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Abstract  The aim of this article is to analyze Hegel’s famous transition from 
being to nothing in the opening of the Science of Logic, to outline a variety of 
interpretations from commentators, and to defend what I call the “indirect 
apophatic interpretation” as support for the conclusion that Hegel is an 
ambiguously apophatic thinker. One benefit of the “indirect apophatic 
interpretation” is that it leads to a reassessment of Hegel’s conception of totality. 
The prevailing understanding of “totality” as exclusionary exhaustion, completion, 
and finitude has often been attributed to Hegel’s thought. But the “indirect 
apophatic interpretation” of the transition from being to nothing that I defend 
prepares the way for an alternative reading of totality in his work: not as the 
exhaustion of all positive content, but as the coincidence of being and nothing, as 
the contradiction A is -A, and as the exhaustion of form and content by way of a 
dialectic with the apophatic. 
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1  Hegel’s Transition from Being to Nothing 

The transition from being to nothing at the start of Hegel’s Science of Logic marks 
one of the most controversial yet rewarding moments of the book. This transition 
is controversial because of the abstract nature of the indeterminate concepts being 
and nothing, and because of the sheer immediacy of the conversion. However, it is 
rewarding because it establishes the first movement and the whole trajectory of the 
book. This transition is, in effect, the second of four arguments that constitute the 
opening of the Logic, appearing directly after the question of how to begin a 
presuppositionless science at all (first argument), which Hegel addresses in “With 
What Must the Science Begin?” It is then followed by the argument for why being 
and nothing together transition into becoming (third argument), and why this 
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opens the way for determinate being (fourth argument). While not everyone will 
agree that the opening of the Logic consists of four arguments, nor that each 
transition can be clearly distinguished from the others, nor even that Hegel’s 
thinking can be organized as a series of arguments at all, I would like to focus, 
nevertheless, on the specific question of the motivation for the transition from 
being to nothing (as the second argument of this opening passage). The aim of this 
article is to analyze the motivation behind this transition by critically outlining a 
number of interpretations from prominent Hegel scholars and also by defending 
what I call the “indirect apophatic” reading of the transition. 
   While it takes up less than a page of one of the greatest labyrinthine texts ever 
written, this seemingly innocuous little transition from being to nothing has 
captivated many noteworthy scholars of Hegel. The British Hegel scholar G. R. G. 
Mure describes the striking effect of this passage, stating that for readers of the 
Logic, it must come as a real shock to common sense to see Hegel claim that being 
is nothing (Mure 1984, 33). Why does being transition into nothing? What exactly 
is the motivation for the movement? Let us begin by looking at the passage itself:  

  
Sein, reines Sein,—ohne alle weitere Bestimmung. In seiner unbestimmten 
Unmittelbarkeit ist es nur sichselbst gleich und auch nicht ungleich gegen 
Anderes, hat keine Verschiedenheit innerhalb seiner noch nach außen. Durch 
irgendeine Bestimmung oder Inhalt, der in ihm unterschieden oder wodurch es 
als unterschieden von einem Anderen gesetzt würde, würde es nicht in seiner 
Reinheit festgehalten. Es ist die reine Unbestimmtheit und Leere.—Es ist nichts 
in ihm anzuschauen, wenn von Anschauen hier gesprochen werden kann; oder 
es ist nur dies reine, leere Anschauen selbst. Es ist ebensowenig etwas in ihm zu 
denken, oder es ist ebenso nur dies leere Denken. Das Sein, das unbestimmte 
Unmittelbare ist in der Tat Nichts und nicht mehr noch weniger als Nichts. 
(Hegel 1986, 82–83) 

  
Being, pure being, without any further determination. In its indeterminate 
immediacy it is equal only to itself. It is also not unequal relatively to an other; it 
has no diversity within itself nor any with a reference outwards. It would not be 
held fast in its purity if it contained any determination or content which could be 
distinguished in it or by which it could be distinguished from an other. It is pure 
indeterminateness and emptiness. There is nothing to be intuited in it, if one can 
speak here of intuiting; or, it is only this pure intuiting itself. Just as little is 
anything to be thought in it, or it is equally only this empty thinking. Being, the 
indeterminate immediate, is in fact nothing, and neither more nor less than 
nothing. (Hegel 1969, 82) 
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Hegel turns directly from the fragment “being, pure being” to the equally 
fragmentary yet opposite statement, “nothing, pure nothing”1:  
  

Nichts, das reine Nichts; es ist einfache Gleichheit mit sich selbst, vollkommene 
Leerheit, Bestimmungs- und Inhaltslosigkeit; Ununterschiedenheit in ihm selbst. 
—Insofern Anschauen oder Denken hier erwähnt werden kann, so gilt es als ein 
Unterschied, ob etwas oder nichts angeschaut oder gedacht wird. Nichts 
Anschauen oder Denken hat also eine Bedeutung; beide werden unterschieden, 
so ist (existiert) Nichts in unserem Anschauen oder Denken; oder vielmehr ist es 
das leere Anschauen und Denken selbst und dasselbe leere Anschauen oder 
Denken als das reine Sein. —Nichts ist somit dieselbe Bestimmung oder 
vielmehr Bestimmungslosigkeit und damit überhaupt dasselbe, was das reine 
Sein ist. (Hegel 1986, 83) 

  
Nothing, pure nothing: it is simply equality with itself, complete emptiness, 
absence of all determination and content—undifferentiatedness in itself. In so 
far as intuiting or thinking can be mentioned here, it counts as a distinction 
whether something or nothing is intuited or thought. To intuit or think nothing 
has, therefore, a meaning; both are distinguished and thus nothing is (exists) in 
our intuiting or thinking; or rather it is empty intuition and thought itself, and the 
same empty intuition or thought as pure being. Nothing is, therefore, the same 
determination, or rather absence of determination, and thus altogether the same 
as, pure being. (Hegel 1969, 82) 

  
The claim that being is nothing is controversial for a number of reasons. First of all, 
since nothing is normally conceived of in everyday thought as the opposite of 
being, it would naturally appear strange to a casual reader of Hegel to see directly 
at the outset of the book the conclusion that being is nothing. Even a reader who 
interprets Hegel’s description conservatively as only a mediated and partial 
transition, rather than the utter identity of each concept as the other, is still left with 
the difficult project of having to make sense of the broadest ontological unity that 
one could possibly conceptualize.  
  A second, equally difficult controversy comes up when we try to explain how the 
Logic moves from being to nothing in the first place. While the Logic is filled with 
movement, the question of the motivation for the movement from being to nothing 
is an especially important and problematic question, as this movement is different 
from all other transitions in the book. The transition from being to nothing is the 
                                                               
1 For analysis of the syntax of the opening line “being, pure being,” see Carlson (2007, 9). 
Carlson cites Andrew Haas’ Hegel and the Problem of Multiplicity (2000, xxiii) as a source of 
this analysis. 
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momentous first revolution of the Logic. While other transitions have to do with 
the inner tensions present within various stages of the Logic, which can already be 
viewed as in flux through various presuppositions, the transition from being to 
nothing is unique in that it exposes the risk of whether and by what means the 
Logic will begin to move at all. This risk is exasperated by the presuppositionless 
nature of the starting point of the Logic. Whatever the motivation is for the 
movement from being to nothing, our explanation will have to address Hegel’s 
commitment to a presuppositionlessness starting point. The Hegel scholar Michael 
Rosen articulates this problem when he writes: “The forward movement of the 
Logic, if it is to be in keeping with Hegel’s own understanding of his philosophy, 
must be rigorous and perspicuous ex ante. Any account which needs to supplement 
the forward movement with a retrospective justification must violate Hegel’s 
self-understanding” (Rosen 1982, 143). 
  With these controversies in mind, my aim is to outline advantages and 
disadvantages from some of the most significant commentaries on the transition as 
well as to argue on behalf of one particular interpretation, which I propose opens 
pathways for an alternate reading of the Logic as a book. I call the interpretation I 
advocate the “indirect” or “weak” apophatic interpretation because I believe that 
the transition from being to nothing commits Hegel to an ambiguous form of 
apophatic thinking. On my account, the reason why Hegel begins from being as 
the only true presuppositionless starting point is because being is all-inclusive. 
Being must always already be presupposed whenever we recognize anything 
determinate at all. This makes it first philosophy. And yet being can only achieve 
this status of first philosophy if it is as inclusive as nothing is, to the extent that 
being is the same as, or at any rate transitions into, nothing. The insight here is to 
recognize that there is no position beyond the ontological unity of being and 
nothing together. Being captures everything only insofar as it cannot be 
understood apart from nothing. This makes the transition indirectly apophatic. In 
referring to “apophasis,” a word which comes from the Greek for negation, I mean 
the most extreme form of alterity and negation. I propose that the being-to-nothing 
transition is, for Hegel, only indirectly apophatic, however, because the total 
inclusivity of the starting point requires the most abstract and absolute conceptions 
of being and nothing together, which makes his thinking dialectically both 
apophatic and at the same time totally comprehensive.2  
  The transition from being to nothing exposes a unique kind of totality that is 

                                                               
2 This discussion of Hegel’s transition from being to nothing draws on material from my 
response to William Franke’s reading of Hegel, in “Is Hegel an Apophatic Thinker?” In my 
response to Franke, I focus on three apophatic moments of Hegel’s work, his theory of 
knowledge from the “preface” of the Phenomenology, his theory of contradiction from the 
Doctrine of Essence of the Logic, as well as the opening of the Logic (2017, 107–129).” 
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particular to Hegel. To recognize that something is and is not is to exhaust all of the 
permutations of what that thing can be. The ontological ground for this is 
established in the being-to-nothing transition. While we normally think of totality 
in terms of finitude and identity, where to totalize means to exhaust and to 
comprehensively know the other—because the opening of the Logic combines 
being and nothing together, it offers a significantly different conception of totality. 
Being and nothing form a totality through negation, where the exhaustion and 
completion of all determinate possibilities is at the same time the result of alterity. 
At later stages of the Logic, Hegel will develop this alternative conception of 
totality by privileging contradiction over identity. Just as there is no position 
beyond the all-inclusive unity of being that is at the same time nothing, likewise, 
the formulation of A as not A completely captures the identity and all of the 
permutations of A. Hegel will eventually refer to this unique kind of totality as the 
concept (Begriff), which he develops extensively in the third doctrine of the book.  
My aim in this article is to show that the motivation for the transition from being to 
nothing finds its source in being itself, that this transition is necessary to recognize 
being as the true starting point and first philosophy, and that this leads Hegel to 
what I call “dialectical totality.” Since I subscribe to only an indirectly apophatic 
interpretation, the position that I defend presents Hegel as involved in only a 
limited way with apophatic thinking. Before I outline four non-apophatic and two 
strong-apophatic interpretations as well as my own weak-apophatic interpretation 
in more detail, it is necessary to give a brief overview of the apophatic tradition in 
the West, its relation to negative theology, and why the question of Hegel’s 
involvement in this type of thinking is important for scholarship.  

2  Hegel and the Apophatic 

Underlying the specific textual discussion of why Hegel would conclude that 
being is nothing is the broader conceptual discussion of whether Hegel is or is not 
an apophatic thinker. The live question of Hegel’s relation to apophatic thinking is 
nowhere more conspicuous than in this transition from being to nothing. Because 
the transition is one of the primary components of the opening, and because 
interpretations of the opening can be viewed as playing a significant role in 
forming our understanding of what the Logic is about as a book in its entirety, it is 
reasonable to conclude that apophatic interpretations of the transition lend at least 
partial support to the far-reaching consequence that Hegel is involved with 
apophatic thinking.    
  “Apophasis” is a notoriously difficult word to define. Since it necessarily 
withdraws from all positive accounts, we can think of it only from the terms of 
what it is not, as the ultimate and most extreme critique of meaning. It is a term for 
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aporia and contradiction in the most profound sense of these words, as absolute 
nonsense. It is a word for the vanishing point beyond all meaning, as what stands 
outside of every relation, position, and point-of-contrast. It is the sheer, infinite, 
impossible, and unthinkable abyss. However, it negates even these descriptions of 
itself. It is the negation even of itself as negation. It can be defined only in its 
indefinability—and even this definition is inaccurate.   

And yet, perhaps because of the compelling nature of this paradox, the term has 
enjoyed a long and celebrated history in Western philosophical and theological 
discourses. Apophasis comes from the Greek word for negation. It is rooted in 
Plato’s theory of the One in Parmenides and in Neo-Platonic arguments about 
whether the One is beyond being or remains a predicate of being. These Greek 
debates were then recast as theological arguments in Judeo-Christian terms, as the 
sentiment that there is no adequate name for God and that God can only be 
expressed in negative descriptions. Negative theological arguments take many 
forms, including, among others, Dionysius the Areopagite’s paradox that God is 
simultaneously being and beyond being, Eriugena’s conclusion that there is no 
opposite for God, Maimonides’ claim that only a series of negative predications 
can bring us closer to God, and Aquinas’ theory that we can only gain partial 
knowledge of God analogously through the creatures of God. These negative 
theological conclusions have also arguably led in the contemporary continental 
tradition to the “absolute Other” of Levinas and to “deconstruction” and 
“différance” in Derrida.3 
  There is substantial textual evidence, as well as persuasive criticisms from 
philosophers as pivotal as Kierkegaard, Adorno, and Levinas, to justify 
categorizing Hegel as a thinker who is antithetical to the apophatic tradition.4 The 
primary thesis of these criticisms boils down to the claim that Hegel only appears 
to be concerned with negativity and alterity, but is in truth a thinker of authoritative 
identity who uses negation as a means to achieve synthesis and systematization. 
Support for these criticisms is drawn especially from the Christianity passages of 
Hegel’s lectures on religion, where God appears as a determinate being through 
Jesus. Because of his portrayal of God as embodied in Jesus, some commentators 
conclude that Hegel embraces the kataphatic, rather than the apophatic, tradition. 
Kataphatic thinkers believe that God appears metaphorically through the various 
icons of religious symbols, rituals, and idolatry.  For the sake of interpreting 
Hegel’s transition from being to nothing, however, I would like to uphold a 

                                                               
3 For outstanding analysis of the history and contemporary directions of apophatic thinking, see 
Franke (2007a and 2007b).  
4 See Franke’s arguments in chapter 2 of A Philosophy of the Unsayable, especially pages 26–28 
and 39–55, for why Hegel does not belong to the canon of apophatic thinkers in the history of the 
West.  
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distinction between negative theology and apophaticism. Let us recognize 
negative theology as a specific inquiry into the ineffable character of God, and 
recognize apophaticism as a broader ontological inquiry, harkening back to Plato 
and Neo-Platonic debates, and then regaining popularity, beyond the borders of its 
theological counterpart, especially with 19th- to 21st- century continental thought. 
While some of Hegel’s writing about religion, especially his discussion of Jesus as 
God in the sensuous, appears to be opposed to negative theology,, his celebration 
of the concept of negation, which appears throughout his work but is specifically 
highlighted in the transition from being to nothing, can be interpreted to reveal his 
thinking as at least partially apophatic.  

3  Non-Apophatic and Apophatic Interpretations of the 
Being-to-Nothing Transition 

Accordingly, I would like to invoke the term “apophatic” to distinguish between 
two types of commentators and two general branches of interpretation of the 
transition from being to nothing. Non-apophatic interpretations of the transition 
either deny the claim that the opening is indeed presuppositionless or say that the 
transition has to do with something other than the failure of being. Either way, 
non-apophatic interpretations all must give an explanation other than the failure of 
being as the source of the movement. In contrast, apophatic interpretations cite this 
failure as the primary source of the movement, either linguistically or 
ontologically, as is the case within “strong” apophatic readings, or through a 
reconception of totality, as I put forward in my defense of the indirect apophatic 
interpretation. 

One variation of non-apophatic scholarship that views the transition as being 
motivated by a tacit presupposition comes from Dieter Henrich’s “Anfang und 
Methode der Logik.” According to Henrich, the opening cannot be truly 
presuppositionless because, without presuppositions, there would be no way for 
being to move to nothing, and no way for being and nothing together to move to 
becoming. If the Logic is to move at all, it has to be able to anticipate its own 
content and endpoint.5 The transition from being to nothing, in Henrich’s account, 
can only happen if the doctrine of being presupposes its difference from the 
doctrine of essence, as well as its integration with the doctrine of the concept. This, 
                                                               
5 There are, by now, a number of penetrating investigations into whether Hegel’s starting point 
in the Logic is really presuppositionless, whether Hegel unintentionally incorporates 
presuppositions without acknowledging this, and also whether it is even possible to begin 
without a set of presupposed conceptions. For example, in Being and Time, Heidegger criticizes 
Hegel’s conception of being as one that assumes universality, indefiniteness, and self-evidence 
from the outset. Also see Richard Dien Winfield’s discussion of this debate (2012).  
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effectively, explains the transition without committing Hegel to apophatic thinking. 
But Henrich’s “self-referencing” interpretation can also be viewed as problematic 
because it makes the indeterminate opening of the Logic appear to be insignificant. 
Henrich’s interpretation comes into conflict with Hegel’s own intentions to begin 
from a presuppositionless starting point. Even if what is presupposed is merely the 
reflection of the middle and endpoint of the Logic’s own content, this 
interpretation does not really satisfy the criteria that the Logic should begin 
without foundations. Incidentally, William Maker offers an alternative account of 
this same variation in his book Philosophy without Foundations by claiming that 
the negative work the Phenomenology does of clearing away the assumptions of 
consciousness and dualism serves as impetus for the transition from being to 
nothing (Maker 1994, 94–96). Much as Henrich would have the source of this 
motivation come from a presupposition of later doctrines of the Logic, Maker 
claims that what Henrich attributes to the role of “essence” Hegel has already 
attributed to the role of the Phenomenology, with the additional effect that the 
Phenomenology is not a presupposition for the opening in the same way that the 
later doctrines of the Logic would be since it only does the negative work of 
clearing away the assumptions of consciousness so that the Logic can begin.  

Stephen Houlgate designates another branch of the non-apophatic interpretation 
as centered around the contention that the only way Hegel can transition between 
concepts is by presupposing a philosopher who animates such a developmental 
process through the act of thinking (Houlgate 2006, 272–74). Houlgate associates 
three figures with this “external source interpretation”—Schelling, Trendelenburg, 
and Kierkegaard—each of which hold that the movement from being to nothing is 
artificial because it necessarily presupposes a thinking subject who does the work 
of moving the concepts along since the Logic cannot do this for itself.6 In contrast 
to Henrich, who sees the motivation from being to nothing as coming from a 
presupposition “internal” to the Logic, proponents of this “external source 
interpretation” claim that Hegel is wrong to assert that the opening is 
presuppositionless since it necessarily posits a thinking subject. Both the internal 
and external interpretations share the commonality of being non-apophatic, since 
they both explain the movement between these two concepts as being motivated 
by a presupposition beyond Hegel’s descriptions of being and nothing.  

However, the disadvantage of the external interpretation is even more 
pronounced than that of the internal interpretation. Since the reason for the 
transition comes from a source outside of being and nothing, this interpretation 
ignores one of the most important characteristics of the Logic, which is that the 
concepts must be able to unfold from themselves. “[Concepts] must be 
                                                               
6 Houlgate points to Wolfgang Wieland as another commentator who interprets the transition 
through the external source of a subject who thinks (see Wieland 1978, 194–212). 
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understood,” Houlgate writes in his analysis of this topic, “to develop or ‘move’ 
because of their own logical character, not because of the way we think of them or 
experience them.” Even if the external interpretation offers a reasonable 
explanation for the movement from being to nothing, this reading rejects Hegel’s 
starting point outright and is therefore more of a criticism of Hegel’s thought than 
an interpretation of the opening from the terms that Hegel establishes. Incidentally, 
Houlgate cites Henrich’s “Anfang und Methode der Logik” as a defense of the 
thesis that the concepts of the Logic move themselves, even if this movement 
happens through the presupposing of later stages of the Logic. This makes 
Henrich’s position quite nuanced. Since the presupposition of later stages of the 
Logic is internal to the Logic, the concepts of the Logic still move themselves, 
even though they also presuppose themselves and only move because of this 
presupposition. 

Another interpretation of the transition from being to nothing, which proposes 
an external source outside of the immanent domain of being and nothing, comes 
from privileging Aufhebung over the opening of the Logic. This is one of the most 
common and tenacious interpretations of the transition. This interpretation 
proposes that the primary reason why being transitions into nothing (and 
eventually why becoming comes out of the fusion of being and nothing together) is 
because Hegel is committed to dialectical reasoning, which has at its core, if not 
the express formula of thesis-antithesis-synthesis, as some commentators believe,7 
then at any rate the double-movement of lifting up and destroying. It is true that 
Hegel famously uncovers this double-edged meaning from the German term 
Aufhebung, which is, as he writes, both Aufheben as to lift, to rise up and Aufheben 
as to cancel, to abolish. And it is arguably true that this double-movement is the 
essence of Hegel’s thinking. But it is also important to notice that Hegel’s remark 
on “Sublation” (Hegel 1969, 106–08) comes after, not before, the opening of the 
Logic. This remark on sublation is also one of the rare moments in his corpus 
where Hegel exposes essential characteristics of dialectical thinking. Since this 
remark about his method comes only as the result of the starting point, and only as 
an aside, we should recognize the starting point of being, nothing, and becoming 
as support for Aufhebung, and not the other way around. Dialectical thinking, one 
could say, is a significant consequence of the opening of the Logic. The opening 
shows that without presupposing anything at all, being must transition of its own 
accord into nothing and that this transition is part of an argument that has 
dialectical thinking as its conclusion. Interpreters who cite Aufhebung as the 
rationale behind the transition have mixed up the order of the argument. They have 
inadvertently made Hegel into a dogmatic thinker and have also undermined his 
                                                               
7 For an explanation of why thesis-antithesis-synthesis is a myth in Hegel, see Gustav E. 
Mueller (1996). 
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goal of beginning without assumptions.8  
The three interpretations I have outlined so far are all either internal or external 

source interpretations, in the sense that each interpretation of the transition 
explains the movement as beginning with a source other than the design of being 
itself, either internally from other divisions of the Logic or externally from tacit, 
unannounced presuppositions. But there is also a branch of the non-apophatic 
interpretation that explains the movement from being to nothing as coming 
explicitly from the logical character of being and nothing, rather than from a 
rejection of the claim that the Logic is truly presuppositionless. Michael Rosen 
attributes one such interpretation to Ernst Tugendhat, through what he calls “being 
as intuition” in his book Hegel’s Dialectic and Its Criticism (Rosen 1982, 144–48). 
The intuitionist views the motivation for the transition from being to nothing to 
come from the “contentless intuition” of pure being. When we attempt to think 
being itself, this causes us to imagine a vast, indeterminate expanse of contentless 
reality. “What we are left with,” Rosen explains, “[is] being but, equally, nothing” 
(Rosen 1982, 146). Rosen goes on to reject Tugendhat’s thesis by concluding that 
this interpretation misunderstands important elements from Hegel’s description of 
being and nothing. Even though Hegel refers to the term intuition when he writes 
“there is nothing to be intuited in [being], if one can speak here of intuiting” 
(Hegel 1969, 82), Rosen raises the objection that the modality of image-thinking 
(Vorstellung) is not suitable to the opening of the Logic. He says that if Tugendhat 
were talking about the starting point of the Phenomenology, then Vorstellung 
would be an appropriate term to use, but not for the starting point of the Logic 
(Rosen 1982, 147). For Rosen, Hegel does not mean to derive nothing from being 
by way of a contentless image, but rather, as Rosen puts forward in what he calls 
the “Direct Approach,” Hegel operates by way of “co-reference” such that the 
difference between being and nothing is a difference of the reference of words 
(Rosen 1982, 150–52). 

Rosen also discusses a “Linguistic-Interpretation,” which he contrasts with his 
own “Direct Approach.” The Linguistic Interpretation represents one version of 
the strong apophatic interpretation since its proponents argue that the failure to 
express the meaning of being in language causes the transition from being to 
nothing. Generally, readings that follow the strong apophatic interpretation fall 
into one of two categories: either linguistic or ontological. The linguistic reading 
claims that being is nothing because the word “being” fails to express anything 
determinate, because language itself does not have the capacity to capture the 
meaning of pure being. The linguistic approach is still apophatic in the sense that 
being, much like the word “God” in the Judeo-Christian tradition of negative 
                                                               
8 Also see Houlgate’s argument in “Does Hegel Have a Method?” for why the opening of the 
Logic cannot presuppose dialectical thinking (Houlgate 2006, 32–35).  
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theology, fails to express the infinity of what is meant in positive terms. However, 
the ontological approach to strong apophaticism makes an even larger claim about 
the failure of being, a failure which goes far beyond the linguistic level. 
Proponents of the ontological version of the strong apophatic interpretation claim 
that being itself fails to be. This is not only a failure of language and expression, 
but, more deeply, the failure of being itself. Beyond this difference, the linguistic 
and ontological versions of the interpretation offer a similar insight: the reason 
why being is nothing is because of a fundamental and explicit failure of being. 

The main objection to both of these strong apophatic interpretations, but 
especially to the ontological version, comes from the concern that to cite the 
failure of being as the primary rationale behind the transition is to over-emphasize 
the role that the concept of nothing plays in Hegel’s theory. Hegel’s explanation in 
the remarks that follow directly after his description of being, nothing, and 
becoming is definitive and clear: being precedes nothing and the two together 
mark the transition into becoming only in accordance with this specific order. As a 
thought experiment, Hegel actually does entertain three alternative, counterfactual 
openings to the Logic, which he attributes respectively to Parmenides, Buddhism, 
and Heraclitus. Let’s go over all three of these counterfactual openings, as a brief 
digression. Here, we should keep in mind that Hegel’s rejection of the opening 
attributed to Buddhism can itself be understood as a rejection of the strong 
apophatic interpretation as well. 

The first counterfactual opening, which Hegel attributes to Parmenides, starts 
from the position that “only being is, and nothing absolutely is not” (Hegel 1969, 
83). But Hegel then rejects this opening, which can be referred to as the 
“being-only-is” opening, by asserting that no movement could come from a 
conception of being as absolutely separate from nothing. Hegel argues, on the 
contrary, that being is nothing, that there is really no separation—or only the 
faintest separation—between the terms. The second counterfactual opening, which 
Hegel attributes (fairly or unfairly) to Buddhism and Chinese philosophy, and 
which can be viewed as problematic for the strong apophatic interpretation, begins 
directly from the concept of nothing, rather than from the concept of being: “As we 
know,” Hegel writes, “in the oriental systems, principally in Buddhism, nothing, 
the void, is the absolute principle” (Hegel 1969, 83). Hegel argues that not only is 
this starting point one-sided and empty, but also that it reverts, in spite of its own 
commitments, back to being: “That nothing would be the result of such reasoning 
and that now the beginning should be made with nothing (as in Chinese 
philosophy), need not cause us to lift a finger, for before we could do so this 
nothing would no less have converted itself into being” (Hegel 1969, 99−100). 
Hegel is more generous to the third counterfactual opening, which he attributes to 
Heraclitus, and which he claims begins directly from the concept of becoming: 
“Against that simple and one-sided abstraction [of Buddhism] the deep-thinking of 
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Heraclitus brought forward the higher, total concept of becoming and said: being 
as little is, as nothing is, or, all flows, which means, all is a becoming” (Hegel 1969, 
83). Yet even Heraclitus misses the mark slightly, on Hegel’s account, since 
Heraclitus, with his first principle of fire, does not seem to recognize that 
becoming is merely the making explicit of being’s transition into nothing. By 
rejecting each of these three counterfactual openings to the Logic, Hegel thereby 
supports his own version of the opening, where nothing follows from being and 
becoming follows from both. 

The reason why the strong apophatic interpretation loses some credibility, then, 
is because it privileges nothing over being in a similar way to how Buddhism, 
according to Hegel, privileges nothing over being. This is more pronounced in the 
ontological version of the transition than in the linguistic version. That being fails 
qua being can only make sense from the terms of nothing as the primary concept, 
where being is merely the mark of the copula of nothing, a platform for the 
unthinkable, uncharacterizable trace beyond being. If we put aside the question of 
whether Hegel is fair or unfair to the tradition of Buddhism when he associates it 
with the second counterfactual opening, Hegel’s point about the one-sided 
emptiness of any opening that privileges nothing over being is, I think, persuasive 
enough, especially when we work through the grounds for his reasoning: that any 
nothing-over-being opening necessarily witnesses nothingness revert to being as 
the more originary position. This is not to say that, in Hegel’s own version of the 
starting point, being is more primary or privileged than nothing, but simply that the 
starting point requires that being stand in the first position, even if the transition 
from being to nothing is recognized as seamless and immediate. This is the case 
because to say that “nothing is” requires the presupposition of the “is.” Therefore, 
while there are a number of advantages to the linguistic and ontological variations 
of the strong apophatic interpretation—foremost being that this kind of 
explanation preserves Hegel’s intention to maintain a presuppositionless starting 
point, while initiating enough developmental movement to propel the Logic into 
determinate being—the disadvantage is also significant: strong apophaticism 
threatens to over-emphasize the concept of nothing. Hegel suggests that such a 
mistake would throw the mechanics of the opening out of balance, or at least 
obscure the true combination of being, nothing, and becoming.  

4  The Indirect Apophatic Interpretation 

In contrast to these versions of the strong apophatic interpretation, proponents of 
the indirect apophatic interpretation think that the transition from being to nothing 
commits Hegel to a weaker and more ambiguous form of apophaticism. 
Proponents of the indirect apophatic interpretation attempt to retain some of the 
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advantages from strong apophaticism while also avoiding prioritizing nothing 
over being. By using a more limited version of the thesis that the reason why being 
is nothing is because being fails, this interpretation attempts to retain the 
advantage of preserving Hegel’s intention to maintain a presuppositionless starting 
point, while at the same time propelling the Logic into motion.  
  The key term of this interpretation is total inclusiveness. The reason why being 
transitions into nothing is because being contains everything in the most complete 
way. The South African Hegel scholar Errol E. Harris interprets Hegel’s usage of 
being in this sense when he says that “being, as being, is all inclusive” (Harris 
1983, 94). The primary thesis of the indirect interpretation is that such a radical 
form of inclusion can only be met if being is the same as nothing.  
  What Hegel is really looking for when he proposes to begin the Logic from a 
stance outside of all presuppositions is a concept that captures everything 
whatsoever, that leaves nothing outside of it, and that claims no dependency, 
prelude, or prior reference to an other. Being is precisely this concept. It captures 
everything. Each thing, one could say, depends upon being as its foundation and 
source. But this dependency is not reciprocal. Being does not depend upon any 
other thing. It simply “is” prior to another source. However, being is only 
successful at capturing everything if it is equally itself and nothing. The rationale 
for this is that being can only maintain its status as the independent foundation for 
all things if it remains open to the total inclusiveness of everything and anything 
whatsoever. Total inclusion can only be established from the concept of nothing. 
That being is nothing is, in effect, the condition required of being if it is to succeed 
at capturing everything whatsoever within it and thereby of maintaining its status 
as the presuppositionless starting point upon which everything else depends. What 
this indirect apophatic interpretation shows, then, is that the rationale behind the 
transition from being to nothing has to do with being’s own status as first 
philosophy. 
  A number of potential criticisms follow from this interpretation. One such 
criticism comes from the claim that the unity of being and nothing does not really 
lead to total inclusion, on Hegel’s account, since “becoming” follows directly from 
this unity and can be conceived of as transcending the inclusivity of being and 
nothing together. Critics who hold this view see becoming as a significantly new 
and different term. However, while becoming is clearly the third term of the 
opening, there is no reason to conclude from this that becoming exceeds the 
domain of being and nothing. Hegel describes becoming, not as an excess or 
transcendence of this domain, but as the truth of the transition. Becoming 
describes two opposite but equal movements: “ceasing-to-be” is the movement 
from being to nothing and “coming-to-be” is the movement from nothing to being 
(Hegel 1969, 105–06). And yet in neither of these movements does becoming 
show itself to be anything other than the unity of being and nothing. Becoming is, 
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instead, the result of the total inclusion of being and nothing. Everything is already 
contained within being and nothing. Becoming is simply the transition from one to 
the other.  
  Another similar objection comes from the claim that the transition from being to 
nothing does not adequately capture everything whatsoever because it is vague, 
abstract, and therefore cannot grasp determinate being. But once again, there is no 
reason to conclude that this further stage of determinate being offers a significantly 
new domain exceeding the parameters of being and nothing. Because being turns 
into nothing, being does fail, in a certain respect, to express itself as determinate 
being. But this is, more accurately, the failure of determinate being, since what is 
determinate, the something, has over against it another something, the other, 
which forms a limit (Grenze) and marks being as less than the totality (Hegel 1969, 
122–29). And yet insofar as determinate being (Dasein) is also the pure 
indeterminate being of the opening (Sein), the limit that separates being from its 
other equally produces the determinateness of each as the other. While determinate 
being comes from the limitation (Grenze) of something and its other, 
indeterminate being underlies all determinateness as an open totality that contains 
both sides of the limitation. This is why the limitation is both the separation of 
being from itself as well as the transgression and return to the self as if from an 
other. Insofar as determinate being is determinate, something is not its other; but 
since determinate being is still being (Sein), the being of “this” is the same being as 
“another.” What this shows is that while the immediate being of the starting point 
lacks determinateness, that it lacks this does not make the unity of being and 
nothing any less totalizing and inclusive.  
   Critics might also conceivably object that the indirect apophatic interpretation 
begs the question. Since this interpretation points to the total inclusiveness of the 
starting point as the reason why being transitions into nothing, critics might worry 
that this key term, total inclusion, turns out to be both the conclusion and the 
support for the conclusion. But this is an objection to any interpretation that does 
not rely on a source outside of Hegel’s description of being and nothing. After all, 
the reason why internal and external sources are compelling for us in the first place 
is because they explain the transition in a traditionally rational and linear way. But 
the philosophical problem of how to begin requires a different class of explanation. 
The rationale behind the transition will not be able to rely on a position prior to the 
opening. This, inevitably, exposes the transition from being to nothing as one of 
the most difficult transitions to analyze in the whole of the Logic. From the 
position of the opening, we do not yet have the resources to set up normal accounts 
of inference. While this issue of begging the question certainly complicates any 
interpretation that attempts to work directly from Hegel’s description of being and 
nothing, we should acknowledge that the project of the opening requires a 
different way of showing evidence and we should therefore suspend our 
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suspicions that the argument from being to nothing is circular, or, at any rate, that 
circularity in this way is problematic.   
  I think that the advantages of the indirect apophatic interpretation outweigh the 
disadvantages. Since this interpretation explains the transition as integral to the 
requirements of a presuppositionless starting point, it avoids the problems 
associated with internal and external source interpretations. All source 
interpretations undermine the very nature of a starting point as Hegel conceives of 
it. To claim that other sources stand in as prior to the opening makes the concept of 
a “beginning” ineffectual. But the indirect apophatic interpretation explains the 
transition explicitly from the concepts of being and nothing, without undermining 
the point of a beginning by inserting artificially internal or external sources.    
  The indirect apophatic interpretation also offers the best support for what Hegel 
articulates as the goal of the opening: namely, to begin from the rigor of an 
indubitable first mover. How to begin without presuppositions is one of the great 
quests of philosophy. This problem preoccupied the ancient Greek world from 
Thales to Socrates, but also marked the emergence of the Modern world from 
Descartes’ method of doubt to its continuation in German Idealism.9 Since the 
indirect apophatic interpretation proposes that being’s status as first philosophy is 
also what requires its transition into nothing, this reading has the advantage of 
supporting Hegel’s argument that being is the beginning. Being’s transition into 
nothing is, in effect, the explanation behind why being must stand in the first 
position as the principal foundation for the Logic. Detractors aside, this 
interpretation is successful at showing that the motivation for the transition lies in 
the immanent design of first philosophy as absolutely independent of any 
precondition. 
  This interpretation also causes us to come to terms with a significantly different 
model of totality. There is a subtle but important distinction to be made between a 
type of totality that exhausts determinateness by reducing the other to the same and 
a type of totality that incorporates rather than reduces otherness to identity and 
being. While totality is often associated with this first type—that is, with a positive 
understanding of being as comprehensive and all-consuming—Hegel’s thinking in 
general, and the being-to-nothing transition in particular, should be associated 
with the second type of totality, which is all-consuming because it is 
other-regarding. In Hegel’s version of totality, there is no exterior, outside, or 
alternative beyond the unity of being and nothing. And yet this total exhaustion of 
everything in every which way does not reduce the other to the same, as critics 
such as Kierkegaard, Adorno, and Levinas have all proposed. Since the total 
inclusion of the opening comes by way of the nothing, Hegel uncovers a 
significantly different conception of totality. Commentators who conflate these 
                                                               
9 Among others, cf. Gottlieb Fichte’s first principle “I am I” in The Science of Knowledge. 
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two types of totality miss an important and exciting dimension of Hegel’s 
thought.    
  Hegel’s reconception of totality commences with the transition from being to 
nothing, but this theme also appears prominently throughout the Logic, especially 
in “the Essentialities or Determinations of Reflection” chapter of the Doctrine of 
Essence, where Hegel claims that contradiction is more primary than identity. As a 
development of the transition from being to nothing, contradiction reveals a 
further stage of totality through negation. Because it encompasses both the identity 
and the opposite of this identity, contradiction completely and exhaustively 
expresses  the form A is A.  This same theme appears again prominently in 
Hegel’s analysis of the concept (Begriff) as the conclusion of the Logic. But it is 
the transition from being to nothing that prepares the way for all of this and 
establishes dialectical totality as a primary theme of the book.  
  The advantages of the indirect apophatic reading are significant. This reading 
presents a case for the motivation from being to nothing without undermining 
Hegel’s intention to begin without a prior source or condition. And yet it also 
supports Hegel’s claim that being belongs in the first position by offering a way to 
conceive of being as totally inclusive and therefore foundational, that is, by way of 
its communion with nothing. This indirect reading reveals the book as grounded in 
an ambiguously apophatic way of thinking. Hegel turns out to be an apophatic 
thinker because the totality that he emphasizes from the opening, and which 
extends throughout the book, comes by way of negation. And yet Hegel turns out 
to be only ambiguously apophatic—in the best sense of “ambiguous,” as 
dialectically going in both ways, because the nothing that being transitions into is 
equally the foundation of being as first philosophy.  
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