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Tragic Recognition: Revisiting Hegel's Conception of
Ethical Life

Abstract This paper interprets Hegel’s engagement with tragedy and especially
tragic action as an interpretive model for understanding ethical life in complex
societies in which independent value spheres collide. Tragic recognition, in
contrast to the kind of recognition introduced in the master and slave dialectic, is
not based on desire, but arises from the suffering deriving from clashing value
spheres. As a coming to terms with one’s finitude, tragic recognition presents an
important corrective to the account of mutual recognition that has been the
reference point of contemporary interpretations of Hegel’s social and political
philosophy. The paper concludes by pointing to some of the limits of tragedy as a
universal interpretive framework for modern societies.
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1 Introduction

It has become a commonplace to attribute to Hegel an ethics and politics of
recognition (Siep 2014; Wildt 1982; Taylor 1992; Honneth 1996; Williams 1997;
Neuhouser 2000; Pippin 2000; Ricoeur 2006; Brandom 2007; Schmidt am Busch
and Zurn 2010). While it can hardly be denied that recognition (Anerkennung)
plays a significant role in his thought from his Jena period through to his maturity,
taking mutual and reciprocal recognition as the normative core of Hegelian social
and political philosophy threatens to misconstrue his response to the complexity
of modern ethical life (Sticker 2015; Disley 2015). First, from a textual
standpoint, there are other contenders that also figure prominently in Hegel’s
interpretive account of specifically modern social and political relationships.
Hegel’s recurring reflections on tragedy and its relevance for understanding
social and political relationships form one important alternative model, as this
paper will demonstrate. It has been largely overlooked that Hegel introduces the
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discussion of tragedy in the Phenomenology of Spirit (Hereafter Phenomenology)
as a corrective to recognition-based accounts of the kind that were presented in
the lordship and bondage passage earlier in the same work, the locus classicus for
Hegel’s treatment of recognition. There are, moreover, a variety of reasons to be
skeptical of conceiving of recognitive relationships as the unambiguous basis of
ethical life. When Hegel reconstructs the stages of the struggle for recognition
between master and slave it is all but evident that recognitive relationships are
being unconditionally affirmed, as if recognition would be Hegel’s version of the
moral law. The struggle for life and death between the master and the slave is a
model in which two consciousnesses desiring recognition ultimately fail to
recognize each other; they thereby fail to achieve a condition in which both
perspectives, that of the master and that of the slave, would achieve reciprocal
recognition. Hegel stages the struggle for recognition to expose how it leads to
frustration and self-contradiction rather than progressive conditions of social
freedom. While the desire for recognition is no doubt an important
anthropologically rooted feature of intersubjective relationships, it is not
sufficient in itself for grounding normative conditions in which human beings
would flourish. Neither is it certain, on Hegel’s account, that struggles for
recognition would necessarily point towards emancipatory directions. In the
master and slave dialectic it is interestingly the transformative power of the
activity of work through which the slave gains emancipation, not the striving for
recognition. Hegel reveals how the struggle for recognition undermines itself
rather than advancing social freedom.

Indeed, recognition and the desire for it are deeply ambivalent phenomena.
Serial killers are just one extreme example of persons for whom the desire for
recognition can misfire; extremist political groups too have long drawn to the
rhetoric of recognition to advance their goals. Seen from the perspective of
character development, the striving for recognition, as important as it may be for
a person’s psychological development, can hardly be considered a yardstick for
measuring the degree of having cultivated a mature ethical character or realizing
social relationships. Indeed, it is usually immature and adolescent characters and
communities that insist on striving for being recognized, while moral exemplars
are often characterized as having tamed or overcome—or as not caring
excessively about—the concern as to whether other people and communities
recognize or fail to recognize them for who they are and what they do. Hegel’s
ethics of recognition, if it was based on a legitimate textual reading, would
hardly be universalizable across cultural and philosophical traditions. To take
only one example from ancient China: Confucius repeatedly warns against the
pernicious moral consequences of striving for recognition and propagates modes
of trust as a normatively superior basis of ethical life (Procyshyn and Wenning,
2019).
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In what follows I will turn to Hegel’s discussion of tragedy to elaborate in
what sense Hegel draws on, but also crucially moves beyond, a recognition-
based ethics when accounting for those normative frictions of modern ethical life
that are best anticipated in the genre of tragedy. While the genre of tragedy,
similar to the struggle between master and slave, also presents the failure of the
protagonists to escape from “mutual downfall” (Hegel 1977a, 445), it does so in
a way in which this downfall is being reflected and, through this reflection,
exposed as being rooted in a one-sidedness of the respective perspectives of the
tragic heroes. Tragedy reveals a distinctive sense of recognition, one that does
not need to be mutual and reciprocal. Most importantly, tragic recognition breaks
with the desire for being recognized as sovereign that was at the basis of the
master-slave dialectic.

Since the topic of tragedy encompasses many other themes such as the birth of
conscience, forgiveness, sacrifice, negativity, violence, and despair—which have
been the focus of recent interest in Hegel—it comes as no surprise that tragedy
has been considered to be one of the characteristics of Hegel’s philosophy in
general. In his classic Versuch iiber das Tragische, Peter Szondi goes so far to
argue that the tragic and dialectic coincide. For Hegel, Szondi (1978) argues, the
tragic is the operating mode and driving force through which spirit moves from
its initial stage in consciousness through self-consciousness and reason to arrive
at absolute spirit. The self-diremption and reconciliation of spirit is best
characterized as a tragic movement. Similarly, Jean Hyppolite regards Hegel as a
precursor of existentialism possessed with a “vision tragique du monde”
(Hyppolite 1964, 9-15) and Otto Poggeler refers to Hegel’s “Pantragismus”
(Poggeler 1964, 285-305).

In light of the abundance of research literature on the topic of “Hegel and
tragedy” one might ask: why it is worthy to pursue the topic further? There are, 1
think, at least three reasons why it is necessary to do so. First, the scholarly
emphasis has traditionally focused on Hegel’s interpretation of tragedy in the
Lectures on Aesthetics while the genuine account of tragedy in his early writings
from the Jena period, mainly in the Phenomenology, have only been glossed over
and not recognized in their independent status. For the present purpose, the paper
will primarily focus on the account of tragedy in the Phenomenology. Second, it
is necessary to correct a rather isolated reading of Hegel’s interpretation of
tragedy. Hegel’s account of tragedy has mostly been detached from his larger
socio-political concerns in the spirit and religion sections of the
Phenomenology." Instead of reading it within its original context of a critique of
Kantian moral philosophy, of unresolved problems in the account of recognition

! Noteworthy exceptions are Christoph Menke (1996; 2005) and Bonnie Honig (2013), whose
works served as important reference points for this paper.
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previously presented, and of its emphasis on developing an account of tragic
action, it has been regarded as a piece of Dramentheorie, a philosophically
negligible digression into literary theory. However, it is all but accidental that
Hegel discusses tragedy in the Phenomenology in two primarily socio-political
sections, which are situated within a discussion of the dissolution of ethical life
and the ethico-political meaning of action in complex societies, i.e. societies in
which different values spheres collide. A third reason to revisit Hegel’s
appropriation of tragic themes is that it is the model of tragedy which best
characterizes Hegel’s vision of a modernity in which self-diremption always
coexists with the striving towards—and momentous achievement of—
reconciliation. The emphasis on the reconciling role prepared by tragedy, a role
that is only fully redeemed in “post-tragic” shapes of consciousness, has largely
been overlooked.? According to Hegel, modernity resembles the essential
features of tragedy while also opening up the possibility of reconciliation, in
spite of unavoidable conflict.

In Hegel’s view, Antigone is the first literary figure characterized as
autonomous. She is a prototype standing at the dawn of the modern right to resist
and to say no to public authority. However, Antigone’s autonomy does not
consist in full-fledged self-determination. Instead of following her own self-set
plans, she is unconditionally indebted to burying her brother Polineices against
the king’s order. While the main body of this paper (sections 2-5) will be
dedicated to reconstructing Hegel’s discussion of tragedy in general and of
Antigone in particular, the conclusion will raise some challenges concerning the
viability and scope of tragedy as an interpretive framework for modern ethical
life (section 6).

2 The Role of Tragedy in Hegel's Work

One can distinguish at least three senses in which tragedy appears in Hegel’s
thought. On the one hand, Hegel is interested in interpreting certain tragedies.
This interest dates back to the early discussions as well as translations of Greek
tragedies into German, and especially Holderlin’s engagement with Sophocles
during his time at the Tiibinger Stift. While Hegel also repeatedly discusses
Oedipus, Antigone is the most prominent tragic drama analysed by him, and
Antigone is the tragic heroine he repeatedly returns to. Second, Hegel explicitly
uses tragedy as a model of how spirit unfolds by building up and superseding

2 To say that the role of reconciliation in Hegel’s appropriation of tragedy has been neglected
is not to say that Hegel’s larger project has not been regarded as one of searching for resources
of how modernity can be reconciled with itself (Cf. Hardimon 1994 and Rozsa 2000).
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necessary collisions of viewpoints. Tragedy provides a model of the unfolding of
spirit. And third, he in a sense writes his own tragedy by building up the insights
gained through the second meaning of tragedy. This performative dimension of
tragedy in Hegel is perhaps most obvious in the Phenomenology, in which the
experience of the cultivation of consciousness is pursued through stages which
turn out to be contradictory when being seriously thought through and which call
for a transition to more complex and thus in a sense higher stages or “shapes of
consciousness” (Jurist 1993).

First, one needs to clarify what Hegel means by the terms “tragedy” and
“tragic.” Although tragedy is a recurring topic in the Phenomenology, he oddly
nowhere uses the term “tragic” or “tragedy” explicitly in this work. The tragic
vision present throughout Hegel’s system needs to be distinguished from the way
that the term “tragic” is often used in everyday life. When we call an event tragic
we usually mean that it is an unfortunate development which we regret. In this
sense “tragic” is used almost synonymously with “unfortunate,” “disatrous,” or
“sad”—something that should not have happened and should have better been
avoided by choosing different courses of action. Hegel regards this meaning of
“tragic” to be superficial. As he states in the Philosophy of History when
discussing Socrates’s life: “his fate (Schicksal) is a unity with his philosophical
conviction (Prinzip) and is highly tragic. It is not tragic in the superficial
meaning of the word in the sense of calling every misfortune or disaster
(Ungliick)—if somebody dies or is being executed—this is sad but not tragic. [...]
In the case of the truly tragic it needs to be legitimate, ethical powers (berechtigte,
sittliche Mdchte) on both sides, which enter into collision” (Hegel 1961, 633).
This passage sums up the essential elements of Hegel’s highly specific
conception of the tragic, which departs from the commonsensical notion.
Socrates’s death is a tragic event not because he was dying prematurely, or
because he could have continued to engage the citizens of Athens in protreptic
discussions if he had not been sentenced to death by poison. His death was tragic
because Socrates brought subjective responsibility and reasoning into the world,
which violated the self-conception of the public authority and stability of the
Athenian polis. His life was thus tragic, because two legitimate forces enter into
a collision which turned their initial justification into injustice or, as it is put in
the Phenomenology, “powers, which act against each other [...] both are equally
just and therefore in their opposition, which is brought about through action, are
equally unjust” (Hegel 1977a, 740). The most essential necessary condition of
genuine tragic conflict for Hegel is thus that two equally justified and significant
principles, such as the private and the public, the divine and human law, or the
male and female enter into confrontation because each of these principles makes
an unconditional and absolute claim to authority and unavoidable collision with
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the other principle takes place through action.’> Action is to be understood
broadly. Socrates’s discursive provocations and the “corruption” of the Athenian
youth through philosophical dialogue can also be considered a tragic action in
Hegel’s sense. In contemporary parlance, these insurrections qualify as speech
acts.

Hegel introduces his discussion of Greek tragedy in the Phenomenology after
giving an account of the successful mediation of the universal and particular in
the Greek polis. Ethical life in the polis is only a model for Hegel as a shape that
spirit had initially taken before the diremption brought about by subjective
individual freedom and reflexivity. It is not a universal normative code that is
used to measure ethical progress. Hegel regards the failure of recognition brought
about by an increase in freedom and reflexivity as one of the primary
achievement of modernity. In the simple and harmonious situation prior to the
emergence of modern subjectivity, there is no problem of justification, since
normativity is taken for granted without being subjectively questioned or being
in need of justification. In the “beautiful” era of immediate ethical life the law is
being universally recognized and thereby reigns as actual: “it exists and is valid”
(Hegel 1977a, 436). This world is irretrievably past. Hegel assures the reader that
there is no reason for adopting a feeling of nostalgia about the withering of this
form of immediate ethical existence and recognition. The Greek world is not and
should not be conjured up as a utopian yardstick or, to be more specific, a
retrotopia. The moment that there is an inquiry into the origin and the
justification of the existing law is the moment that this world of immediacy is
transcended. Contrary to the political romanticism of his day, Hegel did not
dream the dream of restituting an earlier shape in the development of spirit.*
Hegel’s criticism of all attempts at political restoration is a criticism of any kind
of striving for a harmony without collision, a stable state without prior
development.” Restoration is as impossible and self-contradictory for Hegel as
the revolutionary overcoming of history. There is no return to the past, only
politically backward attempts to restore outlived and outdated conceptions of the

® For the purpose of this paper I will not discuss Hegel’s problematic ascription of the private
(family, household) to the female and the public to the male (Mills 1996). Bonnie Honig
(2013), among others, has objected to the juxtaposition of private and divine law with public
law and the law of men.

* The romanticism Hegel rejects is prominently expressed in the Novalis essay “Christendom
or Europe” (1799), in which Novalis longingly argues for a return to the Middle Ages when
Europe was still unified by Christianity and not yet torn by inner tensions and conflicts. This
tradition of retrotopianism is also expressed in Winkellmann’s writings about Greece.

> Cf. for example Joachim Ritter: “the political restoration suffers from an inner contradiction;
its inverted character consists in that it opposes itself antithetically to the present-day principle
and thus negates the historical substance itself, which it yet wishes to preserve and reestablish”
(Ritter 1982, 57).
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past. For Hegel the need for a collision is not just a modern phenomenon but is
necessary in that it is inscribed into the logic of action. Tragedy arises when the
ancient form of immediate ethical life and the modern form of justified political
demands collide. Antigone’s unconditional commitment to burying her brother
signals the importance of bonds that are natural, immediate, and devoid of desire.
Bonds between siblings signal forms of direct recognition, which is not rooted in
desire, including the desire for recognition (Hegel 1977a, 458). Siblings do not
need to prove to each other that they are worthy of being recognized. They are
free and yet bound by their fraternal or sororal bonds that precede any distinctive
achievement and struggle for recognition. Antigone’s bond to her brother consists
in an attachment that is not rooted in a desire for recognition, but consists in
unconditional commitment and solidarity beyond death. She enacts her role of
being a sister as her primary role, a role that precedes her competing role as
citizen. Indeed, she sees her sororal role as overriding her duties qua citizen. She
is not striving to be recognized as a sister (because this requires no recognition)
or as citizen (because she chooses not to) and emphasises that, if she is to be
liked by anyone, it is by the community of the dead rather than that of the living.
The imaginary recognition by the dead is what trumps the actual misrecognition
by her antagonist Creon, whose normative accusation against the fallen
transgressor Polineices and his loyal sister shoot past their intended target (Lotter
2012, 114). The divine law of family kinship antedates legal arrangements; the
fraternal bond is authoritative while the political law made by authorities is
overridden by the bond of blood. The constitutive limits of the assumed primacy
of the sphere of naturalized family ties becomes apparent in the significance of
tragic action when Antigone collides with the political order.

3 Tragedy and the Philosophy of Action

In section A of the chapter on Spirit in the Phenomenology, Hegel draws out the
consequences of what it means to undertake an action, to become authoritative in
the world. The chapter is entitled “The true Spirit. The ethical order.” It is the
very starting point of his discussion of tragedy because for him tragedy
elucidates the complexity of action in a prototypical if idealized way. If we, for
the moment, leave aside the discussion of the importance of work for the slave,
up until the Geist section no action has been undertaken. The shapes of
consciousness reviewed until this point by Hegel were mainly embodying
different conceptions of what it means to know and relate to the world. What
unites those conceptions is an inner conviction or purposive state concerning the
constitution of knowledge, world history, or morality. These shapes of
consciousness all remain within the Cartesian paradigm of a contemplative
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epistemology that is not practically engaged in the world. In the Geist section,
the spectatorial or unacting self is characterized as an unreal shadow
(unwirklicher Schatten, Hegel 1977a, 464). “The action, however,” Hegel states,
is the actual self, just as we now enter the stage of shapes of actual worlds. A self
which takes its inner states, its purposes and intuited awareness, to be an
expression of itself cannot be a self before it externalises itself through the
self-formative process generated through action.® As Hegel taught us in the
section on self-consciousness in the beginning of the Phenomenology, a mere
appeal to what is meant, a reference to some purpose or purported inner state of
mind or desire, does not express what is said or expressed. In other words, the
intention lies in the deed and cannot be deduced from some unexpressed and
merely internal state of mind or desire. The expressive act of an externalisation
alone makes a thought into an actual phenomenon with ethical bearing. In order
to prove itself, an intention has to live up to the challenge of a harsh and often
antagonistic reality in which different ideas make contrasting, and often mutually
exclusive and seemingly irreconcilable, claims to authority. Hegel questions the
intentionalist or voluntarist account of action dominant in analytic circles by
denying that the isolation of a mentally given state (purpose, belief, or desire)
contributes single-handedly to the explanation and justification of an action.
Through action, consciousness inevitably has to undergo the risk of annihilation
in order to experience the truth of itself. An interpretation referring to some
purported—and allegedly “real”—inner purpose, which for some reason was not
realized, is not an adequate explanation and certainly does not serve as the basis
of a philosophically legitimate excuse (Pippin 2004). We have to be careful not to
stress what sometimes is referred to as Hegel’s “poverty of purpose” thesis.
Although it is correct that Hegel’s expressivist account of human action aims to
surpass the notion that there is an inner given in the form of an unrealized
purpose which is separate from action, referring to the “poverty of purpose”
might mislead us to conclude that a reference to purpose as such is problematic
and needs to be replaced by some trans-subjective fateful development, the
cunningness of spirit. It is the latter view which is problematic and at odds with
Hegel’s insistence on claiming responsibility for what one has done (rather than
for what one wished to do). Without a reference to purpose, Hegel argues, we can
hardly attribute a specific guilt to a tragic heroine such as Antigone who
transgressed the law of the state in burying her brother against the
expressed—and politically justified—prohibition on doing so established by the
king Creon. It is not just the case that agency, whether it be tragic or not, is

® Cf. the reconstruction of this concept in light of the discussion of the Moralitits-chapter in
Quante 2004 as well as Charles Taylors and Guy Planty-Bonjour’s contributions in Stepelevich
and Lamb 1984.
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distinct from other forms of events in that it is directed towards the ends or
purposes of the actor (it needs to be his or her action), but consideration of
(subjectively present) ends play an important aspect in our evaluation of actions,
which for Hegel is primarily retrospective (Speight 2010, 42—67). In the
Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Hegel states accordingly that it is the right
of an actor to know the potential consequences of his/her actions. Hence our
legal and juridical practices when assessing an action do distinguish what look
like similar events as different types of events or actions based on the actor’s
inner state or purpose and knowledge at the time of the action. In assessing an
action retrospectively we appeal, among other factors, to an individual’s
subjective purposes and his or her knowledge of the conditions surrounding the
action. We do, for example, distinguish what “externally” looks like the same
action as being either first- or second-degree murder, based on the purpose or
Vorsatz of the actor. Although it is right that a reference to the purpose can never
single-handedly explain or evaluate an action, showing that it is a legitimate
claim that agents are accountable for their deeds means at the same time to show
that they knew or had a duty to be aware of the potential consequences of their
action, that they were free to choose from different and often conflicting ends,
and that they had the capacity to meaningfully structure and integrate their
subjective goals into a larger set of coherent purposes within the normative
framework of an actual post-traditional or reflexively-mediated ethical
community. Hegel regards this process of cultivation towards becoming a
conscientious actor who bears responsibility for his decisions and actions as one
proceeding from mere purposeful action to what he calls intentional action.” All
these aspects are entailed in Hegel’s assertion in the Elements of the Philosophy
of Right (where he provides a more detailed discussion of action) that “I must be
familiar with the universal nature of the individual deed. [...] The transition from
purpose to intention consists, then, in the fact that I ought to be aware not only of
my individual action, but also of the universal which is associated with it” (Hegel
1991, 146).

Let us return to Hegel’s discussion of tragic action and recognition in the Spirit
chapter of the Phenomenology. The self-diremption of the immediate harmony of
the traditional Greek world through action is seen as at once “necessary” and
“fateful.” It is necessary in order to generate movement, development, and the
possibility of progress towards achieved self-consciousness, the hallmark of
individuality. Through action a self becomes an individual, which goes beyond
the mere immediacy of social membership and the einzelne Individualitit or

7 For the most part he consistently distinguishes purpose or Vorsatz from Absicht or intention
and attributes to the latter a more encompassing function, which takes the actual expression of
an action into account (Quante 2004).
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mere particular individuality, which is cut off from the universal. It takes on a
commitment for which it is held responsible. At the same time “[t]he action itself
is this inversion of the known into its opposite, into being, is the transformation
(Umschlagen) of the rightness based on character and knowing into the rightness
of the opposite with which the former is bound up in the essential nature of the
substance” (Hegel 1977a, 738). The doctrine of original sin resounding in the
fatefulness of experience is reversed in that it is not something inherited from a
distant past, but something which is necessarily acquired as a consequence of
action. There is no action which is innocent for Hegel: “innocent is thus only to
do nothing like the Being of a Stone” (Hegel 1977a, 468).® Tragic recognition
consists in the capacity and willingness to understand and claim what one
actually did rather than what one merely intended to do or intends to do in the
future. Oedipus is the extreme case of this process of living up to and claiming
the truth of one’s actions (killing his father and marrying his mother) and bearing
the consequences (Hegel 1977a, 469).

The movement of action is not a fate foreign to and externally infringing on
immediate ethical life, but its consummation and sublation to a higher in the
sense of more mature if broken level of the progressive unfolding of spirit’s
self-awareness. How do we have to understand this claim? Just as Hegel used the
expression ‘“‘self-consummating scepticism” in the preface to designate his
intention to transcend enlightenment with its own tools, he now is concerned
with the possibility of self-consummating autonomy’s owning up to the full
meaning of one’s actions. The new stage reached is characterized on the one
hand as “a stable existence and settled truth,” and on the other as the
“destruction” (Hegel 1977a, 445) and the “passing-away of the ethical order”
(Hegel 1977a, 701). It is in such an epoch of perishing ethical substance and
emerging actual, free self-conscious spirit, which is in and for itself, that Hegel
claims that tragic action as represented by Greek tragedy makes its appearance.

Consciousness in its immediacy enters the state of diremption at the moment
when it starts questioning its surroundings, its own desires and inclinations, and
the socio-historical reality in which it is embedded. Reflexivity interrupts the
natural substance of ethical life. Consciousness opens up the possibility of
reaching a form of self-conscious awareness. Only through the vanishing of
immediacy and self-estrangement can consciousness realize itself as
self-consciousness. Only by traveling the “path of despair” can it achieve actual
self-consciousness (wirkliche(s) Selbstbewufitsein, Hegel 1977a, 445). It is the
moment of reconciliation (Verséhnung) which allows Hegel to conceive of a state
of self-diremption of ethical immediacy which does not need to end in what he in

8 While the doctrine of original sin is usually derived from our nature as “judging beings,” as
for example in Holderlin or Schiller, for Hegel we acquire sin through action.
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the Differenzschrift diagnosed as the dominant pathology of modernity, the
vanishing of unity in a situation in which “the antitheses lose their living
connection and reciprocity and gain independence” (Hegel 1977b, 91).

The tragic is not fundamentally opposed to the idea of reconciliation
(Verséhnung), but gains shape only when opposing powers open up to a horizon
of reconciliation with what has been lost or transgressed once and for all.
Reconciliation cannot be brought about by decree, but emerges as a horizon in
experiences of failed ethical life that are being acknowledged as failures.
Reconciliation is the insight into the impossibility of ethical wholeness and
harmonious ethical life. Hegel cites Antigone’s identification with her normative
failure as a crucial case of such reconciliation: “because we suffered we
recognized that we have erred” (Hegel 1977a, 470). It is her suffering that is
prior to and vindicates the recognition of her mistake, not vice versa. Suffering is
not overcome, but integrated into the process of reconciliation. The particular
aspect of a tragic conflict is that it reveals the collision of legitimacy claims and
calls for their (re)solution without thereby relativizing those claims and without
resulting in a happy ending (in contrast to comedy). Tragic consciousness
acknowledges irreconcilability at the level of different spheres of justice (the
family and the state) or orders of recognition (imagined recognition by the dead
versus political recognition by the law and through fellow citizens).
Paradoxically, tragedy achieves a form of resolution without resolution, a
reconciliation of what is irreconcilable. It is only the actors’ insight into or
acknowledgment of their guilt that provides a weak form of asymmetric
reconciliation. It is important that we abandon our modern understanding of
tragedy, which is limited to inevitable conflict and the downfall of a hero, to
understand why tragedy was significant for Hegel, namely as a means of taming
what appears to be a highly modern form of crisis from within that crisis, not just
exposing or overcoming it from without.

4 The Political Significance of Tragic Action

Hegel’s genuine contribution to the tradition of conceptualising the tragic
consists in a speculative-metaphysical interpretation of tragedy in light of a
political perspective. By that I mean that Hegel is not primarily interested in
giving an interpretation of Greek tragedy as a Gestalt of unfolding spirit or
investigating the psychology surrounding the reception of tragic art—although he
is doing that as well. Rather, it is the structure of tragedy seen as an interpretive
model for modernity’s ethico-political horizon which provides the background
for Hegel’s original appropriation of tragedy, and in particular of Antigone as the
first radically autonomous person. It is the structure of tragedy which provides
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the connection between two aspects of his thought. It connects the moment of
recovering a sense of reconciliation while acknowledging the necessity of ethical
failure, diremption, disharmony, rupture, and continuing disparity. These sides
are being united in a tragic vision of modernity in its original sense of entailing
division, while keeping up the horizon of, as well as the possibility of,
momentous achievements of reconciliation. In contrast to his early Christianity
and Its Fate, in which an ethical world divides itself and is reunited by love
(symbolized by Jesus as the mediator between the divine and the human),
tragedy in the Phenomenology gains a particular political significance because
the opposition that is being set up is between what is taken to be private and
legislated by love on the one hand and the law of the state on the other. Drawing
on Antigone, “the absolute example of tragedy,” Hegel shows that Greek spirit is
marked by a dialectically resolving conflict of the division of Oikos and Polis, of
private justification and the normative force of the public world of politics. The
division is the presupposition of a comprehensive inclusion, which does not
cancel out but preserves the merits of individuality while doing justice to the
social totality, which is the ground of the achievement of true individuality.” The
law of the family, which Hegel calls the divine law, continues to make claims
even after the law of the state has established itself as being universally
authoritative. In his essay on natural right, Hegel had already addressed the need
to integrate the opposing forces of self-preservation and of the preservation of an
ethical community. The mediation of both aspects is the initial emancipation
from a mere natural state to a truly ethical one in which mere coercive authority
would be replaced by legitimate authority. Attempts to conceptualise the tragic
conflict as one of authenticity and autonomy tend to neglect Hegel’s larger
metaphysical concern for mediating particularity and universality in a way that
transcends the kind of necessary conflicts present in tragedies. The strength of
Hegel’s appropriation of tragic themes within an ethical conception of complex
modern societies is that he takes them out of the context of dramatic presentation
and situates them in the immediacy of a theory of political action and praxis and
its metaphysical significance, which is missed if one regards tragedy only from a
socio-psychological perspective as a conflict between different ideals
(authenticity, autonomy) or character traits. Neither does Hegel primarily aim to
contribute to the interpretation and analysis of tragic drama; rather he uses drama
as a medium of philosophy, by which I mean that he transcends the standard

® For the purpose of this paper I take it for granted that Hegel’s attempt to mediate between
the particular and the universal does not give a primacy to the community as opposed to the
individual but sees them in a complementary normative relationship. Of course it would
require an extensive engagement with the debates surrounding liberalism versus
communitarianism to make this argument. This would go beyond the scope of our present
concerns.
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division of artistic form and argumentative context, of the performative and the
theoretical. The stage of the political thus becomes the rehearsal of the drama in a
different form. Doing so, he brings out or enacts the socio-political potential or
meaning of the dramatic form. By probing the different perspectives of the tragic
drama he provides each perspective its full force.

Hegel’s holistic theory of action always sees actions embedded in a complex
system of references, differentiated into motivation, processes, and results.
Contrary to Antigone’s tragic insight that she has sinned against the opposing
political power, the law of the state—which does make a claim to legitimacy—a
naive enlightenment mentality, defined by the maxim “I can determine what is
right in the light of my universal reason,” is blind in that it does not acknowledge
any external claims as binding, or that the agent is always part of a larger
framework of conflicting obligations. Modern subjectivity faces the problems
arising out of the setting-up of an absolute claim out of what would be a
legitimate principle, namely that it only recognizes what is reasonable and
conforms to its principles of justification. Hegel writes in the Rechtsphilosophie
that “it is a great particularity (Eigensinn), a particularity which ennobles
humanity, which consists in wanting to accept nothing within one’s conviction,
which has not been justified through thought before.” This particularity is
described as a “characteristic of modernity” (27) and is traced back to Luther’s
call to the self-responsibility of subjective reason. At first one might be tempted
to think that in his appropriation of tragedy Hegel is abandoning this model of
the justificatory primacy of subjective reason. The very concept of tragic fate
seems to suggest that subjectivity is necessarily superseded by trans-subjective
forces. Tragic action is an action in which subjective purposes are (re)interpreted
in light of the alternative and, as it generally turns out, more significant meaning
of the action within a larger context. Hegel’s genius, however, is to hold on to the
achievements of modernity despite his devastating criticism of its self-confessed
omnipotence and autonomy. Only in a situation in which subjective reasoning
replaces a real engagement with public norms do we end up on the dead-end
street which is always a possibility of modern subjectivity. On the one hand
Hegel acknowledges that it is the “absolute right” of ethical consciousness that
the acting consciousness knows what its actions actually mean, what it has truly
done (Hegel 1977a, 467). In acting it “itself posits the diremption (Entzweiung).”
It is not something being done to it, but something that it itself does for itself, i.e.
it acts in the mode of reflective awareness. In other words, the modern causality
of fate is not a blind causality. Yet, the reflective awareness is revealed after or
through the deed and is not necessarily part of the subjective purpose (Absicht)
prior to the deed. However, in the case of an awareness of the situation before,
the deed accounts for a more complete form of ethical consciousness. “Its guilt is
more pure if it knows the opposing law and the power in advance” (Hegel 1977a,
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470). Accordingly, Antigone, for Hegel, is deeply modern in that she embodies a
higher form of subjectivity than, for example, Oedipus, because she knows—in
her suffering—that she committed a crime and is conscious of her transgression;
because she has reflectively internalised the diremption and knows that she is
doing something wrong when and while disobeying the human law (the law of
the state). The law Antigone is violating is known to her and the whole
community in advance. She is not the victim of an ambiguous and unknown fate
realizing itself behind her back. During the whole course of action she knows as
much as we, the spectators of the tragedy, know. In contrast to the other generic
types or psychological characters introduced previously in the Phenomenology—
one might think of sensuous certainty, perception, the master and slave, the
revolutionary consciousness which follows the law of the heart, and so
on—Antigone is not blindly following the divine law, but rather is very much
aware of the ethical complexity of the situation she enters into by transgressing
the human law set up by king Creon. Contrary to the earlier shapes of
consciousness, she openly raises the question of legitimacy and becomes aware
that full legitimacy cannot be reached in a world in which conflicting claims in
need of normative recognition appear to be mutually exclusive and, taken
individually, fully authoritative. Far from either accepting the conflicting
situation as inevitable or picturing a stable harmony and unity of the actually
opposing forces or spheres of justification, she holds up the demand for
reconciliation, despite understanding the need for conflict of two opposing right
claims which each make ultimate or unconditional claims to legitimacy.

For Hegel the demand for reconciliation is not a deus ex machina or a
psychological effect on the audience as Aristotle suggested in the Poetics, but is
inscribed into the logic of the opposing forces. The earlier master and slave
dialectic revealed that achieved recognition is an impossibility if it is rooted in a
desire for recognition among opposing consciousnesses. Antigone’s engagement
with what she took to be her duty is realized in its failure to live up to political
norms. Antigone’s acknowledgement of doing something wrong in opting for the
divine law in burying her brother is at the same time the dissolution of the
character of action as an expression of a one-sided commitment, which was not
recognized by Creon as the representative of the public authority. This
dissolution of this one-sided or self-righteous character is also the condition for
reconciliation with the community because the community (beyond that of the
family) is the judge of her action. This dissolution is necessary for the possibility
of instituting what does not only take itself to be absolute and essential, but what
is absolutely right, a form of lived solidarity which does not resemble only one
side of the absolute but reconciles the split between divine and human law.
Antigone proved her individuality by following the divine law. Thus she became
a reflexive agent and stripped off the initial immediacy of traditional forms of
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ethical life. Through an acknowledgement that she had done wrong by
disregarding the authority of the “man-made” law of the community in order to
follow her individual conviction to bury her brother against the law of the state,
she paradoxically enables a form of partial reconciliation of particularity and
universality. A “higher” reconciliation of course only takes place if both sides
acknowledge that it was a mistake to regard their right to be unconditionally
authoritative in the first place. This mutual, even if not symmetrical, process of
acknowledging one’s limits is at least suggested in Antigone’s and Creon’s
recognition of their respective transgressions in the tragic drama.'® Antigone is
not reunited with the substantial and beautiful community of immediate ethical
life. But by way of acknowledging its normative status she has enriched her
mental life with a reflexive capacity, which puts into political perspective what
she initially takes to be her unquestioned duty. It would be misleading to
conceive of this development as a movement of becoming reunited with the
natural community, since it is not a return to a prereflective initial state (which
we have shown to be impossible for Hegel), but a form of willing participation in
and granting of authority to the community while also preserving the
self-reflexive and thus critical distance and normative authority of one’s
subjective freedom and ethical commitments. Only through this individualization
and the final sublation of individuality to a form of complex inner life, which
itself acknowledges that it contributed to the violation, does the reconciliation of
particular and universal begin to take shape. In contrast to the master or the slave,
Antigone is a reflective character who understands the partiality of her action.
Only through such a form of acknowledgment of the limits of one’s actions and
justifications is it possible to overcome a form of “infinite injury” which would
be the indefinite continuation of tragic fate. At the same time the representatives
of the human law who have equally sinned in denying one of its citizens a
legitimate right also give in by acknowledging their transgression. Only through
such a form of mutual acknowledgment of the limits of each respective sphere of
authority and justification can true reconciliation begin to take shape in a
situation in which the conflict was brought about by the overstepping or ignoring
of constitutive boundaries on both sides.

Tragedy is for Hegel not essentially a downfall or regression. It does not need
to be devastating, but it is inextricably bound up with the appearance of a new
and richer form of reconciliation, which can only make its way through the tragic.

19" Although Hegel only focuses on Antigone’s acknowledgement of her transgression and the
resulting suffering, Creon after Teiresias’s prophecy also concedes that he has done wrong and
that he acknowledges that Antigone’s actions were in some sense justifiable. The reciprocity
we find here is thus not mutual recognition, but a reciprocal yet asymmetrical insight into
one’s respective wrongdoing (when being judged from the perspective of the opposing sphere).
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The forces that brought about the growing-old and disappearing of the Greek
form of life—the immediacy of a quasi-natural community without significant
internal conflicts—is being sublated in a spiritual community. Such a form of
spiritual and “post-immediate” community or state has to do justice to the
demands of different modes of rational justification. Applied to the context of
Antigone this means that the authority of human law embodied in Creon would
have to realize that its authority does not extend to legislating matters of personal
conscience and family piety such as the burial of loved ones, even if said loved
ones have committed acts of violence against the state. Might is not identical
with right. Neither is a mere subjective purpose identical with ethical life. Just as
the state cannot rest on mere coercion in violating its members, the individual
cannot rest content with its own particular sensibilities and interpretations of the
demands of justice. The state needs to be “freed” from mere legality to achieve
legitimacy, while the individual faces the challenge of overcoming arbitrary or
capricious forms of freedom (Willkiir) by way of undergoing a sophisticated
process of cultivating its capacity to judge in conformity with the rationality
embedded in its lifeworld (which includes mutual reasoning as well as rational
institutions, Sittlichkeit in a broad sense) while not being the slave to its
immediate passions or mere nature.

5 Spirit’s Reconciliation with Death

Drawing on Antigone, Hegel has shown how the metaphysical status of life and,
more importantly, death is closely linked to the functioning of an ethical
community. The Phenomenology closes by characterizing the realization or
externalisation (Entduferung) of the absolute as spirit’s place of skulls
(Schédelstdtte). Although in his discussion of tragedy Hegel nowhere implies
that the death of the hero or heroine is a necessary and essential outcome of a
tragic conflict (in Antigone it is not the outcome but the tragic starting point),
death is often at the center of the confrontation of the protagonists in tragedies.
Death is “their lord and master” (Hegel 1977a, 355). No recognition—and
certainly no mutual recognition—with this master is ever possible and finalizable.
Death is both a universal limit and an individual destiny, and thus a great
equalizer. The acknowledgment or recognition of death remains, by definition,
unreciprocated. Death is the ultimate limit situation for individuals. The object of
the disagreement of Antigone and Creon concerns the question of whether it is
legitimate to bury a traitor who is at the same time Antigone’s brother and sets up
the tragic conflict as outlined above.

Burial rites, Hegel argues, determine whether death, a natural event, can be
lifted out of the merely natural sphere to the level of spiritual labor, “so that what
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happened, is rather a work, so that Being, the last thing, is also something willed”
(Hegel 1977a, 462). Practicing burial rites is the “contribution,” the
“consummation” and “highest work™ an individual can take on. Hegel’s ethics is
an ethics of mourning in which the impact of death is being infinitely
transformed (Comay 2011). The task is to make death into something which was
not (merely) externally caused and thus (merely) a natural event into something
which can be understood as a form of active engagement, an action as it were and
not a mere being-done-to by natural causes or enemies. Although death signifies
the ultimate failure of any attempt of subjectivity to master nature (human beings
do not possess the means to overcome the essentially natural phenomenon of
death) or to reconcile with it, burial rites represent a symbolic transformation
which uplifts the individual who passed away into a member of a universal, the
family, and thus attest to the entry into the spiritual realm. Burial, Hegel claims,
is thus never just a socially constructed institution, an empty rite, but the
continuing and never finished effort and labor of mourning, Trauerarbeit, to
ethically incorporate the other of life, that whose status as active
self-consciousness has been violated by natural forces, with and within life, so
that the universal features of an individual are not treated as mere matter, as that
which Hegel calls a “pure thing.” This appropriation of a fateful event as
“self-caused” remains always an infinite and elusive task, just as the horizon of
reconciliation of absolute knowing is achieved only momentarily before it, ever
again, starts from the beginning, as Hegel states in the final section of the
Phenomenology. What is important for Hegel is that the reconciliation through
burial is a metaphysical duty (Pflicht) of the family relatives in order to always
again reestablish the living cycle of generations, which does not break off
because of death, but of which death is an integral part, or becomes such through
the subsequent communal act of burying. From the perspective of the particular
death of an individual person, the form of reconciliation provided through burial
(and the extension of the burial as remembrance) is an “external” act, because
that individual did not (at least not necessarily) choose to die, and thus did not
actively “will the universal.” However, from the perspective of ethical life and
the community, it is a form of what could be called “weak reconciliation”: The
community attempts to transform something merely natural into an event which
it can regard as not absolutely foreign or other but as part of the cycle of
generations who continue to persist (not just genetically but through acquired
customs as well as forms of remembrance, etc.) even if a family member has
passed away. Hegel seems to be aware that death remains “double-sided” even in
light of the possibility of such a “weak” form of reconciliation. The family only
“adds” to or “augments” (hinzufiigen) the authority of nature expressed in the
inevitability of death. It does not replace, nor overcome, the natural force of
death.
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6 Questioning the Ubiquity of the Tragic

Until this point our primary purpose has been to reconstruct how Hegel uses
tragedy from the perspectives of tragic action in light of its socio-political
significance. Since every reconstruction has to raise questions concerning the
viability of what has been presented, some critical remarks are called for.
Adorno’s dictum that “no reading of Hegel can do him justice without criticizing
him” reflects a hermeneutic attitude, which is required when interpreting texts
calling for an imaginative “interplay of understanding and criticism” (Adorno
1993, 145). The current discourse on tragedy often glosses over the limits of
tragedy as a medium for making sense of our socio-political situation in an age
that prides itself to be postmetaphysical. What are these limits? Most obviously,
tragic conflicts are celebrated in the form of ethical life in which individual
personalities such as Antigone and Creon represent distinctive spheres of
justification. In late modern societies institutions have taken over this role and
legitimacy is established by way of procedures outlined by these institutions
rather than by individual actions. There is a priority of procedures over
intentions.

Hegel thought that modernity provided the resources to increasingly avoid life
or death struggles between individual consciousnesses. Hegel argued that in
modernity this struggle could be superseded by a stage in which conflicting
claims to authority would no longer appear to be unconditionally authoritative
and thus overcome the assumption of radical incompatibility. In contrast to Hegel,
late modern subjects have given up this hopeful confidence in the reconciling
power of spirit while still suffering from the diremption of frequently clashing
and often incommensurable spheres of value. The legitimate heir of the literary
genre of tragedy is perhaps the theater of the absurd. Sophocles is being replaced
by Kafka and Beckett. Plays such as The Trial and Waiting for Godot resemble
our present irreconcilable and absurd predicament, including our unrealised
hopes, processes of being constantly judged by anonymous bureaucratic forces,
and waiting without knowing what exactly it is we are waiting for better than
does the pathos-driven confrontation of Antigone and Creon as representatives of
irreconcilable value spheres.

Hegel too seems to have believed that tragedy had grown old. For him the
self-realization of the “I that is we and the we that is I” in a situation in which
subjects “recognize themselves as mutually recognizing themselves” would bring
about a situation in which tragic conflict could be superseded in favour of a new
form of mediated and reciprocal ethical life. Such a new social condition would
still be torn by conflicts but not by the kind of existential life and death struggles
displayed in the master slave confrontation as well as in tragedies. In the
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Phenomenology and even more so in the Elements of the Philosophy of Right
Hegel integrated the division of ethical life into two opposing and equally
justified forces into a more comprehensive and complex model of value spheres.

In the Phenomenology, one could argue, tragedy is the most important step in
the development of conscience (cf. Moyar 2004). Tragic recognition is in some
respects a corrective to the desire-based model of a struggle for recognition.
Antigone through her tragic acknowledgment of her transgression as being unjust
when interpreted from the perspective of the state introduces a form of
self-reflective and self-critical awareness supervening on her being in the world.
This allows her not just to attribute “guilt” retrospectively to what she did but
also enables her to see her actions within a larger framework. In the
Phenomenology absolute knowing and, to a certain extent, religion overcomes
the division characteristic of tragic conflicts. Similarly, in the Elements of the
Philosophy of Right the modern constitutional state is introduced as the
culmination point which provides the resources necessary to reconcile the
necessary conflicts arising from one-sided positions of abstract right and morality
as well as the specifically modern formation of a civil society driven by private
(and thus merely particularistic) interests and desires. It is here where a more
comprehensive account of Hegel’s interest in tragedy, one that would include
tragedy as a structural moment but not the final stage in the self-unfolding of
spirit, would have to begin to interpret the appropriation of tragedy from a new
and more comprehensive perspective. It would situate tragedy as an important
(and in Hegel’s sense necessary) stage in the cultivation or maturation of
self-conscious spirit within ethical life. Tragedy is one step in the ladder showing
the individual what happens if subjectivity does not overcome its alienation from
the social and political world, and does not free itself to consider other relevant
perspectives than what it takes to be ultimately important.

And yet we should be careful in considering tragedy a necessary step as Hegel
has suggested. Tragedy is a uniquely European artistic genre and we do not find
similar genres in other parts of the world."" At the same time, other parts of the
world have developed other modes of reflecting on the issues raised in tragedy
and developing complex notions of human autonomy. In China, for example,
Confucians also emphasise the overriding importance of practices of mourning
and ancestor worship and reflect on how to settle transgressions arising from
conflicting normative obligations. These achievements have been possible in
spite of tragedy. They show why tragedy is neither a necessary genre nor an
inevitable metaphysical principle (Perkins 2011).

""" The absence of tragedy in other non-European traditions such as China has been repeatedly
noticed (Cf. Dolby 1976, 47). For a critique of this position see Wallace 2013, 99—111.
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There is also a logical reason that calls into question the universalizability of
the model of tragedy as an interpretive tool for modern societies. If we face a
situation in which everyone is regarded as a tragic hero who through his action
quasi-automatically takes on guilt, the notion of the hero and that of guilt easily
become empty catchphrases without any determinate content. Tragedy cannot be
universalized. A form of collective guilt which is shared by everybody gua acting
subject, i.e. a guilt based on a subject’s inherent finitude with regard to
controlling the “effects” remotely brought about by its actions, is not a guilt an
individual subject can meaningfully respond to or identify with (in this respect
similar to the assumption of original sin). It misses the “right of particularity”
that was so essential to Hegel as one of the main achievements of modernity.
Thus in the Elements of the Philosophy of Right Hegel states that “my will is
responsible for a deed only in so far as I have knowledge of it. Oedipus who
unwittingly killed his father, cannot be accused of patricide” (Hegel 1991, 144).
The concept of a defiant hero as embodied by Antigone is a rather suspicious
model of human existence, including political existence. The quasi-revolutionary
heroic individual who asserts herself and steps out of the very community that
nourished her to commit acts of violence against it has been superseded by the
modern emphasis on immanent critique, which productively engages the
rationality embedded in the institutions to criticize the very practices they
legislate as not living up to the very norms and modes of rationality these
practices nevertheless remain bound by. We have trouble identifying with the
radicality and  self-righteous  fanaticism  displayed in  Antigone’s
quasi-revolutionary act of transgression against the political arena. The very
conception of heroic transgression is one that is rather foreign to modern
sensibilities, and it is so for good reasons. Hegel states “[w]ithin the state, heroes
are no longer possible: they occur only in the absence of civilization” (Hegel
1991, 120). Tragic heroes are beings who do not engage institutions but
knowingly neglect them in an abstract way. They perish for a cause that is so
grandiose as to lack any bearing on the social reality they live in. The “totality”
displayed by the claim to absolute authority present in the hero’s conviction sets
up an absolute dualism between itself and the reality present in the form of
“objective spirit.” However, once the modern state has been developed to the
level of rational institutions securing the rule of law and providing the necessary
conditions for the unfolding of individual freedom, such heroic acts become
obsolete and take on a comic or ridiculous quality. Modernity calls for the active
political participation of conscientious citizens rather than acts of heroic
transgression and sacrifice outside of the law. It is for these reasons that the
ultimate tragic insight is that tragedy as a universal model does not speak to our
concerns. What lives on is the task of confronting one’s limits in light of
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increasingly complex spheres of justification and learning to acknowledge one’s
ultimate master, death, within increasingly complex societies and forms of life.
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