenbrecht states at the beginning of his com-
prehensive book on Marx’s philosophy of language that Marx’s “tendencies
toward linguistic theory yield no gapless, contradiction-free, complete sys-
tem.”31 Not only are Marx’s sporadic notes on language unpublished and
unsystematic, but the “materialistic theory of language,” which Erckenbrecht
derives for Marx, owes much to Engels’ works such as Dialectics of Nature.
Reiterating the problem mentioned in # 1 above, Erckenbrecht treats Marx
and Engels as one voice when it comes to the philosophy of language.32 I
maintain that we must seriously consider why Marx refrained from publish-
ing an explicit philosophy of language. Clearly Allen Wood is correct when
he states that “Marx’s writings have very little to say directly about episte-
mology.”33 Moreover, despite wanting to follow Erckenbrecht in ascribing to
Marx a “materialist” theory of language or wanting to ascribe to Marx a form
of what Wood calls “linguistic behaviorism,” I think Wood is correct when
he concludes that “the only sensible thing to say here is that the texts do not
justify ascribing any definite theory of mind to Marx and Engels.”34

So why does Marx refrain from developing a theory of language? I
maintain that Marx’s rejection of the universal strain of “philosophy” asso-
ciated with the German Idealist tradition led him to ignore the systematic
necessity of developing a complete philosophy of language. Indeed, the con-
tent of what he does say about language leads him beyond language to so-
ciety and economics. In his unpublished notes known as the Grundrisse,
Marx states:

With regard to the individual, for instance, it is evident that he himself
relates to his language (Sprache) as his own only as the natural member of
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a human community. Language as the product of an individual is an absur-
dity. But this is equally true of property. Language itself is just as much the
product of a community as in another respect it is the being of the commu-
nity, its articulate being, as it were.35

Marx ignores language in his published texts because he is not so much
interested in the “product” of society as in the mode of production, i.e., the
way in which society organizes itself so as to produce language. We might
also note that Marx neglects to offer an explicit account of individuality and
consciousness as well, perhaps for the same reason. The best explanation of
this—one that I must admit is not very satisfactory—is that since Marx’s
work aims at clarifying society and economics to his political audience, he
leaves these fundamental questions out of his published work because they
are too “abstract” to be of practical political value. In fact, we must admit that
what is lacking in Marx’s project is an explicit theory of language, despite
numerous implicit hints.

Marx’s notes on language always locate language in the concrete histori-
cal community as well as in the mode of production characteristic of a soci-
ety. “Membership of a naturally evolved society, a tribe, etc., is a natural
condition of production for the living individual. Such membership is e.g.
already a condition of his language (Bedingung für seine Sprache), etc. His
own productive being can only have existence under this condition.”36 Such
hints beg to be clarified by an account of the way in which Marx’s own
theoretical activity is itself conditioned by the society in which he lives and
writes. The problem for Marx, however, is that in modern European society
individuals are alienated from themselves and from each other. It is impos-
sible truly to formulate a complete systematic account of language in the
same way that it is impossible to formulate a complete system of society.
Rather, the philosophy of language, like Marx’s own economic theory, is
caught up in political struggle. Since language is derivative of productive
activity and from social interaction, Marx leaves the idealistic project of a
theory of language, subjectivity, and consciousness undeveloped and turns to
his critique of economy and society. In his early “humanist” stage and in his
collaboration with Engels—who was more concerned with the question of
“consciousness” and “subjectivity” than Marx—in The German Ideology, there
is a discussion of language and its relation to consciousness. However, he
does not follow up on this discussion satisfactorily. The best explanation of
this lapse is that Marx maintains that language, subjectivity, and conscious-
ness are themselves “philosophical” sidetracks that lead away from the con-
crete historical problem: the social dominance of the bourgeoisie and the
cultural hegemony of the language of capitalism. While the Idealists’ concern
with language stemmed from their concern—following Kant’s encounter with



Marx 189

the metacritique—for the medium in which ideas or spirit can be communi-
cated and realized, Marx’s concern with language is as the medium in which
political practice unfolds. Once this has been established, Marx drops lan-
guage and turns to the real problem: political action.

Language and Voice

“Spirit” is from the outset afflicted with the curse of being
“burdened” (behaftet) with matter, which here makes its appear-
ance in the form of agitated layers of sounds, in short, of
language. Language is as old as consciousness, language is
practical, real consciousness that exists for other men as well, and
only therefore does it also exist for me; language, like conscious-
ness, only arises from the need (Bedürfnis), the necessity (Notdurf)
of intercourse with other men.

—Marx, The German Ideology37

So how does Marx justify his transformation of philosophy into politics?
We can answer this question by examining Marx’s undeveloped “philosophy
of language.” Marx’s materialism makes him acutely aware of the way in
which theoretical activity is tied to language. The above description of the
“curse” that burdens consciousness—a curse not for Marx but for his idealist
opponents—shows that for Marx “spirit” necessarily must appear in and as
language. Marx’s materialism extends so far as to claim that language and
consciousness are merely “agitated layers of sound” that occur in a social
context. Marx’s debt to Hegel is apparent here in the way he understands
language in terms of sound and in terms of the need that gives rise to lan-
guage. Indeed, Marx uses Hegelian language to express the relation, mediated
by language, between thought and nature. In the 1844 Manuscripts he states
that “the element of thought itself—the element of thought’s living expression
(das Element der Lebensäusserung des Gedankens)—language—is of a sen-
suous nature.”38 Marx, like Hegel, recognizes the necessity that thought express
itself in language. He also recognizes that language is itself the connection
between thought and nature. Language is sensuous. It is material. It is “agi-
tated layers of sound” that is “thought’s living expression.” However, Marx’s
view is an inversion of the Hegelian view. Hegel understood voice as the
externalization of spirit that was necessary for spirit to become objective.
Marx understands sound as the material basis of “spirit,” by which he means
that spirit is itself the result of material forces. Thus Marx understands spirit as
the subjectivity of objective forces, a view quite the opposite of Hegel’s. The
irony of Marx’s statement that spirit is “burdened” by its material appearance
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is further clarified by Marx’s recognition that spirit simply is its material
appearance. Indeed, Marx goes so far as to identify consciousness (at least
developmentally) with language. As he says above, “language is as old as
consciousness.” Both the Hegelian idea that spirit is something other than its
material objectivity, its origin, or its result, and Hegel’s attempt to use ordi-
nary language to speak for that self-consciousness which is other than the
grammar and syntax of ordinary language are rejected by Marx as part of the
bourgeois ideology in which wage-slavery is freedom, in which oppression is
equality, and in which exploitation is profit.

Although Marx’s discussion of language is not as systematic as Hegel’s
(or, for that matter, Fichte’s), it is clear that Marx has some idea of the
Hegelian account of language. Marx agrees with Hegel in his recognition of
the fact that language and spirit are social products. Indeed, Marx’s account
of the evolution of language shares much in common with both Hegel’s and
Fichte’s accounts of the social nature of language. Fichte had grounded tran-
scendental philosophy in the fact that language was the condition for the
possibility of human freedom as intersubjectivity. This led him eventually to
recognize the social and historical location of thinking. He thus recognized
that thinking must use finite historical language to complete the system of
itself. However, Fichte took the easy way out and simply hypostatized the
German language as the philosophical Ursprache. Hegel too had grounded
consciousness in language. However, Hegel argued that the completion of the
philosophical system would occur as thinking became self-conscious of the
necessity of its determination by finite historical language. For Hegel, free-
dom resulted, as spirit became aware of the necessity of its own historical and
social manifestation.

The crucial difference with Marx is that Marx recognizes that if lan-
guage and consciousness are understood as the result of concrete practical
social interactions, then philosophy itself is a political activity. Marx claims
that “consciousness is, therefore, from the beginning a social product, and
remains so as long as men exist at all.”39 Hegel and Fichte might agree to this,
although they would use the concrete social determinacy of language and
consciousness as a springboard to leap to the universal. Here Marx would
balk and demand that we stop to recognize that there is no uniformity in
social experience. Just as Fichte recognized differential national experiences
within national languages, Marx recognizes differential social experiences
within social class. Hence, for Marx, there is no a priori transcendental ego that
overcomes the “burden” of expressing itself in ordinary language by speaking
in an Ursprache; there is no universal spirit that attains self-consciousness of
the relation between ordinary language and philosophical comprehension.
The universal is yet to come and can only arrive by a political transformation.
The Fichtean appeal to the transformative philosophical power of the Ursprache
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and the creative power of the philosopher’s poetic voice would have appeared
to Marx—despite his own rhetorical flourishes—as an ideological mystification
of the material basis of language and consciousness.

Although language is material, language alone cannot change conscious-
ness because mere language cannot change the material basis of conscious-
ness. Rather what is needed is practical transformation. Although practical
transformation, too, will be accompanied by language, mere words remain
impotent if they are not tied to political activity. What is necessary for the
completion of progress toward freedom is not mere theory—as in Hegel—
but, rather, more and better practice. While Hegel believed that the comple-
tion of history occurred when spirit became aware of itself as historically
determined, Marx believed that this self-awareness was just the beginning of
history. Moving forward from Fichte and Hegel’s recognition of the material,
social, and historical basis of language and consciousness, Marx took up the
task of transforming this basis in line with the needs and interests of one part
of contemporary society.

Hegel’s attempt to maintain the rigor of philosophy against the enthusi-
asm of Fichte’s rhetorical dogmatics led Hegel into what Marx saw as philo-
sophical isolation—the proverbial retreat to the ivory tower. In the Rheinische
Zeitung in 1842, Marx makes this clear in his discussion of press censorship,
philosophy, religion, and the popular press. “Philosophy,” Marx says, “has an
urge for isolation, for systematic seclusion, for dispassionate self-examination
which from the start places it in estranged contrast to the quick-witted and
alive-to-events newspapers, whose only delight is in information.”40 He goes
on to say that philosophy is “unpopular,” “unpractical” and that “philosophy
has never taken the first step towards exchanging the ascetic frock of the
priest for the light, conventional garb of the newspapers.”41 In his own politi-
cal interventions Marx self-consciously defrocked himself by returning lan-
guage to life.

The practical quest of Marxian philosophy will be achieved, in part, by
teaching philosophy to properly understand the nature of its connection to
language and to life. In The German Ideology Marx opens a discussion of the
way in which philosophy under Hegel has misunderstood itself and its rela-
tion to language. The problem of philosophy is that it ignores its dependence
upon language. As Marx says, “language is the immediate actuality of
thought.”42 Marx claims that the philosophers do not recognize this linguistic
basis. As we have seen, this polemic is perhaps unjust. Both Fichte and Hegel
were aware of the linguistic basis of thinking. Hegel, moreover, tried to locate
language and its connection to thinking within his systematic project. Hegel,
at least, knew that he had to account for the linguistic medium in which
philosophy occurred. Marx goes deeper than this in his criticism. Marx’s
conclusion is that philosophy ignores the fact that its very language is a



192 The Philosopher’s Voice

reflection of the social system and the social class occupied by the philoso-
pher. “German philosophy is a consequence of German petty-bourgeois con-
ditions.”43 The problem for philosophy was that it did not yet properly recognize
its social and political location: Hegel did not realize that he spoke only for
and to the bourgeoisie when he called the ideals of this class the universal
ideals of humanity. We might object at this point that Hegel was aware of the
fact that he spoke to and for the bourgeoisie as seen in our discussion of the
address of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. However, this only proves Marx’s
point. Hegel’s deliberate neglect of the rabble (and women) as an address of
his political philosophy only proves Marx’s point that Hegelian philosophy is
bourgeois (and patriarchal).

Marx concludes this discussion of language in The German Ideology by
claiming that the remaining task for philosophy is to understand its own
ideological mystifications by understanding the nature of language.

The philosophers have only to dissolve their language into the ordinary
language (gewöhnliche Sprache), from which it is abstracted, in order to
recognize it as the distorted language of the actual world, and to realize that
neither thoughts nor language in themselves form a realm of their own, that
they are only expressions (Außerungen) of actual life.44

The theme of connecting philosophical language with ordinary life was one
that we saw in both Fichte and Hegel. While Fichte connected thinking to the
Ursprache, and while Hegel wanted to make spirit self-conscious of its
sameness and difference with its linguistic mode of expression, Marx, like
Feuerbach, demands that philosophy understand itself and its language within
the actual life of real human beings. Marx’s description of this actual life
recognizes that it is constituted by suffering, oppression, and exploitation of
the working class. Distorted philosophical language is used by a dominant
class to carry out the oppression and exploitation of the suffering class. Where
Hegel had said that language was the expression of the implicit spirit, Marx
says that language is the expression of the actual conditions of life. The
distortions of philosophical language are thus of more than mere philosophi-
cal interest because they serve, as ideology, to justify the inequities of class
society. In order to return to the problems of material life, one must interpret
the material basis that expresses itself in the ideologist’s language.

Despite this criticism of philosophy, Marx maintains respect for the
universal aspirations of philosophy. Just as capitalism has its virtues in terms
of increased productivity, so bourgeois philosophy has its virtues in terms of
its idea of universal freedom. The problem is that philosophy has not yet
properly understood itself and the consequences of this idea. Marx remains
committed to philosophy (which he prefers to call theory or science) to the
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extent that it is more and better philosophy—including a better understanding
of the ideological nature of language and theory—that undermines ideology
and accompanies concrete political practice. In another article from the
Rheinische Zeitung, Marx writes that philosophy should not become a species
of relativism. Rather philosophy’s virtue is its universal aspiration.45 This
universal aspiration is progressive. The problem with Fichte was that he
remained committed to a nationalism that belied this universalism; the prob-
lem with Hegel was that he was blind to the class biases inherent within his
universalism. This universal aspiration cannot be realized while there are
classes that are excluded from the address of the philosopher’s voice. Marx
turns to political activity in order to prepare the ground for further progress.
Such a preparation requires, however, the recognition that the philosopher’s
voice can only, as yet, speak for and to a given class within our divided
society. To claim otherwise is to succumb to the temptations of the bourgeois
ideology.

The Ambiguity of the Philosopher’s Voice

The head of this emancipation is philosophy, its heart is the
proletariat.

—Marx, “Contribution to the Critique
of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right”46

Marx wants philosophers to recognize the social and linguistic location
of their philosophical activity. The heart of his theory is the experience of the
proletariat. In articles from the Rheinische Zeitung Marx discusses both of
these in a defense of philosophy against its superficial journalistic detractors.
This is remarkable because Marx also claims that, in general, philosophy is
not yet aware of its social and linguistic determinations. On the one hand,
philosophy tends toward isolation and seclusion. Nonetheless, on the other
hand, Marx claims that “philosophers do not spring up like mushrooms out
of the ground; they are products of their time, of their nation, whose most
subtle, valuable and invisible juices flow in the ideas of philosophy.”47 By
1844 in his “Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts” Marx has arrived at
the conclusion that theory itself is a social activity. This conclusion is linked
to the claim that thinking is a social activity because it is mediated by lan-
guage, which is itself a social product. “Not only is the material of my
activity given to me as a social product—as is even the language in which the
thinker is active (die Sprache, in der Denker thätig ist)—my own existence
is social activity . . .”48 Like Fichte and Hegel, Marx recognizes the social
nature of language and the self. He goes beyond both Fichte and Hegel by
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recognizing that theory itself, i.e., philosophy or science, is a social activity.
This is true because language is social. The meaning of those “agitated layers
of sound” that make up language is socially constituted; the activity of using
sound to transmit meaning is social activity.

Marx is thus sympathetic to philosophical activity that recognizes its
own social nature. Although Marx ignores both Fichte and Hegel’s linguistic
philosophies, these would have been viewed as steps in the right direction.
The remaining task was to express the social nature of language and of theory
in general in its connection to the lived experience of social reality. Philoso-
phy must thus recognize oppression, exploitation, and suffering in real life.
It must also use the language of ordinary life to express this. The article from
1842 makes it clear that the young Marx was hopeful about the possibility
that philosophy might yet realize its universal aspirations by becoming aware
of its own social and linguistic components. “Since every true philosophy is
the intellectual quintessence of its time, the time must come when philosophy
not only internally by its content, but also externally through its form, comes
into contact and interaction with the real world of its day.”49 Philosophy must
learn to express itself in popular form and to understand its connection to the
experience of living individuals. Marx concludes that philosophy must take
up the popular form of newspaper articles and popular manifestos if it is to
participate in the actualization of its ideals. The remaining problem, however,
is that philosophers speak differently than journalists and politicians. Ad-
dressing journalists and politicians explicitly, Marx says:

But philosophy speaks about religious and philosophical matters in a differ-
ent way than you have spoken about them. You speak without having stud-
ied them, philosophy speaks after studying them; you appeal to the emotions,
it appeals to reason; you anathematize, it teaches; you promise heaven and
earth, it promises nothing but the truth; you demand belief in your beliefs,
it demands not belief in its results but the testing of doubts; you frighten,
it calms.50

The virtue of philosophical language is its patient aspiration toward the truth.
Marx’s discussion of the philosophical way of speaking sounds surprisingly
Hegelian and seems to be opposed to Fichte’s sort of dogmatic political
intervention. It is important to note that Marx’s defense of philosophical
language is itself expressed in polemical terms with great rhetorical effect
and appears in a newspaper. Marx himself has thus begun the process of
breaking down the distinction that he just drew between philosophy and
journalism. In the subsequent six years from this discussion to the publication
of the Communist Manifesto, Marx’s theory of language and the relation
between theory and practice become more radically focused around the idea
that the isolation and seclusion of philosophical practice and the remoteness
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and aridity of philosophical language are functions of ideology. Philosophy’s
pursuit of universal truth is impotent because philosophical language remains
aloof from political actuality.

The difficulty for Marx is to bring language into accord with the world
of concrete experience, to express the lived truth of this concrete experience
without slipping yet again into the isolation and seclusion of philosophy.
In1847 in The Poverty of Philosophy, for example, Marx argues that Proudhon’s
problem is that he has not grounded his theory in the concrete reality of
economic life. Indeed, one of Marx’s most memorable criticisms of Proudhon
is the claim that Proudhon had misunderstood the question of the “value of
labor.” Proudhon, according to Marx, avoided the question of the value of
labor by considering it a matter of linguistic carelessness to ascribe value to
labor. Of course, Marx claims that the value of labor as commodity is a social
fact that cannot be erased simply by using different language. “In labor as a
commodity, which is a grim reality, he sees nothing but a grammatical ellip-
sis.”51 Proudhon’s retreat to linguistic considerations can do nothing to alter
the “grim reality” of capitalism and its tendency to treat human labor as an
abstract commodity. In The Poverty of Philosophy, Marx criticizes the ten-
dency of philosophy to abstract from lived reality by retreating to philosophi-
cal language and logic. Proudhon’s problem is that, as an isolated and secluded
philosopher immersed in the German tradition, he deals only with abstract
logical categories. These abstractions are impotent to the extent that they
speak a language that is divorced from the concrete reality of human indi-
viduals. Philosophical language is, according to Marx, “the language of this
pure reason, separate from the individual. Instead of the ordinary individual
with his ordinary manner of speaking and thinking, we have nothing but this
ordinary manner in itself—without the individual.”52 Here we see the oppo-
site view of the apology for philosophy expressed in the Rheinische Zeitung.
Now Marx claims that philosophy’s problem is its inability to speak for and
to the suffering masses of the material world. The problem, according to
Marx, is that although philosophy claims that it remains tied to the concrete,
its play of abstractions leads it beyond the concrete. It retreats to a consid-
eration of language and logic while neglecting to connect these back to the
misery of ordinary people. Whereas Hegel wanted to lift the individual up to
the level of spirit by way of the “ladder” of the Phenomenology, Marx fears
that philosophy leaves the suffering individual behind.

Worse than this, the process of abstraction reifies the status quo by
making present conditions appear as necessary, the very idea of the rationality
of actuality that was expressed in Hegel’s infamous Doppelsatz. This is at
once a problem of language and a problem of politics. Marx goes so far as
to claim that different classes have different languages, or at least, different
understandings of the practical implications of theory and its language. In
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The German Ideology Marx considers some of the arguments of “bourgeois
ideologists” as mere etymological mystifications. These defenders of capital-
ism use etymology supposedly to refute communism without, however, no-
ticing that language itself serves the ruling class. They argue for the
impossibility of abolishing private property on the ground that property
(Eigentum) in the sense of possession and property in the sense of individual
characteristic (Eigenschaft) are etymologically linked—as if one could not be
an individual without also being an owner. These “ideologists” make the
same argument with regard to other important economic and psychological
terms in several languages including German, French, and English. Marx
concludes that “for the bourgeois it is all the easier to prove on the basis of
his language the identity of commercial and individual or even universal,
human relations, as this language itself is a product of the bourgeoisie, and
therefore both in actuality and in language the relations of buying and sell-
ing.”53 This reification of the status quo thus leads to the conclusion that these
bourgeois ideologists only speak for and to the bourgeoisie, even as they
claim to aspire to truth.

Philosophy, Politics, and Critique

Man is a zoon politikon in the most literal sense: he is not only a
social animal, but an animal that can individuate (vereinzeln) itself
only within society. Production by an isolated individual
(vereinzelten einzelnen) outside society—something rare, which
might occur when a civilized person already dynamically in
possession of the social forces is accidentally cast into the
wilderness—is just as preposterous as the development of language
without individuals who live together and speak to one another.

—Marx, Grundrisse54

The philosophers we previously examined each had a unique response
to the problem of the relation between philosophy and politics. Kant tried to
avoid confronting this problem directly by deferring to the hoped-for resolu-
tion of the impasse between morality and politics in the kingdom of ends.
Fichte celebrated the fact that philosophy could be made political and that
political life could be made philosophical in the medium of the philosophical
Ursprache. Hegel attempted to comprehend the nature of the entanglement
and to unite political action and theoretical Nachdenken. These three re-
sponses remained committed to the idea that progress in both philosophy and
politics would occur by way of properly mediating this complex interaction
of voice and audience, form and content, idea and actuality by using reason,
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as if reason were itself still other than this conflict, the universal toward
which philosophy and politics strove. Kant’s problem of mediating between
the morality of pure practical reason and the politics of empirical life, Fichte’s
problem of preparing the empirico-historical ground for the completion of
transcendental philosophy, Hegel’s problem of locating philosophy in his-
tory—each of these problematics assumed that there was one universal prin-
ciple by which philosophy and politics could be united: transcendental ego,
Ursprache, spirit. Each also assumed that the problem of the philosopher’s
voice was not intractable. Kant, avoiding the metacritical question of lan-
guage, assumed that philosophy and politics both spoke the republican lan-
guage of reason, which infiltrated the metaphorics of his critical project.
Fichte responded to the metacritique by claiming that the German Ursprache
was the voice of reason through which transcendental idealism could trans-
form political life. Hegel asserted that the ladder from ordinary to philosophi-
cal language could be discovered and mounted because the spirit that expressed
itself in ordinary language was also the spirit that knew itself in logic. With
Marx, however, the problem of philosophy was not to resolve the conflict
between philosophy and politics by way of some universal medium but,
rather, to understand the fissures that remain within this medium. The politi-
cal nature of philosophy can be understood in terms of the divisions in the
medium through which universal reason was supposedly transmitted. For
Marx, since language is social, and since society is fractured, language is
fractured too. Marx thus rejects the dogmatics of a universal reason that
ignored the conflicts that disrupted the totality of ego, Ursprache, or spirit.
Marx’s goal in this context is to make explicit the political nature of the
philosopher’s voice.

This interpretation runs counter to a facile interpretation of Marx, which
claims that he offers us a theory of politics that strives to complete the
Hegelian system.55 I maintain, on the contrary, that Marx rejects the Hegelian
philosophical approach to politics in favor of a political approach to philoso-
phy. Marx’s goal is critical and his critique shares something in common with
the Kantian critique. However, Marx politicizes the Kantian critical method.
Marx rejects the totalizing trend that he critiques in the philosophical tradi-
tion, i.e., the Kantian method, which uses critique to discover the a priori
universality of pure reason. Critique for Marx is understood as a political
activity involved in struggles for power in the real world of concrete living
individuals. For Kant, critical philosophical activity had been the proper method
in which republican politics could progress because critique, like republican
politics, was concerned with developing human autonomy. However, Kant’s
critique aimed at an abstract universal autonomy that had no immediate political
implications. While Kantian critique had attempted to remain aloof from
political activity understood in terms of concrete political struggles for the
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same reason that it remained aloof from the arational struggles of history,
Marx’s critique announces itself as political just as it conceives of history as
the locus of struggles for power. For Marx, theory is political in the sense that
it is always involved in the ongoing power struggles that determine the meaning
of the language used in articulating the critical theory.56

Marx politicizes critical activity by criticizing its transcendental aspira-
tions and by locating his own voice within the struggles of political life. He
speaks for the proletariat against the bourgeoisie, and he admits that his voice
will sound terrible to a bourgeois audience. Marx is not interested in critique
as the reconciliation of society with its spirit (as in Hegel) or in critique as
part of a process of republican reform of society under the aegis of universal
reason (as in Kant). Rather, for Marx, critique is an act of (possibly violent)
protest, practiced against the oppressors on behalf of the oppressed.57 Marx
does not define “politics” in terms of friendly dialogue and debate (as in
Kant’s republican vision). Despite his praise for democracy in his Critique of
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right and other places, democracy requires revolution.
The problem of the Kantian republican ideal is that it remained merely an
ideal contradicted by reality, an ideology that must be criticized. Revolution
was Marx’s political solution because Marx rejected the Kantian legacy of
rational hope and came to understand politics as a concrete struggle for the
power to define concepts like “morality,” “justice,” and “reason.” For Marx,
the philosopher’s voice must become part of this struggle for power and
should see through the ideological illusion which claims that reason is some-
how above the fray.

Marx criticizes the Kantian critical project and its attendant hope that the
universality of reason will produce a moral politics. Indeed, he views such
universal rationalism as the hollow core of German bourgeois ideology. Marx’s
reductive materialist understanding of Kant gives us an insight into the political
nature of Marx’s own method. In The German Ideology Marx claims that since
the German bourgeoisie was “impotent” politically, it retreated to the Kantian
idea of “the good will” in order to console itself for its own impotence.

Kant was satisfied with ‘good will’ alone, even if it remained entirely with-
out result, and he transferred the realization of this good will, the harmony
between it and the needs and impulses of individuals, to the world beyond.
Kant’s good will fully corresponds to the impotence, depression and wretch-
edness of the German burghers . . .58

According to Marx, Kant divorced liberal theory from political practice
because liberalism was not yet viable in Germany. This would explain, for
example, the trouble that Kant had vis-à-vis revolutionary activity, as I dis-
cussed in Chapter 4. Marx diagnoses this problem as resulting from the
Germans’ inability to properly understand the practical significance of their
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own theoretical aspirations. Because of their political impotence, they di-
vorced thought from will, interest, and activity, such that they could not
understand the force with which the liberal ideas of freedom and equality
ripped through France during the revolution. “Kant, therefore, separated this
theoretical expression (Ausdruck) from the interests which it expressed
(ausdrückt)… Hence the German petty bourgeois recoiled in horror from the
practice of this energetic bourgeois liberalism as soon as this practice showed
itself, both in the Reign of Terror and in shameless bourgeois profit-mak-
ing.”59 For Marx, in opposition to Kant, critique is political activity.

Indeed, for Marx, it is not too much to say that the revolutionary politi-
cal will of the oppressed gives rise to the critical theory of capitalism. As
Marx states in the Manifesto,

the theoretical conclusions of the Communists are in no way based on ideas
or principles that have been invented, or discovered, by this or that would-
be universal reformer. They are merely general expressions (allgemeine
Ausdrücke) of actual relations springing from an existing class struggle,
from a historical movement going on under our very eyes.60

According to Marx, the proletariat already experiences its own degrada-
tion. The critical theorist simply makes this experience explicit. Just as Hegel
held that philosophy was the explicit comprehension of the implicit unity of
subject and object, Marx holds that Communism is the explicit comprehen-
sion of the implicit revolutionary will of the proletariat. Unlike Hegel, how-
ever, this process of expression and explication is, for Marx, unavoidably
political. By making the subjective will and experience of the proletariat
explicit, Marx’s critical theory of capitalism enters into conflict with the
theory and experience of the bourgeoisie. In this sense, Marx’s critique of
political economy and his revolutionary activity are linked: both are engaged
in the political struggle that results as the experience of the proletariat be-
comes objective.

Critical Responses to Marx’s Critique

I am speaking of a ruthless criticism of all that exists, ruthless
both in the sense of not being afraid of the results it arrives at and
in the sense of being just as little afraid of conflict with the
powers that be.

—Marx, “Letter to Ruge, September 1843”61

Marx explicitly opens himself to criticism, noting that his theory must not
be afraid of those it antagonizes. Indeed, the spirit of his critical project invites
us to continue in this spirit to raise criticisms against him. Two questions arise
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with regard to the interpretation of Marx I am propounding in the present
chapter. First, what description of the relation between thought and reality
allows Marx to reject, in the name of critique, the Kantian critical project?
Second, how can Marx reject the universal rationalist project of Kantian
critique without contradicting himself? I will discuss these each in turn.

How does Marx reject the Kantian critical project?

The task of history, therefore, once the world beyond the truth has
disappeared, is to establish the truth of this world. The immediate
task of philosophy (Aufgabe der Philosophie), which is at the
service of history, once the holy form of human self-estrangement
has been unmasked, is to unmask self-estrangement in its unholy
forms. Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criticism of
earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of law, and the
criticism of theology into the criticism of politics.

—Marx, “Contribution to the Critique
of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right”62

Marx conceives of history as inherently conflictual and of critique as
immersed in this conflict. There is no universal endpoint of historical devel-
opment, nor of criticism. Rather, history and criticism are political struggles.
He recognizes, as early as 1843, that his project will lead to a collision with
his own philosophical predecessors and that this collision will be political.
“Now philosophy has become mundane, and the most striking proof of this
is that philosophical consciousness itself has been drawn into the torment of
the struggle, not only externally but also internally.”63 Political struggle in-
fects the supposed purity of philosophy. Contra Kant who had postulated,
from the standpoint of transcendental reason, an infinitely deferred conver-
gence between justice and morality, Marx sees this claim as itself a political
one. It was this point of convergence, the kingdom of ends, which provided
Kant with a transcendental position from which to criticize political actuality.
Marx rejects this idea of the transcendental point of convergence, claiming
instead that the transcendent standpoint is used to defend the bourgeois ide-
ology. In other words, Marx’s rejects what has been called “the moral point
of view” as distinct from the merely legal point of view. Marx goes so far as
to equate the Kantian ideal with the values of the social class to which it
appeals: it is a bourgeois ideology. The problem with the moral point of view,
according to Marx, is that it deceitfully postulates a universal morality when,
in reality, this morality is simply the view of a minority social class.

Questions of justice, goodness, etc. are, for Marx, political questions to
be resolved by way of political contestation.64 Moreover, Marx recognizes
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that some of the antagonisms between rival moral viewpoints will be intrac-
table and will ultimately lead to violence. Despite his “common sense real-
ism,” Marx rejects Kant’s critical moral project and returns us to a Hobbesian
universe in which Kant’s transcendental critical reason has no role to play.
This throws the traditional distinction between philosophy and politics into
doubt. As Miller concludes, reflecting a now familiar critique of liberalism,
“there are conflicting conceptions of the good that cannot be resolved through
rational persuasion.”65 For Marx, philosophy is no longer abstract theory
patiently persuading political agents by appealing to the abstract truth about
morality. Rather, philosophy is politicized to the extent that the very language
of morality and reason has been appropriated by ideology in defense of the
power of the dominant class. This leads Marx, finally to the famous conclu-
sion that “the arm of criticism cannot replace the criticism of arms.”66 In other
words, political activity—struggle for power—and philosophical activity—
criticism of ideology—work in tandem, each addressing a different aspect
within the strategies of political revolution. Despite this reduction of philoso-
phy to power politics, philosophical activity remains essential. “Material force
can only be overthrown by material force; but theory itself becomes a mate-
rial force when it has seized the masses.”67 Theory is a vital adjunct to
practice, although as Marx makes clear, the goal is no longer merely the truth
as such. Rather, theory must address its political audience in its own language
in order to stimulate the development of self-consciousness in this audience.
Philosophy for Marx is interested activity addressed to the needs of a political
audience, not disinterested passivity addressed to spirit. Marx states clearly
that “Theory is only realized in a people so far as it fulfills the needs of the
people.”68 Theory that is to realize its ideals must make itself practical by
addressing itself explicitly to the needs of the class it represents. This leads
us to the second question of whether Marx, in rejecting the Kantian project,
contradicts himself by stating a universal claim about the necessary particu-
larity of philosophical activity.

Is Marx inconsistent in his rejection of universality?

Right can never be higher than the economic structure of society
and its cultural development.

—Marx, “Critique of the Gotha Program”69

Given the content of his claims about the practical interested particular-
ity of theoretical activity, Marx has to give up on the universalist aspirations
of the Kantian project. He states quite plainly in his “Critique of the Gotha
Program” that ideals such as fairness, equality, and right are bourgeois ideals:
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their supposed universality belies the limited scope of their application. Although
such ideals have rhetorical force in stimulating revolutionary activity, Marx is
wary of confusing these bourgeois ideals with the as yet-to-be-determined ideals
of the proletariat. “What a crime it is to attempt to force on our Party again,
as dogmas, ideas which in a certain period had some meaning but have now
become obsolete verbal rubbish, while perverting the realistic outlook, which
it cost so much effort to instill into the Party . . .”70 Marx recognizes the
changeable nature of consciousness in its relation to the mode of production,
class, historical development, etc. His critique is thus supposed to be an
immanent critique in which the supposed universality of the bourgeois ideals
is exposed as a fraud. The problem is whether Marx can consistently claim
that universal truths are ideological. I examined this problem earlier under the
discussion of ideology and concluded that Marx’s critique of ideology is not
universal but local and political: it is the capitalists who self-interestedly
make false claims about the universality of morality.

At his most extreme—and therefore at his politically most effective—
Marx reduces moral concepts to the economic structure in which they arise
and are meaningful. “Right can never be higher than the economic structure
of society and its cultural development.”71 This theme broadens what he says
in the Manifesto and in The German Ideology about the “ruling ideas being
the ideas of the ruling class.” Marx rejects the notion that there is a standard
higher than or exterior to social life from which moral ideas derive their
validity. When political struggle exists, it is obvious that rival moral ideas are
in conflict. Marx claims that the struggle between proletariat and bourgeoisie
is a historical fact and that both sides will disagree about the meaning of
moral concepts. Within this struggle, Marx’s “moral theory” is addressed to
a particular audience—the proletariat—and derives its validity from the
experience of that audience. Marx does not claim that his audience is the
universal human audience. Indeed the content of Marx’s own theory—its
social determinism—will only be accepted as valid for a particular audience:
the bourgeoisie will misinterpret Marx if they claim that his theory is “philo-
sophical” or “moral” in the Kantian sense and ignore its political nature. For
the most part, only the proletariat will understand Marx’s claims about the
socially determinate nature of theoretical activity, and thus the theory is pri-
marily addressed to them. This psychosocial claim about cognitive differ-
ences among social classes is supported by the fact that only the proletariat
concretely experiences those forms of oppression and alienation, which are
the content of Marx’s theory. Proletarians live the experience of alienation,
which is the basis of conflict and struggle in both theory and practice. Marx
rejects the Kantian/bourgeois notion of a “pure” individual who is not divided
against himself: proletarians do not experience themselves in this way. Rather,
current social institutions create, for the proletarians at least, “a cleavage in
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the life of each individual, insofar as it is personal and insofar as it is deter-
mined by some branch of labor and the conditions pertaining to it.”72 Thus
only the proletarian will agree with Marx’s account of the way in which
theoretical determinations are always involved in a struggle between opposed
forces. While the bourgeois might claim that there is a universal truth about
human being and the moral good, the proletarian experiences the world and
himself as self-divided and thus rejects this claim.

Marx places theory firmly in the midst of political struggle. Indeed, he
concludes that the proletarian experience of the political nature of division
(its origin in struggles for power) leads the proletariat to become revolution-
ary. “Thus they find themselves directly opposed to the form in which, hith-
erto, the individuals, of which society consists, have given themselves collective
expression (Gesamtausdruck), that is, the state; in order, therefore, to assert
themselves as individuals, they must overthrow the state.”73 The proletariat
experiences itself as self-divided and sees that this self-division is created by
the dominant mode of production and its institutions. The proletariat is revo-
lutionary in the sense that it implicitly understands itself as opposed to the
dominant interests of the ruling class and is not constrained by the liberal
humanism of the bourgeois ideology. Kant’s reluctance to espouse revolution
on moral grounds would thus be seen by Marx as an example of morality
serving the interest of the dominant ideology. The proletariat would acknowl-
edge Marx’s claims about the necessity of revolution because their experience
of the world is structured by disunity and conflict and not by the experience
of the unity of reason, which the Kantian critical theory presupposes.

Allen Wood makes the revolutionary character of Marx’s politicized
philosophy clear in his interpretation of Marx’s “concept of justice” as caught
up in political struggle.74 The claim that someone knows the truth about
justice is a political claim: it is a comment on current social and political
institutions and one’s status within them. We must consider for whom the
philosopher or politician speaks when they make their claims about justice:
which class? under what mode of production? Wood ignores this politicized
conclusion in his attempt to interpret Marx as an “immoralist,” i.e., one who
is concerned with alleviating nonmoral evil.75 Wood nonetheless explains
quite nicely the nature of Marx’s nonmoral critique of moral concepts: “A
higher mode of production is not ‘more just’ than a lower one; it is only just
in its own way.”76 I agree with this: Wood is right that Marx’s theory does not
impose an a priori notion of justice upon society.

It is important to emphasize, however, that the “adjustment” of moral
concepts to mode of production of which Wood speaks is a revolutionary
political process.77 Marx’s idea of the political situatedness of moral concepts
is essential for understanding the political nature of his own theory: he speaks
for and to a politicized audience and makes no pretense of appealing to a
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universal audience. Despite his more mature “reformist” or “gradualist” re-
visions of his revolutionary goal, we must take Marx’s radical politics seri-
ously, as when he writes to the bourgeoisie in the famous Red Edition of the
Neue Rheinische Zeitung: “We are ruthless, we ask no mercy from you. When
our turn comes we will practice terrorism without trying to prettify what we
do.”78 Marx’s theoretical activity is thus predicated upon the necessity of
radical political activity.79

Conclusion

This brings us to the question of whom Marx is addressing in his texts.
I will take this question up in earnest in the next chapter. It should be clear
already, however, that Marx has a complex audience in mind, even though his
primary addressee is the proletariat. This audience is necessarily complex
because the proletariat, as Marx envisioned it, was not yet existent. We can
see that this leads to a troubling problem for Marx: Marx addresses an audi-
ence that does not yet exist and yet claims that he speaks for that audience.
The problem is whether Marx claims to have constructed a universal philoso-
phy of history that comprehends the totality of history, as Habermas says,
from “a point of view outside this process from which the system as a whole
can be comprehended critically and convicted of its obsolescence.”80 Habermas
views Marx as the last great practitioner of the enlightenment project of
critique. He claims, moreover, that for us the totalizing view presupposed by
this critical project has become problematic. I maintain, however, that Marx
is the end of the critical project in the sense that he politicizes the totalizing
aspirations of this project.

Marx’s implicit theory of language contains an epistemology that locates
consciousness within social determinations. However, this theory remains
implicit for strategic reasons. Marx resists the temptation of becoming mired
in abstract epistemological debates. Thus his rhetoric about the experience of
the proletariat as “the universal class” must be interpreted as politically
motivated, despite Lukács’s attempt to locate Marxian “science” in the uni-
versal experience of this class.81 Marx does not want to engage in a battle of
abstract universals with the Idealists; rather, he uses their language to inspire
the proletariat to engage in concrete political struggles for power. Nonethe-
less, the implicit epistemology found in Marx’s sporadic notes on language
and consciousness transform totalizing philosophy into concrete political
activity. Marx’s claims about the scientific nature of his theory must be re-
assessed in light of the fact that Marx’s social theory of language forces him
to admit that concepts are socially determined and thus leads him to reject the
epistemological problematic of Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. Marx’s socialist
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critique of ideology and the “realist theory of knowledge” ascribed to him by
Habermas and Wood go hand in hand.82 It is Marx’s materialist empiricism
that leads him to the conclusion that language is politically powerful and
socially located. This further leads him to reject the Idealists’ epistemological
problematic as another ideological obfuscation of the political location of
philosophical activity. The subject-object problem obscures the important
empirical fact that words are abbreviations for social relations. Marx’s goal
is not to accompany Kant, Fichte, and Hegel into the a priori universality of
idealism—an approach that leads to ideological blindness to the lack of uni-
versality in concrete political life. Rather, his goal is to help the proletariat
attain consciousness of its political identity within the hegemonic struggles of
modern social life. Starting with the immediate experience of the proletariat,
Marx claims that this class experiences the world as essentially alienated and
alienating. Marx realizes that attempts to defend his socialist interpretation of
mind, language, and morality would be rejected by the ideologists who use
idealism to defend the bourgeois status quo. Moreover, such epistemological
ramblings would distract from the concrete task of constructing political identity
for a class whose experience is based upon a lack of such an identity.83

Marx, like Fichte, acts as a prophet: his goal is to unite his audience,
albeit not under the universal idea of transcendental idealism but rather under
the concrete fact of class oppression and socially constituted alienation. He
uses language to inspire and inflame his audience with consciousness of their
oppression. Unlike Fichte, Marx gives up on the claim that his audience is
universal. He does not claim that the universal truth can be expressed in an
Ursprache, which functions as the medium for the truths of cosmopolitan
enlightenment. Nor does he maintain that his political audience will ulti-
mately be reconciled to the universal moral truth. Rather, Marx carries Fichte’s
nationalistic conclusion forward into the struggles of international class poli-
tics. For Marx, the philosopher’s voice is the voice of a part of humanity, not
the voice of the whole.
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Marx’s Voice:
Political Action and Political Language

Far from it being true that “out of nothing” I make myself, for
example, as a “speaker” (als sprechenden), the nothing which
forms the basis here is a very manifold something, the real
individual, his speech organs, a definite state of physical develop-
ment, an existing language and dialects (vorhandene Sprache und
Dialekte), ears capable of hearing and human environment from
which it is possible to hear something, etc., etc..

—Marx, The German Ideology1

Marx’s legacy is mixed. If we discount Marx’s economics, if we view
his revolutionary political practice as either sadistic or naïve, if we look at his
theory of class-politics as hopelessly reductive, we must still confront the fact
that Marx opens the question of the historical and social basis of philosophi-
cal activity. For Marx, the philosopher’s voice is, like all voices, understood
as a material product. Rather than conceiving his own voice as the expression
of some transcendent subjectivity or the universal spirit of history, Marx
locates his own voice within concrete struggles for power. This interpretation,
the one I will defend in the present chapter, runs counter to the one offered
by Seyla Benhabib who claims that Marx inherited from Hegel a monological
theory in which “purposeful or intentional activity is described with the help
of a prelinguistic model.”2 Benhabib’s concern is that Marx’s emphasis on
alienation within productive processes assumes that human productive activ-
ity is teleologically governed by subjective intentionality in which the prod-
ucts of labor are objects of human will. The result is, according to Benhabib,
that Marx denies the plurality of human experience by uniting human beings,
not under “spirit” or “ego” but under the “politics of class.”3 In what follows,
I will not deny that Marx emphasizes “class” as opposed to concrete indi-
viduality: in fact I will argue that Marx views himself as the spokesman for
the working class. However, I will argue that Marx’s rejection of the univer-
salist approach of the German Idealist tradition, when combined with his self-
consciousness of the social location of his own voice, leads Marx to recognize
that “the” philosopher’s voice is unavoidably plural.

207
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Ironically Marx’s view of the unity of theory and practice has its roots
in German Idealism. Whereas Kant and Hegel remained hopeful of the pos-
sibility of unifying theory and practice in the voice of the reflective philoso-
pher, Marx maintains that this hoped-for unity requires philosophers to
reinterpret their voices in terms of political activity. This is the meaning of
his famous Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach. This gives Marx much in common
with Fichte.4 While Kant and Hegel saw philosophy as distinct from action,
Fichte had emphasized activity as the basis of the transcendental ego. Like
Fichte, Marx does not give up on theory; rather, he recognizes that theory is
itself a part of action. However, unlike Fichte, Marx acknowledges that hu-
man activity and voice are plural. Marx’s goal is not to avoid theory but to
locate it within the plurality of concrete political action.

Following Feuerbach’s materialist response to Hegel, Marx recognized
the necessity with which philosophy must enter into political struggle. One
of the recurrent themes in Feuerbach’s criticism of Idealism is the monological
model in which reason is derived from the isolated ego. Feuerbach socializes
reason in an inversion of the Hegelian dialectic, which progressed from the
plurality of communal life to the unity of spirit. Feuerbach also recognizes
the plurality of communal life. However, he demands that we recognize this
plurality, not reduce it to the unity of spirit, because plurality is the material
truth of human being.

Only through communication and conversation between man and man do
ideas arise. Not alone, but only with others, does one reach notions and
reason in general. Two human beings are needed for the generation of man—
of the spiritual as well as of the physical man; the community of man with
man is the first principle and criterion of truth and generality.5

This social theory of truth has roots in Kant’s discussion of the “touchstone”
of truth, as I discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. Feuerbach develops the Kantian
approach in the direction of a thoroughgoing empiricism which also recog-
nizes that thinking is dialogical: “The true dialectic is not a monologue of a
solitary thinker with himself; it is a dialogue between I and thou.”6

Marx’s debt to Feuerbach thus extends to a political interpretation of
Feuerbach’s rejection of the monological model of transcendental reason: the
I and thou that carry on the dialogue are interpreted by Marx in terms of the
divergent interests of opposed classes. This raises the political problem of
whether different classes can speak one another’s languages. Moreover, given
Marx’s awareness of the power of ideology to convert a limited perspective
into the appearance of universal truth, the problem becomes one of preparing
the ground for genuine dialogue by undermining the dominant ideology’s
appearance of universal truth. As early as his doctoral dissertation Marx
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claims that philosophy must confront the world of appearance with an act of
will, “inspired by the urge to realize itself, it enters into tension against the
other.”7 The point here is that philosophical critique appears to the world at
large as untrue. It must combat this appearance by also combating that which
appears as truth in the world. Like Fichte, Marx realized that philosophy
cannot succeed unless it actively engages its other, i.e., the “appearances” of
political life. This theme leads us all the way back to Socrates’ trial. However,
Marx’s twist on this eternal conflict between appearance and reality is his
recognition that the conflict results, not in the triumph of philosophy in the
“real” world outside Plato’s cave but, rather, in the politicization of philoso-
phy “The result is that as the world becomes philosophical, philosophy also
becomes worldly.”8 Since struggle is the commonsense fact from which Marx
begins, he can thus claim that philosophy is always already political in the
sense that it already engages—even if unwittingly—in struggles for influence
and power. Marx thus further radicalizes both Fichte’s move toward politics
and Feuerbach’s move toward dialogue: language cannot unify philosophical
politics because language is plural and political.

Struggle, Politics, and Identity

The mode of production of material life conditions the social,
political, and intellectual life process in general.

—Marx, Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy9

Marx’s conception of the ideological nature of philosophy is tied both to
his materialist conception of language and consciousness and to his materi-
alist interpretation of the Hobbesian/Machiavellian understanding of politics.
For Marx, consciousness is social interaction mediated by the material ele-
ment of language. Consciousness, like politics, takes place within social and
political institutions that are determined by the economic structures of power.
This social structure is itself characterized by the antagonism of forces seek-
ing control over the economic bases of society. Whereas Kant, Fichte, and
Hegel, as followers of the enlightenment tradition of political thinking, shared
a somewhat sanguine view of political life as ultimately reasonable, Marx
shatters this view by understanding human life as fundamentally conflictual.
Marx’s understanding of politics is Hobbesian in its recognition of the intrac-
table nature of the conflicts that result from human self-interested activity. It
is Machiavellian in its recognition of the fact that political power is asserted
not by logic and morality but by rhetoric and force.10

Marx’s twist on these themes is to tie them to the question of the mode
of production. For Marx, state power is not a matter of arbitrary will or
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personal interest. Rather, Marx concludes, “if power is taken as the basis of
right, as Hobbes, etc., do, then right, law, etc., are merely the symptom, the
expression (Ausdruck) of other relations upon which state power rests.”11 This
can be linked to Marx’s claim, quoted at the outset of the present section, that
material relations determine “social, political, and intellectual life processes.”
Politics, language, and even philosophy can be understood in terms of their
material basis.

Uniting these two claims—that consciousness is material and that poli-
tics is power-conflict—brings us to the conclusion that, for Marx, philosophi-
cal conceptions of right are themselves part of the process of transforming
might into right. Marx negates Hegel’s approach to the problem of the
philosopher’s voice and returns, via Feuerbach, to the Fichtean approach. He
speaks to a political audience without, however, affirming Fichte’s goal of
creating a transcendental unity of morality and politics. Hegel rejected the
dogmatism that resulted from Fichte’s transcendental poetic-political-linguistic
nationalism by systematically distinguishing and relating the different ways
in which language can be used: the philosopher’s voice was to be different
from the poet’s and the politician’s, even though it used the same language.
Marx negates this negation and returns to “dogmatism,” however, of a more
explicitly political order. It is Marx’s virtue that he makes the philosopher’s
voice an explicit issue of both his practical and theoretical work. Although
Marx’s solution is like Fichte’s to the extent that it asserts the need of the
philosopher to take up the language of politics, it is more explicit about this
need in the sense that Marx understands philosophy itself, including his own,
in terms of its foundation in the concrete struggles of political life.

Marx rejects attempts to conceive of the philosopher’s voice in nonpo-
litical terms. Against Kant’s hopeful enlightenment project, Marx would claim
that the Kantian project deliberately rejects its revolutionary content because
it refuses to admit that theory is practical. Against Fichte’s uneasy conjunc-
tion of linguistic nationalism and transcendental idealism, Marx would claim
that these idealistic goals are limited bourgeois goals that can only be under-
stood as such when we see that language, consciousness, and political nation-
alism are the result of struggle for control of the means of production. Against
Hegel, Marx would claim that the attempt to assert a difference in theory
between philosophy and politics has the practical result of producing an
ideological mystification that undermines the radical force of practical politi-
cal philosophy.

For Marx, philosophy gives voice to the material conditions of the class
for which and to which it speaks. Marx’s goal is to speak for and to this class
in order to stimulate it self-consciously to engage in the political struggle in
which it is already unconsciously engaged. This is a task of, in Feuerbach’s
words, a “philosophy of the future,” which has returned from the “self-sufficient
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bliss of the realm of ideas” and has looked into the realm of “human mis-
ery.”12 The first task is to prepare the ground under which genuine human
dialogue could flourish. Thus Feuerbach concludes, “to think, speak, and act
in a pure and true human fashion will, however, be granted only to future
generations.”13 Marx’s task is to create the material conditions under which
human speaking, thinking, and acting could be pure and true.

Contra Benhabib’s accusation against Marx’s supposedly monological
approach, it is clear that the process of solidifying the implicit self-consciousness
of the proletariat so as to create an explicit political identity for the proletariat
cannot be completed as an imposition of truth. Rather, Marx rejects such
impositions in order to prepare the way for a future in which genuine dia-
logue can unfold. The self-consciousness of the proletariat will develop dy-
namically as communist theory and practice interact within history. The “idea”
of political life can only develop within political struggle; it cannot be im-
posed from without. Although Marx speaks for and to the working class, he
does so with the recognition that there are other voices that claim to speak
for and to this class and that his own voice is thus part of the struggle by
which the proletariat develops its own identity from out of that “human
misery” to which Feuerbach asked us to return.

Ambiguity of Philosophy and Politics in the Communist Manifesto

Political power, properly so called, is merely the organized power
of one class for oppressing another.

—Marx, Communist Manifesto14

Let us turn then to Marx’s attempt to speak for and to the proletariat in
the Communist Manifesto. The Manifesto is a political text that criticizes the
apolitical approach of philosophy by understanding theory as part of the
material process of forming political identity. In what follows I will attempt
to locate Marx’s voice in the Manifesto in terms of the different audiences it
addresses. It is important to note however, that the Manifesto is itself a
historical artifact whose time is past: both its practical agenda and its theo-
retical claims about capitalism have been historically and theoretically super-
seded.15 We turn to the Manifesto not to discover the truth about communism
or to analyze its practical agenda. Rather, we turn to it to discern what
happens when the philosopher’s voice locates itself within concrete political
struggles.

The philosophical significance of the Communist Manifesto, a clearly
political work, lies in the conception of political philosophy upon which it is
grounded: the materialist view, which sees both philosophy and politics as
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“superstructures” grounded in economic struggle. Its practical problem is a
recognition that the working class needs to reject the dominant paradigm in
both theory and practice. Since ideas have material consequences, Marx pushes
the political struggle of the working class into the heart of its opponents’
ideology by attacking the ideological claim that there is one universal answer
to the question of the essence of human being. “Does it require deep intu-
ition,” Marx asks in the Manifesto, “to comprehend that man’s ideas, views
and conceptions, in one word, man’s consciousness, changes with every change
in the conditions of his material existence, in his social relations and in his
social life?”16

This question lies at the heart of Marx’s practical/theoretical problem.
On the one hand, it is obvious that human beings have changed and that we
continue to change as the mode of production changes. Thus, as a fact of
history we must recognize that revolution is always a real possibility. On the
other hand, this is not obvious at all to a culture wedded to the philosophical
belief in those “eternal truths” that Marx criticizes in the Manifesto.17 Marx’s
theoretical task is to demystify the “deep” philosophical belief in such eternal
truths in order to return to the “superficial” truth that revolution is an endur-
ing possibility. However, Marx’s practical task is to stimulate the proletariat
by giving them the sense that the revolution is inevitable.18 This tension
between theory and practice leads Marx into difficulties, most notably the
problem of free will vs. determinism. If his goal is to inspire free activity by
the proletariat, then why does he speak of the inevitability of the revolution?
This problem is best resolved by noting the tension between theory and
practice: he speaks to his audience(s) with multiple voices.19

The Manifesto links the theoretical and practical problematics in trying
to inspire the Communist Party and the working class. What is unique about
the Manifesto is its methodological ambiguity. The Manifesto rests on the
border between politics and philosophy, thus calling the distinction between
these two disciplines into question. As Stuart Wilks-Heeg concludes, the
Manifesto “was as much a work of political propaganda as one of political
philosophy.”20 It understands politics as determined by philosophy and phi-
losophy as dominated by politics. It addresses the ambiguity between phi-
losophy and politics and recognizes itself as caught up in this ambiguity. To
properly understand the Manifesto, we must consider its multiple voices. I
will show that there are at least three different audiences to which the Mani-
festo is addressed: the proletariat, the Communist Party, and other political
theorists. The voice that Marx employs is different depending upon the inter-
ests and concerns of the audience. On the one hand, the Manifesto addresses
political agents in a philosophical manner. It attempts to give the proletariat
and the Communist Party a theoretical understanding of their political agita-
tion. Here the Manifesto uses philosophy for the political task of inspiring
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these political agents toward further political action. On the other hand, the
Manifesto addresses philosophical issues in a political manner. It attempts to
show the way in which philosophical views are linked to political ideology
and are best judged by the political practice to which they give rise. Here the
Manifesto uses political action and commitment to evaluate philosophical
theory.

In writing the Manifesto with Engels, Marx explicitly associates himself
with a political party, the Communists, and even sets himself up as a spokes-
man for the party, writing its founding document, the Communist Manifesto.
Marx is clearly a political partisan. And yet, in the Communist Manifesto,
Marx offers what seem to be philosophical analyses of political life. It is
natural to wonder, then, whether Marx is a political philosopher and whether
the Communist Manifesto is a work of political philosophy. This question
may seem ironic given that Marx rejects both philosophy and politics as
outmoded practices of the bourgeoisie. Marx makes this clear in the Mani-
festo itself by claiming that the “ruling ideas of each age have ever been the
ideas of its ruling class.”21 The ruling ideas of the capitalist epoch include
politics, religion, morality, and philosophy. Marx attempts to transcend these
bourgeois concepts with his materialist science of political economy and his
revolutionary social agenda. Political economy is intended to go beyond
philosophy; the Communist Revolution is intended to go beyond politics.

In this sense, the Manifesto is neither philosophical nor political—an
extraordinary conclusion to reach for a work of political philosophy. In the
Manifesto Marx claims that Communists reject both philosophy and politics.
With the revolution, “the public power will lose its political character. Politi-
cal power, properly so called, is merely the organized power of one class for
oppressing another.”22 Politics, as Marx understands it, is a form of social
organization that is oriented around a central authority called the state, which
authorizes and defends the values of the ruling class.23 Once class antago-
nisms have been abolished with the Communist Revolution, the political
form of social organization will also be abolished. Moreover, Marx’s mate-
rialism goes beyond philosophy and returns to real life. Philosophy, in its
pursuit of transcendent truth, had forgotten the most important part of human
life, “the real individuals, their activity and the material conditions under
which they live.”24 In the Manifesto Marx takes seriously his claims about the
limits of philosophy as stated in the German Ideology and in his “Theses on
Feuerbach.” The Manifesto is Marx’s move from a mere philosophical inter-
pretation of the world toward a serious attempt to change it. For Marx,
serious thinkers ought to abandon philosophy in order to address themselves
to the practical concerns of real people; they ought to engage in practical
action; this practical action ought to be oriented toward the abolition of both
politics and philosophy.
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Nonetheless, Marx remains a political philosopher. His claims against
politics and philosophy are strategic, located attacks on the theory and prac-
tice of the bourgeoisie. Marx does not leave theory behind: the Manifesto is
a theoretical account of capitalism and its impending demise. Indeed this text
addresses itself explicitly, in Part III, to other political theorists and falls
inevitably into the trap of engaging in an abstract, seemingly philosophical,
debate about “true” socialism. Moreover, the Manifesto presents a plan for
political action, albeit as a preliminary step toward establishing communism
and thereby overcoming politics. Thus, despite Marx’s attempt to revolution-
ize theory and practice, he inevitably returns both to traditional theoretical
concerns (that his theory is the true theory about political life) and to tradi-
tional political concerns (with practical recommendations about how the pro-
letariat can obtain and consolidate political power). Thus we should interpret
Marx’s claims about overcoming philosophy and politics as rhetorical strat-
egies designed to facilitate the formation of the political identity of the pro-
letariat. Like Fichte, Marx adjusts his rhetorical voice according to his audience.

Commentators have continually wondered whether Marx was a political
philosopher or a political actor, whether he was a metaphysician, a statist, or
something more radical.25 Recently Paul Wetherly has concluded that Marx’s
“theory of the state” is ambiguous because Marx views the state as both a servant
of deterministically understood class interest and as a structural-institutional in-
dependent agency.26 More critically, Karl Popper interprets Marx as propound-
ing a paradoxical theory that claims both that politics is “impotent” and that
political action is needed to overthrow politics. Popper finds Marx’s position
to be incoherent at worst and, at best, “fatally mistaken” because it reduces
all social relations including the political to economic relations.27 Robert
Tucker concludes, after considering this problem in some detail: “in these
terms, Marx both was and was not a political philosopher.”28 Such conclu-
sions about Marx are provocative. One continues to wonder how Marx could
both be and not be a political philosopher.

Joseph M. Schwartz’s account of “Marx’s hostility to politics” offers us
a glimpse of a way of approaching Marx that can lead us further into this
problem: “Consequently Marx’s insistence on his analysis of capital as a
“science” led to his downplaying the role of politics in social change in his
formal and analytical writings such as Capital, although many of his journal-
istic and historical writings implicitly recognize a relatively autonomous,
causal historical role for politics.”29 As Schwartz indicates, there is a crucial
difference in tone, style, and method in Marx’s different works. In some
works Marx is more of a political philosopher in the traditional sense, in
others he is more a political agitator and partisan. While most commentators
agree with Schwartz that Capital is an example of what Marx, at least, called
“science,” it is also clear that a work like the Communist Manifesto is an
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example of partisan politics. What is at issue in making these determinations
is the address of the text. Capital addresses, for the most part, those inter-
ested, for political reasons, in the truth about capitalism; the Communist
Manifesto addresses, for the most part, those interested in taking concrete
action to change the status quo. This qualification “for the most part” is
necessary because in these texts, Marx calls the distinction between theory
and practice into question.

Indeed, if there could be something called a Marxist “political philoso-
phy,” it could never be a disinterested search for transcendent truth about the
polis. Rather, it is part of political practice within the polis. Theory functions
to solidify the political identity of different parties in the political struggle for
power. Political philosophy occurs as part of political contestation. But this
claim about the epistemological status of political philosophy is itself am-
bivalent. Marx seems to admit that his own theory about political theory is
only valid for that class that understands itself in terms of the struggle for
power. Marx recognizes that the bourgeoisie will reject this claim about political
philosophy. For Marx, the truth of a political theory is relative to the class
that is interested in it, although for this class there is a definite “truth.” This
theory is correct for the proletariat not for the bourgeoisie. Thus the prole-
tariat understands itself and its bourgeois opponents differently than the bour-
geoisie understands itself and its proletarian antagonists. This ambivalent
epistemology is what allows Marx to offer arguments against various non-
Marxist forms of socialism in the Communist Manifesto. Given the political
agenda in question, i.e., radical social transformation in the interests of the
working class, these other socialist theories remain, to one degree or another,
reactionary. Within a given political purview—within a set of class inter-
ests—Marx claims that there is a “correct” form of self-consciousness, i.e.,
the one that best explains the experience of this class. There can be, however,
no objectively true synthetic view that transcends this experience because the
synthetic approach is a bourgeois approach, which undermines the class in-
terest of the proletariat by assuming a nonpolitical universal human experience.

Addressing the Proletariat

Working Men of All Countries Unite!
—Marx, Communist Manifesto30

Whom does the Manifesto address? Most obviously, the working class.
Unfortunately, this obvious answer is not as transparent as it at first appears. The
primary address of the Communist Manifesto, the proletariat, did not yet exist in
1848 as a self-conscious revolutionary class. This explains the conclusion of the
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Manifesto, the famous cry, “Workers of the World Unite!” This cry is ad-
dressed to the workers as a command: in order to win the world, in order to
lose their chains, the working class must unite and form itself into a revolu-
tionary party. Although Marx uses the word “proletariat” throughout the es-
say, a careful reading makes it clear that the class-conscious revolutionary
proletariat whom he addresses does not yet exist. Marx states that the lib-
eral, bourgeois, revolutions begun in the eighteenth century and continuing
into the nineteenth century are in the process of bringing the proletariat into
existence. As the bourgeoisie grows and capitalism flourishes, the prole-
tariat develops.

Not only has the bourgeoisie forged the weapons that bring death to itself;
it has also called into existence the men who are to wield those weapons—
the modern working class—the proletarians. In the same proportion as the
bourgeoisie, i.e., capital, is developed, in the same proportion is the prole-
tariat, the modern working class, developed . . .31

Despite Marx’s optimistic pronouncements about the power of the pro-
letariat, in 1848 the proletariat was still in a process of development.32 This
makes it appear as if Marx was following in the tradition of messianic proph-
ecy—prophesying the apocalyptical appearance of the revolutionary prole-
tariat—a tradition of political philosophy with links to Fichte.33 In the Manifesto
Marx seems to recognize that the revolution could not be successful in 1848:
the downtrodden workers have not yet united to form a revolutionary major-
ity opposed to capitalism. This is why it was necessary to write the Manifesto
in the first place, i.e. to bring the revolutionary proletariat into existence.
Indeed Engels, writing in 1895, nearly fifty years after the first publication of
the Manifesto, admits that “history has proved us, and all who thought like
us, wrong. It has made it clear that the state of economic development on the
Continent at that time (1848) was not, by a long way, ripe for the elimination
of capitalist production.”34 Engels states that the problem was that capitalism
still had a great capacity for expansion before the misery of the workers
became acute enough to push the revolution from possibility toward inevita-
bility. This explains why the working class, as developed under capitalism in
1848, was not a consciously revolutionary class: without an increase in
exploitation and misery, the proletariat could not find it necessary to become
conscious of itself as an international revolutionary class.

We would assume that Marx was aware of this in his call for the workers
of the world to unite, a demand aimed at the future, directed toward the
formation of the revolutionary proletariat. And yet, in the Manifesto Marx
seems to contradict himself by saying, for example, that “the proletarian
movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense
majority, in the interests of the immense majority.”35 This claim must either
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be false because, in 1848, the proletariat was not conscious of itself as a class
independent of the bourgeoisie; or it must be addressed to another audience,
i.e., the Communist Party, which is to unite and inspire the movement of the
proletariat. Clearly, the proletariat, in general, was not aware that its interests
were in opposition to the bourgeoisie, and the movement begun by the Com-
munist Party was not yet a movement of the majority.

Marx exaggerates his claims throughout the Manifesto, unafraid of con-
tradiction, because his goal is political inspiration, not philosophical reflection.
Communists were not yet, in 1848, feared or even widely known. Thus the
famous claim about communism as a “spectre haunting Europe” is, as David
Felix notes, “a boastful lie.”36 The Manifesto was part of the process of
creating a party that would provide self-consciousness to the proletariat. His
boastful lies about the proletariat are thus political tricks, not truth claims.
This rhetorical flourish is understandable if we recognize that throughout the
Manifesto, Marx, in a kind of conjuring trick, addresses the so-called self-
conscious majority in order to bring it into existence.37 This is why, in the
Manifesto, Marx places the revolution in a metaphorical future: “what the
bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is its own grave-diggers. Its fall
and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.”38 The revolution is
inevitable because of systematic tendencies within capitalism. But it will not
happen until the proletariat is educated about itself as a class and until the
workers of the world actually unite to form the revolutionary class. The
Manifesto addresses itself to the task of executing this goal of educating and
uniting the workers in order to hasten the demise of the bourgeoisie.

We see here a methodological problem with regard to political philoso-
phy. If Marx speaks for and to the proletariat, but this class does not yet exist,
we wonder what justifies Marx’s claims about the proletariat. If the truth-
claims he makes are supposed to be truths about and for the proletariat, but
this proletariat does not yet exist, then what is the logical status of these
claims? At best, they can be considered to be hypothetical claims—if the
proletarians were to become self-conscious, this is what they would think
about themselves. This is not a very satisfactory response, however, because
Marx is not interested in a hypothetical proletariat. He repeatedly states that
philosophy must return to real concrete life. In 1845 Marx states with regard
to the proletariat that, “It is not a matter of what this or that proletarian or
even the proletariat as a whole pictures at present as its goal. It is a matter
of what the proletariat is in actuality and what, in accordance with this being,
it will historically be compelled to do.”39 A vicious circle results here in that
the proletariat to which Marx speaks only becomes real and concrete in response
to Marx’s text, while Marx’s text is supposed to be addressed to the real concrete
proletariat. The Manifesto is thus addressing the being or essence of the prole-
tariat, even if this contradicts the present condition and self-consciousness of
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individual members of the working class. Here we return to the problem of
which Benhabib accused Marx: he seems to address political life from the
outside, with an unpolitical claim about the truth of the proletariat that runs
counter to the actual condition in which the proletariat finds itself. The au-
thority of Marx’s prophetic voice seems to come from a claim about the being
of the proletariat that transcends the concrete existence of that class.

Addressing the Communist Party

The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They
openly declare (sie erklären es offen) that their ends can be attained
only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions.

—Marx, Communist Manifesto40

Marx wants to locate his voice between fantastic prophetic rhetoric and
dead historical fact. This middle path can be seen if we readjust Marx’s
address away from the proletariat to the Communist Party. Marx claims to be
offering the truth. This truth is, however, only available to those who ac-
knowledge the existence of the proletariat as a class whose experience is
worthy of consideration, namely, the Communists. Marx addresses the Mani-
festo, not only to the nonexistent proletariat, but also to those Communists
who already share Marx’s understanding of the proletariat. The antidote to the
spectral nature of the working class to whom the Manifesto is addressed is
found in the reality of the Communist Party. Thus the truth claims made in
the Manifesto are not merely truths about some nonexistent class. They state
facts about the Party. Those who read and subscribe to the Manifesto have
already agreed to the basic premise that capitalism is an alienating, dehuman-
izing system. The Manifesto addresses these party members in order to clarify
the dissatisfaction they already feel with regard to the status quo in order to
make them conscious of the movement in which they are already active and
to clarify their task.

The task of the Communist Party and the intellectuals who are to lead
the revolution is to form the proletariat into a self-conscious revolutionary
class: “the immediate aim of the Communists is the same as that of all other
proletarian parties: formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the
bourgeois supremacy, conquest of political power by the proletariat.”41 In
other words, the proletariat, as a self-conscious revolutionary class, must be
brought into existence by the Communist Party. Indeed, the Communist
Manifesto is part of the formation of the party. The Manifesto was written
specifically for the Communist Party and intended to articulate a “detailed
theoretical and practical programme of the Party.”42 Thus, the Manifesto is
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not only addressed to the proletariat. It is also addressed to the Party. The
concluding demand, “Workers of the World Unite!” is addressed to the mem-
bers of the Party in order to clarify their task for them: they must help the
workers of the world to unite by leading, organizing, and educating them.

The Manifesto is addressed to the intellectual leaders of the Party in
order to “openly declare” (erklären offen) the political ambitions of the party.
The Manifesto simply is the declaration of the existence of the party. Thus the
Manifesto bridges the gap between political fantasy and philosophical truth:
its language is a performative act of calling the Party into existence. Of
course, along with this inauguration, Marx fills the Manifesto with laudatory
descriptions of the virtues of the party (useful rhetoric for the political task
of forming a party). Marx describes the intellectual vanguard of the party as
members of the bourgeois ruling class who see the contradictions within
capitalism and who “cut themselves adrift” and “go over to the proletariat.”43

Marx praises them as “bourgeois ideologists who have raised themselves to
the level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole.”44

The members of the Party are understood as “the most advanced and resolute
section of the working class parties of every country.”45 Moreover, “they have
over the great mass of the proletariat the advantage of clearly understanding
the line of march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the
proletarian movement.”46

Marx was thus speaking to the party leaders in order to inspire them and
inflame their revolutionary zeal. In the Manifesto Marx sings the praises of
the intellectual vanguard of the Party without considering the possibility that
these intellectuals may be opportunistic manipulators merely seeking per-
sonal political power.47 Indeed, such a consideration of the possible shortcom-
ings of the Party would be inappropriate to the specific goals of the Manifesto:
one does not inspire a party by mentioning ways in which the party members
may be corrupt. Rather, the goal of inspiring the members is best served by
praising them and by clearly spelling out their immediate task: “they never
cease, for a single instant, to instill into the working class the clearest possible
recognition of the hostile antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat . . . In
short, the communists everywhere support every revolutionary movement
against the existing social and political order of things.”48

This last statement is both a description of what the Communist Party
does and a normative claim about what it ought to do. Here again we see
methodological tensions within Marx’s address. He describes the Party as an
already existing organization, even though the Manifesto is part of the pro-
cess of bring it into existence. Although the Party already existed in cells in
London and Brussels, Marx claims that “it is high time that the Communists
should openly, in the face of the whole world, publish their views, their aims,
their tendencies and meet this nursery tale of the specter of communism with
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a manifesto of the party itself.” Thus, despite the fact that Communism al-
ready existed as a force, however paltry, in action, it had not yet organized
itself into a self-conscious party. The task of the Manifesto then, is both to
help the party members understand what they already do by making the
actions of Communists explicit and to explain to them what they should do
by setting forth a particular political agenda.

The methodological problem we encounter at this point is how the dis-
satisfaction felt by Communists can lead to a normative political agenda. A
variety of agendas could result from the experience of dissatisfaction with
nineteenth century social life.49 What justifies the provisional ten-point politi-
cal agenda on social change and Marx’s claims about the inevitability of the
coming revolution? Marx may claim that this issues forth from the contradic-
tions he finds within capitalism. Unfortunately this pushes the issue back
from the political to the philosophical: to support his claim that his practical
political program is the best one or that it is inevitable, Marx must claim that
his philosophical analysis offers the truth about history. As we saw in the
preceding section, for Marx, this means the truth for and about the proletariat.
Marx’s political agenda must be supported by a philosophical account of the
proletarian’s experience and identity. To inspire the Communists he must
convince them that they are right.

Addressing Philosophy

Where speculation ends, where real life starts, there consequently
begins real, positive science, the expounding of the practical
activity, of the practical process of development of men. Empty
phrases about consciousness end, and real knowledge has to take
their place. When the reality is described, philosophy [die
selbständige Philosophie] loses its medium of existence.

—Marx, The German Ideology50

The Manifesto is not only addressed to political agents in the proletariat
or in the Communist Party. It also addresses itself to other communists who
are not members of the party, to other communist philosophers, and indeed
to all political thinkers who care to listen. Part III of the text specifically takes
up the issue of “Socialist and Communist Literature.” In this section—an odd
section to find in a supposedly untheoretical work designed to inspire ac-
tion—Marx addresses political theorists in general in order to help clarify the
position of the Communist Party in opposition to other parties. Thus Marx
addresses the proletariat and the members of the Communist Party only in-
directly in this section. The obvious goal of this section is to help the Com-
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munist Party understand itself by contrasting its ideology with other socialist
ideologies. However, a more significant methodological implication of this
section can be discerned in its recognition of the relation between political
action and reflective philosophy. As Marx states in The German Ideology,
there is no such thing as independent philosophy; rather, philosophical activ-
ity occurs in the service of political party. Clarifying ideology theoretically
is a form of political action.

Marx is aware that the specific political agenda of the Communist Party
needs a philosophical defense. As we shall see in the present section, this
defense focuses on the way in which other socialist theories lead to
nonrevolutionary practice. The implicit claim here is that we can judge a
theory by looking at the political action to which it gives rise. This begs the
question because it assumes that Marx’s theory and its practical agenda is the
best option without ever giving an argument to that effect. It assumes that
revolutionary action is the only solution to social alienation. It seems, how-
ever, that Marx is not afraid to beg this particular question because he is
already engaged in revolutionary political activity even in the theoretical
portion of the text. Marx’s understanding of philosophy as class-based ideol-
ogy is itself a class-based ideology—the ideology of the Communist Party
and the working class. Marx reduces the philosophical defense of the Com-
munist political agenda to a political dispute between parties: the parties that
disagree with the Communist agenda are labeled as bourgeois, and their
philosophical positions are rejected as bourgeois ideology. The Manifesto’s
theoretical critique of other socialist theorists is a political matter.

Throughout this section Marx resorts to crude ad hominem arguments.
While Fichte had used ad hominem in the introduction to the Wissen-
schaftslehre, because his form of idealism was inherently linked to morality,
Marx adopts the ad hominem as a self-consciously political strategy. “Theory
is capable of seizing the masses when it demonstrates ad hominem, and it
demonstrates ad hominem as soon as it becomes radical.”51 His claims about
the reactionary bourgeois character of his opponents are useful because they
go to the heart of the question of political identity: the type of man one is,
i.e., the class to which one belongs. Marx criticizes “feudal socialism,” for
example, by saying that “in political practice, therefore, they join in all co-
ercive measures against the working class; and in ordinary life, despite their
high falluting phrases (aufgeblähten Redensarten), they stoop to pick up the
golden apples dropped from the tree of industry…”52 “Petty-Bourgeois So-
cialism” is criticized as reactionary for its support of guilds and patriarchal
relations in agriculture. “German socialism” is seen as flowery rhetoric with-
out political efficacy; German socialists only “increase the sale of their goods
amongst such a public.”53 “Bourgeois Socialism” is socialism in name only,
what Marx calls “a mere figure of speech (bloßen rednerischen Figur).”54 It
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advocates free trade and other capitalist values, while claiming that all of
these reforms are “for the benefit of the working class.”55 “Critical-Utopian
socialists” seem to come close to being real communists. However, they are
“doomed to failure” because they want to avoid revolution and retreat to
painting “fantastic pictures (phantastische Schilderung) of future society.”56

In Marx’s words, “they reject all political, and especially all revolutionary,
action . . .”57

This shows us that for Marx, political philosophy is evaluated by exam-
ining the action that results from it. The ad hominem approach amounts to
saying that one should only trust the Party whose theory creates that type of
political identity that leads to radical political action: no other party or theory
can adequately grasp the truth of the proletarian experience. Authentic politi-
cal philosophy is political philosophy that results in revolutionary political
practice. Any other practical result indicates a reactionary, bourgeois ideol-
ogy. We can see here that Marx has moved philosophy squarely into politi-
cal practice. However, this brings with it the negative consequence that
arguments are neglected in favor of stereotyping and name-calling. Rather
than arguing why these other forms of socialism are false, Marx resorts to
calling them “reactionary” and “bourgeois.” Marx gives us no nonideological
(i.e. nonpolitical) reason why his political agenda and theoretical views are
the best. We can see then that the Communist Manifesto is enmeshed in the
problem with which we began. Marx’s theory and practice are merely the
theory and practice of one party within the polis. His political philosophy
addresses the formation of political identity within concrete political struggle.
It is not philosophy but politics. Marx understands himself as thus merely the
spokesman for one Party within the political struggle. Marx is the philoso-
pher of the working class in the sense that he speaks both for and to the
working class.

Theory and Practice in Capital

The centralization of the means of production and the socialization of
labor reach a point at which they become incompatible with their
capitalist integument. This integument is burst asunder. The knell of
capitalist private property sounds. The expropriators are expropriated.

—Marx, Capital58

The political interpretation of Marx I have proposed makes the most
sense when applied to Marx’s explicitly political works, such as the Commu-
nist Manifesto. To establish my thesis more clearly, I will examine the way
in which Marx’s less overtly political work is nonetheless engaged in political
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activity. To this end let us jump into the complexities of Marx’s most theo-
retical work, Capital. Capital, written by Marx in his exile in London during
the 1860s, is Marx’s attempt to make the reality that grounds the revolution-
ary will of the proletariat manifest to itself in order to facilitate the political
activity of the proletariat. The revolutions of 1848 had failed to bring about
lasting universal change and had instead resulted in the nationalism and re-
action characteristic of the Second Empire in France and the rise of Bismarck
in Germany. Although Marx remained politically active during this period,
founding, for example, the International Working Men’s Association, his
youthful political activity became tempered by a recognition of the need for
a more thorough theoretical grounding for revolutionary politics. Capital is
thus still political despite its theoretical concerns. As David Felix writes:
“More than a classic study of the new industrial society, Capital was an
instrument of power. Its creation had been revolutionary politics of the high-
est order.”59

In Capital, Marx argues that what appears as a natural necessity to the
bourgeoisie and its political economists is in reality the contingent result of
exploitative social relations. The difficulty here is that such a distinction
between appearance and reality is itself political. Beneath all of his compli-
cated economic analyses and detailed accounts of contemporary division of
labor, class relations, and the factory system, Marx utilizes a critical herme-
neutical approach that treats the “objects” of capitalism as symbols to be
deciphered from a point of view other than that of the bourgeoisie. Marx is
quite fond of using occult language to describe capitalism. He approaches the
objects of capitalism as talismans to be demystified. His goal is to expose the
reality concealed beneath “the whole mystery of commodities, all the magic
and necromancy that surrounds the products of labor on the basis of com-
modity production.”60 Like magical and religious objects, the objects of capi-
talism have real power to the extent that the social structure supports and
responds to them. Money truly does make the world go round. Marx does not
deny that these fetish objects have real power and significance. Indeed, he
states that the categories of bourgeois economics are “forms of thought which
are socially valid, and therefore objective.”61 The problem is that the contin-
gent social origin of their objectivity is concealed by the symbolic structure,
which treats them as natural necessities. The concepts of capitalism must be
deciphered to show the social relations that constitute them. In a passage that
calls to mind Hegel’s philosophy of language, Marx states with regard to the
concept of “value”:

Value, therefore, does not have its description branded on its forehead; it
rather transforms every product of labor into a social hieroglyphic. Later on,
men try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of their own
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social product: for the characteristic which objects of utility have of being
values is as much men’s social product as is their language (Sprache).62

It is important to recall that Hegel had condemned hieroglyphic lan-
guage because it was too static to express the living spirit of spoken lan-
guage. For Hegel, hieroglyphic alphabets do not allow language to grow and
develop in the way that alphabetic languages do. Moreover, the etymology of
“hiero-glyph” is significant here: these are holy writings, symbols with sup-
posedly sacred, mystical content. What Marx calls the “fetishism of the com-
modity” is an example of the process by which society creates a symbol of
its values. As Marx indicates above, this is the same process by which society
creates symbols in language: a historical process by which natural objects are
infused with social significance. Marx’s goal is to demystify this process in
order to expose its social origin. Throughout this section Marx uses the lan-
guage of mysticism, religion, and magic to describe the process of fetishism
that results in “the magic of money.”63 His religious and mystical rhetoric
even leads him to quote Revelation’s account of the regulation of commerce
under the Antichrist according to the “number of the beast.”64 There is a
rhetorical connection between this passage and the above quote about the
description of value being branded on its forehead. Marx implicitly argues
that fetishism of the commodity results in a secret evil that is at least as
insidious as the explicit forehead branding that occurs in the Apocalypse of
St. John. At issue is the proper understanding of the infernal mysteries that
are hidden in the objects of our social life. Every product of labor is im-
printed with a significance far deeper than the supposed “value” ascribed to
the commodity in terms of money. Marx states that money is the most mys-
terious hieroglyph of all because it takes on the cloak of necessity as the
universal medium of exchange: “it is however, precisely this finished form of
the world of commodities—the money form—which conceals the social char-
acter of private labor and the social relations between the individual workers,
by making those relations appear as relations between material objects, in-
stead of revealing them plainly.”65 For Marx, the most cryptic symbols—the
ones most in need of critical deciphering—are the ones that present them-
selves as natural necessities: those concepts like value, money, commodity,
and property that conceal their own social origin.66

The critical social/materialist dialectic of Capital—exposing the social
and material origins of the “natural” appearances of capitalism—forms the
basis of the methodology that Marx inherited from Hegel by way of Feuerbach.
The Hegelian dialectic was supposed to make concepts fluid by making the
interrelations between concepts explicit. It thus demystified those concepts by
making them comprehensible. Those concepts that our culture treats as meta-
physical givens—value for Marx, God for Feuerbach, or spirit for Hegel—are
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explained in their identity and difference from other determinations. This
process, quite similar to Kant’s critical attempt to use the language of reason
to clarify reason to itself, can be understood in terms of a criticism of lan-
guage, for the concepts under scrutiny are linguistically determined.67 Like
Hegel, Marx rejects the sacred/mystical view of language—the hieroglyphic
approach—and conceives of language and concepts in terms of their concrete
sensuous and social origin. Hegel’s goal was to use ordinary language to
provide the ladder by which spirit could lift itself to the level of logic. Moving
beyond Hegel, Marx claims that the concepts of not only capitalism and
bourgeois political economy, but also the concepts of philosophy—Hegel’s
logic included—have a social origin. Marx’s goal is to see through the sup-
posed “objectivity” of these concepts in order to expose their social origin.

Again it is important to note that Marx does not completely reject the
traditional interest in discovering the general truth about language, society,
and economy. Despite his politicized approach to philosophy and his recog-
nition of the importance of historical and social specificity, Marx does not
deny that general concepts exist and are important. As he says in the
Grundrisse:

Production in general is an abstraction, but a reasonable abstraction in so
far as it actually emphasizes and defines the common aspects and thus
spares us the need of repetition. Still, this general aspect or the common
element which is brought to light by comparison, is itself multiply divided
and diverges into different determinations. Some features are found in all
epochs, others are common to a few epochs. The most modern epoch and
the most ancient will have [certain] determinations in common. Without
them production is inconceivable. But although the most highly developed
languages (entwickeltsten Sprachen) have laws and categories in common
with the most primitive ones, it is precisely what constitutes their develop-
ment that distinguishes them from this general and common element.68

The point here is that what is important is the differences that remain
once the “common elements” have been sifted out. Unlike Fichte who wanted
to maintain that there was continuity in the Ursprache, Marx recognizes
differences in linguistic development. If we recall Hegel’s account of lan-
guage, Hegel also emphasized these differences. However, for Hegel, the
differences could be united in an account of the way in which differences are
necessary to the life of spirit. Marx resists this last move of the Hegelian
dialectic. He claims that essential differences must not be forgotten and that
the attempt to postulate the common element is itself an abstraction. What
this means is that for Marx, the view that erases difference by moving to the
universal—although a convenient way of speaking—forgets the fact that
concrete social life is constituted by differences, even (contra Fichte) within
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the culture shared by speakers of a national language. This leads again back
to a politicization of both theory and practice. According to the content of
Marx’s theory, the theory must not forget that it has a particular social origin
that explains its difference—despite its similarities—from the theories of the
bourgeois economists and Idealist philosophers. These differences are the
focal point of the political struggle in which Marx’s voice is engaged.

So how is Capital a political text? The critical method that recognizes
the possibility of different interpretations of supposedly objective concepts
gives rise to the possibility that appearances could be otherwise: it establishes
the possibility of a revolutionary transformation of what political economists
once saw as necessary natural laws. As Marx states in the Preface to the First
Edition of Capital: “in all the civilized states of the European Continent, a
radical change in the existing relations between capital and labor is as evident
and inevitable as in England… Within the ruling classes themselves, the
foreboding is emerging that the present society is no solid crystal, but an
organism capable of change, and constantly engaged in a process of change.”69

In Capital, Marx gives us concrete historical examples of the way in which
even the bourgeoisie is becoming aware of the fact that appearances are not
as stable as they were once thought to be. The idea of free markets, for
example, was changing even as Marx wrote. In his discussion of state regu-
lation of child labor, for example, Marx makes it clear that child labor has
lost “the appearance of a contract between free persons” even to the bour-
geoisie.70 The English Parliament’s attempts to regulate child labor in one
industry caused parents to sell their children into other industries where so-
called “freedom of labor” still prevailed.71 Parliament’s attempt at regulation
of child labor represents an acknowledgment by the ruling class of the fact
that labor-exchange is not as free and equal as it seems to be. In this way,
political concepts such as “freedom” continually change despite ideological
attempts to appeal to their immutability.

The goal of Capital is to facilitate the radical change of society, a change
that Marx claims—echoing his claims about the specter of communism in the
Manifesto—was already suspected by the ruling class. This critical theory
would facilitate revolution by making explicit the way in which capital
produces the revolutionary will which will lead to its own destruction,
as famously described in chapter 32 of Capital: “The expropriators are
expropriated.”72

Marx’s critical project is to make manifest, in opposition to the bour-
geois economists who defend capitalism, the revolutionary process that is
already implicit in capitalism. As capitalism grows, so does the revolutionary
will. Although revolutionary political action is the logical outcome of this
trajectory, critical theory is its guiding light. The Communist Revolution will
not be random violence. Rather it will be the “self-conscious, independent
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movement of the immense majority, in the interests of the immense major-
ity.”73 This revolution will be a struggle for power: it is not a unanimous
social will but a struggle of the vast majority against the powerful minority.
For it to be successful it must be guided by theory; it must be self-conscious.
Otherwise, the revolutionary will of the people will be unable to see through
the ideological mystifications that obscure its already incipient social power.
This means that the revolutionary party must be guided by ongoing criticism
both of the ideology which it opposes and of its own tendency to succumb
to this ideology. As Marx says in the Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,
“proletarian revolutions criticize themselves constantly.”74 Such criticism is
necessary so that the movement will avoid succumbing to the temptation to
worship its chains as cryptic symbols of its emancipation. When the revolu-
tionary class properly understands itself and its relation to the dominant ide-
ology “the situation has been created which makes all turning back impossible,
and the conditions themselves cry out: Hic Rhodus, hic salta!”75 In short, for
Marx, critical activity is both inspired by the revolutionary conflict implicit
in material conditions and contributes to the power with which the revolu-
tionary will will actualize itself.

Marx’s Voice

Hence, nothing prevents us from making criticism of politics,
participation in politics, and therefore real struggles, the starting
point of our criticism and from identifying our criticism with
them… We do not say (sagen) to the world: Cease your struggles,
they are foolish; we will give you the true slogan of struggle. We
merely show (zeigen) the world what it is really fighting for, and
consciousness is something that it has to acquire, even if it is does
not want to.

—Marx, “Letter to Ruge” in the
Deutsch-Französische Jarhbücher76

Marx claims that the task of the socialist theorist is to put the reality of
the proletariat into words. The socialist theorist, to avoid becoming a utopian
isolationist or a bourgeois apologist, thus cannot use words that go beyond
the reality of proletarian experience to speak of the universality of truth when
that universality is nowhere to be found in the concrete experience of the
proletariat. If the proletariat is not free, for example, “freedom” cannot be
spoken except as an aspiration, the final cause of revolutionary activity. Rather
than using language to create a national identity, as Fichte attempted, and rather
than speaking for and to the spirit embodied in the bourgeoisie, as Hegel did,
Marx asks that the socialist theorist speak for and to the proletariat. In the
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Poverty of Philosophy, Marx reaches the following conclusion: “But in the
measure that history moves forward, and with it the struggle of the proletariat
assumes clearer outlines, they [the socialists] no longer need to seek science
in their minds; they have only to take note of what is happening before their
eyes and to become its mouthpiece.”77 It is important to notice the connection
between this point and the Communist Manifesto. I argued that in that text
Marx was, in part, speaking for and to the proletariat. Here he explains why
this is all he can do: the socialist philosopher is the mouthpiece of the pro-
letariat and its party, the Communists. The socialist philosopher must use
language that conflicts with the status quo, thus speaking of the dissolution
of capitalism, the alienation of labor, etc. Such language risks being reduced
to absurdity, however, unless historical actuality has reached the point where
the truth of these words is becoming apparent in the experience of the prole-
tariat. As the mouthpiece of the party of the proletariat, Marx thus brings the
proletariat into existence, because linguistic expression is part of the realization
of the objective material conditions of society. The social necessity that gives
rise to Marx’s naming of the proletariat also gives rise to the existence of the
proletariat in fact. Of course Marx could be mistaken in his use of language.
How would we know? This would be a matter of further political contestation,
although Marx thought that the coming political struggle would uphold his
claims because his voice was the self-conscious result of the material condi-
tions of that part of society to which it was addressed and for whom it spoke.

In his 1844 “Introduction to the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right,” Marx clarifies this further by linking theory and prac-
tice to the power of words to both mirror and create actuality. The problem
for the socialist revolutionary movement in Germany was that the proletariat
(in Germany at least) was only beginning to form itself into a self-conscious
class. Thus, although philosophy had already attained the idea of universal
freedom in Hegel’s thought, this had not been realized in Germany’s society
and politics. One of Marx’s criticisms of Hegel is that his idea of freedom
thus had no organic connection to the actuality of German life. Marx de-
mands, as a result, that theory and practice need to move closer together if
there is to be a genuine revolution in German social and political life. “Theory
can be realized in a people only insofar as it is the realization of the needs
of that people.”78 The difference between theory and practice needs to be
resolved by both better theory and a transformed political actuality. In what
seems to be a response to Hegel’s Doppelsatz, Marx concludes: “It is not
enough for thought to strive for realization, reality must itself strive towards
thought.”79 So how will this mediation of reality and theory occur? While
Marx clearly is urging practical political activity, this political activity will
result from a radicalized use of language that owes much to Hegel’s account
of expression.
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By proclaiming the dissolution of the hitherto existing world order the
proletariat merely states the secret of its own existence, for it is in fact the
dissolution of that world order . . . In regard to the world which is coming
into being the proletarian then finds himself possessing the same right as
the German king in regard to the world which has come into being when
he calls the people his people as he calls the horse his horse. By declaring
the people his private property, the king simply states (spricht . . . aus)
that the property owner is king.80

This paragraph is pregnant with significance for our consideration of the
relation between voice, philosophy, and politics. The proletarian revolution
will begin by announcing its theory as the expression of the experience of the
proletariat. This is the very activity that Marx undertakes in the Manifesto: he
makes manifest or announces the fact that the oppression of the proletariat is
the real basis of capitalism. This is a process of making explicit the hidden
secret of capitalism. However, stating this secret is not a mere representation
of the implicit (as in Hegel). Rather, it is a product of material conditions and
the struggle for power that occurs in and through language. Marx gives us an
idea here of how language and power operate in tandem. The German king
has the right to name things as his because he has the power to own these
things. Naming and owning are thus linked to political power. Those with the
power to own things actually own them; those with the power to name things
do the naming. Marx’s endeavor, not only in the Manifesto but also in his
“theoretical” works such as Capital, is thus to name the proletariat’s experience
of capitalism. By announcing the proletariat as the basis of capitalism, Marx’s
voice begins the movement in which the proletariat will come to own the
productive forces that “rightfully” belong to them. Of course the bourgeoisie
will disagree, and political struggle will ensue. But this is to be expected
because Marx recognizes that he can only address a part of society. Marx’s
linguistic activity, by making explicit the proletarian experience of capital-
ism, begins the struggle in which the proletariat will resist ideological claims
about its freedom under capitalism. Marx, as the mouthpiece of the prole-
tariat, calls forth the proletariat and names it as historically active and pow-
erful. His theoretical activity thus begins the political movement, which will
actualize the proletariat as a political power. In this way Marx locates the
philosopher as the voice of a party engaged in concrete political struggle.
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Philosophy, Politics, and Voice:
The Enduring Struggle

“Sophistries” (Sophistereien) is a slogan that common sense likes to
use against educated reason, just as the expression “idle dreaming”
(Träumereien) sums up what philosophy means to the ignorant.

—Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit1

How can we clarify the distinction between philosophical speech and
the political rhetoric with which it is often confused? As we’ve seen, this
distinction is to be found in the regulative idea of self-consciousness of this
difference and the explication of this difference in speech. We saw this in
Kant but it is even more apparent in Hegel. In the Preface to The Phenom-
enology, in response to the Romantic praise for poetic genius, Hegel pains-
takingly, self-consciously, clarifies the importance of self-consciousness in
order to prevent philosophy from slipping back into rhetoric. Philosophical
self-consciousness is explicitly contrasted with that sort of high flown rhetoric
that masks and popularizes the common sense of a natural philosophy of
the heart while entertaining its audience with a “rhetoric of trivial truths
(Rhetorik trivialer Wahrheiten).”2 The problem here is that all sorts of
contradictory possibilities occur as rhetoric appeals to an inner “truth of the
heart.” Moreover, as seen in the above epigram, the rhetorical approach
accuses philosophy of “sophistry” and “idle dreaming.” “When it [con-
sciousness] labors to extricate itself from the bewilderment this sets up, it
falls into fresh contradictions, and may very well burst out with the assertion
that the question is settled, that so and so is the truth, and that the other views
are sophistries.”3 Indeed, this is the irony and dilemma of philosophy since
the time of Socrates: philosophy is accused by the sophists of being a form
of sophistry. How can the philosopher distinguish his/her voice from the
rhetorical voice with which it is confused?

For Hegel, the distinguishing mark of philosophy is its commitment to
self-consciousness. He famously claims “everything turns on grasping and
expressing (auszudrücken) the True, not only as Substance, but equally
as Subject.”4 This is a normative demand for self-consciousness about

231
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philosophical method with links to Hegel’s account of the need for the ex-
pression of the implicit. Hegel clarifies this later with the following:

Science is not that idealism which replaced the dogmatism of assertion with
a dogmatism of assurance, or a dogmatism of self-certainty. On the contrary,
since [our] knowing sees the content return into its own inwardness, its
activity is totally absorbed in the content, for it is the immanent self of the
content; yet it has at the same time returned into itself, for it is pure self-
identity in otherness.5

In other words, what is unique about philosophical knowledge is the fact that,
according to the norm of self-consciousness, it makes itself and its method an
explicit matter for consideration and is able to articulate the differences and
similarities between philosophical speech and nonphilosophical speech. Fi-
nally, Hegel indicates that this ideal redounds upon the persuasive, political
discourse from which philosophy extricated itself by way of self-conscious-
ness. Self-consciousness is the principle of modern political life, as we saw
when we discussed Kant’s republican ideal and Hegel’s philosophy of right.
Persuasive political discourse, since it abjures the norm of self-consciousness,
cannot claim to be open for all and thus violates the principles of this repub-
lican ideal.

The opposed norm—the norm of political speech—is power, understood
as the ability to generate results. It does not matter in political life if the
politician is conscious of why his rhetorical strategies work or of their ethical
or philosophical significance. It only matters that they do work. In this sense,
a successful politician may be completely un-self-conscious, as long as he
gets the job done. Political efficacy allows us to understand Machiavelli’s
amoral Prince, Fichte’s overzealous appropriation of rhetoric, and Marx’s
deliberate politicization of philosophy. Without self-consciousness, however,
we are thrown back into a Hobbesian universe. Rhetorical speech reaches an
impasse in which, as Hegel explains, subjective opinion is “finished and done
with anyone who does not agree; he only has to explain that he has nothing
more to say (nichts zu sagen) to anyone who does not find and feel the same
in himself. In other words, he tramples underfoot the roots of humanity.”6 The
philosophical norm of self-consciousness is bound up with the republican
ideal of an enlightened humanity engaged in a dialogical process of self-
legislation via self-comprehension. Hegel concludes, “for it is the nature of
humanity to press onward to agreement with others; human nature only really
exists in an achieved community of minds.”7 This achieved community oc-
curs when the philosophical norm of self-consciousness becomes an accepted
norm of political life. Only at this point will the truth become “capable of
being the property of all self-conscious reason.”8 Unfortunately as we saw in
our discussion of Fichte and Marx, Hegel’s hopeful rhetoric is undermined by
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the fact of ignorance and oppression. Thus the philosopher, driven by the
norm of self-consciousness, might be tempted to take up political rhetoric
and political action—in order to create the conditions for the possibility of
self-consciousness.

The task of philosophy is to address itself to political agents, without
allowing itself to be confused with political rhetoric, in order to help us to
become critically aware of our implicit norms. Philosophers, as living, breathing
political agents are intimately concerned with this process of critical enlight-
enment. The problem is that political and philosophical audiences will con-
tinue to disagree about the nature of the philosopher’s voice. Philosophy thus
continually risks the possibility of being misunderstood as a rhetorical activ-
ity, even when it attempts to make its normative presuppositions explicit.
Although philosophy has a power to move people, power is not its presiding
norm; and of course the politician will fail to understand this. Although
philosophy claims to be governed by norms other than power, the political
audience will continue to hear this claim as another powerful rhetorical strat-
egy. This culminates in Marx’s claim that philosophers suffer from ideologi-
cal false consciousness in which their appeals to self-consciousness conceal
the social class and political power, which they implicitly defend. According
to Marx, philosophical claims about objectivity remain rhetorical strategies.
And thus, the philosopher is thrown back into political life.

The continuing struggle between philosophy and politics stems from the
fact that philosophical speech and political speech each address the same
audience and the same set of issues with the intention of changing people’s
minds, even though this intention is constrained by different norms. The
philosopher, although he/she is constrained by respect for truth, is also inter-
ested in convincing others about this truth in order to effect social change. At
the very least, the philosopher is interested in encouraging individuals to
“think for themselves” or, in Kant’s words, “to have the courage to use your
own understanding.”9 This is both a political and a philosophical goal: it is
the republican goal of political progress, conceived as a historically contin-
gent norm of legitimate political practice; it is also the goal of a transforma-
tion of human judgment, which Kant saw at the heart of philosophical
enlightenment, guided by the universal human norm of truth disclosure. Thus
we see that the normative difference between philosophy and politics is not
a qualitative difference. Politics and philosophy lie on a continuum. One
extreme, the political extreme, is characterized by the norms of subjective
certainty (or in Marx’s case, class identity), persuasion, and coercion. The
other extreme, the philosophical extreme, is characterized by the norms of self-
consciousness, dialogue, and truth. These norms have been more or less closely
related, during different stages of historical development: despite its condem-
nation of Socrates, Athenian democracy valued dialogue just as nineteenth
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century Germany valued systematic philosophical self-consciousness despite
the absolutist Prussian bureaucracy and the political tumult of continuing
revolution.

The philosophers we have examined were aware that further political
and philosophical activity would be necessary if these different norms were
ever to coincide. The philosophers who follow Kant came to the conclusion
that a resolution of the conflict between philosophy and politics could only
occur if political speech and philosophical speech came to share the same
norms. This required deliberate attempts to use philosophical speech to
influence political life. Kant held this out as a project, a utopian task to be
completed: to turn the age of (political) enlightenment into a self-conscious
enlightened age. His followers sought to complete this project. Fichte simply
postulated a unity of norms in the German language, which he claimed was
the living language of spirit. By hypostasizing the synthesis of political and
philosophical norms in the German language, Fichte pointed to a political comple-
tion of the project of enlightenment: the final attainment of enlightenment re-
quired that the philosopher use his voice to transform political life. A similar
attempt to complete the project of enlightenment led Hegel self-consciously to
constrain philosophy to its task of articulating the norms of political actuality.
Marx’s insight into the political nature of Hegel’s philosophical activity led
him to accuse Hegel of ideological duplicity. Marx objected to the notion that
there could only be one, necessary synthesis of the norms of political and
philosophical speech as long as political life continued to be constituted by
class division, oppression, and suffering. Marx’s call for revolution can be
interpreted as an attempt to open up the possibility of a further project of
enlightenment in which different voices, different norms could be heard within
an ongoing political process.

It is important to note that claims about a heteronomous difference
between philosophy and politics will not resolve the matter. Philosophers
attempt to circumvent the homophony, homonymy, homology, and homoge-
neity that exist between philosophy and politics by claiming that they address
their audience with vastly different norms than politicians do. Despite the
philosopher’s protests, the politician will view the philosopher’s claims about
truth and self-consciousness as one more rhetorical ploy designed to persuade
the audience. “Truth” itself is a homonym with different meanings for poli-
ticians and philosophers. For the philosopher, “truth” means some sort of
correspondence or disclosive relation with the world; for the politician, “truth”
is the ultimate persuasive trump card. When the philosopher claims that he/
she appeals to the supposedly “higher” norm of truth, the politician hears this
merely as a clever persuasive technique, the deus ex machina of rhetoric:
when all else fails, bring in the gods, ego, Ursprache, spirit, or “truth.”
Moreover, self-consciousness itself can be a persuasive technique, as Marx
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discovered. His goal was to make the proletariat self-conscious so that they could
effectively enter into the struggle for power. In this way, Marx’s project foreshad-
ows the “identity politics” of the twentieth century. We might thus characterize
the politics of the twentieth century as the politics of self-consciousness. The
“cult of personality” of twentieth century totalitarianism, for example, is
based upon a perverted view of the importance of the “self-consciousness” of
the ruler. Moreover, what MacIntyre calls therapeutic self-disclosure is used
as a persuasive technique in political campaigns in Western democracies.10

Thus the imbroglio continues: even the normative differentia of self-con-
sciousness is not as clear as it might have seemed because “self-conscious-
ness” can be used as a persuasive technique. It is possible, then, that there is
no way to answer the question that Socrates poses in the Gorgias about which
is the better life, the life spent conducting politics or the life spent in pursuit
of philosophy.11

There are two reasons why this question might be irresolvable. First,
political life and philosophical life are inextricable tied in practice. Philoso-
phers cannot fully retreat to private life, as Socrates ironically suggests in the
Apology that they ought. Philosophy and politics are homogeneous: they
share a common origin within political life. Philosophy is supported by po-
litical life either in the basic sustenance and security provided by political
order or in more elaborate institutional settings such as an ancient academy,
a medieval monastery, or a modern university. Indeed, philosophers are real
individuals whose lives are determined by their bodily needs, their familial
relations, their labor, property, and class relations, their national and political
identifications. Philosophical reflection cannot occur outside of political life.
This is true to the extent that philosophical reflection is understood as a
uniquely human activity, for as Aristotle tells us, only beasts and gods live
outside of the polis, and neither beasts nor gods have need of philosophy.
Philosophical speech will always occur within a political context and will use
political language, thus risking the problems of homophony and homonymy.
Although it does not intend merely to persuade, it will inevitably use political
language and will be mistaken for persuasive political rhetoric. This is espe-
cially true given the fact that, as we see today in the modern university,
philosophy must compete for resources within the political arena. Philosophy
then, because it is located within and supported by political life, must con-
tinually justify itself politically; it must continually issue apologies for itself,
while knowing that these apologies can easily be misinterpreted at the politi-
cal level. This creates a practical difficulty for philosophy because politicians
will understand philosophical speech as just one more rhetorical ploy, one more
political mode of speech, one more attempt to persuade. Since the philosopher
occupies political space and uses politically allocated time and resources, the
politician will only ever understand the philosopher in political terms.
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Second, philosophy is political action. At its most extreme, this occurs
when the philosopher’s self-conscious commitment to the good leads to po-
litical intervention in an attempt to actualize the insights of his or her theory,
as in Fichte’s Addresses or Marx’s Manifesto. Socrates, for example, believes
that knowledge of the true, the good, and the just leads the philosopher to
remain and continue to act within the polis, even when the polis threatens his
very life. Socrates’ philosophical insight will not permit him to shut up about
political issues; thus Socrates’ philosophical commitment to political activity
leads him to a political fight to the death. At a less extreme level, the
philosopher’s concern with theory is itself a form of political action, even
when this concern leads the philosopher to give up on direct political inter-
vention: to leave the polis in order to pursue unfettered philosophical contem-
plation, is still to engage in political action. Thus Socrates recognizes that
were he to escape from Athens, his action would be interpreted politically and
seen as an admission of guilt; this in turn would sully his supposed claims
about philosophical truth. In short, philosophical speech is political action
and will be interpreted as such within political life, even when it deliberately
attempts to transcend political life. Philosophy cannot escape this imbroglio
because philosophical escape is itself political action.

Conclusion

As we have seen, the development from Kant to Marx revolves around
the proper definition of the relation between philosophy and politics and is
colored by the foundational debate between philosophy and rhetoric. There is
basic agreement among these philosophers that philosophy should be brought
to bear upon political life and that political life should become more philo-
sophical. However, there is profound disagreement about the meaning of
claims about the political nature of philosophy or the philosophical nature of
politics. Most of this disagreement focuses upon the meaning of truth. If truth
is thoroughly political, then there may well be different truths for different
members of the polis, and we may, with Marx, tie philosophical criticism to
a definite party within the polis, for philosophical criticism would only speak
for and to that party position. On the other hand, if truth is thought to tran-
scend political squabbles and inhabit a philosophical heaven, then philosophy
risks being unable to account for the very real diversity of political life and
constrains itself to spinning “its own web of scholastic wisdom,” an eventu-
ality that even Hegel deplores.12 Obviously the issue of truth and its relation
to the plurality and frailty of political life, to borrow a description from
Arendt, is crucial. Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx all agree that truth contains
some political element. Even Kant who maintains that the formal definition



Philosophy, Politics, and Voice 237

of truth is the agreement of knowledge with its object, recognized, as we saw,
that there is no nondogmatic way of asserting that such agreement obtains
and thus appeals to free public communication as the “touchstone” by which
we decide whether a belief is true.13 Kant indicates that since truth-claims
must be evaluated publicly by others, truth requires free public communica-
tion. The problem that Kant and his followers confront is how to guarantee
that the universal agreement of human reason that Kant claims is the touch-
stone of truth is genuine and has not been produced by persuasive rhetoric.

It is clear that philosophers must continually address members of the
polis. It is also clear that philosophy is politically located both with regard to
its audience and its concerns: it must make use of a language that it shares
in common with political speech. Furthermore, philosophers aim at persuad-
ing their audience, in order to obtain the agreement of those educated others
who help them toward certainty. Philosophy is a form of speech that, despite
its disdain for the coercive techniques of political speech, wants to convince
its audience of its truth-claims, wants to enact the good and institute the just.
To do this, philosophy must be persuasive. Philosophy overcomes this rhe-
torical goal, however, to the extent that it is self-conscious of its own political
location and the rhetorical strategies it employs, as well as the limits imposed
upon these by its own normative methodology. Philosophy comes into its
own to the extent that it is able to make its own rhetorical limitations and
aspirations explicit. Philosophy is able to distinguish itself from politics by
expressing its own limitations as a politically located voice.

As we saw, this self-consciousness of the political location of philo-
sophical speech is an explicit theme for Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx. These
philosophers were acutely aware of the rhetorical power of philosophy and of
the political location of philosophical speech. Because of the systematic ten-
dency of these philosophers, they each found it necessary to account for their
own philosophical activity within the context of political life and within a
philosophy of language. Although their precursors—Machiavelli, Locke, and
Rousseau—were aware of themselves as political agents, they did not make
this an explicit theme for philosophical reflection. This self-consciousness of
the political location of philosophical reflection is what makes Kant, Fichte,
Hegel, and Marx so significant within the history of the struggle between
philosophy and politics: they attempted to account for the rhetorical sound of
their own philosophical voices.

Political philosophy ought to be especially conscious of its own voice.
In contemporary political life, the issue of voice is, however, quite compli-
cated. Contemporary political life is so diverse that it often appears to be
entirely fragmented: a vast mosaic of voices forms our current heterophilic
age.14 Moreover, the very massiveness of contemporary political life, the preva-
lence of media and marketing, creates serious problems for the institution of
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any philosophical proposal for improvement.15 We celebrate difference and
view diversity as a good that we ought to cultivate. It might thus seem
impossible for us to claim that there is something that could be called the
philosopher’s voice or that the philosopher’s voice could be effective as an
instrument of progress.

Such problems follow directly from Marx’s politicized approach to
political philosophy. The politicization of voice is seen clearly today, for
example, in contemporary feminism. Catherine MacKinnon, who clearly
acknowledges her debt to Marx, states explicitly that epistemology and poli-
tics are intertwined. She claims that the very idea of wholeness, the idea that
the philosopher’s voice could somehow speak for and to all of the members
of society, is an illusion used to further disempower women. This is so be-
cause the traditional objectivist and universalist model of knowledge that she
rejects is a model that has been used by men to oppress women. MacKinnon
thus calls for the creation of a “feminist epistemology.” This feminist epis-
temology would understand consciousness within social relations of power
and understand knowledge not as an objective representation of the world but
as a response to living in the world. MacKinnon links this view directly to
Marx’s political approach to theory.16 Feminist epistemology is explicitly
political to the extent that it claims to be a theory of women’s experience,
articulated from the point of view of women, and addressed to women in
order to make their experience of oppression self-conscious. MacKinnon’s
appropriation of Marx thus leads beyond Marx and whatever residual “philo-
sophical” motifs remained for him. For MacKinnon, philosophy and its epis-
temological project is entirely political. Even the critical space that is opened
by theory is conceived by her as “gendered.” Thus the philosopher’s voice is
the voice of a man or a woman, uttered from within a particular social
situation. There is no need for mediation between the abstract universality of
philosophy and the concrete particularity of political life because the abstract
universality of philosophy is reconceived as merely the ideological front for
the husky voice of male-dominant society.

This poses a problem, however, both for politics and for philosophy. If
we agree that the truths of political philosophy must be understood according
to the voice that articulates them, this opens the possibility that there may be
a diversity of truths, depending upon whom political philosophy addresses
within the polis. Thus philosophers and political agents will continue to talk
past one another without ever attaining any sort of synthetic systematic com-
prehension. Given the diversity we find within our complex, multicultural
world and the need for universal norms to govern this diversity, the issue of
voice becomes a crucial one. While Fichte turned to linguistic nationalism,
while Hegel blithely ignored the political experience of women and the rabble,
while Marx had little to say about “the woman question,” we cannot so easily
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ignore those “others” who are excluded from the political arena. Our contem-
porary problem is to recognize and account for the differences that constitute
our political communities. Nonetheless, we must not give up on the philo-
sophical goal of finding unity in difference. Nor must we abandon the politi-
cal ideal which postulates shared rights that unite us in solidarity. Our own
political practice must be founded on the Kantian republican ideal that every
human being has the right to be recognized within the political arena, an ideal
that Fichte, Hegel, and Marx, despite their differences, share. Political phi-
losophy in the modern era acknowledges that it must address diversity: if we
believe that all human beings are equal objects of respect, we must also
believe that the concerns of all humans must be properly addressed by politi-
cal philosophy, including the concerns of those whom the philosopher’s voice
has excluded in the past. The final task of the philosopher’s voice is to
become aware of its own inevitable tendency both to reduce the other to the
same and to exclude difference from the community of discourse.

In the history I have traced in this book we have seen that it is essential
to continue to ask the following questions. To whom does the philosopher
address his voice? Is he (or she) explicitly aware of his own language, norms,
and method? Who is excluded by this language? And finally, is the philoso-
pher aware of the political location of his/her own voice? In answering these
questions, we direct the evaluation of political philosophy toward the crucial
question of whether the philosopher’s voice can address all members of the
political community.

In the movement from Kant to Marx, philosophy became explicitly
political. The sorts of questions asked above are questions that can only be
asked after the political turn that occurred during this history. In the present
work, I have traced this political turn and have shown that the issue of voice
is an important issue for each of the philosophers considered. What is
significant about these philosophers is that they each take up the issue of
voice and make it explicit, thus ushering in a new turn in the history of
Western political philosophy, a history within which we are still struggling.
One might say, optimistically, that since it is with these philosophers that
political philosophy (and indeed philosophy in general) becomes explicitly
conscious of its own voice, these philosophers enabled political philosophy
to open itself to issues like multiculturalism, racial and gender bias, and even
ecology. Or one might conclude, pessimistically, that the issue of voice with
which these philosophers struggle leads to Nietzschean perspectivalism, rela-
tivism, irrationalism, and the problems that haunt twentieth century post-
modernity. Regardless of our evaluation of the result of this historical
movement, it is undeniable that the roots of our own struggles are found in
this history.
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Appendix:
Biographical, Bibliographical,

and Political Chronology

Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1700 Leibniz founds the
Berlin Academy

1701 Prussia is founded
with crowning of
Frederick I in
Königsberg

1713–40 Reign of Frederick
Wilhelm I

1715–74 Reign of Louis XIV

1724 Kant born

1740–86 Reign of Frederick II
(The Great)

1740 Frederick The Great,
Anti-Machiavelli

1744 Herder born

1755 Rousseau, Discourses on
the Origin of Inequality

1756–63 Seven Years War

1762 Fichte born; Herder Rousseau, Social Contract;
in Königsberg Rousseau, Emile

1767 Humboldt born

1770 Hegel born

1772 Herder, Essay on the
Origin of Language

1774–83 Reign of Louis XVI

(continued)
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Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1774 Herder, Another Philosophy
of History Concerning the
Development of Mankind

1776 Herder in Weimar Smith, Wealth of Nations

1778 Rousseau dies

1780 Lessing, The Education
of the Human Race

1781 Kant, Critique of Pure
Reason, 1st edition

1782 Rousseau, Confessions
(posthumous); Garve-Feder
Review of Kant’s Critique
of Pure Reason

1783 Kant, Prolegomena to Any
Future Metaphysics

1784 Kant, What is Enlighten-
ment?; Kant, Idea for a
Universal History with a
Cosmopolitan Purpose;
Herder, Ideas for a
Philosophy of the History
of Mankind

1785 Kant, Review of Herder’s
Ideas; Kant, Groundwork
of the Metaphysics of
Morals

1786 Kant, What is Orientation Death of Frederick
in Thinking; Kant, Conjec- the Great
tural Beginning of the
History of Mankind

1786–97 Reign of Frederick
Wilhelm II

1787 Kant, Critique of Pure
Reason, 2nd Edition

1788 Hegel in Tübingen Kant, Critique of Wöllner’s edict
with Hölderlin and Practical Reason censoring unorthodox
Schelling religion

1789 French Revolution

1790 Kant, Critique of Judgment

(continued)
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Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1791 Fichte meets Kant

Kant, On the Saying: France becomes a
1792 Kant’s trouble with That May Be True in republic

the censors in Berlin Theory but not in Practice;
over his Religion Fichte, An Attempt at a
book Critique of all Revelation

1793 Kant, Religion within the Louis XVI executed;
Limits of Reason Alone; Robespierre and the
Fichte, Zurückforderung der Terror
Denkfreiheit; Fichte, Beitrag
zur Berichtigung der Urtheile
des Publikums über die
französische Revolution

1794 Frederick Wilhelm II Fichte, On the Spirit and Robespierre executed
admonishes Kant; the Letter in Philosophy;
Kant pledges to Fichte, Vocation of the
remain silent on Scholar
religious matters;
Fichte in Jena;
Humboldt in Jena

1795 Kant, Perpetual Peace; Napoleon Bonaparte
Fichte, Foundations of begins his conquests;
the Science of Knowledge Prussian neutrality
(Wissenschaftslehre);
Fichte, On the Linguistic
Capactiy and the Origin
of Language; Schiller,
On the Aesthetic Education
of Man in a Series of
Letters

1796 Fichte, Foundations of
Natural Right; Hegel,
“System Fragment”

1797 Humboldt to Paris Kant, Metaphysics of Morals Death of Frederick
(includes the Rechtslehre); Wilhelm II; Wöllner’s

edict is cancelled:
Reign of Friedrich
Wilhelm III (1797–1840)

1798 Schelling in Jena Kant, The Contest of the
Faculties; Kant, Anthro-
pology from a Pragmatic
Point of View; Fichte,
Science of Ethics

1799 Atheism charges Herder, Metacritique of the Napoleon becomes First
force Fichte to Critique of Pure Reason Consul of France
leave Jena

(continued)
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Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1800 Fichte in Berlin Fichte, The Vocation of Man;
Fichte, Die Geschlossene
Handelstaat (The Closed
Commercial State)

1801 Hegel in Jena; Hegel, The Difference
Humboldt to Berlin between Fichte’s and

Schelling’s Systems of
Philosophy; Fichte, A
Crystal Clear Report
to the General Public
Concerning the Actual
Essence of the Newest
Philosophy

1802 Hegel and Schelling Hegel, Natural Law Britain declares war
found the Critical on France
Journal

1803 Herder dies;
Schelling leaves
Jena

1804 Kant dies 1801–1804, F. Schlegel, French Civil Code
Lectures on Fine Art and (Napoleonic code) is
Literature adopted; Napoleon

declared Emperor

1805 Napoleon’s victory at
Austerlitz

1806 Fichte in Königsberg Fichte, Characteristics of Napoleon defeats Prussia
the Present Age; Fichte, at Jena and occupies
The Way Toward the Berlin; Frederick
Blessed Life Wilhelm III appoints

Stein, who begins liberal
reforms in Prussia

1807 Fichte in Berlin Hegel, Phenomenology of Palm, a Nuremberg
Spirit; Fichte, Ueber bookseller is executed
Machiavelli by French authorities

for dissent

1808 Hegel in Nuremburg Fichte, Addresses to the
German Nation

1810 Fichte is professor at Founding of University
University of Berlin of Berlin (Friedrich

Wilhelm University)
under Humboldt

1812 Hegel, Science of Logic,
vol. 1

(continued)
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Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1813 Fichte dies Hegel, Science of Logic, Russians invade Berlin;
vol. 2 Wilhelm Frederick III,

“Anruf an Mein Volk”

1814 Napoleon abdicates and
goes to Elba

1815 Congress of Vienna;
Napoleon returns to
France and is defeated
at Waterloo; the
reactionary Holy
Alliance is formed;
founding of the
German Confederation

1816 Hegel in Heidelberg Hegel, Science of Logic,
vol. 3

1817 Marx born Hegel, Encyclopedia of the
Philosophical Sciences;
Hegel, Proceedings of the
Estates Assembly in the
Kingdom of Würtemburg
1815–1816; Hegel’s first
lectures (1817–1818) on the
Philosophy of Right

1818 Hegel to Berlin

1819 Hegel’s second lectures Kotzebue assassinated
(1818–1819) on Philosophy by Karl Sand; Karlsbad
of Right decrees of state

censorship

1820 Engels born Hegel, publication of the
Philosophy of Right

1824 Hegel writes Prussian
authorities defending
Victor Cousin

1827 Hegel, Encyclopedia
2nd edition

1830 July Revolution in
France

1831 Hegel dies Hegel, On the English
Reform Bill; Hegel,
Encyclopedia, 3rd edition

(continued)
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Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1832 First English Reform
Bill is passed and other
subsequent liberal
reforms follow

1835 Humboldt dies

1836 Marx studies in Humboldt, On the Diversity
Berlin of Human Language

(posthumous)

1842 Marx is editor of
Rheinische Zeitung;
Marx and Engels
meet in Cologne

1843 Marx resigns as Marx, On the Jewish
editor of Rheinische Question; Marx, Contri-
Zeitung because of bution to the Critique of
Prussian censorship; Hegel’s Philosophy of
Marx founds Deutsch- Right; Feuerbach, Principles
Franzosische of the Philosophy of  the
Jahrbucher with Future
Ruge in Paris

1844 Prussians issue arrest Marx, Economic and
warrant for Marx Philosophical Manuscripts

(Paris Manuscripts of 1844)

1845 Marx banished from Marx, Theses on Feuerbach;
Paris and moves to Marx and Engels, The Holy
Brussels; Marx Family; Engels, Condition
renounces Prussian of the Working Class in
citizenship England

1846 Marx and Engels, The
German Ideology

1847 Marx, The Poverty of Communist League
Philosophy meetings in London with

Engels and Marx

1848 Marx and Engels Marx and Engels, The Revolutions throughout
active in revolutions Communist Manifesto Europe; Frankfurt
in Germany, found Parliament of German
Neue Rheinische States meets; Louis
Zeitung Napoleon president of

2nd French Republic

1849 Marx in London Frankfurt Parliament’s
German constitution;
Friedrich Wilhelm IV
declines to support
liberal constitution

(continued)
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Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1850 Engels in Manchester

1852–1870 Louis Napoleon becomes
Napoleon III and rules
as Emperor of 2nd

Empire in France

1852 Marx, Eighteenth Brumaire
of Louis Napoleon

1857 Marx works on
Grundrisse

1859 Marx, Contribution to
the Critique of Political
Economy

1862–90 Bismarck is minister
president of Prussia and
then Chancellor of
German Empire (in 1871)

1864 Founding of Interna-
tional Working Men’s
Association in London
with Marx and Engels
taking an active part

1866 Prussia expands power
during Seven Weeks War

1867 Marx, Capital, vol.1 Prussia leads North
German Confederation

1870 Franco-Prussian War;
Napoleon III deposed;
Founding of the 3rd

Republic in France

1871 Marx, The Civil War Founding of the German
in France Empire; Paris Commune

(March–May)

1878 Engels, Anti-Dühring

1883 Marx dies Triple Alliance formed
(Germany, Italy, and
Austria-Hungary)

1884 Engels, Origin of the Family,
Private Property, and
the State

1885 Marx (edited by Engels),
Capital, vol. 2

(continued)
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Date Personal Events Publications Political Events

1886 Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach
and the End of Classical
German Philosophy

1889 2nd International
Founded (with
Engels involved)
(International
Socislist organization
that lasted until
WW I)

1890 Bismarck resigns

1894 Marx (edited by Engels),
Capital, vol. 3

1895 Engels dies
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