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Forord 
Et græsk ordsprog siger at „et værk uden et forord er som krop uden hoved”. 

Om denne kommende artikelsamling således skal ses som et værk, eller som 

dele af et værk må du kære læser vurdere. Imidlertid er vi her på TIDskrifts 

redaktionen stolte af at kunne præsentere følgende artikler som en i-værk-

sættelse af tanken : Heidegger and the Pitfalls of theory af Arman Teymouri 

Niknam, Bacon, Hobbes and the Depersonalization of Knowledge af 

Elizabeth Xiao-an Li, The catastrophe of global peace af Jonas Mousten og 

Kant’s “Tenderness for the world” af Søren Mau. Vores ambition med disse 

artikler omhandler derfor nok en iværksættelse af tanken, men er ligeledes 

bragt med en hensigt om, at man her i den kommende eller igangværende 

eksamenstid også ville kunne bryde sit hoved med andet end pensumlister, 

korrekte henvisninger og deslige. Således er vores hovedanliggende fra 

redaktionens side og med dette forord, at ønske god læsning med de 

kommende artikler hvorover disse nu må lægge krop til dine spekulationer, 

vurdering og læseglæde. 

TIDskrift vil desuden rette en stor tak til forfattere og reviewere. 

 

På vegne af redaktionen 

Andreas Mebus  
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Heidegger and the Pitfalls of 
Theory 
skrevet af Arman Teymouri Niknam, RUC  ·    udgivet 1. juni 2014   ·   6114 ord 

Abstract 

Through an analysis of Martin Heidegger’s reading of Friedrich Hölderlin, 

this article suggests that the use of theory in literary studies is not always 

wholly unproblematic. I shall give an exposition of what Heidegger is 

saying in regard to dwelling and poetic measure-taking when he interprets 

Hölderlin, and I shall subsequently set out to demonstrate that 

Heidegger’s reading of Hölderlin is problematic. As it has also been argued 

by Peter Fenves, I will claim – in contrast to Heidegger’s viewpoint - that 

the idea of poetic measure-taking cannot be understood directly from 

Hölderlin’s poem “In Lovely Blueness”. By taking this specific reading of 

Hölderlin by Heidegger into account, I offer some considerations in regard 

to the way in which we view the role of theory and philosophy when we are 

trying to grasp a work of literature. 

 

Dwelling and poetic measure-taking  

In which way was the philosophy of Martin Heidegger related to poetry? I 

will first try to answer this question through a reading of Michael Watts’ 

reflections on Heidegger and poetry. In the course of this article, the 

question will be given further attention. By understanding Heidegger’s 

relation to poetry, we may come to gain a better understanding of his 

reading of Hölderlin: a reading that establishes poetry as something 

mysterious, yet tremendously important. 

In The Philosophy of Heidegger, Michael Watts (2011) describes how 

poetry represents the primordial essence of language for Martin 

Heidegger, noting that the essence of language is “projective saying”, 



TIDskrift Vol. IV: 2 
 

which is a naming of things for the first time, which opens up a new area of 

communication (Watts 2011: 175). Through bringing what is, as something 

that is, into the open for the first time, “projective” language 

predetermines what can or cannot be spoken about in ordinary 

communication (Watts 2011: 175). Since poetry is the most original form of 

projective language, poetry forms a basis for all language in its manifold 

workings (Watts 2011: 176). True poetry recaptures the illuminating power 

that secretly resides in ordinary words and thereby lets us see the world as 

if for the first time (Watts 2011: 176). We can thus understand that 

Heidegger sees poetry as something that opens up new realms of language 

and thinking for us. For Heidegger, poetry is the most important art of all: 

the disclosure of truth that takes place through poetry is prior to, and 

thereby more essential than the disclosure of truth that takes place in all 

other arts (Watts 2011: 176). In Heidegger’s own words, the poet is “the 

founder of Being,” since it is through poetry that the essential Being1 of the 

world, or worldly character, is unconcealed and allowed to shine forth 

(Watts 2011: 176). In Heidegger’s later lectures on Hölderlin, he frequently 

refers to the relation between thinking and poetry, and even describes the 

art of thinking as “co-poetizing” (Watts 2011: 183). Language should thus 

be valued primarily as a rich source of revelations of the poetic kind, rather 

than as a tool for representation (Watts 2011: 183). 

In a paper from 1951 called “...Poetically Man Dwells...” Heidegger 

(2001b) dissects a part of Hölderlin’s poem “In Lovely Blueness” (“In 

 
1 On the one hand, a being refers to anything that has an existence of some sort: humans, 
animals, stones, molecules etc. It is any event or thing in existence. On the other hand, 
Heidegger uses the word “Being” to refer to that which determines beings as beings: the 
‘primordial’ condition that allows everything in the universe to come into existence 
(Watts 2011: 23f). The shared factor of Being inhabits all entities and makes our own 
existence inseparable from everything else (Watts 2011: 24). In his account of the 
question of Being in Heidegger’s thought, Michael Watts explains that a phrase such as 
“the question of the meaning of Being” also means “to question what it means to be” 
(Watts 2011: 24). Watts emphasizes that “Being” never should be thought of as an 
abstract entity or noun, or regarded as referring to God, the universe or anything in it 
(Watts 2011: 24). 
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Lieblicher Bläue”). He relates the contents of the poem to general 

considerations about the role and characteristics of poetry. In so doing, 

Heidegger (2001b) comes to the conclusion that poetry represents a 

distinct and essential kind of building. According to Heidegger (2001b), 

man can only dwell properly on this earth if he is in some kind of relation 

to poetry, and if he is performing a measurement towards the heavenly 

that is related to the exercise of poetry, as Heidegger sees it described by 

Hölderlin. Poetry thus represents a kind of building which is not similar to 

the ordinary perception of what ‘building’ consists of: building which is 

merely connected to the construction of buildings, or the farmer’s 

cultivation of growing things and the production of tools (Heidegger 

2001b: 215). Heidegger is thus able to distinguish between ‘building’ in the 

usual sense of the word and ‘building’ in a different, and for him, more 

primary sense of the word: “Building in the sense of the farmer’s 

cultivation of growing things, and of the erecting of edifices and works and 

the production of tools, is already a consequence of the nature of dwelling, 

but it is not its ground, let alone its grounding. This grounding must take 

place in a different building” (Heidegger 2001b: 215). Heidegger points to 

the ordinary perception of ‘building’ as an unessential part of an authentic 

mode of dwelling. The ordinary view of ‘building’ encompasses the ways in 

which man is able to exercise his influence in a noticeable, material 

manner on earth, but Heidegger reminds us that man is dependent on the 

poetic manner of building in order to thrive: 

But poetry, as the authentic gauging of the dimension of dwelling, is the primal 
form of building. Poetry first of all admits man’s dwelling into its very nature, its 
presencing being. [...] Man does not dwell in that he merely establishes his stay on 
the earth beneath the sky, by raising growing things and simultaneously raising 
buildings. Man is capable of such building only if he already builds in the sense of 
the poetic taking of measure (Heidegger 2001b: 224f). 

Heidegger thus believes that the existence of poetry and the poetic way of 

building is the very precondition for the establishment of a setting in 

which man is able to dwell on the earth in an authentic manner. The terms 
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‘poetry’ and ‘dwelling’ are thus closely interrelated, as can also be seen 

from the following quote from Heidegger’s paper: “Poetry builds up the 

very nature of dwelling. Poetry and dwelling not only do not exclude each 

other; on the contrary, poetry and dwelling belong together, each calling 

for the other” (Heidegger 2001b: 225). I believe that Heidegger’s view of 

poetry and dwelling can be compared with a pyramid; achieving the upper 

levels of the pyramid (an authentic kind of dwelling) requires that poetry is 

present as a fundamental element. If the exercise of poetry is not present, 

the whole (pyramid) structure will be composed by an inauthentic kind of 

dwelling, which has its focus solely on worldly merits. 

Even though poetry is not a prerequisite for the existence of any other 

kind of building, poetic building, as the “primal” form of building, is still 

needed if this other kind is to remain authentic. Poetry is given a vital 

position as something humans need in order to live well: it connects us to 

the power of the divinities, is able to transform our language and way of 

thinking, and sets us free from a one-sided focus on a desire for material 

building. It belongs to a distinct category that is nevertheless related to our 

ordinary activities because poetic building forms a sound basis for all 

ordinary kinds of building. Poetry is therefore related to ordinary human 

activities in a very essential manner. I believe that Heidegger’s view of 

poetry is an example of how the views of a philosopher and theoretician 

can inspire us. In a general sense, he makes us aware of the great strengths 

of poetry, and he points to the necessity of nourishing a culture that is 

based on a realization of this. 

But why should poetry not be the precondition for the existence of 

any kind of building when Heidegger clearly writes “Man is capable of such 

building [building in the ordinary sense] only if he already builds in the 

sense of the poetic taking of measure” (Heidegger 2001b: 225)? 

Firstly, there are many ways in which man can build that take him 

away from the nature of authentic dwelling: “Things that are built in this 
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sense include not only buildings but all the works made by man’s hands 

and through his arrangements. Merits due to this building, however, can 

never fill out the nature of dwelling. On the contrary, they even deny 

dwelling its own nature when they are pursued and acquired purely for 

their own sake” (Heidegger 2001b: 215). Of course, this does not mean that 

a beneficial kind of building in the ordinary sense is made impossible; 

instead, he is warning against the process of building in the ordinary sense 

when this activity is pursued purely in search of worldly merits. If every 

kind of building already had the poetic way of building as its basis, then 

there would be no problematic kind of building at all. And since a 

problematic kind of building exists, then poetry cannot be the precondition 

for all building. 

Secondly, Heidegger advances the view that there is an 

interconnection between authentic human dwelling and poetic building. 

Heidegger believes that man does not just dwell authentically on the earth 

merely because he lives on it. An authentic kind of dwelling is dependent 

on the poetic manner of building: “Building of the usual kind, often 

practiced exclusively and therefore the only one that is familiar, does of 

course bring an abundance of merits into dwelling. Yet man is capable of 

dwelling only if he has already built, is building, and remains disposed to 

built, in another way” (Heidegger 2001b: 215). To understand this quote, 

we need to grasp that Heidegger’s way of thought incorporates two 

different kinds of dwelling.2 

 
2 The idea that Heidegger’s line of thought involves two kinds of dwelling has also been 
proposed by Julian Young (2000) in his essay “What is dwelling? The Homelessness of 
Modernity and the Worlding of the World”. Young calls them dwelling in the ‘ordinary 
sense’ and ‘essential dwelling’. In Young’s reading of Heidegger, to dwell ordinarily is to 
live a life where one experiences the place in which one lives as a dwelling-place, a 
homeland (Young 2000: 194). Dwelling in the ordinary sense is associated with a life of 
caring and conservation (Young 2000: 194). The essential kind of dwelling is, on the other 
hand, entirely independent of any feeling or experience because it simply refers to one’s 
“existence” (Young 2000: 194). This quality one possesses regardless of whether one feels 
alienated or not. Furthermore, one cannot dwell ordinarily unless one already dwells 
essentially (Young 2000: 194). 
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In the authentic type of dwelling, man measures himself against the 

presence of the unknown god who appears as the unknown by way of what 

Heidegger calls the “sky’s manifestness” (Heidegger 2001b: 221). This kind 

of measure is then addressed to man and imparted by the measure-taking 

of poetry. The exercise of poetry is thus a basic and fundamental kind of 

measure-taking in itself: “To write poetry is measure-taking, understood in 

the strict sense of the word, by which man first receives the measure for 

the breath of his being” (Heidegger 2001b: 219). This poetic kind of 

measure-taking speaks in “images”; these images may be seen as a visible 

inclusion of the alien in sight of the familiar which in its very strangeness 

brings us near to the divine (Heidegger 2001b: 223f). In this type of 

dwelling, there is a oneness of the four: earth, sky, divinities and mortals 

(Heidegger 2001a). Furthermore, this type of dwelling is characterised by 

an effort to spare and preserve (Heidegger 2001a: 148). The preservation 

is characterised in the following manner by Heidegger: “In saving the 

earth, in receiving the sky, in awaiting the divinities, in initiating mortals, 

dwelling occurs as the fourfold of the fourfold. To spare and preserve 

means: to take under our care, to look after the fourfold in its presencing. 

What we take under our care must be kept safe” (Heidegger 2001a: 149). 

As an example of (authentic) dwelling, Heidegger mentions a farmhouse in 

the “Black Forest”, which was built 200 years ago by some peasants. The 

farmhouse was built in a way which created a oneness of earth and heaven, 

divinities and mortals (Heidegger 2001a: 157f). The farm was placed on a 

mountainside sheltered from wind; its roof shielded the chambers against 

winter storms, and there was an altar corner behind the community table 

(Heidegger 2001a: 157f). Moreover, the peasants had made room for a 

“tree of the dead” (a coffin), and had in this manner designed “[...] for the 

different generations under one roof the character of their journey through 

time” (Heidegger 2001a: 158). 
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In the inauthentic type of dwelling, there is a lack of poetic measure-

taking: there is an excess of frantic measuring and calculating of the non-

poetic kind (Heidegger 2001b: 225f). According to Heidegger, this is 

“presumably” the current type of dwelling in our times (Heidegger 2001b: 

225f). Watts believes that Heidegger is trying to draw our attention both to 

the lack of any sense of the divine in contemporary existence, as well as to 

our hope for the future of the earth lying in the dimension of the divine 

(Watts 2011: 194). Heidegger is pointing to a lack of poetic building in our 

time, and thereby to a lack of understanding of the divine (since poetic 

measure-taking is essentially connected to the way in which man measures 

himself against the divinities). We also hear a certain technological 

scepticism in Heidegger’s remarks when he says that we presumably dwell 

altogether “unpoetically” because of an excess of non-poetic measuring. In 

the quote written above,3 Heidegger is saying that building of the ordinary 

kind is the kind of building that we are most familiar with, and is often the 

only kind of building we know (because in contemporary society we have 

forgotten the poetic kind of building). The ordinary kind of building gives 

man a lot of merit during whichever way he may be dwelling, but when 

Heidegger writes that “[...] man is capable of dwelling only if he has 

already built, is building, and remains disposed to build in another way”, 

he is here referring to the authentic kind of dwelling. Altogether, this 

means that even if we do not build in the poetic sense – and therefore do 

not dwell authentically – we are still able to build in the ordinary sense of 

building. According to my interpretation of Heidegger, it would therefore 

be wrong to assume that he believes that poetic building is the 

precondition for the existence of any other kind of building (even if poetic 

building stands in an essential relationship to ordinary human activity). 

 
3 “Building of the usual kind, often practiced exclusively and therefore the only one that is 
familiar, does of course bring an abundance of merits into dwelling. Yet man is capable of 
dwelling only if he has already built, is building, and remains disposed to built, in another 
way” (Heidegger 2001b: 215). 
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Therefore, the following can be seen as erroneous: “Man is capable of such 

building only if he already builds in the sense of the poetic taking of 

measure”, as it contradicts the line of thinking otherwise stated in 

“...Poetically Man Dwells...”. 

However, one could also adopt another approach to Heidegger’s 

statement. As noted earlier, Heidegger establishes a clear connection 

between poetry and dwelling by writing that they “belong together”. 

Furthermore, he writes that the essence of (all) dwelling is poetic: “For 

dwelling can be unpoetic only because it is in essence poetic. For a man to 

be blind, he must remain a being by nature endowed with sight. A piece of 

wood can never go blind” (Heidegger 2001b: 225). We can thus 

understand that man is able to build in the ordinary way only because he is 

by nature a being endowed with the capacity to build in the poetic way. 

Nevertheless, the sentence by Heidegger4 seems to suggest that ordinary 

building is dependent on the existence of an ongoing building in the poetic 

sense (and not just an innate capacity to build in the poetic way). 

What did Heidegger more exactly mean with the term ‘poetry’? He 

does not give any exact definition of what is meant with ‘poetry’, and I 

believe that any understanding of the term, when used by Heidegger, 

should comprise manifold elements. Poetry is both associated with the 

exercise of poetry that is made by a poet, and associated with a more 

general attitude that involves a mentality of preservation and kindness. 

The poet who creates true poetry is, as already stated, connected with a 

(poetic) measurement towards the divine. This ‘measurement’, Heidegger 

emphasizes, should not be confused with a calculative kind of measuring 

or a solid way of grasping the divine (Heidegger 2001b: 222); it is instead 

related to an effort whereby the poet tries to speak in “images” that can 

bring us closer to the divine (Heidegger 2001b: 223f). My understanding 

 
4 ”Man is capable of such building only if he already builds in the sense of the poetic 
taking of measure” (Heidegger 2001a: 225). 
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of the mentality of preservation and kindness is both related to 

Heidegger’s remarks about authentic dwelling and preservation in the 

paper “Building, Dwelling, Thinking” (2001a), and to his remarks on 

Hölderlin’s use of the word ‘kindness’ at the end of “...Poetically Man 

Dwells...” (2001b), wherein he writes:  

As long as this arrival of kindness endures, so long does man succeed in measuring 
himself not unhappily against the godhead. When this measuring appropriately 
comes to light, man creates poetry from the very nature of the poetic. When the 
poetic appropriately comes to light, then man dwells humanly on this earth, and 
then, as Hölderlin says in his last poem – ‘the life of man’ is a ‘dwelling life’ 
(Heidegger 2001b: 227).  

‘Kindness’ must thus be seen as a prerequisite for dwelling authentically or 

‘humanly’ on the earth and thereby also a prerequisite for an authentic 

kind of poetry. In addition, I believe it is important to note that the notion 

of poetry, for Heidegger in his reading of Hölderlin, is inextricably linked 

to something that is mysterious:  

Do we know what the ‘poetic’ is for Hölderlin? Yes and no. Yes, because we receive 
an intimation about how poetry is to be thought of: namely, it is to be conceived as 
a distinct kind of measuring. No, because poetry, as that gauging of that strange 
measure, becomes ever more mysterious. And so it must doubtless remain, if we 
are really prepared to make our stay in the domain of poetry’s being (Heidegger 
2001b: 222). 

There is something mysterious in the realm of poetry, which should 

therefore not be confused with any merely quantitative or calculative effort 

to grasp the divine. Even though Heidegger is clearly in favour of an 

attitude where we remain “heedful” of the poetic (Heidegger 2001b: 226), 

we will never in full be able to describe the exact content of what poetry is. 

 

Problematic aspects in Heidegger’s reading of Hölderlin 

In his article “Measure for measure – Hölderlin and the place of 

philosophy”, Peter Fenves (1993) writes that in the twentieth century 

Hölderlin has become the poet of philosophers. This development has 

caused consternation among those who believe that philosophy has no 
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rights in the realm of poetry, as well as amongst those who want 

philosophy to be independent from the poetic sphere (Fenves 1993: 369). 

Fenves explains how Theodor Adorno in his ‘Parataxis’ speech 

attacked philosophers like Heidegger who had a wish to elicit 

philosophical ‘statements’ from Hölderlin without adequate consideration 

for the specificity of their poetic medium (Fenves 1993: 371). Even though 

Adorno draws on Hölderlin’s reflections, he does not try to arrive at 

something that could be seen as Hölderlin’s ‘philosophy’ (Fenves 1993: 

371). However, Fenves is critical of Adorno’s ability to match his own 

requirements for a valid interpretation of Hölderlin; through an 

examination of Adorno’s extensive reflections on Hölderlin’s use of the 

word ‘thanks’ in a poem called “Friedensfeier”, Fenves exemplifies that 

Adorno is making the same kind of philosophical Hölderlin-interpretation 

as Heidegger: 

Concentration on the technical character of Hölderlin’s poetry cannot save Adorno 
from the fate into which, according to his analysis, Heideggerian dogma falls: 
discovering in the poetry what has already been giving out as philosophy; making 
the poet into the exponent of the very same philosophical theses – whether they 
belong to Seinsphilosophie (the philosophy of being) or to ‘negative dialectics’ – 
that the philosopher elsewhere lays down; turning the poet into a witness for a 
philosophy, Adorno becomes the specular double of the Heidegger whom he 
attacks (Fenves 1993: 372). 

Fenves thus believes that both Heidegger and Adorno use Hölderlin to 

advance their already-established philosophies. According to this view, 

both Heidegger and Adorno seemingly make new discoveries in the poems, 

but these ‘discoveries’ are in fact inextricably connected to advancements 

of the philosophers’ own ways of thinking, and I believe that this tendency 

can be observed in Heidegger’s paper “...Poetically Man Dwells...”. When 

Heidegger (2001b: 218) reads Hölderlin’s poem “In Lovely Blueness”, he 

rightly understands that Hölderlin refers to man who is able to look up, 

towards the divinities. But I suggest that Heidegger puts too much 

emphasis on the notion of poetry in his reading of “In Lovely Blueness”. 
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Similarly, I believe that the notion of poetic measure-taking cannot be 

found directly in Hölderlin’s poem. Hölderlin writes the following in the 

part of the poem that is quoted by Heidegger (2001b: 217): 

May, if life is sheer toil, a man 
Lift his eyes and say: so 
I too wish to be? Yes. As long as Kindness, 
The Pure, still stays with his heart, man 
Not unhappily measures himself 
Against the godhead. Is God unknown? 
Is he manifest like the sky? I’d sooner 
Believe the latter. It’s the measure of man. 
Full of merit, yet poetically, man 
Dwells on this earth. But no purer 
Is the shade of the starry night, 
If I might put it so, than 
Man, who’s called an image of the godhead. 
Is there a measure on earth? There is 
None. 

Heidegger (2001b: 218ff) believes that a central point of this part of the 

poem is that poetry is an independent kind of measure-taking, essentially 

linked to a measurement toward the divine. As noted earlier, the poet is 

Heidegger’s “founder of Being”, and poetry became an important part of 

his (later) philosophy. It is for that reason not surprising that Heidegger 

develops his notion of poetic measure-taking through his reading of 

Hölderlin: by advancing the notion of poetic measure-taking, Heidegger is 

able to underline the importance of incorporating an appreciation of the 

poetic realm he believes is needed if we should ever be able to dwell well 

on the earth. The problem, however, is that there is nowhere in the cited 

part of the poem “In Lovely Blueness” which actually deals with or 

introduces any notion of poetic measure-taking. Hölderlin does write that 

man dwells on earth in a poetic way, but this is not equivalent with any 

sort of introduction to a measurement that arises from poetry as put 

forward by Heidegger. 

Peter Fenves (1993) draws attention to the sentence, “Only each one 

has its measure” [Nur hat ein jeder sein Maas], from Hölderlin’s poem 

“Der Rhein”. According to Fenves, Hölderlin is stating a contrast between 
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the philosopher and the poet in the poem, and the consequence of the 

above-mentioned sentence is the following: “Each one has its measure. 

Philosophy therefore has its measure and it is not that of poetry” (Fenves 

1993: 374). Since no universal meter, no general measure, no metric 

system can be firmly established, the criteria for something being what it is 

can only be found in the thing itself, and perhaps not even there (Fenves 

1993: 375). This means, as an example, that the way in which poetry 

distinguishes itself from prose cannot be anchored in anything other than 

the poem itself (Fenves 1993: 375). Because ‘only each one has its 

measure’, no measure can be given (Fenves 1993: 375f). Heidegger’s 

concept of poetic measure-taking has a universal character since it relates 

poetic measure-taking – as a fundamental human activity – to an 

understanding of the divine. But Fenves reminds us that Hölderlin did not 

believe that any general kind of measure could ever be given or taken. 

Measure is not absent, but the only place to seek the measure of each one 

is in aloneness, in singularity (Fenves 1993: 376). Consequently, Fenves is 

able to describe Heidegger’s notion of poetic measure-taking as nothing 

other than an ‘imposition’ on Hölderlin’s poetry: 

Just as Hölderlin never contrasts ‘thanks’ with the ‘law of fate’, he does not call 
poetry ‘measure-taking’. The latter is the imposition of a certain ‘thinking’ on the 
part of Heidegger. The degree to which this thinking imposes itself on Hölderlin’s 
poetry can be measured when it is contrasted with the line from ‘Der Rhein’ 
Heidegger prefers not to cite: ‘Nur hat ein jeder sein Maas’. Having a measure is 
not the same as taking one. It is doubtless difficult to think of a having without a 
prior taking, and it is perhaps impossible to think of a having without making it 
into a taking, a prior appropriation, the making proper of what is foreign. But this 
impossibility is precisely what is at stake in the very line of ‘In lieblicher Bläue’ that 
denies the insight it seems to deliver: ‘des Menschen Maas ist’s’ (It’s the measure of 
man) (Fenves 1993: 379). 

So Fenves believes that Hölderlin does not make measure absent, but he 

underlines – if one follows Hölderlin’s way of thinking – that having a 

measure is not the same as taking one. Accordingly, Fenves is arguing 

against Heidegger’s concept of poetic measure-taking by using an 

understanding of Hölderlin that makes it difficult for us to approve 
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Heidegger’s concept as a part of Hölderlin’s way of thinking. The whole 

idea that poetic measure-taking should be a natural part of Hölderlin’s 

poem is thus made problematic. I do agree with Fenves that Hölderlin 

never calls poetry ‘measure-taking’, and I also agree with Fenves that the 

concept of poetic measure-taking may be seen as something which has 

arisen out of Heidegger’s own line of thinking. However, I do agree with 

Heidegger that Hölderlin states in “In Lovely Blueness” that man measures 

himself against the godhead. In this sense, man is actually making or 

taking a kind of measure towards the divinities. Man is measuring himself 

towards something else, something outside the sphere of singularity. 

Fenves (1993: 379ff) rightly points to the fact that it is quite unclear 

what is meant with the sentence “It’s the measure of man” from “In Lovely 

Blueness”. This may be seen as defying the question that has followed 

philosophy from its Platonic inception: ti estin, “what is it?” (Fenves 1993: 

380). For Heidegger, on the other hand, there is no doubt what the 

sentence refers to: “‘It’s the measure of man’. What is the measure for 

human measuring? God? No. The sky? No. The manifestness of the sky? 

No. The measure consists in the way in which the god who remains 

unknown, is revealed as such by the sky” (Heidegger 2001b: 220). For 

Fenves, Heidegger with this “bizarre colloquy” tries to make the unclear 

sentence into something that makes the word ‘it’ thinkable (Fenves 1993: 

379). There is clearly a certain enigmatic sentiment in Hölderlin’s poetry, 

which Heidegger tries to move into the realm of intelligibility by giving 

Hölderlin’s words a specific meaning. But this way of making sense of 

Hölderlin’s poetry is problematic since meaning is infused into the poetry 

without the necessary basis for such an interpretation. As already 

mentioned, I believe that Heidegger’s whole concept of poetic measure-

taking puts too much emphasis on the role of poetry in “In Lovely 

Blueness”. Through his analysis, Heidegger tries to make Hölderlin’s 

poetry intelligible in a way that is appropriate for his own philosophy and 
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way of thinking. Heidegger’s analysis of Hölderlin’s poem at least shows 

that everything does not necessarily become correctly intelligible when a 

theoretician deals with literature. Heidegger’s analysis, which may in 

general be seen as somewhat erroneous, shows that a theoretician’s efforts 

in understanding a work of literature do not inevitably lead to a good 

analysis, despite the fact that Heidegger does deliver some valuable high-

level observations regarding the status and role of poetry. 

Of course, it would be much less problematic if Heidegger had 

introduced the notion of poetic measure-taking as a development in his 

own philosophy, and one that had merely come forward as an inspiration 

through a reading of Hölderlin’s poem. But Heidegger is clearly stating 

that Hölderlin views poetry as a kind of measuring:  

When Hölderlin envisages poetry as a measuring, and above all himself achieves 
poetry as taking measure, then we in order to think of poetry, must ever and again 
first give thought to the measure that is taken in poetry; we must pay heed to the 
kind of taking here, which does not consist in a clutching or any other kind of 
grasping, but rather in a letting come of what has been dealt out (Heidegger 2001b: 
222). 

The main problem is thus that the notion of poetic measure-taking is 

directly attributed to Hölderlin’s own way of thinking. But why should 

Heidegger have developed such a problematic approach to Hölderlin’s 

poetry? Is there a philosophical basis for Heidegger’s interpretation of 

Hölderlin in “...Poetically Man Dwells...”? 

According to Michael Watts, Heidegger believes that the serious 

thinker is always ruled by what is unthought (Watts 2011: 186f). For 

Heidegger, the serious thinker tries to reach for that which has not yet 

been understood, and, in order to do this, he strives to reach beyond what 

is already familiar (Watts 2011: 186f). In this manner, the serious thinker 

can aim to find answers to the many difficult questions of existence that 

motivate him in his philosophical thinking. A focus on what is ‘unthought’ 

should also govern the interpretation of philosophical texts, for a serious 

thinker should not only represent the content of the philosopher he is 
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reading; he should also try to go beyond the work in order to discover the 

questions that may have been the original inspiration behind the search 

for truth (Watts 2011: 187). Similarly, Heidegger asserts that a serious 

thinker should not focus on the subject matter and style of a poem when 

he is analysing a piece of poetry; instead, the thinker should aim to think 

about what is unsaid and unthought by the poet (Watts 2011: 187). And 

since the full meaning of a piece of poetry overreaches the poet’s own 

understanding, Heidegger believes that the thinker is able to understand 

the poet’s work better than the poet himself (Watts 2011: 187). Watts 

stresses that even though Heidegger does not believe that one can ever 

reach the final or ultimate ‘true’ meaning of a work, one should never end 

one’s search for meaning (Watts 2011: 187). 

I believe that Heidegger’s interpretation of “In Lovely Blueness” goes 

beyond what is familiar to us in the subject matter of the poem itself. In so 

doing, Heidegger arrives at his notion of poetic measure-taking. This 

notion is then presented by Heidegger as an obvious part of the nature of 

the poem itself, even as something which does not need to be proved: “Yet 

how shall we prove that Hölderlin thinks of the nature of poetry as taking 

measure? We do not need to prove anything here. All proof is always only a 

subsequent undertaking on the basis of presuppositions. Anything at all 

can be proved, depending only on what presuppositions are made” 

(Heidegger 2001b: 220). However, even if the role of the thinker is to 

convey what is ‘unsaid’ and ‘unthought’ by the poet, this still does not 

explain how Heidegger can ascribe the concept of poetic measure-taking to 

Hölderlin’s thought. 

Heidegger may believe that the thinker should go beyond the work of 

the poet in order to come close to the true meaning of a work of poetry, 

and consequently, for Heidegger, the notion of poetic measure-taking may 

represent something that is close to the true meaning of “In Lovely 

Blueness”. As noticed earlier, the poetic stands for a mysterious realm for 



TIDskrift Vol. IV: 16 
 

Heidegger. In an attempt to be favourable to Heidegger’s position, one 

could argue that the notion of poetic measure-taking is an implicit part of 

Hölderlin’s poem, and whilst not stated explicitly, which nevertheless 

should be seen as integral to Hölderlin’s line of thinking. If we should try 

to follow Heidegger’s line of thought here, one could notice that 

Hölderlin’s poem contains the statement that man measures himself 

against the godhead, as well as the statement that man dwells on the earth 

in a poetic way. The two statements put together fit well with Heidegger’s 

notion of poetic measure-taking since a (poetic) measurement towards the 

divine is, for Heidegger, exactly the prerequisite of the ability to dwell 

authentically on the earth. Nevertheless, since the idea of ‘poetic measure-

taking’ is not mentioned anywhere in Hölderlin’s poem, I find it very 

difficult to accept Heidegger’s argument. Instead, we should acknowledge 

that Heidegger places a certain meaning into the poem without having the 

necessary basis for doing so. One may even argue that Heidegger tries to 

do two different things at the same time: whilst Heidegger’s notion of 

poetic measure-taking goes beyond what is actually stated in Hölderlin’s 

poem, he tries to stay within the realm of the poem itself with his 

conviction that the notion of poetic measure-taking has risen from 

Hölderlin’s own line of thought. This double-sidedness is problematic, and 

it shows that the poetic or literary analysis of a theoretician such as 

Heidegger can distort the very ways in which we view the contents of a 

poem. “In Lovely Blueness” holds no foundation for the concept of poetic 

measure-taking in the poem itself. When a philosopher and theoretician 

believes that “anything at all can be proved” in regard to a literary analysis, 

does this statement then not point exactly to the need for us to be cautious 

when we let theory enter the realm of literature? 
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Conclusion 

This article shows how Martin Heidegger’s reading of Friedrich Hölderlin 

is problematic: the sense and meaning of the poem “In Lovely Blueness” is 

distorted in Heidegger’s analysis. During his reading of Hölderlin’s poem 

in the paper “...Poetically Man Dwells...”, Heidegger develops a concept of 

poetic measure-taking which he ascribes to Hölderlin’s line of thinking. 

For Heidegger, poetry represents a fundamental kind of building whose 

exercise is needed if we should ever be able to dwell authentically on the 

earth. The exercise of poetry is represented by a specific, poetic kind of 

measure-taking in which man brings himself closer to the divinities. While 

Hölderlin does mention that man measures himself against the divine, the 

concept of poetic measure-taking does not originate from “In Lovely 

Blueness”. As this reading of Heidegger’s analysis has shown, Heidegger 

thus makes Hölderlin’s poem intelligible for us in a problematic way. 

Heidegger’s thoughts on poetry in “...Poetically Man Dwells...” can inspire 

us because he shows how poetry has an essential relationship to our 

ordinary activities, serving as something special. As this reading has 

exemplified, a certain amount of circumspection when using theory in 

relation to interpretations of literature is a sensible position to hold. 
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Abstract 

This article takes Steven Shapin’s theory of depersonalized knowledge as a 

point of departure for discussing how this conception of knowledge is 

represented in and can be nuanced and illuminated by the works and ideas 

of Francis Bacon and Thomas Hobbes. This article suggests that Bacon’s 

and Hobbes’ depersonalization of knowledge arose from needs and 

motives that can be considered deeply personal. Bacon and Hobbes both 

recognized the need for a redefinition and reformation of knowledge, and 

both presented new, but greatly differing ideas about nature and man, the 

procurement of knowledge and the purpose and nature of this new 

knowledge. By breaking with the knowledge and philosophies of ancient 

authorities, they both attempted to establish new foundations on which to 

base certain knowledge and their own philosophies. Thus the 

depersonalization of knowledge can be considered to constitute a general 

tendency of the period, as well as be seen to form a common thread in the 

work of these otherwise differing thinkers. 

 

The Depersonalization of Knowledge 

The modern day scientific ideals of objectivity and disinterest can be 

traced back to the so-called Scientific Revolution of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. Several scholars, however, have noted that the 

category of ‘science’ as we know it was not in existence before the 

nineteenth-century and that therefore, discussing science as a practice 
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before this becomes an anachronism5. Post-Kuhnian historians of science 

have importantly attempted to treat science on its own terms rather than 

advocating the modern ideals and conceptions of science (Dixon, 2010: 1). 

In his book The Scientific Revolution, Steven Shapin thus argues that there 

is no such thing as the Scientific Revolution, as there, at this time, was no 

coherent, cultural enterprise called science that could be revolutionized. 

Instead there were a number of varied practices that aimed to understand, 

explain and control the natural world, which in this period underwent 

different kinds of change (Shapin 1996: 3). 

Shapin notes that the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were, 

however, marked by a distinct notion of newness; important figures of this 

period all strongly emphasized and pointed to the radical novelty of their 

ideas, which constituted significant changes in the knowledge of nature 

and in the practices of procuring and assessing valid knowledge: “They 

identified themselves as ‘moderns’ set against ‘ancient’ modes of thought 

and practice [...] So we can say that the seventeenth century witnessed 

some self-conscious and large-scale attempts to change belief, and ways of 

securing belief, about the natural world” (Shapin 1996: 5). 

This focus on change and newness is not surprising given the 

extensive upheavals of the early modern period, which provided the 

breeding ground for the change in, and development of new attitudes to 

knowledge. Wide-ranging changes in everything from politics and 

economics, geographical and cosmological outlooks to religion, science 

and philosophy, contributed to radical shifts in the current worldview and 

conception of knowledge (Shapin 1996: 123f). 

Shapin suggests that this new conception of knowledge was especially 

characterized by a growing and general depersonalization and 

disinterestedness both in regards to knowledge itself and in the 

procurement of it. This is, naturally, attached to the development and 

 
5 See for example, Harrison 2010, Schaffer 1986 and Cunningham 1988. 
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emergence of the scientific method and practice, from which our modern 

day conception of science has since emerged. Shapin identifies four 

interrelated elements in the changes natural knowledge underwent and in 

the way this knowledge is to be secured, which came to form the basis for 

modern scientific practice: Firstly, the mechanization of nature; secondly, 

the separation of man and the objects of knowledge; thirdly that the way 

knowledge is obtained is itself mechanized and sought disciplined through 

stringent regulation and method to be rid of any uncertainty arising from 

human passion or interest; and fourthly, in order use this reformed 

knowledge for practical and social ends, knowledge was above all required 

to be disinterested (Shapin 1996: 13). 

 

Taking Shapin’s theory of depersonalized knowledge as a point of 

departure, I will discuss how this conception of knowledge is represented 

in and can be nuanced by the works and ideas of Francis Bacon and 

Thomas Hobbes, through a thematic analysis of Bacon’s and Hobbes’ 

views of four interrelated aspects, loosely based on the different facets of 

depersonalized knowledge identified by Shapin: The change in world 

views; the change in the objects of knowledge; the method of acquiring 

certain knowledge; and the purpose of this knowledge. Bacon and Hobbes 

both identified a need for redefinition and reformation of knowledge, and 

both presented new, albeit highly different, ways of viewing the natural 

world, and of procuring knowledge about nature and man. By 

emancipating themselves from knowledge based on previous authorities, 

they both attempted to create new foundations on which to base 

knowledge in each their differing ways. The depersonalization of 

knowledge can, therefore, be seen to not only constitute a general tendency 

of the period, but also to form a common thread in the work of these 

otherwise diverse figures. 
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This article will suggest that Bacon’s and Hobbes’ depersonalization 

of knowledge, somewhat paradoxically, arose from needs and motives that 

can be considered highly personal. By taking this dialectic relationship into 

account, I aim to offer further nuances to the concept of depersonalized 

knowledge. 

 

Identifying the need for new knowledge 

The need for new foundations for knowledge partly arose from the 

rejection of established authorities of knowledge and partly from a desire 

to combat the growing sense of disorder and unease that resulted from the 

profound intellectual upheavals in this period. As one scholar puts it: 

“In all countries disputes and religious wars arose. Everywhere confusion reigned 
and a calm development of economic and intellectual life was impossible. Then in 
the minds of a few eminent men [...] there arose the desire to find a common 
platform on which all people could meet, and to establish the fundamental truths to 
which all could acquiesce” (Lubienski 1930: 178). 

The statesman and philosopher, Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and the 

philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) shared this particular objective, 

and both held the view that there was a desperate need for new 

foundations for knowledge. 

In his Great Instauration, Bacon proclaimed that men were: “[...] 

occupied in admiring and applauding the false powers of the mind [...]” 

and therefore there was “[...] but one course left [...] to try the whole thing 

anew upon a better plan, and to commence a total reconstruction of 

sciences, arts, and all human knowledge, raised upon the proper 

foundations” (Bacon 1980: 2). Hobbes similarly identified a need to 

establish a new basis for philosophy in Leviathan:  

“Now to descend to the particular Tenets of Vain Philosophy, derived to the 
Universities, and thence into the Church, partly from Aristotle, partly from 
Blindness of understanding; I shall first consider their Principles. There is a certain 
Philosophia Prima, on which all other Philosophy ought to depend; and consisteth 
principally, in right limiting of the significations of such Appellations, or Names, as 
are of all others the most Universal: Which Limitations serve to avoid ambiguity, 
and equivocation in Reasoning; and are commonly called Definitions [...] necessary 
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to the explaining of a man’s Conceptions concerning the Nature and Generation of 
Bodies” (Hobbes 2010: 462f). 

In the mid-sixteenth century, the Copernican revolution quite literally 

removed man from the centre of the universe and stripped away Earth’s 

once stable platform from under his feet, placing him in infinite space, 

reducing and exposing common sense perception as being mere 

appearance. The period was thus marked by increasing anxiety and sense 

of crisis, which was widely articulated by varied sources. In 1611 John 

Donne expressed this in the following way: 

“And New Philosophy calls all in doubt, 
The Element of fire is quite put out; 
The Sun is lost, and th’ earth, and no man’s wit 
Can well direct him where to look for it 
[...]‘Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone”  

Also related to this idea of the world’s corruption and decay was the view 

that human knowledge, which found its purest manifestation in Adam 

before the Fall, had with time become polluted and increasingly corrupted. 

It was thus believed that the ancients not only possessed truer and better 

knowledge, but that their knowledge could be neither equalled nor 

surpassed by contemporaries. 

Hobbes and Bacon, however, both recognized the need to refute this 

understanding of knowledge: believing that everything had already been 

discovered and that the best ideas were passed down from the past would 

obstruct any attempts at intellectual progress (Jones 1965: 42). Instead 

Bacon and Hobbes inverted this understanding, emphasizing that 

knowledge progressed with time rather than declined. Furthermore, the 

idea of intellectual progression found support in the book of Daniel where 

it is stated that: “knowledge shall increase” (The Holy Bible 2001: 750). 

Bacon proclaimed: “Antiquitas saeculi juventus mundi” (Bacon 2002: 146) 

and noted that: “For rightly is truth called the daughter of time, not of 

authority” (Bacon 2011: 82). Hobbes especially identified ancient 
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knowledge as impeding truth: “For to do what hath been done, hath 

nothing good about it in itself; but on the contrary this is sometimes evil, 

since by confirming ancient errors they obstruct the path of truth” (Hobbes 

1991: 50) and in Leviathan labelled it directly destructive: “But they that 

trusting onely to the authority of books, follow the blind blindly, are like 

him that trusting to the false rules of a master of Fence, ventures 

preasumptuously upon an adversary, that either kills, or disgraces him” 

(Hobbes 2010: 37). 

 

Mechanising the world 

According to Shapin, the first aspect of the depersonalization of knowledge 

can be identified in the increasing mechanization of nature, and this can, 

to differing extents, be identified in the thought of Bacon and Hobbes. By 

the early sixteenth century, the Aristotelian worldview was widely 

established and had been adapted and synthesized with Christian thought. 

Both Bacon and Hobbes vehemently opposed Aristotelian thinking: Bacon 

laments the fact that human learning has “suffered shipwreck”, with the 

system of Aristotle being but “ [...] planks of lighter and less solid material 

[...]” (Bacon 2011: 76) and noting that “[...] true consent is that which 

consists in the coincidence of free judgments after due examination. But 

far the greater number of those who have assented to the philosophy of 

Aristotle have addicted themselves thereto from prejudgment and upon 

the authority of others [...]” (Bacon 2011: 76). Hobbes believed Aristotle’s 

metaphysics, ethics and politics were used to obscure errors, thus 

misleading people to mistake the “Ignis Fatuus of Vain Philosophy, for the 

Light of the Gospel” (Hobbes 2010: 477). 

In place of the organic, Aristotelian understanding of nature, a 

mechanized view of nature formed. In mechanical philosophy, the world, 

natural processes and human beings are all explained in terms of motion, 
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size and shape, with different bodies colliding with each other under the 

governance of natural laws (Park and Daston 2006: 59). 

Although caution is advisable when accounting for Bacon’s 

relationship to mechanical philosophy, which is both complex and elusive6, 

Bacon’s philosophy in many ways lays the groundwork for later 

mechanical worldviews, for example, the mechanical worldview of Isaac 

Newton (Kalbheim and Ziebertz 2001: 146). For Bacon, mechanical arts 

and experiments were crucial for procuring knowledge of nature and for 

the development of learning, as Bacon contended that pursuits that are 

purely intellectual will go into decline, “Whereas the mechanical arts, 

which are founded on nature and the light of experience [...] are 

continually thriving and growing, as having in them a breath of life [...] at 

all times advancing” (Bacon 2011: 74f). The mechanical arts thus also 

support Bacon’s idea of the progression of knowledge.  

Hobbes developed a comprehensive mechanical philosophy, which 

applied to both nature and man. Hobbes explains man in thoroughly 

mechanical terms, even the human mind. Objects of thought, like 

everything else, are simply bodies in motion, which abide by the laws of 

causality. This causal chain begins with sense experience from which other 

mental processes arise. Carolyn Merchant points out that reasoning as well 

is described and likened to a form of calculating machine 7  as Hobbes 

writes: “When a man Reasoneth, hee does nothing else but conceive a 

summe totall, from Addition of parcels; or conceive a Remainder, from 

Subtraction of one summe from another [...] For Reason [...] is nothing 

but Reckoning (that is, Adding and Subtracting)” (Hobbes 2010: 31f). 

According to Hobbes then, man can be understood and explained in 

mechanical terms, which likewise extends to society and civil government:  

 

 

6 See Giglioni 2013. 
7 See Merchant 1992. 
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“For everything is best understood by its constitutive causes. For as in a watch, or 
some such small engine, the matter, figure, and motion of the wheels cannot well 
be known except it be taken asunder and viewed in parts; so to make a more 
curious search into the rights of states and duties of subjects, it is necessary, I say, 
not to take them asunder, but yet that they be so considered as if they were 
dissolved” (Hobbes 1991: 98f).  

The clock came to serve as a ubiquitous and powerful metaphor for the 

mechanical world. Understanding natural processes as a machine made 

nature intelligible, and the clock furthermore infused human life with 

order and regularity. The natural rhythm of human life was instead 

replaced by a mechanized temporality. As machines were fully and 

completely intelligible, applying a mechanical understanding to nature was 

a way of eliminating the mysteries and wonders of the world. In his 1788 

poem “Die Götter Griechenlands”, Friedrich Schiller described this as “Die 

entgötterte Natur” [the de-divinization of the world]. Max Weber famously 

adapted this as the “disenchantment of the world” (Weber 1946: 155). 

As a contrast to the mechanical view, the Aristotelian understanding 

was based on viewing the natural world in terms of living organisms and 

was centred on the idea of teleology. Instead of understanding the world in 

terms of mechanics, understanding the processes in the world as aiming 

towards a specific goal made nature’s behaviour intelligible: A seed sprouts 

and grows because its goal is to become a plant; a wolf chases prey to eat. 

Likewise the idea of purpose-oriented processes could also serve as an 

explanation of human behaviour (Dear 2006: 15f). Thus, in many ways, it 

can be argued that the depersonalization of knowledge can especially be 

detected in Bacon and Hobbes’ rejection of teleology. 

Bacon argued that teleology interfered with the study of real 

explanations of nature and cases and hampered scientific discovery:  

“[...] the handling of final causes mixed with the rest in physical inquiries, hath 
intercepted the severe and diligent inquiry of all real and physical causes, and given 
men the occasion to stay upon these satisfactory and specious causes, to the great 
arrest and prejudice of further discovery” (Bacon 2002: 198), 

and further rejects the idea of teleological explanations, for saying that: 
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“[...] the leaves of trees are for protecting of the fruit; or that the clouds are for 
watering of the earth; or that the solidness of the earth is for the station and 
mansion of living creatures, and the like, is well enquired and collected in 
Metaphysic; but in Physic they are impertinent. Nay, they are indeed but remoras 
and hinderances to stay and slug the shop from further sailing [...]” (Bacon 2002: 
198).  

Hobbes similarly wrote: “As if Stones, and Metalls had a desire, or could 

discern the place they would bee at, as Man does; or loved Rest, as Man 

does not; or that a peece of Glasse were lesse safe in the Window, than 

falling into the Street” (Hobbes 2010: 467f).  

Similar to the Reformation’s promotion of a literal approach to 

scripture, explanatory models such as teleology, which based knowledge 

on analogies or outward similarities rather than the ‘literal’ objects of the 

natural world, were sought eliminated. This departure from purpose-

oriented explanations and animistic, anthropocentric explanations reflects 

the increasing depersonalization of nature and our knowledge of it. 

However, Hobbes seems to express a certain sensitivity to the 

psychological workings of teleological explanations. Discussing the newly 

discovered laws of motion, Hobbes underlines that “[...] men measure, not 

only other men, but all other things, by themselves; and because they find 

themselves subject after motion to pain, and lassitude, think everything 

else grows weary of motion and seeks repose of its own accord [...]” 

(Hobbes 2010: 15).  Although man is here described in purely mechanistic 

terms, Hobbes still suggests that man identifies himself with nature and 

understands natural phenomena according to his own experience, despite 

this being nonsensical from a strictly mechanistic perspective. 

It is also important to stress that teleology was in fact important for 

the development of modern natural science. Peter Harrison remarks that 

the idea that all of nature has a particular use was and is a strong force of 

motivation in the study of nature. This was especially related to the claim 

that God had planned and ordained each natural element with human 

purpose; these purposes, albeit perhaps unknowable, were one of the 
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primary justifications of natural philosophy in the seventeenth century 

(Harrison 1998: 184). 

 

The objects of knowledge  

Mechanical philosophy thus externalized the world and advanced the idea 

of it being an object to be manipulated (Applebaum 1992: 192). Shapin 

suggests that the depersonalization of knowledge was furthermore 

demonstrated in the growing division between man and the objects of 

man’s knowledge (Shapin 1996: 5). An example of this can be found in 

Bacon’s writings, where he expresses the relationship between man and 

nature through striking and highly sexualized imagery of man reclaiming 

his dominion over nature. This idea found its origin in the new literal 

approach to scripture, which meant Eden could be interpreted as having 

once been a physical place located on Earth (Harrison 1998: 204). In New 

Atlantis, Bacon explored the idea that men could return to Eden through 

active labour, and wrote in his Novum Organum II §52: “For by the fall 

man at once forfeited his innoncency, and his dominion over the creatures, 

through both of them are, in some measure, recoverable even in this life: 

the former by religion and faith; and the latter by arts and sciences”. 

Nature had to be “bound into service” as a “slave” and then be “molded” 

and put “in constraint” (Bacon 1870: 298) by the mechanical arts to 

reclaim man’s dominion over nature, Bacon emphasized that man ought 

not “[...] make scruple of entering and penetrating into these holes and 

corners, when the inquisition of truth is his whole object [...]” (Bacon 

1870: 296). This strong objectification of nature can thus considered a 

separation of man from the objects of natural knowledge. 

Another way this separation manifests itself, is in the idea that 

humans can only have knowledge of what they have constructed 

themselves either mentally or physically. This concept was associated with 

the mechanical understanding of nature and became a general view in the 
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seventeenth century. We see this idea reflected in Hobbes, who claims that 

politics and ethics can be demonstrated a priori because these are man-

made principles. This also included geometry, which is demonstrable 

because geometrical figures are constructed and described by man 

(Hobbes 1991: 41f). Hobbes was thus saying that the only objects we can 

have certain knowledge of are man-made. 

However, in addition to believing that the task of science was to 

discover the “forms” of things, Bacon also believed that discovering a form 

was the same as being able to produce the thing in question (Funkenstein 

1986: 297):  

On a given body, to generate and superinduce a new nature or new natures is the 
work and aim of human power. Of a given nature to discover the form, or true 
specific difference or nature-engendering nature, or source of emanation (for these 
are the terms which come nearest to a description of the thing), is the work and aim 
of human knowledge (Bacon 2011: 119).  

Amos Funkenstein argues that knowledge by construction, or knowledge 

by doing, became a new ideal, modelled on the very idea of divine 

knowledge, as God’s omniscience could be explained by the fact that he 

was the creator of everything (Funkenstein 1986: 292, 297). The 

relationship between creator and creation is intrinsically characterized by 

division, which thus separates and sets man apart from his constructed 

objects of knowledge. One could, however, argue that the view that man 

can only have true knowledge of the objects he constructs himself 

presented more of a restriction of what can be known for certain than a 

direct depersonalization of knowledge. Jeffrey Barnouw comments that in 

terms of human truth we are simply dealing with a limited reality, the 

assurance of which is based on being aware of and observing its limits: by 

founding a world on constructed terms, man can at least fully comprehend 

it (Barnouw 1980: 617). 
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The acquisition of knowledge 

Bacon and Hobbes propose diverse ideas of how knowledge was to be 

procured. However, a common thread in their views is the call for a 

depersonalization and regulation of the processes required for acquiring 

knowledge. 

Bacon famously and importantly formulated an inductive and 

experimental method for the procuring of knowledge about nature, which 

came to serve as an important harbinger of the scientific method and our 

modern conception of science. On the basis of a combination of an 

authentic natural history and contemporary observations and 

experiments, Bacon believed his inductive method could be employed to 

uncover nature’s fundamental laws, and that knowledge of these would 

enable man to secure all of nature’s effects (Jones 1965: viii). With the 

Copernican revolution, man’s common sense picture of the world had been 

exposed as being nothing more than an illusion. The experimental 

approach resulted from the recognition that the procurement of knowledge 

was not a natural, straightforward process. Attaining knowledge required 

imposing external elements of control and constraint on the practices for 

doing so. Claims of knowledge therefore had to be tested; experiments had 

to be repeated and witnessed by many; artificial instruments were needed 

to strengthen the dulled power of human senses; and knowledge had to be 

produced collaboratively rather than individually (Harrison 2007: 51). 

Method became an important means to acquiring knowledge, and came to 

be represented as a machine for producing not only reliable, but also 

commonly shared knowledge (Shapin 1996: 130). 

However, Hobbes did not believe that experimental knowledge 

constituted or would lead to certain knowledge. From experience and 

memory we merely gain knowledge of facts, which are in the past and 

irrevocable. The experimental approach legitimized disagreement about 

the causes of natural effects, but for Hobbes, dissent was never safe nor 
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should it ever be permissible; rather it signalled that the activity in 

question could not be characterized as true philosophy. According to 

Hobbes, philosophy, above all else, aimed at obtaining the greatest amount 

of certainty, as this in turn would put an end to disputes and secure 

absolute assent. Philosophy and science thus must be based on causal 

knowledge (Shapin and Schaffer 1985: 107). Whereas senses are immanent 

and common to all, reason is not:  

[…] born with us; nor gotten by Experience onely, as Prudence is; but attayned by 
Industry; first in apt imposing of Names; and secondly by getting a good and 
orderly Method in proceeding from the Elements, which are Names, to Assertions 
made by Connexion of one of them to another; and so to Syllogismes [...] till we 
come to a knowledge of all the Consequences (Hobbes 2010: 35).  

This knowledge Hobbes terms science. Thus Hobbes underlines the need 

for basing science on defined and consensually determined terms, on 

stringent language and clear definitions if man was to arrive at complete 

assent. He presents the following analogy of the interrelation of different 

aspects of knowledge: “The Light of humane minds is Perspicuous Words, 

but by exact definitions first snuffed, and purged from ambiguity; Reason 

is the pace; Encrease of Science, the way; and the Benefit of man-kind, the 

end” (Hobbes 2010:36).  

However, despite Hobbes’ incredulity of experiments’ ability to 

produce certain knowledge, Barnouw comments that “In different but 

essentially related ways, Bacon and Hobbes supported the conception of 

science as a knowledge of (and by way of) efficient or productive causes by 

grounding it in an active initiative mode of experience” (Barnouw 1980: 

610). 

Despite their different approaches to science and the procuring of 

knowledge, Bacon and Hobbes agreed about the need for clear parameters 

and methodology. Furthermore, they both opposed the idea that the 

individual was capable of determining truth on his own. Naturally, a 

certain degree of free inquiry was useful and a requirement for reforming 
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knowledge and breaking with traditional authority, but both thinkers 

promoted the view that this freedom had to be controlled, disciplined and 

hemmed in, as it could otherwise prove a threat to social order. Bacon 

therefore stressed the collaborative practice of science. For Hobbes this 

collective aspect consisted in the need to reach universal consent about the 

definitions on which to base knowledge. Individual belief and opinion 

could never lead to certain knowledge and immutable assent. 

This view can especially be traced back to the Reformation with its 

fracturing of authority and the religious wars that ensued from it. In his 

Institutes, Calvin insisted that individuals should not “[...] embrace every 

dictate of the Church as true, or leave to the Church the province of 

inquiring and determining [...]” (Calvin 2008: 356). The Reformation thus 

importantly promoted an ideology which positioned individual against 

institution and eventually came to establish the liberty and freedom of the 

individual conscience as a general principle (Harrison 1998: 99f). As 

mentioned above, this idea of a spirit of free inquiry came to form an 

important ideal in the pursuit and practice of science (Smith 1972: 47), but 

Hobbes rejected the doctrine of individual judgment; the idea that 

individual persons could determine truths and principles on their own 

constituted the ultimate fragmentation of authority and could only lead to 

dissent. Furthermore, man is susceptible to emotions, or what Hobbes 

calls “perturbations of the mind”, so termed because “[...] they frequently 

obstruct right reasoning” (Hobbes 1991: 55).  

As Shapin and Simon Schaffer point out, solving the problem of 

knowledge would solve the problem of order, and the solution therefore 

had to be absolute, which meant the individual had to be circumvented 

(Shapin and Schaffer 1985: 152). Individual beliefs were: 

[…] provisional, variable and inherently contentious, affected by man’s shifting 
passions and special interests. The consequences of mistaking belief for knowledge 
and of attempting to ground order in that which makes for disorder, were 
disastrous. [...] Hobbes’s prescription for making proper knowledge [...] was a 
prescription for avoiding civil war (Shapin and Schaffer 1985: 102f).  



TIDskrift Vol. IV: 33 
 

Bacon’s programme for reforming the production of knowledge also 

constituted an endeavour to ensure order through means that the state 

both approved of and could implement. Individualism and privacy in 

knowledge would therefore constitute a threat to state power and 

authority. 

From this both Bacon and Hobbes, despite their different views of 

how certain knowledge can be established, both recognized a need for 

stringent methodology, bypassing individual belief and emotion in favour 

of collaborative efforts in the acquisition of knowledge. 

 

The purpose of knowledge 

The previous sections have shown how Bacon and Hobbes, in different 

ways, convey a depersonalized view of knowledge in their changed 

worldview, their understanding of the objects of knowledge and their 

methods for procuring knowledge. However, for both these thinkers, the 

purpose that this knowledge was meant to serve was inherently tied to 

benefiting man’s existence. Both viewed knowledge as having practical and 

especially political ends that would establish order in a time of conflict and 

dissent. The above section touched upon their shared focus on ensuring 

order through the procurement of proper knowledge. For Bacon, this new 

knowledge was aimed at utilitarian ends, through the technological and 

scientific advancements that were made possible on the basis of his 

experimental method. Furthermore, reforming natural philosophy’s 

disorder would eliminate threats to the state and serve as an empowering 

source of authority for anyone who controlled this knowledge. Bacon 

conceived this as an instrument of state power, famously stating that: 

“Human knowledge and human power meet in one [...]” (Bacon 2011: 47). 

As a result of civil wars, religious disunity and general dissolution, 

Hobbes found that proper knowledge, based on universal assent and the 
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social, rather than the individual, could put an end to unrest and restore 

order and peace. 

However, it is possible to argue that the motivation, on which these 

purposes of knowledge were based, was distinctly personal and subjective 

in the cases of both Bacon and Hobbes. As a statesman, and furthermore 

as Lord Chancellor, Bacon’s view to increase the power of the state through 

proper natural philosophy can be considered anything but disinterested. 

Hobbes’ preoccupation with re-establishing order and peace and avoiding 

civil war reads as an important testimony to the psychological effects of the 

early modern period’s extensive upheavals and conflicts, and can be seen 

as a reaction to these turbulent times. Glen Newey comments that the 

prevailing emotion expressed in Leviathan is one of terror and fear as a 

result of the political breakdown and ensuing chaos (Newey 2007: 1). 

Hobbes himself wrote in autobiographical verse that his mother “Did bring 

forth twins at once, both me and fear” (in Rorty 2003: 124). By restoring 

peace and order, this fear could be combatted. Thus it becomes neither 

fruitful nor illuminating to divorce the strongly subjective undercurrents of 

the promotion of this new knowledge from the understanding and 

development of its depersonalized nature. 

Although both Bacon and Hobbes seem to advocate an objective form 

of knowledge, advocating the view that certain knowledge can only be 

reached by means of collaborative and disciplined methods, the purpose 

they believe knowledge is meant to serve is by no means disinterested, but 

distinctly personal. One can question whether knowledge can ever be truly 

depersonalized when it is sought and acquired on the basis of highly 

personal motives. However, the seemingly paradoxical nature of personal 

motives giving rise to depersonalized knowledge can perhaps be solved by 

the idea that the depersonalization of knowledge was a way of preventing 

nature from, in fact, becoming eternally alien and alienating to man 

(Ruestow 1973: 93). By limiting and depersonalizing the objects of 
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knowledge and regulating and disciplining the production of knowledge 

certain knowledge and truth could become obtainable. Barnouw points out 

that the objective and depersonalized view of knowledge is based on, not 

separated from, our practical involvement in the world (Barnouw 1980: 

617f). For both Bacon and Hobbes, knowledge was furthermore inherently 

bound to the social, both in terms of its purpose and the way knowledge is 

to be procured. Kenneth L. Caneva presents an alternative understanding 

of depersonalized knowledge suggesting that “The ostensible 

depersonalized objectivity of science is thus better understood as extensive 

intersubjective agreement, the creation of a common field of meaning, a 

domain of agreed upon concepts, techniques, applications, and 

conclusions” (Caneva 1998: 344). Adding this nuance to the concept of 

depersonalized knowledge gives rise to an understanding that does not 

eliminate personal meaning, but is capable of encompassing it.  

 

Conclusion 

Shapin’s theory of depersonalized knowledge can be usefully and fruitfully 

applied to different thematics in the works of Bacon and Hobbes when 

analyzing their understanding and view of knowledge. Despite their 

differences, this conception of knowledge can to some degree serve as a 

common thread in their highly diverse approaches and views, and, 

moreover, highlights their many similarities. The process of 

depersonalizing knowledge by mechanizing nature, limiting and 

separating the object of man’s knowledge, and regulating and restricting 

the ways in which knowledge can be obtained were attempts to salvage this 

growing alienation from nature, to render the world intelligible according 

to these new limitations, and to enable that certain knowledge could be 

possessed, although its scope had narrowed. As this reading of Bacon and 

Hobbes has shown, these goals could to some degree be achieved through 

a depersonalization of knowledge, which, however, cannot be separated 
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from the personal motivations and human interest that underpin and were 

conducive to its emergence. It is important that the idea of depersonalized 

knowledge is nuanced by taking into account these very personal motives 

that prompted this new conception of knowledge. 
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The catastrophe of global peace  
– an analysis of humanitarian development and third world subjectivity 
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Abstract 

One of the most consensual moral gestures of contemporary society is 

probably the activity of humanitarian development most prominently 

pioneered by the United Nations. An activity through which the world 

empowers the vulnerable people and states of the globe, in order to 

integrate them as peaceful parts and agents in the normal activity of the 

global order. However, the inherent value and mechanics of these gestures 

are not necessarily clear. In this article I will provide an analysis of the 

strange concept of third world subjectivity within the discourse of 

humanitarian development. I will do this through a particular reading of 

Badiou, in which his objective dialectics is understood as reflective of a 

patho-ontological movement. This will inevitably function to question the 

givenness of normal states, and show how its apparently smooth 

functioning is dependent on a primordial objective repression, very akin to 

the repressive functions of subjective everyday life explicated in 

psychoanalytical theory. Due to lack of space I will primarily make my 

point by addressing the rhetorical symptoms of the discourse, using UN as 

the exemplary institutionalization of these symptomatic tendencies. 

 

1. Introduction – posing the question of the third world subject 

How do we help the poor of the world to help themselves? This was a 

central question in one of the first official documents describing the global 

responsibility of the world. (Truman 1949). Since then the how presented 

by this document has been widely discussed, though the general intention 

has remained. Fundamentally, it is a question of how to integrate those 

who cannot speak for themselves into the global order, and endow them 



TIDskrift Vol. IV: 42 
 

with the voice of representative democracy. In a recent episode of the fake 

news show The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, an interview with 

correspondent Aasif Mandvi presented to the viewer an exceptional 

example of this logic (3/4-2014). In commenting on a Supreme Court 

ruling in the United States allowing people to fund a variety of political 

campaigns much more extensively than what was hitherto the case, he 

exposed the vulgar bottom line of its logic: money = speech. Though this is 

a too simplistic caricature – one which nevertheless comes close to a 

truthful exposure of the naïve beliefs of some lobbiysts, bureaucrats and 

politicians – there is some accuracy to the exposition. Taking this comical 

sequence to its immediate consequence, Mandvi notes how this would 

juxtapose the voice of the wealthy with a clarity corresponding to that of 

Verizon (a US telecommunication provider), and the poor with the 

notoriously unclear voice of “the guy in the subway who tells you your 

stop.” The point to be drawn from this is not as simple as one would 

believe. The brilliance of this example is that it exposes how it is not only 

so - as Spivak would have us believe (Spivak: 2008) - that there are excrete 

elements of a situation that cannot speak; elements that do not have a 

voice. In fact, qua their inclusion into the national order of United States 

they are endowed with a voice. But the clarity of this is, however, 

fundamentally blurred by the fact of their inferiority. The guy-in-the-

subway-who-tells-you-your-stop’s voice is thus characterized largely by a 

lack of clarity. Though he is given the ability to speak, this ability remains 

caught in a nonsensical blur by virtue of which he cannot identify himself 

but must remain an almost empty category. In this sense the problem of 

the poor in this example, is one touching upon a paradoxical point in the 

logos itself. Being this lack he remains an unspecified voice, the white 

noise immanent to the logos itself, which is however completely incapable 

of mastering its faculties in an explicative manner. In this precise sense he 
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is not nothing, but rather a blur – a constant disturbance of and within the 

logic. 

This kind of existence resonates perhaps most clearly in Fanon’s 

exhibition of the psychopathological and paradoxical existence of ‘the 

Negro’. With a keen analytical eye and an interesting mixture of 

psychoanalysis and phenomenology, he has managed to provide a 

thorough analysis of the ontological and psychological conditions of the 

black in the 1950’s. He writes:  

It is said that the Negro loves to jabber; in my own case, when I think of the word 
jabber I see a gay group of children calling and shouting for the sake of calling and 
shouting-children in the midst of play, to the degree to which play can be 
considered an initiation into life. The Negro loves to jabber, and from this theory it 
is not a long road that leads to a new proposition: The Negro is just a child. The 
psychoanalysts have a fine start here, and the term orality is soon heard. (Fanon 
1986: 27-28)  

A bit earlier on, in one of his other central passages in which the 

ontological status of the black man is explicated, he mentions: 

What does a man want?  
What does the black man want?  
At the risk of arousing the resentment of my colored brothers, I will say that the 
black is not a man. There is a zone of nonbeing, an extraordinarily sterile and arid 
region, an utterly naked declivity where an authentic upheaval can be born. In most 
cases, the black man lacks the advantage of being able to accomplish this descent 
into a real hell. (Fanon 1986: 8) 

I believe this to be an analysis, which rings much clearer in this so-called 

postcolonial situation than it did during the colonial era, in the sense that 

it captures perfectly the ambiguity of the state of the black man, as well as 

all those other peoples, races, cultures, etc. whom we today mention under 

the collective name ‘the third world’.  

In relating these two passages we seem to arrive at two distinct levels 

of existence, which can be described as the level of the slave and the one of 

the child. Whereas the slave, as we have learned from Aristotle’s Politics 

(1999), is characterized by the utter hopelessness of being essentially 

incapable of participating in and engaging with the rationality of the world 
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in which it is inscribed – that is to say, by being stripped of a 

transcendence-activity specific to the human action of acquiring meaning 

– the character of the child is of a much more hopeful kind. Like the slave, 

the child is also barred from participation in the rationality of the world 

embedding it. But the character of this barring is defined by the 

potentiality of a gradual actualization of one’s own participation in reason 

– by an acquirement of one’s place in it (that is to say, by the potential of 

becoming a man). Thus, whereas the prohibition of the slave is marked by 

a clear-cut ‘no’ – i.e.  a direct barring of the realization of its own place - 

the one of a child is a more subtle one marked by a hesitative ‘not-yet’ of 

potentiality. 

With this exposition, however, one must not fall prey to the temptation of 

equating an often too simplistic concept of the colonial ‘slave’ subject with 

the postcolonial subject8. Something much more ambiguous and complex 

has appeared in this era due to the emergence of philanthropy and 

practices of humanitarian development into the very heart of capitalist 

society. And Fanon seems to have already noticed this in those of his early 

writings that struggles with the exposition of the ambivalence of colonial 

existence in the 1950’s. 9  What can this ambiguity tell us about the 

 
8 Throughout the history of philosophy the concept of subject has been a fairly ubiquitous 
one. In this text I will use the concept to determine the repressed elements of a given 
world– that which is not presented in the initial structure. As such the proposed use of 
the concept is to refer to the bearers of the discourse’s immanent lack, and therefore also 
the marks of its own contingency (in Badiou’s terminology: the elements on the edge of 
the void of a world). The subject thus comes to designate the ambiguous intersection of an 
absolute discursive powerlessness (in terms of the element’s actual inexistence in the 
world) and the absolutely powerful (in terms of their potentiality of unleashing the 
structural contingency that they are into the world whose lack they mark.) or more to the 
point: it is precisely the point at which this dual structure of power is exhibited (Hardt & 
Negri 2011: 56-57). However, this point remains dialectical in the Badiouian sense to the 
extent that its realization as the one or the other hinges upon a decision to appear or not 
to appear (and thus the inversion of what is powerless into the absolutely powerful), 
whose consequences would be nothing short of the restructuring of what can appear as 
such. This point will hopefully become much clearer throughout the text. 
9 Black skin, White masks (1986), which is Fanon’s first major work, is written during the 
transitional period from colonialism towards an ongoing period of postcolonial and global 
humanitarianism responsibility. The global commencement of this period can be said to 
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character of the postcolonial subject? What is at stake in postcolonial 

subjectivity, marked under the collective name of ‘the third world’, is 

neither a mere repetition of a perverse narrative of colonial slave existence, 

nor is it simply a period of transition to the hopefulness of childish 

existence (such as the concept of ‘underdevelopment’ would have us 

believe). Rather, this type of existence is one cursed with the ambiguity of 

functioning on both levels simultaneously. Without abolishing either of the 

categories, Fanon realizes that the not-yet of the third world subject is a 

never-realizable one, i.e. one that maintains the force of potentiality 

without the possibility of its realization. To understand the dialectical 

nature of this difficult but crucial point we might take as a point of 

departure a passage of Agamben’s State of Exception: 

The state of exception is an anomic space in which what is at stake is a force of law 
without law (which should therefore be written: force-of-law). Such a force-of-law, 
in which potentiality and actuality are radically separated is certainly something 
like a mystical element, or rather a fiction by means of which law seeks to annex 
anomie itself. (Agamben 2005: 39) 

For us to understand this third world subject, it is necessary to understand 

the workings and maintenance of this fictional gap that functions to 

separate the law from itself, by radically suspending potentiality and 

actuality from each other without terminating either of the categories (that 

is precisely the point of its radicalism.). To understand the peculiarity of 

this concept of an existence of a perpetual potentiality, functioning in the 

law as a not-yet, but belonging to it as its ‘no’ (the force-of-law), it will be 

useful to take as our point of departure an analysis of the discourse of 

humanitarian development and its conceptual productions. 

 

                                                                                                                                           
be marked by the report: “Measures for the development of underdeveloped countries” 
published in 1951 by United Nation’s Department of Social and Economic affairs. 
However, it had one of its first public formulations in 1949 (January 20th), in Harry 
Trumans famous inaugural speech, in which he introduced the concept of ‘fair deal’. 
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2. Exception and the state of development – an onto-

pathological approach 

The ambivalent existence of the third world subject, as drawn out above, 

remains still an abstract hypothesis, and we have yet to draw out the full 

consequences of this spectral or fictional being. As already touched upon, 

the difficulty of understanding this discourse adheres to the fact that the 

reduction of the singular subjectivity at stake can never be stated in terms 

of a simple reduction to objectivity. Our discursive analysis demands a 

dual perspective, in which the matter at hand is conserved in its 

ambivalence. One of those thinkers who has most stringently addressed 

this duality is Badiou. Without explicitly drawing upon Agamben, he 

nevertheless manages to produce a systematic account of the exceptional 

nature of the third world existent, closely connected to Agamben’s own 

view (and even more so to the account given by Ranciere, who explicitly 

draws upon Agamben’s concepts of Homo Sacer and exception in  his 

elaboration of the third world subject (2004)) In his thinking this 

exception owes its conditions of possibility to a fundamental miscount – a 

structural contingency in the counting of parts. I will in the following track 

the meaning and mechanisms prescribed on the basis of this structural 

contingency. 

 

2.1. The pathology of objecivity and its relations 

The problem of objectivity is one of the most fundamental problems in 

Badiou’s later work Logics of Worlds (2013), whose merits, among other 

things, results in a complete reinvention of the concept of the object. This 

reinvention relates to the main aim of the book, which is to provide us with 

a theory of worlds and of appearing within a world - which is to say, with a 

philosophical investigation of the age-old question of the relation between 

being and appearing; how does it come about that reality appears? 
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In his reading Levi Bryant has convincingly argued (Bryant 2007, 11) 

that this question can best be answered in light Badiou’s fidelity to 

Lacanian psychoanalysis. He argues that this fidelity ought to be viewed as 

a fundamental systematization of its results, without the presupposition of 

the subject. 10  Taking the consequences of Badiou’s fundamental 

presupposition of the non-being of the One, and thus the being of the void, 

he notes how he appears to adhere to a dialectics of a defense-mechanism, 

which I have chosen to designate as an essentially onto-pathological one. 

This pathology is especially revealed in the passages arguing for the dual 

structure of being. Allow me to quote this strikingly revealing passage at 

length: 

All multiple-presentation is exposed to the danger of the void: the void is its being. 
The consistence of the multiple amounts to the following: the void, which is the 
name of inconsistency in the situation (under the law of the count-as-one), cannot, 
in itself, be presented or fixed. What Heidegger names the care of being, which is 
the ecstasy of beings, could also be termed the situational anxiety of the void, or the 
necessity of warding off the void. The apparent solidity of the world of presentation 
is merely a result of the action of structure, even if nothing is outside such a result. 
It is necessary to prohibit that catastrophe of presentation, which would be its 
encounter with its own void, the presentational occurrence of inconsistency as 
such, or the ruin of the One. (Badiou 2006: 99) 

The pathological traits of the ontology are obvious here. What demands 

the metastructure, is the necessity of concealing the void – i.e. of 

repressing the chaotic effects of the direct confrontation with its lack of 

foundation. Whereas the structure, the first count, is one of logos, the 

second count is thus of a more normative or juridical character. It 

functions as the count of which multiple-combinations can structurally be 

allowed in order to keep the void at bay; to prohibit the catastrophe of it 

from fixing itself. And it is precisely on the level of this legislation, of the 

 
10 This is to say: whereas the subject is ontologically problematic in Lacan because it is 
barred, it is problematic in Badiou because it is not a structural necessity: “The law does 
not prescribe there being some subjects” (Badiou 2005, 392). One might even say that 
where Lacan remains skeptical towards an ontological extrapolation of his therapeutic 
insights, Badiou takes the ontological consequences, but at the expense of the certainty of 
subjectivity. 
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metastructure, that the miscount occurs in a close structural kinship to 

that of a neurotic repression – which in its proper guise is to be 

understood as an act of a concealing, or an anxious response to the 

potential exposure of the empty set:  

Evidently the guarantee of consistence (the ‘there is Oneness’) cannot rely on 
structure or the count-as-one alone to circumscribe and prohibit the errancy of the 
void from fixing itself, and being, on the basis of this very fact, as presentation of 
the unpresentable, the ruin of every donation of being and the figure subjacent to 
Chaos. The fundamental reason behind this insufficiency is that something, within 
presentation, escapes the count: this something is nothing other than the count 
itself. The ‘there is Oneness’ is a pure operational result, which transparently 
reveals the very operation from which the result results. It is thus possible that, 
subtracted from the count, and by consequence a-structured, the structure itself be 
the point where the void is given. In order for the void to be prohibited from 
presentation, it is necessary that structure be structured, that the ‘there is Oneness’ 
be valid for the count-as-one. The consistence of presentation thus requires that all 
structure be doubled by a metastructure which secures the former against any 
fixation of the void. (ibid.) 

Read properly the necessity of a miscount is, in essence, not so much one 

of counting something that is not there, than it is one of securing that that 

which is, is consistently. In this act of securing there is ipso facto a 

miscount at stake, in the sense that the metastructure counts at least one 

element, which cannot be in the initial structure: the structure itself. 

That this movement of securing, globally speaking, is to be viewed as 

a repressive mechanism is the more obvious when viewed in its local 

objective configuration. For clarification’s sake it might be useful at this 

point to keep in mind some characteristics of Badiou’s concept of the 

object. Firstly, it is a notion that pertains, not to the being of consistent 

multiples, but rather to the consistent appearance of these multiples. 

Secondly, it is important to note how this notion differs from our intuitive 

understanding of an object as a clearly limited thing. Rather, in Badiou it is 

one of a much more formal character relating to the objective constitution 

of a multiple in a world as such (Badiou 2013: 589). This results in an 

important differentiation between thing and object, in which the thing 

relates to the apparent, whereas the object signifies its structural 
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formation in the particularity of the world. However, as Badiou brilliantly 

notes: this objective rigidity of appearance is always already inexorably 

marked by a contingency; a contingency which occurs as the result of the 

fact that its appearance is one of an immanent localization of a multiple. 

As such it can never localize the fact of localization itself, and it must 

therefore owe the consistence of its objective constitution to some element 

subtracted from this appearance: “There is a reserve of being, which 

subtracted from appearing, traces within appearing the very fact that it 

is always contingent for such a being to appear there.” (ibid. 322). The 

global repressive tendencies are thus clear once again with regard to the 

object: What cannot be tolerated concerning the rigidity of objectivity is 

precisely that glimpse of contingency, which, though a glimpse, is 

nevertheless a constituent part of a being-there. Furthermore, it is this 

denial of inexistence-in-existence that needs to be covered up – the very 

necessity of contingency as a constituent component of being-there and of 

objective rigidity. This completes our objective reflection on Badiou’s 

pathological ontology. Just as in Freud, to whom pathology is not a sign of 

a mental illness, but rather a constituent element of the unproblematic 

transpiration of everyday life (Freud 1931: 177), we find in Badiou that the 

object is always structurally dependent on elements ‘sustained in the gap’ 

between being and being-there. It is this lack, which has never belonged to 

the object, that it is forced to cope with through a repressive ‘forgetting’, 

and for this repression to be functional, the consistency of objectivity must 

be affirmed. This is to say, for nothing to go wrong – or more accurately, 

for the wrong-of-the-nothing not to surface – it is crucial that everything 

is found to be in its rightful place. This is what in Badiou is designated on 

the level of objective relations (2013), in which appearance is bound by 

representing it in a relational pairing. In the following I will track the 

concrete consequences of this formal exposition. 
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3. Objecitivity and its fantasies – an analysis of the development 

discourse and its subjects 

This highly theoretical description of objects and its representational-

relational affirmations are in no way merely abstract meditations on the 

scope and limits of knowledge and appearance. Quite the contrary this 

function is a very tangible one. In the following I will try to propose a 

concrete interpretation of the dialectics of object and relation, by referring 

it back to the ambivalent existence of third world subjectivity and its 

representation in the discourse of humanitarian development. As already 

mentioned, what cannot be coped with, and what must therefore be 

concealed in the object is its dependency of an immanent necessity of an 

irreconcilable element of contingency. Since there is no way of directly 

confronting this paradoxical gap in being-there, it must be covered up, 

repressed, in order to maintain the fantasy of consistency and closure as a 

whole. 

This act of repression can perhaps be seen most clearly when trying 

to understand the rigidity of the discourse of humanitarian development. 

What needs to be understood about this discourse is the fact that it, one 

hand appears to completely resist any clear-cut definition of its own 

concept: It is crucial to any concept of development that the direction of its 

progression must be determined either in light of a central telos or a 

principle. However, in trying to extrapolate such a principle of direction we 

appear to be confronted with a vast difficulty. Nevertheless, a conservative 

rigidity inheres in it, in the sense that it, despite this difficulty, manages to 

keep itself afloat. This is precisely the point addressed in James Ferguson’s 

magnum opus, in which he notes: “Again and again development projects 

[…] are launched, and again and again they fail; but no matter how 

many times this happens there always seems to be someone ready to try 

again with yet another project. For the development industry […] failure 

appears to be the norm. (Ferguson 1994: 8). Perhaps we are to understand 
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this norm of the failure in a fundamental sense. Perhaps it is precisely a 

normativity to be found at the heart of the functioning of development as 

such. It is also on this point that we have to disagree with Zizek’s reading 

of Badiou in order not to fall into the nihilist trap, according to which 

capitalist ideology would owe its exceptional ontological status to the fact 

that it is a world devoid of a world (2006: 318). It is likely, when turning to 

concepts such as development and growth, that the point is a much more 

refined one. It might be possible to read the plasticity of capitalist ideology 

- its impressive ability to transform itself - not as a fundamental openness, 

but rather as a particular closure, whose concept allows itself to remain 

utterly open. What we see both with regard to the economic idea of 

growth, as well as the philanthropic idea of development, is a kind of 

circular movement, an instance of a system who has blindly posited 

development and growth as the alleged principles of development and 

growth. The rigid point of this circularity thus amounts to this; that 

precisely what reveals the fragility of the principle (the economic crisis and 

the collapse of financial systems as a result of uncontrollable growth; the 

failure of development projects), is also what deems the necessity of 

sustaining these principles themselves through a repetition (the sign of a 

recovered economic system is still one that shows signs of growth; the 

failure of a development project will once again call for another 

development project). The ability of these systems to run amok and to 

proceed uncontrollably therefore owes its reasons to the fact that 

development as such has become a principle of its own procession. We 

immediately see the consequences of such a circularity; in so far as the 

activity of development and growth are sustained according to themselves, 

every successful endeavor to realize its principle would immediately 

intersect with the failure of doing exactly this. Development regulated 

according to the principle of itself would thus always be of the formal 

character: n + 1; a spurious infinite. This is Badiou’s dialectics at its 
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clearest: since the structure owes its own perpetuation to a metastructural 

affirmation, it necessarily implies the imeassurable excess of the 

metastructure over its immediate structure (designated here by the 

formula: n + 1). Or to put it in other words: In producing its results the 

developmental process is never quite up to speed with itself, always falling 

short, and it is exactly this unspecified distance which marks the 

intersection of its own failure with its success and necessitates that we 

move on (since we have produced some success, but we are not quite 

there.) 

It is also at this intersection of failure and success –success as some 

failure – that we will find a way to understand the simultaneity of the two 

Fanonian levels of presentation and representation. The simultaneous 

maintenance of both levels of Fanon’s ‘Negro’, in which he is at the same 

time barred from participating in the rights and rationality of the world 

and kept within it as the unyielding potentiality of its not-yet, appears only 

clearly if it is understood in accordance with what has been explored 

above. In so far as development is the perpetual affirmation of itself, and 

in so far as this already also means the failure of itself – the installation of 

a gap inherent to its own function - we can read Fanon‘s ‘Negro’ simply as 

an elaboration of this gap. To the extent that he is understood as a kind of 

inhabitant of a ‘space of non-being’, the mark of contingency of objective 

appearance, he becomes the signifier of the danger of decomposition as 

such. Through this mark he necessitates that some measurements must be 

inscribed in order to name and designate it, to bring it out of the dark non-

place of objectivity and into the light of what appears in it. These names 

are, I will argue, nearly always marked by a ‘childish rhetorics’ of 

potentiality, and in this sense always marked by a kind of unspecified lack. 

Since they cannot be names corresponding to a particular thing, and 

therefore cannot exhibit the ordinary nexus of signifier and signified, they 

must be names which simultaneously does not designate any particularity, 
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but still keeps up the appearance of doing so. And this is, indeed, the 

function of a childish rhetoric. Consider in this regard ‘the 

underdeveloped’, ‘the poor’, or the ‘third world subject’. Do each of these 

name not signify a lack, a potentiality which will only perpetuate itself, 

insofar as it can never reach its goal, and which can only gain meaning 

according to some external measurements of its value? What is 

manufactured in the relation is thus an imaginary ideal existence, against 

which everything must stand its trial, and in relation to which it must 

measure the legality of its own place in existence. (Badiou 2012: 73). 

Furthermore, the fantasy of this element arrives precisely at a point of an 

ideological conservatism of the object (what we named above ‘the 

relational binding of objectivity as such’.), a defense mechanism against 

that void of appearance, that institutes an unacceptable contingency into 

the heart of objective consistency, and which must for the very same 

reasons be overcome. This arbitrary point of the introduction of such a 

supplement is most brilliantly explicated in a passage from Kierkegaard’s 

Repetition: 

A wit has said that one might divide mankind into officers, serving maids, and 
chimney sweeps. To my mind this remark is not only witty but profound, and it 
would require a great speculative talent to devise a better classification. When a 
classification does not ideally exhaust its object, a haphazard classification is 
altogether preferable, because it sets imagination in motion. (Kierkegaard 1983: 
162) 

Kierkegaard’s exceptional eye for systematic remainders and contingencies 

is well-known. But can we not also here find described a kind of defense-

mechanism, in the guise of an inscription of a fantastic, but necessary, 

supplement into the system; a supplement through which it maintains an 

illusion of the possibility of an absolute construction of the principle its 

own structure? In this regard we must remember how, in order for the 

world – and even its object – to secure its consistency it was necessary that 

it counted its structure. It is at the point of potential confrontation with 

the impossibility of an exhaustive construction of the total structure, 
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immanent to the structure itself (which is equal to saying: at the point of 

an exposition of contingency as a constituent element in the objective 

rigidity) that an imaginary supplement needs to be inscribed, in order to 

maintain this fantasy of totality. The chimney sweep is thus 

transformatively inscribed into the object as the excessive element, that 

which does not fit into the exhaustive extension of a harmonious totality 

(in this case the totality made up by harmonious duality of the masculine 

and the feminine). By doing this it sustains the idea that, if we could 

simply get rid of this chimney sweep, we would finally be able to arrive at a 

harmonious totality. Can we not produce the exact same argument with 

regard to the existence of the third world subject and development as 

such? In order to maintain oneself, and to avoid a confrontation with the 

immediate excess entailed in having itself as a principle of its own 

development - and thus also with the fact that the immanent classification 

of the principle will necessarily never exhaust itself - the development 

discourse must immediately conceal its difference to itself. Such 

concealment arrives in its objective configuration through the production 

of fantastic element, by virtue of which the procession can continue. Such 

elements go today most prominently under the name of the 

‘underdeveloped’ and the ‘third world subject’11. 

 

4. Conclusive remarks 

The concept of progress must be grounded in the idea of catastrophe. That  
things are "status quo" is the catastrophe. It is not an ever-present possibility but  
what in each case is given. Thus Strindberg (in to Damascus): hell is not  
something that awaits us, but this life here and now. (Benjamin 2002:473) 

 
11 Whereas ’the underdeveloped’ perfectly designates the defense-mechanism by way of 
which the system inscribes and transforms its own contingency through the introduction 
of a name that does not ‘name’ anything in-itself, but simply is the name of a lack - 
something which is sustained in the space of a not-yet, the name of the ‘third world’ 
designates a kind distance – which might be translated as the distance of the procession 
of development to its concept. Nevertheless, the mechanisms are the same: the 
concealment of the errancy of the discourse with regards the production of its own 
principle.  
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Following this we are able to read Agamben’s definition of a State of 

Exception in a twofold manner. On the one hand, it references a non-being 

- that which cannot be captured in the legislative preservation of the 

objective order and which will therefore only amount to a disturbing 

remainder in it, an insisting subtraction from the legislative count. This 

non-being resembles that of the Aristotelian or Fanonian slave-existence. 

On the other hand, since the spectral character of slave-existence would 

comprise an immediate and subversive danger to the objective order, it 

must be ascribed some kind of visibility, through which it can be kept in an 

inferior position to an imaginary identity which it is not, and its entire 

existence is based upon this purely fantastic ‘fact’ of inferiority. In the 

colonial period such inferiority was sustained through metaphors of 

animality; in the age of humanitarian development it is sustained through 

a metaphoric of poverty and underdevelopment. The subversive 

consequences of an exposition of the purely subtractive figure of the 

Negro, was not alien to Fanon. To him the proper affirmation of the 

anomos, the non-place of Negro-existence, would necessarily mean the 

termination of the objective rigidity and the affirmation of something new, 

what he called “(…) an absolute intensity of beginning” (Fanon 1986: 138). 

In this sense the exception is always ambiguous, as it on the one hand 

signifies the fundamental exceptional remainder of objectivity, and on the 

other hand represents it as included through a rhetoric marking it as an 

exception which sustains its procession through a repression of the lack. 

We can thereby consider if this is not the catastrophe of continuation 

prompted by Benjamin’s passage above: The catastrophe would not be the 

sudden occurrence of an emergency state; the abrupt break with 

normality. Rather, there is a catastrophe and a failure already present in 

normality; a catastrophe which is not only of the formal dialectical 
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character of the intersection between failure and success, but a very real 

one. One which violently transforms the marks of its contingencies, into its 

own dialectical locus, allowing itself to perpetuate through the fantastic 

production of its childish representations. The very fact that ‘it’ can simply 

go on – that this unreflected progression of every-day life can remain 

consistent, will thus always already have meant the catastrophic 

(dis)placement of a non-place into the perpetual not-yet of general 

progression. What we usually view as the non-violent peaceful gestures of 

the United Nations, and its noble attempts to promote human rights to the 

subjects that do not enjoy them, thus appears in a fundamental subversive 

guise under the name of the ‘underdeveloped’. This is a name of repression 

and suppression. Its production marks a common defense-mechanism of 

the current state of the situation, which is only sustained through the 

alleged philanthropic gesture of such a promotion of human rights. But 

this promotion is always a superficial one that works on the layer of a 

fundamental misrepresentation, of an inscription of a fantastic signified 

into an empty signifier. That is to say, the peaceful gestures of the United 

Nations is always sustained through the subversive forcing of some 

unapparent elements into ‘names’. The names are not the problem, but 

simply the symptomal appearance of the problem, a systemic repression of 

a contingency. In this regard, the response is nor an assertion of new 

names. But a wager against the production of names, to paraphrase Negri: 

an assertion of one’s being beyond becoming (2004: 1) , and a 

fundamental gesture against the general development of the situation. This 

gesture must be asserted, not through a complex of reformative action, but 

as a decision, boiled down to the binary possibility of a response to the 

question: will we short-circuit the circular reproduction of names and the 

perpetuation of general becoming by affirming our existence against it? 

Will we insist that the place of inexistence takes its proper place? Yes or 

no.  
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Abstract 

In this article, I will examine the central aspects of Hegel's critique of the 

Kantian antinomies of pure reason. The article proceeds in the following 

manner: First, the antinomies will be presented as they appear in Kritik 

der Reinen Vernunft – i.e, they will be situated in their proper context in 

the Critique, and Kant's solution to the problems they posit will be shortly 

examined. Hegel's critique of Kant will then be presented and systematised 

as three decisive philosophical operations. I will try to show that Hegel 

acknowledges the importance and truth of the antinomies, but that he 

ultimately has to undermine the very core of transcendental philosophy in 

order to arrive at the true meaning of the antinomies. In the course of this 

enquiry into the antinomies, some of the fundamental differences between 

Kant's transcendental philosophy and Hegel's speculative-dialectical 

philosophy will be exposed. 

 

 

Die menschliche Vernunft hat das besondere Schicksal in einer Gattung ihrer 
Erkenntnisvermögen: daß sie durch Fragen belästigt wird, die sie nicht abweisen 
kann, denn sie sind ihr durch die Natur der Vernunft selbst aufgegeben, die sie aber 
nicht beantworten kann, denn sie übersteigen alles Vermögen der menschlichen 
Vernunft. (KrV: AVII)12 

These are the very first words of the first edition of Kritik der reinen 

Vernunft. The fact that this is how Kant chose to introduce the first 

critique, testifies to the importance that he gave to the transcendental 

 
12 See the bibliography for the abbrevations used in references to Kant and Hegel. 
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dialectic, in which he investigates reason’s attempt to attain knowledge 

about God, freedom and the immortality of the soul. In a way this is where 

Kant's philosophy has to stand its test, insofar as the explicit aim of the 

Critique is to determine the limits and source of reason, or, put differently: 

”Wie ist Metaphysik als Wissenschaft möglich?” (KrV: B22). 

That Kant's contemporaries and successors agreed with him in 

regarding the transcendental dialectic as a pivotal part of his philosophy is 

evident from the first page of the preface to the first edition of Hegel's 

Wissenschaft der Logik, where Hegel writes about ”[d]ie völlige 

Umänderung, welche die philosophische Denkweise seit etwa 

fünfundzwanzig Jahren unter uns erlitten, der höhere Standpunkt, den das 

Selbstbewußtsein des Geistes in dieser Zeitperiode über sich erreicht hat” 

(WLI: 13). This was written in 1812, so the approximately 25 years that 

Hegel mentions corresponds to the publication of the second edition of 

Kritik der reinen Vernunft in 1787. Immediately after this passage, Hegel 

mentions how questions in disciplines such as rational psychology, natural 

theology and cosmology, that beforehand was regarded as urgent matters, 

now seemingly has lost its importance and urgency – this is, of course, a 

reference to Kant's critique of precisely these disciplines. 

 

In what follows I will try to elucidate Hegel's critique of one of the 

transcendental ideas, namely the cosmological ideas as they appear in the 

antinomies of pure reason. My aim in doing this is two-fold: First, I will 

try to systematise the remarks about the antinomies found in different 

places in the works of Hegel by categorising them into three decisive 

philosophical operations. Second, my aim is to show how the question of 

the antinomies reveals something fundamental about the difference 

between Kant's transcendental idealism and Hegel's speculative-dialectical 

philosophy – i.e., what happened in the passage from Kant to Hegel 

becomes clearer when viewed through the lens of the antinomies. In the 
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course of this enquiry I hope that it will become clear that the problem of 

the antinomies concerns the very core of Kant's as well as Hegel's 

respective philosophies, rather than it being some particular and 

peripheral philosophical problem. For Hegel, the antinomies represent a 

fundamentally unresolved problem in Kant's philosophy – and in order to 

extract the truth of the antinomies, Hegel ultimately has to undermine the 

foundation of transcendental idealism as such. From Hegel's point of view, 

Kant stumbled upon an important ontological insight when he gave voice 

to the antinomies of pure reason, but unfortunately he was not able to 

accommodate this insight into his philosophy – instead, Kant reduced the 

antinomies to an expression of a kind of epistemological confusion. 

Insisting on the ontological significance of the antinomies, Hegel in some 

sense remained more faithful to Kant's discovery than Kant himself did. 

 

”DAS MERKWÜRDIGSTE PHÄNOMEN” - KANT 

The antinomies of pure reason is the dialectical illusions that reason gets 

itself into when it tries to reach the unconditioned via the following 

hypothetical syllogism: ”Wenn das Bedingte gegeben ist, so ist auch die 

ganze Reihe aller Bedingungen desselben gegeben; nun sind uns 

Gegenstände der Sinne als bedingt gegeben, folglich etc.” (KrV: 

A497/B525). The antinomies are cosmological, which means that they 

concern the ”Weltganzen”, or, as Kant puts it, ”die absolute Totalität in der 

Synthesis der Erscheinungen” (KrV: A408/B434). What happens in the 

cosmological syllogism is, in other words, that reason tries to expand its 

cognition (Erkenntnis) beyond the limits of possible experience in its 

attempt to reach the unconditioned, starting from the conditioned in the 

field of experience (P: 118f). Reason does this by way of what Kant calls a 

regressive synthesis (KrV: A409/B436) – i.e., by continually asking for the 

condition of the conditioned in experience, until it has reached the 

unconditioned itself. The synthesis is regressive, and not progressive, 
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because only knowledge of the causes, and not of the consequences, are 

sufficient to know a phenomenon (KrV: A411/B438). Since reason has 

ideas, and not concepts, it has to make use of the concepts of the 

understanding – and since there are only four of these concepts that are 

able to constitute a regressive synthesis, there are only four antinomies. 

Kant is not quite clear with regards to which concepts are operative in the 

first and second antinomies (see also Kreimendahl 1998: 421f), but it 

seems to be concepts within the class of quantity and quality (KrV: 

A411ff/B438ff). As to the third and fourth antinomies, the relevant 

concepts are causality and necessity (KrV: A414f/B441f). 

 

Kant's solution 

Immediately following the presentation of the antinomies, Kant develops a 

long and complex solution to the problems. In what follows, I will only 

present the two most important distinctions that enable Kant to solve the 

problem of the antinomies. As we will later see, Hegel dismisses Kant's 

entire solution by undermining the central doctrines of transcendental 

idealism in general – therefore, the important thing here is to make it clear 

how Kant's solution relies on the general doctrines of transcendental 

idealism (which, according to Kant himself, are (1) the doctrine of the 

ideality of space and time, and (2) the distinction between phenomenon 

and the thing in itself (KrV: A490f/B518f)). 

The first of the two elements of Kant's solution is an analysis of the 

cosmological syllogism: this syllogism, which, as Kant remarks, seems so 

natural, is in fact a fallacy, because it conflates the phenomenal and the 

noumenal realm (KrV: A497/B525). The first premise (”Wenn das 

Bedingte gegeben ist, so ist auch die ganze Reihe aller Bedingungen 

desselben gegeben”) is an analytic proposition, and as such it is true. The 

problem is that the proposition is only true for the thing in itself – when 

dealing with phenomena, the case is different: due to the fact that 
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phenomena only exist as an empirical synthesis, all the conditions are not 

necessarily given with the conditioned (KrV: A498f/B526f). Phenomena 

are only real as synthesized, and the existence of a condition of a 

phenomenon is therefore dependent upon it being actually experienced in 

an empirical synthesis. This first premise is therefore not true for the 

world in an empirical sense. The second premise in the syllogism (“nun 

sind uns Gegenstände der Sinne als bedingt gegeben“), however, concerns 

the world precisely in this (empirical) sense (and as such, it is also true). 

The cosmological syllogism of reason is consequently false, because it 

conflates the world in a phenomenal and a noumenal sense (KrV: 

A499/B527). This important insight into this „dialectical deception“ does 

not, however, solve the conflict entirely; it only undermines the basis of the 

arguments for the theses and antitheses, but these still stand as mere 

postulates (KrV: A501/B529). 

The second element in Kant's solution is a distinction between what 

he calls dialectical and analytical opposition. An opposition is dialectical 

when it does not exhaust the possible claims (i.e., if there is a third option), 

or if both claims can be true or false at the same time. An opposition is 

analytical if one of two opposing claims must necessarily be true (KrV: 

A503ff/B531ff). Kant's point, then, is that all the oppositions of the 

antinomies are dialectical. 

The opposition in the mathematical antinomies are dialectical, in so 

far as ”world” is taken in a phenomenal sense – because the conditions for 

every conditioned are only given in the regressive synthesis, the world as 

such (as a whole) is not given. The world as such is therefore 

indeterminate, because the sequence of conditions depends on a cognising 

subject (see also Watkins 1998: 460) – the solution to this seemingly 

ontological problem is therefore epistemological. Both claims in the 

mathematical antinomies are consequently false. 
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The opposition in the dynamical antinomies are dialectical, because 

both claims can be true at the same time. Kant's argument for this is that 

the contradiction is resolved if one understands the thesis in a noumenal 

sense and the antithesis in a phenomenal sense (KrV: A530f/B558f). It is 

consequently possible, that both can be true – and with this established, 

the contradictions in the dynamical antinomies are likewise dissolved. 

 

Kant's conclusion to the problem of the antinomies can thus be said to be 

this: Reason necessarily and naturally entangles itself in conflict with 

itself, but in reality there is no conflict (”in reality” is here to be 

understood both in the sense that there are no contradictions in ”objective 

reality” and that the conflict only appears to be a conflict). Reason’s 

conflict with itself is only a ”dialectical deception”, an illusion: ”Auf solche 

Weise gibt es eigentlich gar keine Antithetik der reinen Vernunft” (KrV: 

A744/B772). Necessarily, naturally as well as inevitably, reason was forced 

into positing several mutually excluding ontological claims; nevertheless, 

it turned out that the contradiction and failure was to be located in reason 

itself, and not in the world – and that the contradiction dissolved with the 

application of a thorough transcendental reflection. The impasse was 

resolved by transposing the seemingly ontological problem to the 

epistemological field – this is what Hegel, as we will see in what follows, 

mockingly called Kant's ”Zärtlichkeit für die Welt” (WLI: 276, E: §48A). 

_________________________________ 

 

As it will appear in the following, Hegel found Kant's ”solution” of the 

antinomies to be unsatisfactory and wrong – Kant's mistake was in a way 

that he perceived the antinomies as something that has to be ”resolved”. 

Kant was in Hegel's perspective very close to the insight into the 

ontological incompleteness of the world, to the lack of ontological 

harmony. However, Kant was not able to manage this within the frame of 
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his transcendental philosophy, which is why he, by confessing ”the 

absolute dualism of this philosophy” (GW: 320), reconciled the 

oppositions, thereby betraying the truth he discovered. Instead of taking 

”the labour of the Concept” (PhG: 43) upon himself and ”tarrying with the 

negative” (PhG: 26), Kant fled back into the sensible world of 

Erscheinung, where he thought himself to be on safe grounds (WLI: 39). 

In what follows, I will try to elaborate these – at this point somewhat vague 

– formulations. 

 

”EINEN DER WICHTIGSTEN UND TIEFSTEN FORTSCHRITTE 

DER PHILOSOPHIE NEUERE ZEIT” - HEGEL 

Hegel's critique can be conceived as three decisive philosophical 

operations: (I) a radical reduction of Kant's exposition of the antinomies in 

order to extract the core of the problem, (II) a speculative transposing of 

the antinomical conflict from the epistemological to the ontological realm, 

and (III) an insistence on maintaining the contradiction, instead of, like 

Kant had done, resolving and nullifying it. Hegel expresses the need for the 

removal of the superficial elements in the following way: 

In beider Rücksicht verdienen diese Antinomien eine genauere Kritik, die sowohl 
ihren Standpunkt und Methode näher beleuchten, als auch den Hauptpunkt, 
worauf es ankommt, von der unnützen Form, in die er hineingeschwängt ist, 
befreien. (WLI: 216f) 

The antinomies deserves a more adequate treatment than the one Kant 

gave them, and therefore they must be freed from the form that they were 

forced into. In other words, the antinomies indicate the point where Kant 

discovered something true and important that could not be integrated into 

his transcendental philosophy. 

In the following I will focus on the general insights that Hegel 

extracts from the antinomies, which means that I will not go into a 

discussion of Hegel's comments as regards the four specific antinomies. 

This could at first sight seem as a flaw in the presentation; however, there 
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is a philosophical point to this. As we shall see, Hegel rejects Kant's claim 

that the antinomical structure is limited to his four cosmological examples 

– to Hegel, these are only exemplary of a more universal ontological 

structure. To go into a thorough discussion of these four antinomies could 

therefore be said to imply an implicit acceptance of the special status that 

Kant ascribes to the four cosmological conflicts. 

 

I. Hegel's reduction 

In order to get at the true core of the antinomies, Hegel had to remove 

every superfluous element of Kant's presentation of the antinomies 

themselves. By doing so, Hegel arrives at what he calls one of the most 

important and deepest advances in modern philosophy: ”daß der 

Widerspruch, der Vernünftigen durch die Verstandesbestimmungen 

gesetzt wird, wesentlich und notwendig ist”(E: §48A). 

One of the most striking aspects of Hegel's treatment of the 

antinomies is the almost total absence of comments on Kant's detailed 

solution to the problems. Where Hegel does mention Kant's way of dealing 

with the antinomies, it is almost always with the same comment: ”Die 

Auflösung ist, daß der Widerspruch nicht in den Gegenstand an und für 

sich fällt, sondern allein der erkennenden Vernunft zukommt” (E: §48. See 

also GW: 320f, GP: 358, WLI: 217f, 227, 275f, WLII: 442). Rather than 

seeing this as a flaw on Hegel's part, it should be seen as a precise 

characterisation that cuts to the bone of Kant's conception of the 

antinomies; as we saw earlier, Kant's solution does indeed consist in 

showing, via subtle transcendental-philosophical distinctions, that the 

contradiction belongs on the side of reason, rather than being ontological. 

Hegel's rejection of Kant's solution is based on a more general 

critique of the fundamental doctrines of transcendental idealism. To 

perform a thorough elaboration of this is not possible within the limits of 

this article. Nevertheless, the following simple critique of the distinction 
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between the thing in itself and phenomena can be pointed to as exemplary 

for Hegel's dialectical strategy towards transcendental idealism: 

Das Ding-an-sich [...] drückt den Gegenstand aus, insofern von allem, was es für 
Bewußtsein ist [...] abstrahiert wird. Es ist leicht zu sehen, was übrigbleibt – das 
völlige abstraktum, das ganz Leere, bestimmt nur noch als Jenseits; [...] Ebenso 
einfach aber ist die Reflexion, daß dies caput mortuum selbst nur das Produkt des 
Denkens ist, eben des zur reinen Abstraktion fortgegangenen Denkens [...] – Man 
muß sich hiernach nur wundern, so oft wiederholt gelesen zu haben, man wisse 
nicht, was das Ding-an-sich sei; und es ist nichts leichter, als dies zu wissen. (E: 
§44A) 

All that this simple and effective critique does, is to point to the fact that 

the radical indeterminacy of the thing in itself precisely is a determation, 

and as such posited by thinking. This ”spectral thing in itself” (WLI: 41) is 

just determined as indetermined. The radical externality that Kant aims at 

with his concept of the thing in itself is not possible to express due to the 

fact that posited as an ”outside”, it is already (negatively) related to an 

”inside”, which is why it does not escape the parametres of thinking, but 

remains within the reach of rationality. As mentioned earlier, the solution 

to the antinomies that Kant offers bases itself on this crucial difference 

between the thing in itself and the phenomena. This means that the 

undermining of this difference, at least in its absolute form, is enough to 

reject Kant's solution in its entirety. 

Kant repeatedly emphasises that there are only four antinomies – the 

argument is that only four of the categories of the understanding are able 

to constitute a regressive synthesis. According to Hegel, this only 

constitutes ”einen Schein von Vollständigkeit” (WLI: 217) – he maintains 

that there is an antinomy to be found ”in allen Gegenstände aller 

Gattungen, in allen Vorstellungen, Begriffen und Ideen” (E: §48A). In his 

lectures on the history of philosophy, he writes the following: 

Kant zeigt vier Widersprüche auf; das ist wenig, allenthalben sind Antinomien. In 
jedem Begriffe ist es leicht, einen Widerspruch aufzuzeigen; denn der Begriff ist 
konkret, so nicht einfache Bestimmung. So enthält er unterschiedene 
Bestimmungen, diese sind sogleich Entgegengesetzte. (GP: 356) 
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The concreteness of concepts entails, in other words, that it is possible to 

develop an antinomy for any given concept. One could even say that the 

whole of Hegel's Logic consists in this operation: to develop concepts 

immanently, so that their inherent antinomies appear. (Hegel mentions 

Dasein and Werden as examples of concepts that contains an antinomy – 

two concepts that are subjected to dialectical analysis in the Logic (WLI: 

217)) In this sense, the Logic is a de facto refutation of Kant's claim that 

only four antinomies are possible. Kant's mistake is that he regards the 

different moments of a concept as absolutely separated, and thereby fails 

to see how they are different moments of a concrete unity. An example of 

this is the second antinomy; according to Hegel, this antinomy arises 

because the two moments continuity and discretion, which are both 

contained in the concept quantity, must be asserted with equal weight. A 

one-sided focus on one of these moments results in antinomies a lá Kant 

(WLI: 218). 

Hegel also rejects Kant's proofs of the four antinomies' respective 

theses and antitheses – they are only ”Bloße Scheinbeweise”. Hegel 

undertakes a relatively thorough review of the proof of the first three 

antinomies in the Logic, where he shows that they presuppose what is to 

be proven (see WLI: 218ff, 272ff, WLII: 440ff, NH: 184ff). I will not go 

through Hegel's line of reasoning here – the focus is on the general insight 

of the antinomies, not the four specific ones. As a matter of fact, I do not 

think that Hegel's critique of Kant's proofs of the antithetical nature of the 

antinomies is a part of the justification of the validity of Hegel's main 

points. In opposition to Kant, Hegel does not want to show that there are 

really no conflict in the antinomies; his aim is not to show that the claims 

of the theses and antitheses are false. On the contrary, Hegel insists on this 

conflict and contradiction as well as the truth of the antinomies. The point 

of his critique is, in other words, that Kant's proofs were inadequate, but 

that a more adequate line of reasoning could be given. 
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Having ”freed” the antinomies from the form that Kant had ”forced” them 

into, we are now left with the essential core of the antinomies: that the 

concepts of the understanding in and of themselves necessarily develop 

into an immanent strife with themselves. 

 

II. ”Zärtlichkeit für die Welt” 

Kant located the source of the antinomies in the nature of reason itself, i.e. 

the way in which reason thinks. The contradictions are not in the world, 

but in the thinking subject. The perhaps most important part of Hegel's 

critique concerns exactly this point; according to Hegel, by discovering the 

antinomies Kant discovered an ontological structure – but unfortunately, 

he withdrew from this insight in order to save the ontological 

completeness of the world: ”Das ist zuviel Zärtlichkeit für die Dinge; es 

wäre schade, wenn sie sich widersprächen” (GP: 359). Kant was able to 

refer this contradiction to the subject, because he maintained ”the absolute 

dualism” of transcendental philosophy, i.e the distinction between 

noumena and phenomena. When this distinction is undermined, the 

grounds for making the conflict merely subjective also disappears. 

Here it is useful to take a closer look at Kant's so-called ”Copernican 

revolution”; Kant introduced this as a working hypothesis, that allows us 

to leave ”the battlefield of metaphysics” behind: ”Man versuche es daher 

einmal, ob wir nicht in den Aufgaben der Metaphysik damit besser 

fortkommen, daß wir annehmen, die Gegenstände müssen sich nach 

unserem Erkenntnis richten” (KrV: BXVI). The important point here is, 

that in his reading of this ”battlefield”, Kant tacitly assumes that the 

mistake lies in our cognition, rather than in the world itself. What Slavoj 

Žižek has called ”the crucial Hegelian gesture” (Žižek 2008: 63) consists in 

precisely the opposite: rather than moving from the object to its subjective 

conditions of possibility, Hegel fashions a mode of thought that allows 
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thinking to move from the subjective errors to ontological incompleteness 

(Žižek 2012: 536f). The inability to reach final conclusions in metaphysics 

is not (only) an expression of a deficient thinking, but is also a sign of a 

more fundamental ontological failure: ”Wenn nun dies Negative zunächst 

als Ungleichheit des Ichs zum Gegenstande erscheint, so ist es ebensosehr 

die Ungleichheit der Substanz zu sich selbst” (PhG: 28). This is where the 

crucial break of Hegel's philosophy within the history of philosophy is to 

be situated: he gives up the presumption that the world cannot be in 

conflict with itself – a presumption that Kant held to be true, and what 

ultimately kept him from doing away with the pre-critical, dogmatic 

”Verstandsmetaphysik”. With Hegel we might paraphrase Kant's above 

mentioned dictum in the following way: ”We must therefore make trial 

whether we may not have more success in the tasks of metaphysics, if we 

give up the assumption that the world cannot be in conflict with itself”. 

As Hegel remarks, with Kant the objective remains within ”the circle 

of the subject” (GP: 350f) – the objective only designates the subjective in 

so far as it is universal and necessary (E: §41). With Kant, the 

subjective/objective couple is subsumed under the category of the 

subjective itself; with Hegel the situation is reversed – the distinction 

between the subjective and the objective falls within objectivity itself. 

Thinking and cognition is in other words not conducted from an external 

perspective, but is a part of the objective reality itself. Conceptual thinking, 

therefore, does not only express what an object is for us, but also what this 

object is in itself: ”die wahre Objektivität des Denkens [ist] diese, daß die 

Gedanken nicht bloß unsere Gedanken, sondern zugleich das Ansich der 

Dinge und des Gegenständlichen überhaupt sind.” (E: §41Z2) 

When Kant ascribed a merely subjective character to the antinomical 

conflicts, he therefore only expressed his acceptance of the assumption of 

the impossibility of ontological conflicts. Hegel's radical reversal of the 

philosophical significance of the antinomies has been described by Slavoj 
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Žižek as ”the fundamental insight of Hegel” in his recent book on Hegel, 

Less than Nothing, in the following way: 

the most elementary figure of dialectical reversal resides in transposing an 
epistemological obstacle into the thing itself, as its ontological failure (what 
appears to us as our inability to know the thing indicates a crack in the thing itself, 
so that our very failure to reach the full truth is the indicator of truth). (Žižek 2012: 
17) 

 

III. ”Das wahrhafte Auflösung” 

So far, two pivotal elements of the true core of the antinomies have been 

established: the conflict that they express, is necessary and essential, and, 

furthermore, it is ontological. But what, then, is Hegel's solution to the 

antinomical conflicts? In a way, one could say that Hegel turns the very 

problem into the solution, or, more precisely: with the transposing of the 

antinomical structure from the epistemological to the ontological realm, 

the subjective mistake disappears, and we are left with a knowledge of an 

objective structure instead of a merely subjective one. With Kant, the 

antinomies are taken to be essentially untrue because, as it were, they are 

an erroneous representation of the objective reality – reason's conception 

of the world does not correspond with the world itself, there is a 

discrepancy between the subject and the world. Hegel locates this 

discrepancy in the world itself – it is not the subject that has a problem 

with the world, but rather the world that has a problem with itself. As 

such, the antinomies constitute a true cognition of the world, and there is 

therefore no longer a problem that needs to be solved. 

This interpretation might not be in accordance with the standard, 

”text-book” reading of Hegel: is he not precisely the philosopher that 

insists on the ”sublation” and ”synthesis” of oppositions in an all-

encompassing Whole? Is dialectics not a method designed to reconciliate 

oppositions in a harmonious totality? In several places Hegel writes that 

the true solution (”das warhafte Auflösung”) to the antinomies is to see 
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how the contradictory determinations constitute a concrete unity. The 

following passage from the Encyclopedia is exemplary: 

Die wahre und positive Bedeutung der Antinomien besteht nun überhaupt darin, 
daß alles Wirkliche entgegengesetzte Bestimmungen in sich enthält und daß somit 
das Erkennen und näher das Begreifen eines Gegenstandes eben nur soviel heißt, 
sich dessen als einer konkreten Einheit entgegengesetzter Bestimmungen bewußt 
zu werden. (E: §48Z) 

The central questions are thus: If two contradictory determinations are 

sublated in their true, concrete unity, is the contradiction and split thereby 

”resolved” or ”nullified”, and, if so, to what extent does this establish a 

state of harmony? 

First of all, it is worth noticing that Hegel does not write that the 

concrete unity is a unity where there is no longer any oppositions – the 

concrete unity is a unity with oppositions in it, that is, a contradictory, 

split, ruptured unity. ”To become conscious” of the true meaning of the 

antinomies is to see the very split in the unity they constitute. This 

corresponds precisely to the passage from the understanding to reason 

proper. At the level of the understanding, the world appears with fixed 

determinations; everything is just what it is – the principle of the 

understanding is identity (E: §80). The thinking of the understanding is 

abstract (it sees things isolated from their relations) and one-sided (Ibid.). 

The understanding holds on to ”das abstrakte Etweder-Oder” (E: §80Z) – 

with regards to the antinomies, this means that it holds on to either the 

thesis or the antithesis; the consideration of the one excludes the other, 

and understanding is not able to rise above this view. In opposition to the 

understanding, the thinking of reason is concrete, which means that it sees 

things in their determinate and determining relations to other things (E: 

§82) – this is why it is able to recognise the immanent contradiction in the 

determinations of understanding, which understanding is not able to see 

itself. One could say that reason posits a concrete ”Sowohl-Als” in 

opposition to the ”Entweder-Oder” of understanding – reason is able to 
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consider both thesis and antithesis as a concrete unity of oppositions. 

Whereas identity is the principle of understanding, this is not the case with 

reason; reason is able to recognise the non-identical character of the 

concrete unity – the unity is somehow split, a unity with a “minimal 

difference” with regards to itself. 

This consideration of the difference between understanding and 

reason allows us to understand what Hegel means when he says that the 

oppositions in the antinomies are sublated in their concrete unity. The two 

primary meanings of sublation (Aufhebung) are, according to Hegel, 

negation and preservation (Aufbewahren) (PhG: 80, WLI: 113f). That 

which, in the passage from understanding to reason, is negated, is the 

form, i.e. the abstract isolation of the determinations that understanding 

performs. That which is preserved is the content, i.e. the very 

determinations themselves. When Hegel writes that ”Etwas ist nur 

insofern aufgehoben, als es in die Einheit mit seinem Entgegengesetzten 

getreten ist” (WLI: 114) it means that, in their sublation, the antinomies 

are posited precisely as oppositions. The true consideration of the 

antinomies is, therefore, not to try to nullify, annul or cancel out the 

oppositions – that would be the attitude of understanding –, but to insist 

on the ontological split that they display. At this point, we can return to 

Hegel's comment about how the antinomies has to be ”freed” from the 

useless form Kant had ”forced” them into; in the passage from Kant to 

Hegel, the antinomies undergo a sublation, in which their abstract form 

(i.e. either thesis or antithesis), is negated, while their true content (i.e. the 

ontological split) is preserved. 

So, to return to the ”text-book” reading of Hegel: Yes, Hegel sublates 

the antinomies in their concrete unity – but this unity is not a harmonious 

totality where every opposition is dissolved, but, on the contrary, a unity 

with an inherent split; a unity which at the same time as two of its 

moments has a positive thesis, and the negation of that very same thesis. 
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We can now add the last and pivotal element of Hegel's treatment of the 

antinomies: Besides the facts that (1) the conflict is essential and 

necessary, and that (2) it is ontological, it is also (3) an opposition or 

contradiction that is to be dissolved, but is precisely to be maintained and 

insisted upon as the immanent split in the concrete concept. Kant's 

mistake concerns the second and third point – he saw the antinomies as 

merely epistemological, and tried to dissolve the oppositions as such. 

 

CONCLUSION 

To recapitulate: Kant stumbled upon the following truth in the antinomies; 

The determinations of understanding must necessarily get into conflicts 

with themselves. Kant made the mistake of trying to make these conflicts 

subjective, and thus to resolve them. The truth of the antinomies are that 

they express an ontological conflict, and that they do not constitute 

problems that need to be resolved. To get to this insight we had to make 

the passage from Kant's transcendental idealism to the speculative-

dialectical philosophy of Hegel. 

At this point we can see what is wrong with the often told story of 

Hegel as a näive, pre-critical metaphysician, that has not understood the 

fact that such metaphysics had been made impossible by the critical 

philosophy. Hegel fully recognises the radical break that Kant's philosophy 

constituted, and that it is impossible and undesirable to return to a pre-

critical metaphysics: ”In der tat aber ist durch Kant und Jacobi die ganze 

Weise der vormaligen Metaphysik und damit ihrer Methode über den 

Haufen geworfen worden” (WLII: 539). The problem with Kant is not that 

he went too far in his destruction of the dogmatic metaphysics of the past, 

but, on the contrary, that he did not go far enough, that he held fast to the 

idea of a noumenal world, free of contradictions. Even though Kant 

unmistakably represents a crucial moment in the destruction of what 
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Hegel calls ”Verstandsmetaphysik”, he nevertheless remained within the 

borders of the Verstandsmetaphysik with his ”absolute dualism” between 

phenomena and noumena; that Kant could not get his head around the 

thought that the world is in a fundamental conflict with itself, reveals the 

continuity of his thought with that of his predecessors. The antinomies are 

a precise symptom of this; by stumbling upon the antinomies Kant almost 

discovered the immanent ontological conflict of reality itself, but he 

instead of pushing on he merely chose to reconcile the contradictions by 

ascribing them to the subject in order to save the harmony of the world. In 

this sense, the philosophy of Hegel can be said to be an insistence on 

taking the full consequences of Kant; by maintaining the irreducible 

character of the antinomies, Hegel remained more faithful to Kant's 

discovery than Kant himself was able to do – in Žižek's words: 

[W]ith his philosophical revolution, Kant made a breakthrough the radicality of 
which he was himself unaware; so, in a second move, he withdraws from this 
radicality and desperately tries to navigate into the safe waters of a more traditional 
ontology. Consequently, in order to pass ”from Kant to Hegel,” we have to move not 
”forward” but backward: back from the deceptive envelope to identify the true 
radicality of Kant's breakthrough – in this sense, Hegel was literally ”more Kantian 
than Kant himself” (Žižek 2012: 280f) 

It is Kant, not Hegel, who insists on the dissolving of contradictions – 

Hegel does not supplement Kant's exposition with en extra layer of 

philosophical reflection, but, on the contrary, reduces the antinomies to 

the bare conflict, and let them be as such. 

Hegel's critique of the antinomies reveals something fundamental 

about the difference between transcendental idealism and speculative-

dialectical philosophy: where the transcendental move proceeds from the 

object to its subjective conditions of possibility, the speculative-dialectical 

approach moves the opposite way – which, as we have seen, is clear in the 

case of the antinomies. With Kant, the antinomies appear at first as an 

ontological conflict, but in the course of transcendental reflection, they 

reveal themselves to be merely subjective errors. With Hegel, the 
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antinomies at first (as they appear in Kant) appear as subjective errors – 

but by taking the ”labour of the concept” upon oneself, it turns out that the 

failure is ontological, and that the subjective mistake was a mere reflection 

of a more fundamental ontological tension. 

This makes it clear that the question of the antinomies is not, as 

remarked in the beginning of this article, a particular and/or peripheral 

philosophical problem. To know the truth of the antinomies is, with 

Hegel's own words, to gain insight into nothing less than ”das Prinzip aller 

natürlichen und geistigen Lebendigkeit überhaupt” (WLI: 52). 
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