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Introduction

Hegel gave us much to think about on the status, meaning, role and significance of 
philosophy. Encouraged by Kant’s critical philosophy and its reception in particular by 
Fichte and Schelling, Hegel constantly strove to develop a philosophy that was above 
all capable of thinking itself and therefore think the absolute, specifically, freedom. 
Throughout his life, Hegel constantly and continuously compared and analysed the 
state of philosophy. His famous statement: ‘Dichotomy (Entzweiung) is the source of 
the need of philosophy’ (DIFF., 89; DIFF., W2, 20) in his introductory notes from The 
Difference between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy (1801) attest to this. 
But not just there. Time and again, he elaborates in the prefaces and introductions 
on philosophy’s status: in the Introduction on The Essence of Philosophical Criticism 
Generally, and its Relationship to the Present State of Philosophy in Particular (1802), the 
Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), the Science of Logic (1812 and 1831), the Outlines of the 
Philosophy of Right (1820), the Encyclopaedia (1830) and, not to mention, the Lectures 
on the History of Philosophy.

Hegel has written some of perhaps the most outstanding philosophical prefaces in 
which he intends to show the method of speculative philosophy and the way in which 
it confronts itself each time with its objects – despite his position on an introduction’s 
inability to precede a philosophical work or system because it would be like wanting to 
‘learn to swim, before venturing into the water’ (EL, §10 R).1

Hegel’s metaphilosophy – the thought that thinks itself – should in fact not be 
understood as a methodological premise but rather as the scientific presupposition 
itself to be able to philosophize: so that Reason can understand the world and thus 
recognize itself in the world, within the variegated covering of what is temporal and 
transient.2

The work that puts this objective par excellence into practice is the Science of Logic, 
which is ‘the most difficult science’ (EL, §19 R). It is the introduction and method, 
in the sense of ingress and crossing (metà odòn), of the system of which it is at the 
same time part of, proposing itself as the ‘total reworking’ (SL, 3; WdL, W5, 46)3 of 
logic and ‘older metaphysics’, but also as the ‘true critique’ (SL, 42; WdL, W5, 62) of 
the position of extrinsic thought ‘that abstracts and therefore separates, that remains 

7
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fixed in its separations’ (SL, 25; WdL, W5, 38).4 Already in The Difference Hegel wrote 
that ‘the sole interest of Reason is to suspend such rigid antitheses’ (DIFF., 90; DIFF., 
W2, 21) but not the dichotomy as such: ‘for the necessary dichotomy is One factor 
in life. Life eternally forms itself by setting up oppositions, and totality at the highest 
pitch of living energy [in der höchsten Lebendigkeit] is only possible through its own 
re-establishment out of the deepest fission’ (DIFF., 91; DIFF., W2, 21–22). Again, in 
the Introduction on The Essence of Philosophical Criticism Hegel returns to specify the 
importance of the dichotomy:

In this way the antithesis of dualism is given its most abstract expression 
and so philosophy is not led forth from the sphere of our reflective culture 
[Reflexionskultur]. As a result the most abstract form of the antithesis is of the 
greatest importance; and from this most acute extreme, the transition to genuine 
philosophy is all the easier. For the very idea of the Absolute that is set up itself 
rejects the antithesis, because the antithesis carries with it the form of an Idea, of 
an Ought, of an infinite requirement.

(PC, 282; PK, W2, 181)

And a little further on:

This tedium [the antithesis of dualism] was bound to at least arouse a yearning 
of the [dead] riches for a spark of fire, for a concentration of living intuition, and, 
once the cognition of the dead had gone on long enough, for that cognition of the 
living which is only possible through Reason. Belief in the possibility of such an 
actual cognition, and not just in the negative wandering along or the perennial 
springing up of new forms, is absolutely necessary if the effect to be expected from 
a critique of them is to be a true one, i.e., not a merely negative destruction of these 
limited forms, but one that results in a preparation of the way for the arrival of true 
philosophy … When criticism itself wants to maintain a one-sided point of view 
as valid against others that are likewise one-sided, it becomes partisan polemic.

(PC, 285; PK, W2, 186)

If the standpoint of understanding of critical philosophy requires the greatest strength 
‘to hold fast what is dead’ (PS, 19; PhG, W3, 36)5 of that which remains fixed in its 
abstract separations and reducing criticism to ‘partisan polemic’, Reason’s perspective 
on speculative philosophy recovers instead the same force of life, that is, the force ‘to 
hold and endure contradiction’6 of the ‘identity of identity and non-identity’, or ‘its 
own re-establishment out of the deepest fission’. From this point of view, speculative 
philosophy would be the true critical philosophy. A true critique that is not resolved in 
a partisan polemic but in an emancipatory process of self-realization as immanent to 
reality and not separate from it.

In this chapter, I will try to show in what sense Hegel’s philosophy is essentially 
critical and how it is possible to understand the ‘critique’ starting from Hegelian 
philosophy. In doing so, I propose a comparison with the method of immanent critique 
developed by Rahel Jaeggi in the context of Critical Theory. This method strives to 
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interpret Hegel’s immanent critique not only from the point of view of immanent 
normative standards but above all as a transformative experience. A comparison with 
the long tradition of interpretations of Hegel’s immanent critique as a transformative 
process would deserve a separate specific treatment.7

Here I would like to anticipate that the focus on the comparison with Jaeggi’s 
method aims to show how Hegel’s Doctrine of Essence can be understood as immanent 
critique, that is, as a transformative and emancipatory process of self-determination or 
self-realization. This contribution aims to show how in the Doctrine of Essence, such 
a process develops as a critique of those extrinsic but also immanent determinations, 
standards or norms (Sollen) that crystallize this process. However, this chapter points 
out that this means understanding immanent critique as a ‘standard’ precisely because 
it determines the transformative process of self-realization and thus of emancipation 
or freedom.

The critical essence of Hegel’s philosophy

Hegel’s speculative method seems to be configured as a metaphilosophy because it 
is based on that ‘need of philosophy’ produced by the separation which has been 
determined between philosophical reflection and its contents. Such a need of 
philosophy would seem to consist in a thought that thinks itself, not to eliminate that 
separation but to transform it into something ‘wirklich und lebendig’ (effective and 
living).

If it is therefore possible to recognize a metaphilosophical approach in Hegel, such 
an approach appears to be essentially critical and in particular that of an immanent 
emancipatory critique.8

An immanent emancipatory critique starting from Hegel’s philosophy involves 
not only an overturning (Umkehrung) of the philosophical point of view but also an 
inversion of the very essence of the content or objects of philosophy. The dialectic 
between philosophy (as subject) and its object does not therefore take place in a 
univocal – or one-sided – epistemological direction, but rather in a mutual relationship 
(as ‘mutual recognition’) – in which the epistemological and ontological plane are not 
separated – which continuously acts on the terms at stake by transforming them.

Thus, Hegel’s philosophy can be understood as essentially critical because it shows 
that ‘critique’ is the essence not only of philosophy but also of the world and reality in 
which philosophy is the mode of understanding. But what does it mean that critique is 
the essence? What does it mean that such essence is vital and effective? To provide an 
answer to these questions I will initially turn to the Doctrine of Essence, in the Science 
of Logic, as a ‘true critique’ of an extrinsic position of thought, that is, of that position 
that holds fast the finite as something dead because it presupposes essence and identity 
as the empty tautology of the I=I.

Although Science of Logic is considered by Hegel as a true critique, it is rarely 
referred to in that theoretical-critical debate surrounding Hegelian philosophy. 
Although Science of Logic is considered by Hegel as a true critique, it is rarely taken 
into account in that theoretical-critical debate surrounding Hegelian philosophy. 
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Only a few scholars have dealt with it its practical implications by venturing into that 
difficult terrain where the risk of flattening the Logic – ‘the Realm of Shadow’ (SL, 37; 
WdL, W5, 55) – on the objective spirit or vice versa is always just around the corner.9

I think that it is worth venturing into such difficult terrain. By following up on the 
critical method set out in The Science of Logic I will try to show how the risk of dealing 
with its essential practical implications such as a flattening or a simplification can be 
reduced.

In the Doctrine of Essence Hegel presents the essence as the relationship between 
being and concept, namely as the sphere of mediation of the concept with itself.10 The 
Doctrine of Essence reaches the most vertiginous stages of Hegelian dialectics and 
shows its beating heart – that relational core, sometimes magmatic, yet structural 
– which is fully realized in the Doctrine of Concept, where the process of the 
understanding of essence11 as the ‘truth of being’ is exposed.12

Everything in Hegel’s philosophy is played out in the Doctrine of Essence: it is the 
pars destruens as a critique of the ‘older metaphysics’, but at the same time this critique 
is not merely destructive. In the Essence, Hegel seems to confront himself directly 
with the critical method showing that critique is not an epistemological attitude but a 
determining negation of essence itself.13

The first act when questioning essence is reflection: essence presents itself as the 
being that is reflected in itself. But this reflection in itself of being is nothing other than 
the thought that is reflected in being, in an interplay of interiority and exteriority that 
will accompany the whole development of the Essence.

Its [essence’s] movement consists in positing negation or determination in being, 
thereby giving itself existence and becoming as infinite being-for-itself what it is 
in itself. It thus gives itself its existence which is equal to its being-in-itself and 
becomes concept. For the concept is the absolute as it is absolutely, or in and for 
itself, in its existence. But the existence which essence gives to itself is not yet 
existence as it is in and for itself but as essence gives it to itself or as posited, and 
hence still distinct14 from the existence of the concept.

(SL, 339; WdL, W6, 16)

Essence is the movement of internalization of the being, as a movement of self-
determination, which performs as a movement of externalization for the concept: the 
externalization of the essence is therefore still distinct from the existence of the concept.

From the internalization of reflection in itself that produces the determinations 
of being (identity, difference and contradiction), passing through the appearance 
of existence as a phenomenon, the essence finally manifests itself as actuality – 
Wirklichkeit – as identity of interiority and externality. Yet Wirklichkeit, the actual 
reality that rises at the end of the path of Essence, is still different, says Hegel, from the 
reality of the concept.

What I intend to show by starting from Hegel is that essence can be understood as 
the non-coincidence of actual reality and its concept. Such non-coincidence is actual 
(wirklich) and vital (lebendig) and as such is ‘the truth of being’ as speculative thinking 
knows it.
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Following Hegel’s take on the category of ‘contradiction’ and then on ‘Wirklichkeit’, 
I will try to show how the ‘being still different’ of concept’s reality brings forth essence 
as a process of immanent, vital and critical realization of freedom.

The force to hold and endure contradiction within

The first three determinations of essence as reflection are identity, difference and 
contradiction. These three determinations are part of a dialectical process aimed 
at showing identity as a contradictory relationship in itself in which the difference, 
namely the negative, is the very determination of identity. For this reason, identity can 
be understood as a self-contradictory relationship.15 Identity, to be such, cannot stand 
in an ‘empty tautology of A=A’16 but must self-produce itself, self-determine itself as 
self-contradictory and, for this reason, must admit in itself a principle of alteration and 
motion.

Thus, identity would consist in not being the non-identity: determined by the 
non-being of its non-being. Therefore, identity is essentially a relationship, that is, it 
is a relationship determined by the determination of self-identity. In this way Hegel 
shows the sublation (Aufhebung) of difference, or negation, as one-sided: it is the one-
sidedness of separation that does not allow it to grasp contradiction as the essence 
of both the objects of thought and of thought itself, and that, in this way, ends up 
by admitting the unknowability of the essence. But excluding the contradiction and 
admitting the unknowability of the essence means above all not being able to think life 
and therefore the finite.

Abstract self-identity is not yet vitality; but the positive, since implicitly it is 
negativity, goes out of itself and sets its alteration in motion. Something is alive, 
therefore, only to the extent that it contains contradiction within itself: indeed, 
force is this, to hold and endure contradiction within.

(SL, 382; WdL, W6, 76)

‘The positive, since implicitly it is negativity’ is the finite, something determined: ‘a 
being which is only “falling”, a being inherently self-contradictory’ (SL, 385; WdL, 
W6, 79) – and it is because of the contradictory structure of the finite that the 
whole dialectical process is triggered.17 The speculative standpoint lingers in this 
contradiction, it cannot solve it in the nothing of mere ‘falling’, it must endure the 
living structure of the finite: ‘The usual horror which ordinary (not speculative) 
thought has of contradiction (as nature has of the vacuum) rejects this consequence, 
for it remains at the one-sided consideration that contradiction resolves into nothing 
without recognizing its positive side where it becomes absolute activity and absolute 
ground’ (SL, 384; WdL, W6, 78).

Hegel introduces thereby a strong concept of change within the ‘Realm of shadows’ –  
the Logic – understood as activity, as a practice of self-determination. The category 
of contradiction – which intends to explain the finite as vital and knowable in its 
essence – is where Hegel seems to confront the age-old question of the relationship 
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between poíesis and prâxis in regard to the difference between zoé and bíos. At the end 
of the Doctrine of Essence, this will allow us to treat Wirklichkeit as an actual reality 
characterized by wirken, by action as prâxis.18 The pages of Hegel’s Logic dedicated 
to contradiction seem to echo Aristotle’s statement: ‘life (bíos) is prâxis not poíesis’ 
(Politics, 1254 a7) and it seems that Hegel’s approach not only tends to sublate the 
dualism between poíesis and prâxis in the direction of prâxis but also the one between 
zoé and bíos in the direction of bíos. One could say that for the speculative standpoint 
there is an irreducibility of the living – any living being – to a ‘mere’ biological life, 
mere zoé.

In fact, life as such turns out to be the force to endure contradiction. Thus, life is 
for the thought that is capable of lingering in that contradiction and grasping it as the 
essence of the finite, recognizing itself in it. In this way Hegel shows how contradiction 
resolves itself and becomes ‘ground’: the resolution of contradiction consists in its 
sublation as only reflective determination and in its becoming a ‘real’ mediation of 
the essence with itself. The essence, therefore, turns out to be ‘the absolute repelling of 
itself within itself ’ (SL, 386; WdL, W6, 80): ‘In determining itself as ground, essence 
determines itself as the not-determined, and only the sublating of its being determined 
is its determining. – Essence, in thus being determined as self-sublating, does not 
proceed from an other but is, in its negativity, identical with itself ’ (SL, 386; WdL, W6, 
80–81).

For Hegel, the essence is not separated from what it is the essence of: it is the 
foundation – the raison d’être – specifically, the process of self-determination as much 
of each finite as of the multiplicity of the finite as of the unity of that multiplicity.

The contradiction of actuality

It is a de-substantialization process of the essence that Hegel exposes in his writings. 
This process rests upon the constitutive negation of the finite, which determines it as 
vital, as alteration, as self-contradictory, as the process of realizing itself outside of 
itself. Moreover, such de-substantialization of the essence also exposes the essential 
multiplicity and pluralism of the finite. This seems to be the meaning of Wirklichkeit 
at the end of the development of the Essence: Wirklichkeit is reality as manifestation of 
the essence, which cannot but manifest itself, cannot but realize itself in its exteriority, 
since it is the very activity of self-realization as much of the multiplicity of the finite as 
of their unity produced by their own self-sublation.

Wirklichkeit not only exposes the unity of determinations but also the very 
multiplicity and plurality of determinations, each one actual (wirklich) precisely 
because it is a unity of form and content, of activity and determination: ‘Real actuality 
[die reale Wirklichkeit] is as such at first the thing of many properties, the concretely 
existing world’ (SL, 482; WdL, W6, 208). Such plurality is contingent because it is a 
multiplicity of diversity, of finites, of multiple self-contradictory determinations. 
But it is precisely such contingency, such mutual self-determination, that is what 
manifests itself as necessity, that is essence as immanent negativity. This is why Hegel 
can claim that: ‘this contingency is rather absolute necessity; it is the essence of those 
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free, inherently necessary actualities’ (SL, 488; WdL, W6, 216) as the finite as such, the 
finite as it ends, is ‘the absolute’s own exposition, its movement in itself which, in its 
externalization [Entäusserung], reveals itself instead’ (SL, 488; WdL, W6, 217).

It is indeed the absolute, the determining constitutive negation of the finite, that at 
this stage of the Essence manifests itself in a very specific way: it cannot but recognize 
itself in the finite.

This negative breaks forth in them [the multiplicity of finites] because being, 
through this same negativity which is its essence, is self-contradiction; it will 
break forth against this being in the form of being, hence as the negation of those 
actualities, a negation absolutely different from their being; it will break forth as 
their nothing, as an otherness which is just as free towards them as their being is 
free. – Yet this negative was not to be missed in them [Jedoch war es an ihnen nicht 
zu verkennen].

(SL, 488; WdL, W6, 216)

The being that Hegel deals with in the above-mentioned passage of Essence, then, 
is determined as the negative substance or unit of those determinations. This 
unity is configured as in contradiction with itself because it is the negation of the 
determinations. Yet, this is precisely the structure of the determinations: in this 
way the relationship between the determinations and their unity is a relationship of 
recognition, which is expressed not as Anerkennung but in a negative formula capable 
of expressing the logical-ontological necessity. This negative unity, as a substance, 
also shows itself as a relationship of mutual causality in which the substance and 
the parts (the absolute and the finites) cause each other: they produce each other, 
thus showing the sublation of the relation of causality. This is how substance de-
substantializes itself and necessity becomes freedom. ‘This inwardness or this in-itself 
sublates the movement of causality; the result is that the substantiality of the sides 
that stand in relation is lost, and necessity unveils itself. Necessity does not come to 
be freedom by vanishing but in that its still only inner identity is manifested’ (SL, 504; 
WdL, W6, 239).

The Actuality, at the end of the Essence, shows the essence as a modality of 
actual relationship between being and thought. This happens through a progressive 
fracture of the being in itself, which is also that of thought in itself, unhinging both 
a substantialistic position of being and an idealistic position of thought:19 the essence 
brings forth in its highest fulfilment the Entzweiung, the dichotomy between being and 
thought – not eliminating it, but enlivening it, making it constitutive and necessary for 
their relationship.

It seems that it is here that the essential criticism of Hegel’s philosophy is rooted: 
the effectual reality is the process of the de-essentialization of the essence and 
precisely for this reason it is the starting point for the Concept as it exposes itself to 
the Concept. Actuality is what keeps being and thought in relation, it is the suffering 
of being and a scandal for thought, it is what continuously produces the contradictory 
unity of differences, what urges thought not to linger on a quiescent identity with 
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itself. The Doctrine of Essence therefore seems to show the core of the critical process 
and therefore allows us to understand what the ‘true’ critique and its immanence 
consists of: true critique, according to Hegel, would seem to consist in dismantling the 
crystallization of dualisms based on the presupposition of a self-referred subjectivity 
(hypokeímenon), so that thought can think of itself in the world as a process of 
realization of freedom.

The ‘strong’ variant of Rahel Jaeggi’s immanent critique

In the contemporary theoretical-critical debate it is above all Rahel Jaeggi who has 
specified and deepened in transformative terms the method of immanent critique 
starting from Hegel’s philosophy.20 Jaeggi points out how modern societies are 
dominated by the separation between the individual and the collective spheres and 
how such a separation is eminently manifested in a division between morality and 
ethics: between the sphere of what is right – the Right – and the sphere of what is 
good – the social institutions in which collective freedom is realized. Jaeggi explains 
that the separation between these two spheres is due to the neoliberal standpoint 
according to which it would be morally right, in the name of ethical pluralism, to 
maintain a neutrality on what is good, which would remain the exclusive concern of 
individual preferences. Starting from this liberal approach to the separation between 
the individual and collective sphere, Jaeggi aims to put the ethical dimension of forms 
of life – understood as ‘bundles (or ensembles) of social practices’ (Jaeggi 2018: 73) – 
back at the centre of the debate, not only recovering the tradition of Critical Theory 
– according to which it is necessary to grasp within social dynamics the conditions 
for emancipation and the realization of freedom – but also developing a method with 
reference to Hegel’s philosophy (in particular to Phenomenology and Sittlichkeit of the 
objective spirit).

Jaeggi’s elaboration is developed within the issue of normativity, which consists of 
the disposition of norms (standards) to establish what is right or good and what is not 
as well as what is the source of the obligation of such standards.21 The critical method 
has to deal with such problems to not risk falling either into a neutral approach 
(abstaining from discussing the ethical standards) or into a form of ideology (salvaging 
normative moments already existing in social life).

Jaeggi therefore develops an immanent critical method not from the standpoint of 
the ‘norms’, but rather from the standpoint of their immanence as a condition of forms 
of life themselves: ‘To put it in Hegelian terms, the question here is whether a given 
social formation corresponds to its concept or not’ (Jaeggi 2018: 169).

To avoid the potential risk of paternalism or perfectionism inherent in the idea 
of ‘correspondence to the concept’, Jaeggi notes that immanent critique is negative: 
it is ‘problem-focused and crisis-oriented’ (Jaeggi 2015: 14) and yet is not merely 
deconstructive.22

First of all, the immanence of critique consists not only in a self-critique but above 
all in the same crisis or contradiction that arises in a social formation. Such crises are 
the ‘negative’ standards of the immanent critique.
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Immanent criticism (in the ‘strong’ variant that I defend here) finds its standards 
‘in what is criticized itself ’ in a very different sense from internal criticism. It does 
not adopt a positive stance on the potentials it finds in what exists. The norm to 
be realized is not already present in reality as an ideal; hence, its realization is not 
something that can be called for in a correspondingly straightforward way.

(Jaeggi 2018: 364; my emphasis)

Such negative determination is immanent in the ‘strong’ sense that it takes on a real 
transformative charge. ‘Rather, this form of criticism is immanent in the sense that it 
addresses, in a negativistic way, the internal contradictions and moments of crisis that 
constitute a particular constellation. Here immanence is conceived in transformative 
terms’ (Jaeggi 2018: 364).

Forms of life are exposed to immanent critique when a problem arises in them or 
when they fail or face a crisis. Crises and contradictions are immanent transformative 
instances, according to Jaeggi, and the transformation involves ‘problem-solving 
processes’ (Jaeggi 2018: 242) that are determined not only as necessary but also as 
productive.

But at the same time, the transformation that proceeds from such criticism has 
an immanent character: it springs in an immanent way from the higher-order 
problems posed with a social formation. Then immanent criticism connects up 
with what is given in a constellation to the extent that the means for solving the 
problem or the crisis are located in this situation itself. Thus, the transformation 
process is suggested by the situation itself to a certain extent; it is prefigured in 
the situation, even if it exceeds the latter. Immanent criticism construes the crisis-
prone contradiction that confronts it and confronts us not only as necessary 
but also – in contrast to the procedure of internal criticism – as productive. The 
deficiency of a particular position can be shown only by its failure; however, the 
possibility of resolving it follows from criticism of the deficient state itself.

(Jaeggi 2018: 364)

The method of immanent critique developed by Jaeggi23 not only recovers Hegel’s 
category of ‘contradiction’ by reworking the role that it plays in the objective spirit.24 
It also intends to go beyond Hegel’s intentions, overcoming the essentialist risk that 
Jaeggi recognizes in Hegel’s philosophy in which the immanence of contradiction 
and its being the process of self-determination risk to establish, according to Jaeggi, 
a too close link between norm and reality, between Ought-to and being. Therefore, 
Jaeggi, following the interpretation of Hegel by John Dewey and Alasdair MacIntyre 
and by characterizing the immanent critique as a pragmatist method,25 shows that a 
normative solution to a normative problem is not already inherent in the problem, 
but is an attempt – an experiment – that may fail or succeed or that brings with it a 
new inherent problem or crisis. The open-ended learning process (Lernprozess) as an 
active appropriation of experiences (the Hegelian Erfahrungsprozess) also highlights, 
according to Jaeggi, the necessary pluralism of forms of life and therefore the pluralism 
of problem-solving experiments.



The Relevance of Hegel’s Concept of Philosophy120

The immanence of normativity taken up by Hegel26 is precisely what Jaeggi refers 
to in order to establish the opportunity of a critique of life forms that does not consist 
in an attempt to reconcile norm (Sollen) and practice (Wirken). On the contrary, it 
recognizes their contradictory relationship as a continuous (self-)productive tension.

From a practical point of view then, Jaeggi’s interpretation of the correspondence 
between Actuality (Wirklichkeit) and the Concept of forms of life (as a nexus of 
social practices) seems to be the tension that constitutes the essence of forms of life 
themselves.

Not to correspond to its concept with regard to social formations then means not 
to fulfill the tasks posited with the concept and not to solve the historical problems 
accumulated in the concept. Drawing on the ethical-functional understanding of 
norms of ethical life developed above, this means that a form of life that does not 
correspond to its concept does not fulfill its ethically constituted function as this 
has evolved against the background of a specific problem-solving history. A form 
of life or a nexus of social practices is then shown to be deficient by the failure and 
the crisis-proneness of the practices it implies. The erosion of social practices or 
whole forms of life and their becoming obsolete is both an ethical and a functional 
failure.

(Jaeggi 2018: 234)

Immanent critique as essential critique

The development of immanent critique provided by Jaeggi has the value and merit of 
not renouncing an ethical partisanship – that is, of being able to say what the ‘good 
life’ consists of without turning into ideology. In particular, the negative and crisis-
oriented dimension of such immanent critique that shows it as a problem-solving 
process grounded in Hegel’s notion of ‘contradiction’, allows us to understand the 
correspondence of reality to its concept as a process in constant tension and not 
something pre-established. Jaeggi also points out that this process can fail: if a form 
of life does not correspond to its concept it is deficient and obsolete. In fact, not 
corresponding to its concept would mean ‘freezing’ or ‘crystallizing’ the process of 
problem-solving. The ‘strong’ version of immanent critique thereby provides above all 
a dismantling of the perfectionist ideal of essence: by not only showing how essence 
coincides with the same process of self-understanding and self-realization but also 
how this process is by no means pre-established.

Nevertheless, sometimes in the dim light there seems to remain the critical weight 
of this process in favour of its characterization in more normative terms. In other 
words, if Hegel’s contradiction is understood as the immanent normative principle that 
triggers a critical-emancipatory process of problem-solving and not a mere autopoietic 
process of self-determination,27 the functionalist element (or that of failure) could be 
misleading.

I think that what remains here is the problem of the contradictory or critical 
correspondence between concept and reality: a reality that is a process of self-realization 
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determined by an immanent transformative instance (transformative in a strong sense, 
as emancipation) and a concept that is the understanding of such a reality, or rather, 
that is that reality that understands itself. Such immanent contradictory speculative 
character of such correspondence excludes the dualism between reality and concept 
and yet does not destroy the dichotomy. Just the opposite: dichotomy shows itself as 
the immanent negative productive determination of the relationship between reality 
and concept and therefore of the process of self-realization and transformation.

What I aimed to show by outlining the dialectical process in the Doctrine of 
Essence is how such a procedural interweaving of reality–essence–self-knowledge is 
determined by a principle of non-correspondence: reality and concept, in the final 
analysis, would seem to correspond (or succeed) precisely when they recognize their 
non-correspondence, while their correspondence – the tautological principle A=A – 
would be a failure (in critical or speculative terms).

The ‘non-correspondence’ with itself is in fact the determining principle of the 
essence as a process. In other words, the essence – as Actuality – seems to correspond 
with itself by not corresponding with itself and with the Concept. This is precisely what 
the Concept recognizes.

The Doctrine of Essence therefore seems to offer an important elaboration of the 
immanent critical method to marginalize not only the risk of essentialism but also that 
of constructivism.

Wirklichkeit – Actuality – would turn out to be the process of self-realization (of 
the essence) in which the ‘norm’, or the Ought-to – Sollen – is characterized in negative 
terms, as what must be overcome in ‘action’ – Wirken. In this way, however, Hegel 
establishes neither too close a link between Sollen (Ought-to) and Wirken (action) 
– making Sollen an essential and irenic principle of autopoietic self-determination – 
nor a splitting of them – making Wirken a sort of principle of the ‘fury of destruction’. 
In Essence the correspondence of Sollen and Wirken rather seems to show the 
sublation of Sollen in Wirken as a self-critical self-realization process. In this way the 
‘norm’ seems to be conceivable, albeit negatively or rather critically: as that which 
limits or interrupts or fails the critical process of self-realization as a process of  
emancipation.

What makes the critical process fail is therefore a principle of tautological identity 
that of a non-contradictory identity of being and thinking without critique, which rests 
on its abstract self-equality.

When the spirit strives towards its centre, it strives to perfect its own freedom; and 
this striving is fundamental to its nature. To say that spirit exists would at first seem 
to imply that it is a completed entity. On the contrary, it is by nature active, and 
activity is its essence; it is its own product, and is therefore its own beginning and 
its own end. Its freedom does not consist in static being, but in a constant negation of 
all that threatens to destroy freedom.

(LPWH, 48; VPWG, 55; both my emphasis)

Starting from the Doctrine of Essence, it is not only possible to understand essence as 
a critical process of self-realization but also to have a standard for recognizing what 
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determines this process: speculative identity – identity of identity and non-identity – 
turns out to be such a standard of critical self-understanding.

The essence, the true critique, proves to be in the last analysis the manifestation 
of not-coinciding with itself and in this way it is an emancipatory process of self-
realization; while the concept, the speculative thinking as ‘true critical philosophy’, 
would seem to be the understanding of such contradictions and therefore self-
understanding – in a continuous transformative tension.

If Hegel’s philosophy is essentially critical precisely because it exposes the essence as 
a process of de-substantialization, it then leads to a tragic outcome: the essence of the 
human being is not ‘only’ a process of self-realization but is such because it is a process 
of liberation. Such process consists of a continuous self-sublation, a continuous self-
hurting in the form of a metaphysical identity, a continuous going out of itself of the 
thought that thinks itself. ‘If to be aware of the idea – to be aware, i.e. that men are 
aware of freedom as their essence, aim, and object – is matter of speculation, still this 
very idea itself is the actuality of men – not something which they have, as men, but 
which they are’ (EPM, §482 R).

The Hegelian variant of immanent critique addresses the essence directly and 
exposes it as the very process of self-realization. In this way the essence loses any 
‘positive’ normative value because it – that which makes something what it is: the 
identity of being and concept – consists, according to Hegel, precisely in the self-
critical process of self-coincidence.

Hegel’s immanent critique can contribute to Critical Theory with its 
‘essentiality’.28That is, it offers an immanent critical standard that does not reduce 
critique to either an epistemological29 or ideological attitude. Furthermore, it dispels 
both individual and social reality as predetermined, as a more or less passive process 
of adaptation to normative standards.

Indeed, Hegelian Actuality (Wirklichkeit) seems to suggest just how the process 
of self-appropriation – that is, the emancipatory process of realization of freedom 
– consists in the process of appropriation of the contradiction of the self-non-
coincidence.

The implications of such a critical standard are countless. They range from the 
plane of the relationship between the human being and nature to that between the 
human being and other human beings, bringing the question of life – or rather of ‘good 
life’ – as an essentially political question back to the centre.

Notes

1 The Encyclopaedia Logic is quoted according to Brinkmann and Dahlstrom’s 
translation.

2 Cf. PR, 14; GPR, W7, 25: ‘If, on the other hand, the Idea is regarded as “only an 
Idea”, as something represented [eine Vorstellung] in an opinion, philosophy’s 
insight, by contrast, is that nothing is actual except the Idea. The important thing, 
then, is to recognize in the semblance of the temporal and transient the substance 
which is immanent and the eternal which is present. For since rationality (which is 
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synonymous with the Idea) enters into external existence [Existenz] simultaneously 
with its actualization, it emerges with an infinite wealth of forms, shapes and 
appearances. Around its core it throws a motley covering in which consciousness 
is initially at home, a covering which the concept has first to penetrate before it can 
find the inward pulse and feel it still beating in the external shapes.’ (Quotes from the 
Outlines of the Philosophy of Right are from Knox’s translation).

3 The Science of Logic is quoted according to di Giovanni’s translation.
4 On the critical value of objective logic see, in particular, Theunissen (1978). On 

the elaboration of Hegel’s logic as a remake of metaphysics and ontology, see 
Fleischmann (1968), Fulda (1991), Houlgate (1999, 2005) and Illetterati (2007).

5 The Phenomenology of Spirit is quoted according to Miller’s translation.
6 Cf. SL, 382; WdL, W6, 76. On ‘life’ in Hegel’s Logic, see Ng (2020) and Achella (2019).
7 See Särkelä (2017, 2018) for a reconstruction of the debate around the method of 

immanent critique that highlights two interpretative traditions: on the one hand 
(recognized as the prevailing approach of the contemporary Frankfurt School), 
immanent critique as a ‘metacritique’ that grounds itself on the quality of the 
standards employed; on the other hand, immanent critique as a transformative 
experience that must not find any reason to ground itself because the immanence is 
the form of critical praxis itself (Dewey is recognized as the prominent interpreter of 
such a tradition together with Adorno). To mention just a few of the authors who can 
be counted in this second interpretative tradition, see Adorno (1966), Dove (1970), 
Bristow (2007) and Dewey (2008a, c). Amongst the most recent reconstructions of 
the debate on immanent criticism and normativity, see also Khurana and Menke 
(2011), Stahl (2013) Finlayson (2014), and Khurana (2017).

8 There are many authors who have been confronted with this character of Logic since 
Marx (1983, 2005). See also Lenin’s (1976) philosophical notebooks. Marcuse (1989) 
and Lukács (1978) focus in particular on Wirklichkeit in the Doctrine of Essence. 
On the critical value of objective logic see, in particular, Theunissen (1978). Recently 
Pippin (2019: 18–31) explicitly treated Hegel’s Logic as an ‘emancipatory logic’.

9 See, for instance, Fleischmann (1964), Henrich (1978), Malabou (1996), Lugarini 
(1998), Cesarale (2009), Ng (2009), Cortella (2011), Quante (2011), Emundts (2012), 
Vieweg (2012), Zambrana (2015), Nuzzo (2018), Kervégan (2018) and Manchisi 
(2019).

10 Cf. SL, 40; WdL, W5, 58: ‘However, in accordance with the elemental unity which is 
immanent in the concept as basis, and hence in accordance with the inseparability 
of the concept’s determinations, such determinations, even as differentiated (the 
concept is posited in their difference), must also stand at least in reference to each 
another. There results a sphere of mediation, the concept as a system of reflected 
determinations, that is, of being as it passes over into the initselfness of the concept 
– a concept which is in this way not yet posited for itself as such but is also fettered 
by an immediate being still external to it. This sphere is the doctrine of essence that 
stands between the doctrine of being and of the concept’. Cf. also SL, 339; WdL, 
W6, 16: ‘Essence stands between being and concept; it makes up their middle, its 
movement constituting the transition of being into the concept. Essence is being-
in-and-for-itself, but it is this in the determination of being-in-itself; for its general 
determination is that it emerges from being or that it is the first negation of being.’

11 The emphasis on the genitive is intended to underline its speculative aspect, namely 
both objective and subjective: of the concept that understands the essence and the 
concept as the essence that understands itself.
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12 ‘The truth of being is essence’ (SL, 337; WdL, W6, 13).
13 Cf. SL, 42; WdL, W5, 62: ‘But objective logic comprises within itself also the rest 

of metaphysics, the metaphysics which sought to comprehend with the pure forms 
of thought such particular substrata, originally drawn as the soul, the world, and 
God, and in this type of consideration the determinations of thought constituted the 
essential factor. Logic, however, considers these forms free of those substrata, which 
are the subjects of figurative representation, considers their nature and value in and 
for themselves. That metaphysics neglected to do this, and it therefore incurred 
the just reproach that it employed the pure forms of thought uncritically, without 
previously investigating whether and how they could be the determinations of the 
thing-in-itself, to use Kant’s expression – or more precisely, of the rational. – The 
objective logic is therefore the true critique of such determinations – a critique that 
considers them, not according to the abstract form of the a priori as contrasted with 
the a from the imagination, posteriori, but in themselves according to their particular 
content.’

14 My emphasis.
15 The status and role of contradiction in Hegel’s philosophy is a controversial and 

much-debated issue. The debate particularly revolves around the question whether, 
as Hegel argues, contradiction is what actually determines reality or rather is not 
limited, as some scholars believe, to the conceptual sphere. That is to say, whether 
it is resolved and disappears by supporting the Aristotelian principle of ‘non-
contradiction’ or whether its resolution consists of a persistence, overturning into a 
‘principle of contradiction’. See Bordignon (2015) for a detailed reconstruction of the 
debate. See also Theunissen (1974), Berti (1977, 1980), Landucci (1978), Chiereghin 
(1981), Düsing (1984), Baptist (1992), Wolff (1997), Redding (2007), de Boer (2010, 
2012) in particular on contradiction and immanent critique in Hegel, Illetterati 
(2010), the volume published by Ficara (2014) and Pippin (2019).

16 Cf. SL, 358; WdL, W6, 41: ‘In its positive formulation, A=A, this proposition is at first 
no more than the expression of empty tautology.’

17 ‘But the truth is that the absolute is because the finite is the immanently self-
contradictory opposition, because it is not. … The non-being of the finite is the being 
of the absolute’ (SL, 385; WdL, W6, 79–80).

18 Cf. SL, 482; WdL, W6, 298: ‘What is actual can act; something announces its actuality 
by what it produces.’

19 Illetterati (2018) shows how the understanding of Wirklichkeit in Hegel’s Logic brings 
with it a critique of both a purely ontological and a purely epistemological approach.

20 See Jaeggi (2009, esp. 2018: 339): ‘The moments of a form of criticism that adopts an 
immanent approach which I have assembled here can be found programmatically 
for the first time in the methodology of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, as outlined 
in its introduction and put into practice in the course of the phenomenological self-
examination of consciousness.’

21 For a reconstruction of the issue of normativity in relation to both the obligation of 
the norm and the realization of good or freedom, see Khurana and Menke (2011). 
The volume collects numerous contributions that allow to frame such an issue 
starting from Kant and Hegel.

22 The method of immanent critique is developed in Jaeggi (2018: 333–373). On the 
‘negative’ character of immanent critique see, in particular, Jaeggi (2018: 366–368; 
2009: 285–288).
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23 Jaeggi’s method of immanent critique is developed by confronting Titus Stahl’s (2013) 
take on the matter: ‘whose study addresses many of the same questions as mine, 
although with different results’ (Jaeggi 2015: 567, n. 2).

24 Jaeggi argues in detail the role of dialectical contradiction in Jaeggi (2018: 441–468).
25 Cf. Jaeggi (2015: 25–27) and Jaeggi (2018: 411–492), where the main comparisons are 

drawn with the positions of Dewey (1983, 2008b) and MacIntyre (1984, 1988).
26 Jaeggi (2018: 216–240) develops a close comparison with Hegel, in particular with 

the final part of the chapter ‘Definition’ in the Doctrine of Concept, in the Science of 
Logic.

27 From my point of view, this seems to be particularly the risk of Khurana’s (2017) 
account of normativity in Hegel’s philosophy, which seems to be a reading oriented 
more in the normative direction of an autopoiesis than in a critical and emancipatory 
direction, although it is developed within a theoretical-critical framework.

28 Neuhouser (2000: 268) points out the difference between a ‘radical’ or ‘revolutionary’ 
approach to Hegelian dialectic. He shows how Critical Theory seems to prefer a 
‘revolutionary’ critique based on Hegel’s method as opposed to a ‘radical’ critique. 
Neuhouser observes that Hegelian criticism is rather radical in the sense of a critique 
that tends to find the realization of social freedom within the social institutions.

29 Kervégan (2018) exposes Hegel’s political philosophy as a political epistemology 
starting from the interpretation of the famous maxim of the GR ‘what is rational is 
actual, and what is actual is rational’.
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