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Abstract

This article investigates Hegel’s later theory of perception and cognition, identifying and
analysing its general assumptions about the relation among the mind’s activities. These
often unremarked upon assumptions, I claim, continue to underwrite recent interpretive
controversies. I demonstrate how a correct understanding of such assumptions points us
toward an alternative interpretation of Hegel’s model of the mind. I argue that this new
model changes how we understand (a) Hegel’s later notion of ‘non-conceptual content’
and (b) his distinction between human and animal minds—two areas that constitute the
fault line dividing interpretations of late Hegel. To isolate the relevant assumptions, I use
Matthew Boyle’s influential conceptual distinction between ‘additive’ and ‘transformative’
models of rationality. I demonstrate that Hegel himself addresses the basic issues charac-
terizing this distinction and clarify how approaching his work in these terms presents con-
siderable interpretative and conceptual advantages, including allowing us to defend the
position that Hegel adopts a ‘transformative’ framework of mind. To support this argu-
ment, this paper closely analyses Hegel’s treatment of sensation (Empfindung), which has
not yet been systematically addressed by scholars. I show how sensation can be best
understood as part of Hegel’s later ‘transformative’ framework for cognition. I also
show how this framework can be extended to other parts of Hegel’s theory.

Introduction

Until recently, discussion of Hegel’s theoretical position onmind and cognition had
been limited mostly to the thoughts outlined in his early writings and the
Phenomenology, while his later ideas have remained largely off the radar.1 The past
few years, however, have seen a growing appreciation of Hegel’s later views on
these topics.2 Within this context, several controversies have arisen regarding
how to interpret both the structure of Hegel’s argument as well as its core claims.
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In this article, I will investigate Hegel’s texts with the aim of making order
of this controversy by systematizing the conceptual space for possible interpre-
tations. Doing so will allow me to illuminate and defend an approach to Hegel’s
work that is underexplored in this scholarly context. I will argue that such a par-
ticular approach to the text is able to solve several of the typical interpretative
and argumentative difficulties affecting standard readings of Hegel’s later
thought.

In what follows, I will isolate some basic assumptions shared by many current
approaches to Hegel. These assumptions, I claim, are the origin point of several
recent debates regarding Hegel’s later views on cognition. In particular, they affect
two controversies surrounding his response to two sets of questions about the
nature of perceptual experience and the difference between animal and human
cognition. The first controversy revolves around Hegel’s account of non-
conceptual content: in his view, to what extent are conceptual capacities involved
in perception? Do humans enjoy non-conceptual intentional representations? The
second controversy concerns Hegel’s account of the difference between animal
and human cognition: do humans share some common perceptual states and cog-
nitive components with animals or not? Is there a categorial or ‘hard-line’ difference
between human and animal cognition?

Hegel has featured prominently in debates on both non-conceptual content
and the hard-line/low-line question.3 His mature stance, however, is far from clear.
On the one hand, he has been considered the champion of conceptualism, or some-
times even of super-conceptualism. Inhabiting this role, he has inspired a number
of renowned contemporary philosophers.4 On the other hand, this standard
image of Hegel has been challenged by various scholars who argue that his system
instead advances a theory in opposition to the one normally attributed to him by
conceptualists: such scholars read his late work as non-conceptualist and as
defending a continuity between animal and human mental life rooted in some
basic shared cognitive powers or activities.5

In what follows, I will show that addressing this divide between the two
largely different ‘Hegels’ requires taking a few steps backward to consider the
broader assumptions underlying Hegel’s understanding of cognition and his philo-
sophical procedure. Such assumptions lie at the heart of the divergences among
interpretations of Hegel’s ideas regarding single cognitive activities. I will argue
that a fruitful way to isolate these assumptions is to deploy a distinction identified
by Matt Boyle, who has recently proposed two general models of the mind: those
that are ‘additive’ and those that are ‘transformative’ (Boyle 2016). This taxonomy
aims to organize theories of the mind emerging from both classical and contem-
porary traditions; in recent years, it has been especially useful for opening up space
for new interpretations of Kant (see Kern and Kietzmann 2017; Conant 2017;
Boyle 2005).
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My contention is that Boyle’s conceptual framework is helpful for clarifying
Hegel’s later views on cognition and the controversies surrounding them, since it
enables us to make visible decisive distinctions that Hegel himself highlighted and
to defend a coherent interpretation of his thought. Drawing on Boyle, I will show
that the fault line dividing the various approaches to Hegel’s later views does not
primarily emerge from the question of the anatomy of the lower humanmental fac-
ulties and their proximity to or distance from animal beings. Rather, it derives from
the question of the separability (Trennung) of the mind’s faculties, which, as I will
show, is a concern that underlies Hegel’s reflections and shapes his argument.
Indeed, I will contend that any discussion of Hegel’s later theory—including his
stance on conceptualism or animal-cognition—must first answer a more funda-
mental question: does Hegel uphold an ‘additive’ or a ‘transformative’ theory of
the mind and rationality? This question conceptually illuminates the general struc-
ture of Hegel’s later theory as well as interpretative controversies about it.

In addition to showing that the question of ‘separability’ is fundamental to
understanding both Hegel’s theory and its interpretations, I will argue that Hegel
is best read as making a strong claim about the inseparability of the mind’s activ-
ities—a position that I will show is present in his later texts and which profoundly
shapes the method and the structure of his argument in the Philosophy of Spirit. The
model of cognition resulting from this thesis of inseparability is best understood as
upholding the general outlines of a resolute transformative position.6

To unfold my argument, I will proceed as follows: 1) After a brief survey of
relevant distinctions between the two models of rationality, I will show how Hegel
himself identified these different approaches to the mind as he developed his
account and discussed the ‘separation’ (Trennung) among its activities. 2) I then
will show how the standard reading of the Philosophy of Subjective Spirit—which com-
mits Hegel to non-conceptualism and the low-line theory on animal cognition—
depends on a deep underlying commitment to an ‘additive’ model of the mind. 3)
Next I will provide both arguments and textual evidence to show that Hegel largely
rejects this ‘additive’ model and the assumptions upon which it rests. 4) Finally, I
will propose a shift of perspective by offering evidence for an alternative Hegelian
account of the mind that shares essential insights with what Boyle calls a ‘trans-
formative’ model. This less-explored approach to Hegel’s later thought on cogni-
tion opens up a promising new way of understanding his texts that solves many
interpretative difficulties. To make my case, I will focus on Hegel’s Anthropology
and in particular on his account of sensation. Systematic study of the notion of sen-
sation in Hegel’s thought is still lacking; analysing this notion (a supposedly para-
digmatic example of non-conceptual content) will enable me to both expand the
existing literature and show how Hegel’s views are best understood as part of a
transformative model of mind. Yet, as I hope will become clear, this interpretative
approach can also be extended to the other parts of Hegel’s theory of cognition.

Hegel’s Later Theory of Cognition
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I. Additive vs. transformative models of rationality

According to Boyle’s influential distinction, ‘additive conceptions’ portray the
mind as composed of different levels that are distinct from one another and oper-
ate independently. Some of those levels—traditionally the ‘lower’ ones—are usu-
ally considered to be shared with non-rational animals. Distinctively rational
capacities ‘add on’ to these lower levels as additional and independent higher
ones. As a result, rational human beings are understood to share with non-rational
animals the capacity to cognitively interact with the environment through percep-
tion and desire, but as rational beings, they are also understood to possess some-
thing in addition to these capacities: namely, distinctive rational conceptual abilities.7

Boyle is clear that both the rational and non-rational levels of the mind can be
specified in different ways (in terms of capacities, powers, modules, faculties, infor-
mational systems, etc.). Regardless of how they are identified, however, rational
capacities are always conceived of as a particular element or level in our cognitive
architecture, which accumulates on top of lower ones without altering their nature.
To use another well-known metaphor, this model portrays the mind as a ‘layer-
cake’: rationality is just an additional ‘layer’ resting atop the others already consti-
tuting our mental equipment (Conant 2017).

Against this view, the ‘transformative theorist’ argues that having conceptual
capacities—those faculties that enable us to make judgments and assess things in
terms of concepts—affects our supposedly ‘lower’ capacities to perceive and have
representational states and desires by conferring themwith a new, different form. To
put it in Boyle’s terms: ‘our rationality does make a basic difference to the nature of
our perceiving: it gives us a ‘special form’ of perceptual sensitivity to our environ-
ment, one whose operations are themselves informed by our capacity to weigh rea-
sons’ (Boyle 2016: 4). In this framework, the presence of rationality ‘permeates’, to
use McDowell’s famous metaphor, and transforms the entire anatomy of our
mind, reshaping our cognitive powers in a way that sets them apart—in a categor-
ical sense—from non-rational ones (cf. McDowell 2009: 272). According to this
perspective, ‘rational perceiving’ and ‘rational desiring’ are different in kind from
non-rational perception or desire, and animal cognitive life is thus essentially dif-
ferent from human cognitive life.

Boyle’s distinction is framed carefully, and it aspires to capture a wide set of
positions, both contemporary and historical, especially in relation to Kant.8 As a
tool for philosophical reflection, Boyle’s distinction flags many problems that
might not otherwise be visible. This is especially the case, I argue, for Hegel’s
later theory of cognition, since Hegel himself makes a distinction similar to
Boyle’s. To see this clearly, it is worth at least initially remaining at an abstract
level, without committing Hegel to any particular view about single cognitive
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faculties, and focusing solely on his stance on the notion key to Boyle’s distinction:
‘separability’.9 For Boyle, ‘separability’ is the main issue setting apart the two mod-
els: whereas the additive theorist defends strong distinctions among discrete activ-
ities (or capacities, modules or faculties), arguing that ‘rationality’ does not affect
the nature of other activities of the mind (which therefore exist separately or in iso-
lation from rational capacities), the transformative theorist rejects the notion of
separability, arguing for the integration of the different activities and the impossi-
bility of ‘separating’ them from each other without altering their nature.10

Understood in this sense, ‘separability’ is also a central notion in Hegel’s later
theory of mind and cognition. Therefore, before turning to the single activities
making up Hegel’s theory of mind (sensation, feeling, intuition, language, etc.), it is
important to take note of Hegel’s stance on the role and weight of ‘separability’
in his general account of the mind’s faculties. In Hegelian terms, this stance relates
directly to the problem of Trennung, which lays the groundwork for Hegel’s late the-
ory of cognition described in the Philosophy of Subjective Spirit. As I will show, diver-
gences in how this part of Hegel’s theory gets interpreted stem in large part from
different ways of reading the issue of ‘separability’.

II. Hegel and the separability of the mind’s activities: Philosophy of
Subjective Spirit

The problem of Trennung appears throughout Hegel’s writings. Hegel refers to it
every time he addresses cognitive or spiritual activities in either the Encyclopedia
or his Lectures. The issue is also particularly visible in the first section of the
Anthropology. Located at the very beginning of the Philosophy of Spirit, the
Anthropology is (to say the least) a very controversial text. It is here that Hegel
deals with ‘spirit, observed first in its purely natural being, and in its immediate
union with the organic body, as well as in its dependency on the body’s affections
and states’.11 Notably, the text explores basic forms of cognition related to bodily
effects that appear in some sense ‘natural’—so natural, in fact, that some are also
discussed in the Philosophy of Nature. Hegel also explores elements of perception
that do not seem to be mediated by concepts. Although perhaps one of the
most neglected parts of Hegel’s system in the last century, theAnthropology is crucial
for understanding Hegel’s views on cognition, including the relation between ani-
mal and human cognition, as well as his stance on conceptualism with regard to
perception.12

In this context, the question of ‘separability’ takes the following forms: how
does Hegel conceive of basic ‘spiritual’ activities that are cognitively related to the
body? Do they constitute a layer in our mental anatomy that is shared with animals?
Do they provide independent, non-conceptual components to perception?

Hegel’s Later Theory of Cognition
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As we will see, most scholars tend to see Hegel as answering ‘yes’ to the latter
two questions. Indeed, Hegel is most often assigned to what Boyle calls the ‘addi-
tive theorist’ group and read as embracing non-conceptualism on the issue of per-
ception and advancing a low-line theory on the issue of animal experience and
cognition. In what follows, I will outline how readers come to this interpretation
and upon which assumptions and textual evidence it is based. I then will further
clarify how this reading considers the specific case of Hegel’s treatment of sensation,
which will serve as a foil highlighting the key problems related to this approach.

II.i. The standard reading: Anthropology as addressing a lower layer of cognition

Most scholars implicitly or explicitly tend to read Hegel’s treatment of the soul as his
account of an autonomous, ‘separable’ layer of human cognitive life. In this perspec-
tive, the soul refers to a stock of activities constituting the bottom level of our mental
architecture. According to this additive reading, the various levels of the mind are
understood to be robustly independent: they can be separated from ‘higher’ ones
without any alteration of functions; accordingly, they also can sometimes operate
separately. Some textual evidence seems to point in this direction. Hegel himself
speaks of ‘the becoming independent [selbständigwerden] of the sentient soul, [its] separation
[Trennung] from mediated, understanding consciousness’ (PSS: §406A, translation
modified).13 This basic, almost natural level of our cognition, which includes several
activities (Tätigkeiten), can be qualified in many different ways. Two main lines of
interpretation can be identified in the scholarly literature.

First, many readers—often under the influence of psychoanalytic theory—
have been intrigued by the fact that Hegel seems to describe soul as a system of
powers operating beneath consciousness and rationality, i.e., as an ‘unconscious’
domain into which we can plunge when the higher faculties linked to consciousness
and rationality are absent (or malfunction). There has been awidespread tendency to
read Hegel’s notion of soul as a more or less refined theory of the unconscious (see
for instance Mills 2000, 2002; Berthold-Bond 1995; Severino 1983; Christensen
1968). Hegel in fact claims that, in some cases, ‘the subject seems to sink into a
dark, contentless, self-feeling, without proceeding to activating consciousness; he
has no connection with the external world’ (GW: 25:2:709). Hegel also describes los-
ing rationality as ‘falling back into the level of the feeling soul’ (LPS: 89; PSS: §408).

According to a second line of interpretation, however, more influenced by the
philosophy of perception, these same paragraphs in the Anthropology refer to a fun-
damental cognitive ‘layer’ that makes an autonomous contribution to perception in
the form of non-conceptual representations. These representations are understood
to be the basic building blocks of our mental life. One of the basic capacities making
up this bottom-level of cognition is sensing (empfinden), which is linked with episodes
called ‘sensations’: ‘Sensation is this primary shape, within which the soul is first
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properly the soul in that it is a concrete individuality’ (PSS: I: 125). In the context of
‘separability’, the activity of sensing is conceived as operating independently of higher
activities. This produces a particular kind of mental content in which, in Hegel’s
words, ‘there is no objective consciousness, no knowledge of theworld as of something
actually posited from out of myself ’ (PSS: §402). Sensing therefore has been taken as para-
digmatic of how Hegel theorizes independent, ‘separable’ sets of episodes whose
content (independent of their phenomenal or ontological features) is explicitly non-
conceptual and, according to many scholars, shared with non-rational animals.

What is important to note is that both the psychologically (or psychoanalyt-
ically) oriented reading and this epistemologically oriented one share a common
commitment to separability (see for instance Winfield 2007, 2010; Houlgate
2006, 2018; deVries 1988, 2013): both interpretations share the view that a certain
set of capacities is independent and can be isolated from higher ones without being
altered. To see how this assumption works—and highlight its problems—let me
now focus more closely on Hegel’s theory of sensation.

II.ii. Sensation and the additive view

Hegel’s theory of sensation is particularly representative of the problems at stake.
Not only is sensation, as Hegel himself writes, ‘the first and more immediate form
in which something appears’ (PSS: §400; see also GW: 25:2:804), but the notion
has also been taken as Hegel’s name for a natural, primitive, non-conceptual con-
tent and as the label for the domain of episodes and activities shared with animals.
Systematic study of the notion of ‘sensation’ in Hegel’s thought is lacking.
Analysing it thus presents the opportunity to both contribute to the literature
and identify what potential advantages a transformative interpretation of Hegel
might offer over and above the traditional additive one.

II.iii. What is ‘sensation’ according to Hegel?

Hegel inherits a long-standing philosophical tradition on ‘sensation’ that culmi-
nates with Kant and post-Kantian thinking (Redding 1999). His analysis of the
notion has yet to be carefully reconstructed. Here I will isolate its main features,
in order to then explore why it is generally interpreted using an ‘additive’ model.

Looking carefully at Hegel’s text, we see that Hegel identifies many things as
‘sensations’: he refers to ‘warmth’ and ‘pain’, but also to ‘shame’ and ‘pride’ as well
as to sensations related to ethical matters and beauty (GW: 25:2:655ff.; PSS:
§401Z). Hegel’s taxonomy distinguishes between two basic kinds of sensations,
which he calls ‘external sensations’ and ‘internal sensations’ (GW: 25:2:655ff.;
GW: 25:1:58ff., 673ff.; PSS: §401). I will focus on sensations of the first type—
which can also be called ‘sensory sensations’ (sinnliche Empfindung) (EL: §50)—
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because these are the sensations involved in perception. Hegel states that their con-
tent ‘has been taken from nature’ (GW: 25:1:58).14 Themain features ofEmpfindung
as they appear in Hegel’s texts are the following:15

(1) Empfindung are items in one’s mental life towards which one is specifically
passive. In most of his works (Encyclopedia, Lectures on the Philosophy of
Subjective Spirit, and Fragment on the Philosophy of Spirit), Hegel stresses
the etymology of the word ‘to sense’ (empfinden), noticing that in
German it contains the word ‘to find’ (finden). This pun was first used
by Fichte in his Lectures (W: 1:3:150), and Hegel mobilizes it again:
Empfinden, he repeats, is a form of finding something in oneself (in sich
etwas finden) (GW: 25:2:648, 655; see also LPS: 111; PSS: I: 106, PSS:
§§399–402).

(2) Hegel clearly distinguishes both conceptually and terminologically
between the mere physiological side of sensing (as addressed from the
point of view of natural science, i.e., Sensibilität) and analysis of sensing
as an activity or episode of mind (Empfindung). The latter, he claims, cannot
be identified with or merely reduced to the type of physiological dis-
course treated in the Philosophy of Nature.

(3) Sensation is defined as an element essentially linked to the body. When
the soul senses (empfindet), Hegel writes, it ‘is determined immediately,
therefore in a natural and bodily manner’ (PSS: §403A). Hegel also
adds that the body is the ‘sphere of sensation, both for internal as well
as external sensations’ (PSS: §401A).16

(4) Like Kantian intuitions, Hegelian sensations are singular (PSS: §402,
§402Z). In his Lectures, Hegel states that ‘all the sensed [alles
Empfundene] has the form of the singularized [Vereinzeltes]’ (GW:
25:2:10).17

(5) Sensations are introduced as episodes constitutively independent from our con-
ceptual capacities. InHegel’s formulation, sensations belong to a particular
form of subjectivity that ‘lacks consciousness and understanding’ (PSS:
§400, translation modified). Therefore, the initial definition of
Empfindung does not depend on the way we conceive of conceptual capaci-
ties—which will appear only later in his argument.

(6) The content of a given sensation is in itself conceptually undetermined, to
the extent that, for Hegel, it cannot be said to be ‘subjective’ or ‘objective’:
this distinction appears to be a result of later activity of the mind. In his
Lectures, Hegel claims that ‘the forms of subjectivity and objectivity have
nothing to do with this’ (LPS: 177) and that ‘in sensation the distinction
between subject and object is not yet present, it belongs first to conscious-
ness’ (GW: 25:2:653).
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(7) In the same vein, categorizations of an experience such as ‘dream’, ‘hal-
lucination’, or ‘reality’ are not inherent to the sensation itself. Any sensa-
tion can participate in all of these forms of experience (it ‘can be also the
content of dreams’ (LPS: 107)).

(8) Hegel appears to claim that this indeterminacy also applies to a sensa-
tion’s spatiality and temporality. In Hegel’s words, sensed contents in them-
selves are neither spatial nor temporal: it is the mind’s activity (in the form of
what Hegel calls intelligence) that first constitutes the contents of sensa-
tions as temporal and spatial: ‘Intelligence […] determines the content of
sensation as being that is outside itself, casts it out into space and time’
(PSS: §448).18

(9) Empfindung also seems to lack any constitutive relationship with language.
‘Sensing’, per se, is not necessarily articulable in a discursive manner.
Like feelings, empfindungen are, according to some passages in Hegel,
‘ineffable’ (das Unsagbare) (EL: §20).

(10) Given the points above, one could not only say that sensation lacks the
kind of intentionality typical of conceptual episodes but also that it
does not seem to be intentional at all. As Hegel claims, ‘from the
point of view of sensation […] there is no objective consciousness,
no knowing of the world as something actually posited outside of
myself ’ (PSS: §402Z). Sensations do not present us with objects or
proto-objects.19

(11) Empfindung is an element of our cognitive life that also appears in the
Naturphilosophie, where it is attributed to animals (EN: §351Z). This
raises the big question—which we will address below—as to whether
or not humans share this activity with animals.

III. The ‘additive’ interpretation of sensation

Interpretations of Hegel’s later thought must find a way to link these features
together into a single coherent view. The way readers starting from an ‘additive’
position do so is by understanding Hegelian sensation as a basic independent cap-
acity responsible for one’s first cognitive engagements with external reality. From
this perspective, the non-representational, descriptive features of sensation still
need to be qualified. Most importantly, a story must be told about how sensation
affects the constitution of objective representations and relates to higher mental
capacities. Since Hegel in fact enriches his account of the mind in subsequent sec-
tions of his Philosophy of Subjective Sprit, additive theorists need to address how those
later passages should be understood.

Hegel’s Later Theory of Cognition
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In this regard, some kinds of approaches can be ruled out. For instance, it has
been convincingly argued by many interpreters that Hegel’s argument should not
be read as offering insight into the ‘ontogenesis’ of rationality or into rationality’s
‘phylogenesis’. Although references to both processes are present in the text, and
some interpreters still read Hegel in this way, many scholars have identified that
Hegel himself explicitly disavows this kind of interpretation of his argument.20

A different solution is to take Hegel’s treatment of subsequent activities as an
account of how the broader overarching cognitive apparatus operates on sensations
in order to elaborate content. In this reading, the subsequent components Hegel
considers would index cognitive capacities that are just as autonomous as those
previously introduced and which relate to and further elaborate the content pro-
duced by earlier components, conferring them with new features. This results in
a view of cognition as constituted by various forms of cognitive activity exercised
upon ‘given’ sensible material in order to generate new forms of self-relation as well
as new kinds of representations.21 Hegel seems to support this kind of interpret-
ation, as he often writes as if he were describing different activities adding onto pre-
vious ones and, by the same token, adding features to their contents—essentially a
compositional model of spirit.22 Various scholars espouse versions of this view.23

Reading the text in this way, it is not difficult to see Hegel as identifying a lower
level of cognition that is separable, independent, and provides non-conceptual sen-
sory contents. This would make Hegel an admittedly peculiar kind of non-
conceptualist.24 On the other hand, ‘additive’ interpretations often make reference
to the famous passage in whichHegelmaintains that ‘even animals have soul’, adding
that ‘animals have sensation’ (GW: 24:1:158) and ‘sensation begins at the animal
stage’ (GW: 25:1:51; see also GW: 25:1:187, 191). Since Hegel treats ‘sensation’
and ‘soul’ not only in theAnthropology but also in the Philosophy of Nature, many inter-
preters claim that for Hegel there is no difference in kind between sensing episodes
occurring in humans and those occurring in non-rational animals. These readers
therefore take Hegelian ‘sensations’ (and sometimes ‘soul’) to be something that
belongs to or ‘is available to animals’ (deVries 2013: 54; see also deVries 1988:
54) and constitutes the ‘higher form of awareness attained by non-human animals’
(Houlgate 2006: 243), thus claiming that ‘the thinking animal has sensation, just like
all animals’ (Gobsch 2017: 143, my translation). In this sense, they attribute to Hegel
what we have called a ‘low-line’ theory of animal cognition.

IV. Difficulties of the additive approach

Unfortunately, this approach to sensation has both textual and argumentative pro-
blems, which makes it highly difficult to uphold and calls for a radical shift in
perspective.
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First, Hegel does not find sensation, in the form described above, to be a sub-
stantive part of cognition, and he often critically addresses its role in various other
accounts of the mind. He explicitly maintains that the ‘transient’, blind, and non-
representational episodes he considers are not able to play any role at all in the
representation of an object; they are only ‘an entirely empty form of subjective
affection’ (LA: 32–33).

Moreover, isolating sensations from other activities produces a set of further
problems. One is the epistemological conundrum presented by the justificatory
role of the non-conceptual Given in knowledge claims. This problem is most expli-
citly formulated byHegel in his later texts (indeedmore explicitly in these texts than
in the 1807 Phenomenology where commentators usually locate it). Over the course
of his analysis, Hegel develops a distinctly epistemological argument, saying that
sensations qua non-conceptual states have no epistemic role to play in substantiat-
ing knowledge claims. Sensation ‘has no criterion in itself ’ (LPS: 113), Hegel main-
tains, and therefore cannot provide any justification for perceptual judgment.
Hegel therefore claims that ‘it is completely unacceptable to rely on one’s own sen-
sations. Whoever does this, leaves the domain of reasons, of thought, […] and
retreats back into his own subjectivity’ (PSS: §400Z).25 Given this characterization,
sensations for Hegel are at best epistemically inert.

Another issue arises from the role of sensation in the genesis of representa-
tions with genuine objective import. The ‘additive’ theory strongly emphasizes the
performance of various mental capacities upon non-conceptual content, such that
Hegel would seem to conceive of perceptual experience as ‘something that spirit
constructs […] the result of the activity of spirit’, as deVries has maintained
(deVries 1988: 68, fn.15, my emphasis).

This emphasis on an ‘activity’ that ‘constructs’, however, brings Hegel’s
thought quite close to the set of views that he himself critically labelled ‘subjective
idealism’ because they conceive of ‘objectivity’ as emerging out of activity. Indeed,
it commits Hegel to an account of intentional perceptual content originating from
the idea that—in McDowell’s words—‘intellectual activity can somehow make
experiences of an objective world out of items that are in themselves less than
that’ (McDowell 2002: 203).

Not only is this view difficult to defend from the charges of subjective ideal-
ism, but Hegel also explicitly rejects it, accusing it from the beginning of his career
of giving rise to an idealism that ‘leaves no room for the object’ (GW 6: 292). This
difficulty cannot be overcome, as scholars such as Stephen Houlgate suggest, by
arguing that all ‘spiritual’ activities exercised on a given non-conceptual sensation
are carried out in just one act of perception. Though Hegel sometimes appears to
move in this direction, the idea of a ‘unifying perceptual instant’, in which all the
steps synthesizing the given are performed together the instant a sensation is
received, does nothing to alter the ‘constructed’ nature of the resulting intentional
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content of perception.26 This interpretive move thus does not resolve the issue of
subjective idealism.

Moreover, the ‘additive’ reading faces a further exegetical problem in the fact
that Hegel, as many interpreters have noted, treats the same activities twice or three
times over the course of his argument.27 At first this problem of ‘repetitions’ seems
only an overly fastidious exegetical question, but repetition is in fact an essential fea-
ture of Hegel’s argument—one to which he repeatedly draws his readers’ attention.
The question of repetition is especially interesting for our purposes, because it
applies to ‘sensations’ as well as to other elements appearing at early stages of
Hegel’s argument (‘feeling’, for instance, is discussed three times). Repetition even-
tually also involves Hegel’s notion of the soul, since Hegel treats the ‘soul’ in two
different contexts: first in the Philosophy of Nature and then in the Philosophy of Spirit.
If the ‘soul’ is an autonomous layer already described in a particular section of the
text, why would he discuss it twice? This question reflects what Bernard Bourgeois
calls the problem of the ‘the two souls’.28 In both textual and conceptual terms,
accounts that make sense of it are more cogent than those that do not.29

V. Abandoning the additive model: the ‘transformative’ interpretation

The problems just highlighted are not knock-out evidence against ‘additive’ read-
ings. Nonetheless, they justify attempts to look at Hegel from an alternative angle,
which might open up new possibilities for interpretation and enable us to resolve
many if not all of these issues.

In fact, Hegel himself not only rejects the main assumption of the additive
approach—namely the ‘separability’ thesis—but he also considers such a rejection
fundamental to his account of cognition. In his methodological remarks on the
Philosophy of Subjective Spirit, he is quite clear on this point: he attacks all approaches
to activities of the mind that are based on Trennung and which assume the ‘division
[Zersplitterung] of spirit into different capacities represented as independent of each
other’ (PSS: §379). In numerous other places, Hegel similarly argues against
accounts of cognition in which ‘whatever is distinguishable in the activity of spirit
is defined as an independent determinateness, a procedure which results in spirit’s
being treated as an ossified and mechanical agglomeration’ (PSS: §445A). One of
the reasons for this rejection is that it cannot account for the ‘unity’ of the cogniz-
ing subject.30 Any position that commits Hegel to a strong ‘separability’ of faculties
therefore seems not only vulnerable to Hegel’s attack but also to ignore Hegel’s
own intentions.

Moving away from the separability thesis produces a relevant shift in our
understanding of Hegel’s argument, by turning us away from an understanding
of his descriptions of single capacities as operating in isolation and towards a
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more robust ‘transformative’ perspective. Already in the Science of Logic, Hegel had
contrasted an additive view of cognition with a holistic, transformative conception
of Geist ‘in which its determinations interpenetrate, in a much more profound
sense’ (GW: 11:340). In later texts, he also subscribes to the ‘transformative’
idea that the presence of higher capacities structurally reshapes lower ones in new
ways. In the Philosophy of Spirit, he insists that to be understood in its ‘concrete’
form each cognitive human activity must be considered as embedded in the general
cognitive architecture of a fully developed spirituality. This context alters the very
nature of such activities in a distinct way, ‘so that what is higher already shows itself
to be empirically present in a lower more abstract determination’ (PSS: §380).

This view has fundamental consequences for the structure of Hegel’s argu-
ment as a whole, since it suggests that activities cannot be articulated conceptually
in an independent way: rather, they can be properly understood only once the entire
structure has been built, i.e., at the end of the argument. This generates what Hegel
repeatedly stresses as the ‘specific difficulty’ (PSS: §380) of analysing ‘spirit’ about
which he warns readers (in the introduction of each of his Lectures and throughout
his exposition).

To overcome the expository obstacles inherent to writing a transformative
account, Hegel adopts a particular procedure. As various scholars have noticed,
he uses ‘anticipation’, which takes on a technical meaning in these parts of his sys-
tem. As Paul Ziche observes, this feature is a ‘necessary methodological tool for a
presentation of a philosophy of spirit’ (Ziche 2001: 180, my translation). Hegel
warns his readers about this feature in numerous places with comments that fall
along these lines:

When lower stages are under consideration, it becomes neces-
sary, in order to draw attention to them in their empirical exist-
ence, to refer to higher stages in which they are present only as forms.
In this way we need at times to introduce, by anticipation, a con-
tent which presents itself only later in the development. (PSS:
§380, my emphasis; cf. PSS: I: 121).

In short, given Hegel’s rejection of separability, the initial definition of an activity is
necessarily provisional (in Hegel’s terminology ‘abstract’) and partial. In order to
see such an activity or cognitive element fully (or in its ‘concreteness’), one has
to ‘anticipate’ the capacities that will be described in the following sections.
‘Anticipating’, however, must not be equated with ‘adding’ capacities on top of pre-
vious ones—in that case an additive version of rationality would still emerge,
together with its problems. ‘Anticipating’ instead implies rethinking the lower cap-
acities as ‘informed’ by higher ones. Hegel makes use of the Aristotelian notion of
‘form’ to illuminate this feature of his theory, in which higher faculties permeate
lower ones.31
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He deploys this device especially for activities presented in the early stages of
his argument in the Anthropology, where the vocabulary of ‘anticipation’ and ‘form’
is most visible:

In theAnthropology […] we do not have spirit yet, but rather only
immediate determinations […]; therefore, we can speak of it
only in so far as we refer to the concrete; we have to anticipate
the spiritual of the human being. […] In this exposition we only
have forms [Formen]—on the contrary, in the natural progression
of Nature, we have shapes [Gestaltungen]—and if we want to talk
about those forms [Formen] in a concrete manner, we have to
anticipate spirit in its full development. (GW: 25:1:222, my transl.)

Such an insistence on ‘anticipation’ is methodologically motivated and, in my view,
best interpreted as prompted by Hegel’s transformative understanding of Geist.32

If we now return to our example of sensing, we can see that Hegel in fact frees
us from the necessity of reading ‘sensation’ as an autonomous content isolated
from higher faculties. On the contrary, to grasp sensing in its ‘concrete’ form
Hegel thinks we should see it as operating within (and affected by) a context in
which the subject is able to exercise other capacities (such as deploying symbols,
using language, and having thoughts). These capacities, in turn, affect the nature
of sensation, whose content thus acquires a different ‘form’ (on this point see
Halbig 2002: 93–94). Hegel’s rejections of separability confirm this view:

For the understanding, the difficulty consists in getting away
from the separation between the faculties of the soul, feeling
and thinking spirit, which it has already fabricated for itself,
and in realizing that in the human being there is only one reason
in feeling, volition and thought. (PSS: §471, transl. modified)

If one takes Hegel seriously in terms of both (a) his explicit rejection of ‘separabil-
ity’, as well as (b) his related explicit insistence on the particular anatomy of his
argument (i.e. his use of anticipation precisely to avoid separability), then it
becomes clear that the shape of any particular cognitive capacity or power can
only be understood by embedding elements into his definition that emerge later
in the argument.

This type of transformative interpretation points toward a different Hegelian
view on the two points I mentioned in the introduction: non-conceptual content
and animal cognition. Indeed, what initially was defined as separable non-
conceptual content must now be seen as ‘permeated’ or informed by higher cap-
acities (including thinking).33

Standard ‘additive’ interpretations of the question of animal cognition also
must be revised. By claiming that initial accounts of low-level capacities (presented
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in the Anthropology) do not represent ‘descriptions’ of independent layers of our
mental anatomy, and by arguing that what is presented as ‘soul’ must be recon-
ceived over the course of Hegel’s argument, the ‘transformative’ reader ends up
with a distinctly human ‘soul’ (and the components of experience associated
with it) that stands apart from the animal case. Transformed by Hegel’s account
of human higher faculties and the distinctly human form of self-relation, the
human ‘soul’ no longer appears as something fundamentally shared with animals
but instead as an activity that is categorially different.34

In support of this point, it may be noted that although Hegel certainly states
—as we have seen—that animals have souls, this does not necessarily imply that he
thinks they have the same kinds of souls possessed by rational human beings. In
fact, he famously stresses the inherent difference between the human and the ani-
mal ‘soul’, notably stating that ‘human animality is something totally different from
mere animality’ (VPGe: 35). Hegel emphasizes that the categorial gap between the
two forms of cognition extends to single activities: for instance, he points out that
rational beings and non-rational beings do not sense in the same way: in the realm of
sensibility, ‘the soul of the animal distinguishes itself from the spiritual’ (PSS: I:
109). Whereas the animal’s sensory engagement with the world can be seen as dif-
ferentially classifying the environment according to instinct or (blind) animal sen-
sation, humans, as rational beings, display more complex capacities that cognitively
penetrate their sensory awareness of the environment.35 This marks a crucial dif-
ference between the two cases.36

Yet the question remains as to why Hegel treats ‘sensation’ in isolation. Is this
in itself not proof that it is a separable component of cognition? What kind of gen-
eral argument is Hegel adopting here?

Although I do not have space to defend my view here—and my points on
transformativism stand independent of any reconstruction of Hegel’s argument
as a whole, which of course would be more controversial—it is worth mentioning
a few key aspects of a potential global understanding of his procedure.

In the Philosophy of Subjective Spirit, Hegel presents a developmental argument
that consists of progressive exploration of forms of cognition and self-relation that
move from the basic (activities that first emerged in the Philosophy of Nature) to the
more complex, until finally reaching concrete spiritual activities. These general forms
of cognition and self-relation mainly fall under the headings of ‘soul’, ‘conscious-
ness’, and ‘intelligence’. Hegel’s advancement from the ‘abstract’ to the more ‘con-
crete’ is driven, at least in part, by insufficiencies inherent to the forms under
investigation. The development of his argument therefore bears a kind of logical
necessity, with each insufficiency requiring progressive rethinking of the forms of
cognition that were previously addressed—all the way up to (and resulting in)
Hegel’s conception of Geist. This is why Hegel’s definition of sensation cannot
be said to be complete until we have reached the level of Geist.37
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As a consequence, one could say that the apparently isolated account of ‘sen-
sation’ found in the Anthropology is provisional and that sensation (in general)
becomes intelligible only through a fully developed account of human sensation.
This also applies to animal sensation, which can be made sense of only after one
has been introduced to an adequate and comprehensive model of rational cogni-
tion, which turns out to logically precede the accounts of animal sensation previously
presented in the argument.38

The fact that many features of sensation are intelligible only in light of their
higher, more fully developed spiritual characterizations is confirmed byHegel, who
states that:

All these differences do not yet pertain to the standpoint of sen-
sation itself however, but to a subsequent reflection of the soul
in so far as it has determined itself further as I and then spirit,—
or to our external reflection if we consider the soul directly in
accordance with such differences, as sensation. (PSS: I: 127)

This ‘transformative’ account—and, in particular, its focus on the unity of Geist
and use of ‘anticipation’—helps explain the structure of Hegel’s text and the
issue of textual repetition that has puzzled many scholars. The idea that capacities
encounter progressive redefinition over the course of Hegel’s argument (thanks to
their embeddedness in a progressively more complex cognitive structure) accounts
for these repetitions. Take ‘feeling’, for instance: it is first introduced in the
Anthropology but gets reframed in the context of more complex forms of cognition
in the Phenomenology and Psychology. Hegel explicitly explains this recurrence of the
notion of feeling as a progressive redefinition to help grasp the ‘truth’ of the
notion:

Although we have had to speak of feeling on two former occa-
sions, in each case it was in a different relation. We had to con-
sider it first in respect of the soul […]. At the standpoint of
consciousness, mention was made of feeling a second time.
There, however, the determinations of feeling were the material
of consciousness, separated from the soul and appearing in the
shape of an independent object.
Now, in the third and final instance, feeling has the significance of
being the initial form assumed by spirit as such, which constitutes
the unity and truth of the soul and of consciousness. (PSS: §446)

The same considerations explain why Hegel offers two accounts of ‘sensation’ and
‘soul’—one in the Philosophy of Nature and one in the Philosophy of Subjective Spirit—
and why he insists on the differences between these two kinds of souls. While the
‘soul’ addressed in the Philosophy of Nature might succeed in capturing basic animal
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forms of mental activity, the distinctly human soul—including all of its contents
(sensations, feelings) and corresponding activities—can only be fully grasped by
taking into account considerations provided later in the text, which eventually
reshape the notion to account for distinctly human mindedness.39

Recognizing this ‘transformative’ form of argumentation thus means inter-
preting Hegel as taking a version of the ‘hard-line’ thesis on animal cognition
and a new stance on the ‘naturalness’ of the allegedly lower cognitive element called
soul. What this stance is can be specified in various ways, which are beyond the
scope of this paper. What I hope to have shown, however, is that any such speci-
fication requires first taking a position with regard to the assumptions underlying
the ‘additive’ and ‘transformative’ interpretive models.

Conclusion

In this paper I have analysed the existing conceptual space for possible interpreta-
tions of Hegel’s later theory of cognition and suggested new directions for explor-
ation. I have drawn attention to the fact that the interpretive field can be divided
into two fundamentally different camps whose dividing fault line is constituted
by a basic assumption regarding the ‘separability’ of the mind’s activities.

An ‘additive’ reading—one that accepts the separability and additivity of the
various cognitive capacities addressed by Hegel—is exegetically inclined to under-
stand Hegel’s text as a composite account of human cognition’s robustly independ-
ent powers. Shared by many scholars who have addressed Hegel’s later text, this
stance enables theorization of Hegelian non-conceptual content (provided by
lower-level capacities, such as sensation) and is consistent with a low-line stance
on animal cognition.

On the other hand, rejection of the idea of separability opens space for a
‘transformative’ approach in which the activities introduced by Hegel over the
course of the argument, far from constituting autonomous and independent layers
of cognition, need to be rethought and co-defined as the unfolding argument pro-
gressively reshapes them. From this perspective, the nature of lower mental activ-
ities, once embedded in a larger cognitive structure, is affected at least partially by
higher capacities. The human soul thus is always already imbued with higher cap-
acities and as such is modified by a distinctly human form of self-relation. This
position is compatible with a form of conceptualism. Moreover, it points towards
a hard-line theory on animal cognition.

I have argued that, in light of the textual evidence and argumentative pro-
blems resulting from the additive model, there are good reasons to uphold a trans-
formative interpretation of Hegel’s later views—though this is still a relatively
minor position in the scholarly literature—and to maintain that Hegel builds the
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structure of his argument in a manner intended to do justice to his transformative
insights on Geist. Such a reading appears to resolve many of the difficulties pre-
sented by the competing approach.

My analysis was conducted at a level of abstraction required by the level of gen-
erality of the assumptions under discussion. With the example of ‘sensation’, how-
ever, I have shown how such assumptions can concretely impact our approach to
single views held by Hegel. I would argue that the implications of these assumptions
and potential offered by the transformative view can be extended tomany (if not all)
of the other parts of Hegel’s later theory. For this reason, though separability has not
been a theme in scholarship on later Hegel, I think any interpretation of Hegel’s the-
ory of cognition must confront and take a stance on the transformative/additive
distinction. I therefore hope my analysis will encourage a rethinking of Hegel’s
later thought and help develop our exploration of this work.40

Luca Corti
University of Padua, Italy
luca.corti@unipd.it

Notes

1 There have been just a handful of systematic studies of Hegel’s later account of mind as a
whole; scholars have mostly isolated views on single issues, such as ‘habits’, ‘madness’, or
‘drive’. Publications that comprehensively investigate Hegel’s later texts in light of concerns
related to perception and cognition include deVries (1988), Eley (1990), Stederoth (2001).
Literature on single sections of the work will be mentioned in what follows.
2 See for instance Stern (2013), Herrmann-Sinai and Ziglioli (2016), Khurana (2017), Bykova
(2019).
3 This is notably a point of a dialogue between German Idealism and current theories of cog-
nition. Kant has certainly been the main protagonist, and his ideas are still furiously debated. For
an overview of the controversy on non-conceptualism, see Heidemann (2013) and Schulting
(2016). For the problem of the difference between human and animal cognition, see Foster
(2010).
4 See most notably McDowell (1994, 2003, 2009), Brandom (1994, 2009, 2019); for an overview
cf. Redding (2007) and Corti (2018). The definition of Hegel as ‘super-conceptualist’ comes
from Hanna (2013).
5 The paradigmatic example of this opposition is the exchange between StephenHoulgate (2006,
2018) and John McDowell (2008, 2018), in which the former shows that Hegel’s later theory has
room for non-conceptual content and for some basic episodes shared by humans and animals.
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Other scholars, such as deVries (1988) and McCumber (2014) uphold a non-conceptualist view
on Hegel that is essentially different from the conceptualist one (cf. below).
6 The argument that I will put forth here, however, differs in important ways from those pre-
viously used to present Hegel as a transformativist. Despite the explicitly Aristotelian inspir-
ation underlying transformative accounts, my argument will not hinge upon any previous
commitment to Hegel’s Aristotelianism, such as we find for instance in Haase (2013). I
moreover will not make substantial reference to Hegel’s understanding of the notion of
‘life’ (Haase 2013, Khurana 2017). In general, I think that one of the distinctive features
—perhaps strengths—of my focus on Hegel’s treatment of separability is that it provides
arguments for a transformative reading without subscribing to other, more controversial
commitments regarding ‘life’ or ‘nature’. This does not mean, as my analysis will show,
that my views cannot be compatible with such interpretations. Another distinctive aspect
of my approach is that it foregrounds texts that have not yet been investigated in this debate
(especially Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of Spirit, which—with a few exceptions—are
almost absent from the conversation). I will refer to these texts in my analysis and will
also note how they complicate the evidence provided by well-reasoned and explicitly ‘anti-
transformative’ accounts such as the one advanced by Gobsch (2017). From a general point
of view, my account is compatible with the particular kind of Hegelian Aristotelianism pro-
posed by Kern (2020), from whom, as I will show, I draw some insights for my analysis of
sensations.
7 To put it in Boyle’s terms: ‘We rational animals perceive and desire in the same sense in which
any animal perceives and desires; the power that differentiates our minds is something separate
and additional’ (2016: 2).
8 For example, he cites Gareth Evans (1982) and Paul Velleman (2000) as proponents of the
additive model, while John McDowell figures as a champion of the ‘transformative’ point of
view. Other examples could be found, and the two models have also been used to interpret
other thinkers—most notably Kant (Conant 2017) and Nietzsche (Conant 2014). Herder and
Aristotle are also inspirational figures for the transformative account.
9 I follow Boyle’s strategy here in making no detailed distinction among different ways of defin-
ing the mind’s basic structure in terms of ‘powers’, ‘capacities’, or ‘states’.
10 An additive theorist, Boyle claims, supposes ‘that our animal powers can exist independently
of our rational powers, but not conversely: rational powers are taken to be powers precisely to
‘step back’ from, ‘monitor’, and ‘intervene in’ the operations of our animal powers’ (Boyle
2016: 16).
11 This is the first way Hegel describes the subject matter of the Anthropology; it appears in some
notes from 1811. This definition of ‘anthropology’ is far from our current understanding of the
notion. I will not dwell here on its historical context. For an overview of the various meanings of
‘anthropology’ at the time, cf. Gaukroger (2016), and Zammito (2002).
12 Hegel himself attached great value to theAnthropology. He held six series of his Lectures on The
Philosophy of Spirit (cf.GW: 25:1–2). In most of them, theAnthropology—far from being a second-
ary or irrelevant section—occupies the greatest space, sometimes almost the entire lecture. Hegel

Hegel’s Later Theory of Cognition

19

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 24 Oct 2021 at 17:58:02, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


also continuously enriched this section of his system. For a discussion, Bauer (2016), and
Jaeschke (2010: 347).
13 Abbreviations used:
EL =Hegel, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences in Basic Outline Part I: Science of Logic, ed. and

trans. K. Brinkmann and D. O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
EN =Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature, ed. and trans. M. J. Petry (London and New York:

George Allan and Unwin, 1970).
GW =Hegel, Gesammelte Werke, ed. Rheinisch-Westphälischen Akademie der Wissenschaften

(Hamburg: Meiner, 1968).
LA =Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975).
LPS=Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Spirit (1827-8), trans. R. R. Williams (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 2007).
PSS=Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Subjective Spirit: Being §§ 377–482 of Part Three of The Encyclopaedia of

Philosophical Sciences (1830) with Zusätze and Including Two Fragments; ‘A Fragment on the Philosophy
of Spirit (1822/5)’ and ‘The Phenomenology of Spirit (Summer Term, 1825)’, trans. M. J. Petry
(Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing, 1979).

VPGe =Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte, Berlin 1822/23. Nachschriften von
Karl Gustav Julius von Griesheim, Heinrich Gustav Hotho und Friedrich Carl Hermann Victor von
Kehler, ed. K. Brehmer, K.-H. Ilting and H. N. Seelmann (Hamburg: Meiner, 1996).

W= Fichte, Gesamtausgabe der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, ed. R. Lauth (Stuttgart-Bad
Cannstatt: Frommann, 1964).

14 On the contrary, ‘the content of internal sensation comes from spirit: right, religion, and love
are within spirit’ (GW: 25:2:666). With ‘internal sensation’, Hegel seems to address episodes that
we would call ‘psychosomatic’. Today they would be studied by the theory of emotions or moral
psychology. In the newly published Lectures, Hegel provides as an example ‘blushing from shame’
and ‘turning pale out of fear’ (GW: 25:2:669). The distinction between internal and external sen-
sation has a long history which does not need to be addressed here.
15 For an overview of these features, cf. Corti (2018).
16 See for instance the formulation ‘sensing in general is the individual spirit living in healthy
partnership with its corporeity’ (PSS: §401A, translation modified).
17 This is a feature Hegel attributed to sensation from his Jena period onwards. See (GW: 6: 294).
18 Sometimes Hegel says that sensations are ‘transient’ (PSS: §402), but he seems aware that this
characterization is incorrect strictly speaking—for being transient already suggests a temporal
determination.
19 Michael Wolff describes Hegel as attempting to define a ‘content that is neither propositional
content (sensing that…) nor an intentional attitude (sensing something, for instance something
warm or rigid)’ (1991: 48).
20 This becomes most evident in looking at Hegel’s treatment of ‘madness’, where he explicitly
states that he is not arguing that ‘madness’ is a necessary step in the ontological (or phylogenetic)
development of spirit and stresses that his argument is different in kind from ontological or
phylogenetic accounts. Wolff has exhaustively shown that Hegel does not present us with the
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idea that ‘the development of spirit is some sort of natural consequence of a bodily or mental
development (phylogenetic or ontogenetic) of man’ (1991: 169, my translation). Stanley
Rosenmakes the same point in more explicit terms: ‘Hegel is not a child psychologist or a genetic
linguist’ (Rosen 2014: 248).
21 Hegel commonly uses expressions like verarbeiten, verknüpfen, assimilieren; for this metaphor, see
McCumber (2014).
22 ‘First we speak of intuition [Anschauung], then of representation [Vorstellung], insofar as it is
directed to intuition; then we speak of the imagination [Einbildungskraft] as it is directed to the
representing activity […] Next we speak of memory [Gedächtnis], where this is directed to
representation of images. What is present in representation is transformed by memory […]’
(LPS: 202–3).
23 John McCumber, for instance, has interpreted this aspect of Hegel’s theory of cognition as a
progressive ‘inwardization’ of content: ‘We also change what we sense—just as animals change
what they eat’ (McCumber 2014: 85). Following this line of interpretation, Houlgate has
advanced a compelling account of such modification. For Hegel, he claims, ‘the sensations of
brown, round and hard are given to us, but there being an independent object—for example,
a tree—over there is not given. The content we receive in sensation must thus be set over
there in thought in order for us to be conscious that what we see and feel is a “tree”’
(Houlgate 2006: 244). He also says that ‘all that is given to consciousness are sensations. The
object-character of the things we see and the causal connections between them are not given
but are thought or “posited” by consciousness itself ’ (2006: 246).
24 See also Winfield (2007), for instance, whose treatment of psyche as preceding intelligence
seems to posit the existence of separable layers of the mind. He describes the mind’s activity
as ‘starting from sensation of its immediate givenness, distinguishing this from mind’s own
intuiting by paying attention and apprehending the intuited object as something in space and
time’ (2007: 61–62). He also states that ‘intuitions become representations when the mind recol-
lects them’; then the image (Bild) is ‘the form intuition takes upon becoming produced and
reproduced by mind’ (Winfield 2010: 20). The same view, applied to Hegel’s Psychology, can be
found in Surber (2013).
25 He offers the same argument in his Lectures: ‘When I speak of something objective or about
general principles, then that is something universal that is there for everyone. Reasons, principles
are also held in common, but this is not a dimension of sensation; rather, the latter means that I
am there according to my immediate singularity’ (LPS: 155).
26 Hegel seems to suggest a ‘unifying perceptual instant’ in which all operations occur at the
same time in (PSS: §410Z). He does so by exploiting the notion of habit, writing that ‘seeing is
the concrete habit, which immediately unifies the diverse determinations of sensation, con-
sciousness, intuition, understanding etc. into a single simple act’. If one takes this as
Hegel’s position, one needs to work carefully to avoid attributing Hegel an empiricist position
(with a Humean flavour) that makes ‘habit’ responsible for unifying impressions. It is pos-
sible, however, to read this section differently, as I will show, making Hegel a critic of this
kind of position.
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27 On this point, cf. Ziche (2001: 175–76) and Ikäheimo (2000: 31).
28 This is the title of an insightful and understudied essay by Bourgeois (1994).
29 In his strong defence of an anti-transformative reading of Hegel, Gobsch (2017: 143) sees
such repetitions in the Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy of Spirit as evidence that Hegel is talk-
ing about the very same thing when addressing human and animal souls (‘for this reason, for
each determination of the logical form of human soul in the Anthropology, one can find an
identical observation in the ‘Animal Organism’ section—the last part of the Philosophy of
Nature—regarding the form of non-thinking animals’ (Gobsch 2017: 143, my translation).
Aside from the fact that there is no one-to-one correspondence between the two texts,
Gobsch does not offer a clear account of why Hegel would treat the same issue twice (or
even three times). Why double his account of the soul (and its activities)? Why repeat topics
within the Philosophy of Subjective Spirit? In my view, the transformative interpreter is better
equipped to answer these questions and to explain the numerous repetitions across
the Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy of Spirit as well as within the Philosophy of Subjective
Spirit as part of a process of progressive redefinition—or transformation—of the notion
of the soul (cf. below).
30 Many passages show that Hegel is aware of what has come to be known as the ‘unity problem’:
an additive approach to the spirit’s activities, Hegel says, ‘involves treating spirit as nothing but an
aggregation, and considering their [the activities’] relationship as an external and contingent rela-
tion’ (PSS: §445A; the same point is made at LPS: 203). The target of Hegel’s attacks is mainly
‘empirical psychology’, but the empirical psychologist shares the same basic assumption as the
‘additive’ theorist (cf. Ziche 2001). I cannot fully reconstruct Hegel’s argument against empirical
psychology here, for more details cf. Corti (forthcoming).
31 Hegel himself, in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy, praises Aristotle for not having con-
ceived of the relations among the three kinds of souls as additive. Rather than splitting the
human soul into three different parts or levels, Aristotle imbues the rational soul with the func-
tions of the other souls (Ferrarin 2001: 249–50; Bourgeois 1994).
32 Hegel’s emphasis on ‘anticipation’ (GW: 25:1:63, 85, 108, 220, 272, 277) is directly connected
to his attempt to conceive of interrelated spiritual activities. As stated above, it is precisely
because robust transformative interdependence is a constitutive feature of Geist that Hegel
has to refer to anticipation in his account of the latter. For this reason, Hegel maintains that
‘when we speak of states in the sphere of Anthropology, we thus have to anticipate’ (GW:
25:1:272). Speaking of the soul, ‘we always anticipate a step [Stufe]; for us the step is already
there, and only in the following it is for soul. This is the whole difference, but it is of great import-
ance’ (GW: 25:1:108). In his 1825Lectures, Hegel again states that ‘consciousness here is an antici-
pation […] we haven’t seen this concrete yet, that is the concrete spiritual [gebiltede Geistige],
in order to speak of it, it has to be anticipated’ (GW: 25:1:277). Such interdependence and antici-
pation make the argument in the Philosophy of Spirit structurally different from the one in the
Philosophy of Nature.
33 This is not to say that for Hegel there is no difference between thinking and sensing, but
rather that sensations do entail conceptual content. A similar account of sensation, according
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to Paul Redding, can be found in Fichte. According to Redding ‘Fichte declares that sensa-
tion never appears within consciousness as such as an “isolated presentation”, but always in
some conceptualized form, as posited “intuition”, or, we would say, perception’ (Redding
1999: 97).
34 On this point, see Bourgeois (1994), Brinkmann (1998) and Pinkard (2012: 45): ‘The human
animal […] practically establishes a new type of self-relation that constitutes consciousness of an
object and not merely an animal awareness of it’.
35 As Hegel states: ‘The animal follows its sensations [Empfindungen], its instinct. Its life contains
the measure of what is good and bad for it’ (GW: 25:2:651). This, Hegel states, does not apply to
humans, whose relation to their environment cannot be described as merely differentially or dis-
positionally driven by instinct.
36 The same applies to human ‘desire’: the form of object-relation or intentionality that Hegel
calls ‘desire’ appears to be intrinsically different from the animal case (Pinkard 2012).
37 For a reading of Hegel’s argument along these lines and the idea that the sections of the
Anthropology are provisional, cf. Pippin (2005: 202): ‘these anthropological elements are under-
stood as initial, very limited successes’. Gabriel (2019) also argues that the views presented at
the beginning of Hegel’s argument are provisional, but he upholds the radical and more contro-
versial thesis that the notions introduced in the Anthropology are not redefined but rather utterly
rejected.
38 My view here is consistent with a central insight of Kern’s account of Hegelian Aristotelianism
(2020), namely the claim that ‘the idea of minded life, Hegel argues, is logically prior to the idea
of animal life’, and therefore ‘none of the concepts that we employ to characterize animal life and
its life process […] can be understood apart from the meaning that these concepts have in an
articulation of the idea of minded life’ (Kern 2020: 49). In this sense, one could argue that
the same kind of view also holds for the numerous forms of self-relation that Hegel explores
in theAnthropology. Such forms (such as self-feeling) are intelligible only in light of the full-blown
form of self-relation attained in the section titled ‘Spirit’; these earlier forms are only partial
instantiations.
39 This feature can also explain another anomalous textual element: the fact that Hegel’s
Philosophy of Spirit contains a sub-section called ‘Spirit’. If spirit is the topic of the whole section,
why insert a specific sub-section devoted to it? Had Hegel not been discussing it from the begin-
ning of the text? For the transformative interpreter, the reason why Hegel explicitly discusses
‘spirit’ only at this point is that is only at this point in the argument that we can conceptualize
Geist in its concreteness.
40 This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and
innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 845937.
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