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The Politics of Negativity

Sinvoj Zizek

Frank Ruda’s Hegel's Robbie isone of those remarkable books which, although
focused on a specific topic, implicitly deals with the most fundamental philo-
sophical questions: his close reading of a couple of paragraphs on the Poebel
in Ilegel's Philosophy ofRight effectively crystallizes not only the vastdomain of
whatiscalled "llegel’s politics,” but also the crucial topic ofthe post-Hegelian
break in the historyofphilosophy.

This break has two aspects which are not to be confused: the assertion of
the positivity ofactual being as opposed to notional mediation, and the asser-
tion ofpure repetition which cannotbe contained in the idealist movementof
Aufhebung. Although tlie firstaspectwas much more in the foreground, itisthe
second aspect which bears witness to a true philosophical revolution. There is
no complementarity between these two aspects, they are mutually exclusive:
repetition relies on the blockage of direct positive affirmation, we repeat because it is
impossible to directly affirm. Another axisofthe opposition between these two
aspects is the one between finitude and infinity: the great motif of the post-
Hegelian assertion of positive being is the accenton material, actual, finitude,
while the compulsion-to-repeat introduces an obscene infinity/“immortality,”
not the spiritual immortality, but the immortality of “spirits,” of living dead.

If, however, death-drive/compulsion-to-repeat isthe heart ofnegativity, how
are we to read Freud’ famous claim that the unconscious (as exemplified by
the universe of dreams) knows no negation? It is all too easy to empirically
refute this claim by way of noticing that, not so many pages after making this
claim. Freud provides a series of ways of how dreams can render negation of
a certain state of things. Freud’s example of Verneinung (when a patient says,
“l'don’t know who is the woman who appears in my dream, but one thing is
sure—she is not my mother!,” one should interpret this assertion as an unam -
biguous confirmation that the woman in the dream is the patient’s mother)
remains pertinent here: negation belongs here to the level of conscious/
preconscious, it is a way for the conscious subject to adm it the unconscious
incestuous fixation. The Hegelian negation as universalizing abolishment of
particular content (say, negation of the empirical wealth of an object in its
name), thisviolence inherentto idealization, iswhatis missing in the Freudian
unconscious. However, there is a weird negativity which also pervades the
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entire sphere of the unconscious, from brutal aggressivity and self-sabotaging
to hysteria with its basic experience, apropos every object, of ce n'estpas ca, so
that it isas if (in accordance with Freud’s insight that the multiplicity of phal-
lusesisasign ofcastration) the suspension ofnegation ispaid by its multiplica-
tion. W hat is the foundation and status ofthis all-pervasive “negativity” which
eludes the logical form of negation? Perhaps, one of the ways to resolve this
problem is to read negation itselfas positive fact (in the samewayin which, in
a differential system, the absence itselfcan be a positive feature, or. to refer
to the best-known line from Sherlock Holmes stories, the fact that the dog
didn’t bark is in itselfa curious accident). The difference between the system
ofconscious/preconsciousand the unconscious isthus notsimply that, in con-
scious/prcconscious, there is negation, while the unconscious istoo primitive
to know the function ofnegation; itisrather that the system ofconscious/pre-
conscious perceives only the negative aspect of the negation, i.e., that it sees
negation only in its negative dimension (something is missing, etc.), ignoring
the positive space opened up by this negation.

Freud deploys a whole series, system even, of negations in the unconscious:
throwing-out of the Ego (Ausstossung), rejection (Verwerfung), repression
(Verdraengung, itself divided into primordial repression— Ur-Verdraengung—
and “normal” repression), disavowal (Verleugnung), denial (Verneinung), up to
the complex mode ofhow acceptance itselfcan function asa mode of denial,
as is the case in so-called isolation (Isolierung), where a traum atic fact is ration-
ally accepted, but isolated from its libidinal-symbolic context. W hat further
complicates the scheme are objects and signifiers which somehow overlaps
with their own lack: for l.acan, phallus is itselfthe signifier of castration (this
introduces all the paradoxes ofthe signifier ofthe lack ofsignifier, i.e., of how
the lack ofa signifier isitself“remarked” in asignifierofthis lack), notto men-
tion I'objetpetit a, the object-cause of desire which is nothing but the embodi-
mentoflack, its place-holder. The relationship between objectand lack is here
turned around: far from lack being reducible to the lack of an object, the
object itself is a spectral positivization of a lack. And one has to extrapolate
this mechanism into the very (prc)ontological foundation of all being: the
primordial gesture of creation is not that of an excessive giving, ofassertion,
buta negative gesture of withdrawal, ofsubtracting, which only opens up the
space for creation of positive entities. This is how “there is something rather
than nothing”: in order to arrive atsomething, one has to subtract from nothing
its nothing(ness) itself i.e.. one has to positthe primordial prc-ontological Abyss
“assuch,”ASNOTHING, so that, in contrastto (oragainstthe background of)
nothing, something can appear.

The underlying problem is here which of these negations is the primor-
dial one, i.e., which one opens up the space forall others. From the Lacanian
perspective, the most obvious candidate may appear to be the notorious
“symbolic castration,” the loss which opens up and sustains the space of
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symbolization—recall, insofar as the Namc-of-the-Father is the bearer ofsym-
bolic castration, how Lacan playson the French homophony between le Nom-
du-Pere (the name ofthe father) and leNon-du-Pere (the no ofthe father). But it
seems more productive to followa more radical path ofthinking beyond father
(pere) to what is even worse {pire). Again, the most obvious candidate for this
“worse” is (death-)drive, a kind of Freudian correlate to what Schelling called
the primordial “contraction,” the obstinate repetitive fixation on acontingent
objectwhich subtracts the subject from direct immersion into reality.

Drive assuch is death-drive—not in the sense oflonging foruniversal nega-
tion/dissolution of all particularity, but, on the contrary, in the sense of the
“spontaneous” lifc-flow of generation and corruption getting “stuck" onto
some accidental particularity and circulating endlessly around it. Il Life is a
song played on an old LP (which it definitely is not), drive arises when, due
to a scratch on the LP surface, the needle gets stuck and the same fragment
is repeated. The deepest speculative insight is that a universality can only
emerge when a flow of particularity get stuck onto a singular moment. And
this Freudian notion of drive brings us to the radical ambiguity of Hegel's dia-
lectics: does it follow the logic ofdrive or not? Hegel’s logic isa logic of purifi-
cation, of “unstucking”: even when a subjectputs all of his libidinal investment
into acontingentfragmentofbeing (“l am ready to risk everything for that!”),
this contingent fragment— the Lacanian objetpetit a—is, in its indifferent acci-
dentally, an operator of purification, of “unstucking” from all (other) par-
ticular content—in Lacanese, this objectisa metonymy of lack. The subject’s
desire is here the transcendental void, and the object is a contingent ontic
filler of this void. In drive, in contrast, objeta isnot only the metonymy of lack,
but a kind of transcendental stain, irreducible and irreplaceable in its very
contingentsingularity, notjustacontingent ontic fillerofa lack. W hile drive is
amode ofbeingstuck onto a contingent stain-object, dialectical negativity is a
continuing processofun-stucking from all particular content:jouissance“leans
on”something, hanging onto its particularity— this iswhatis missing in Hegel,
but operative in Freud.

There are good reasons to link the Freudian unconscious to the self-
consciousness as self-rcflexivity: “self-consciousness is an object,” i.e., in an
object-symptom, | reflexively register a truth about myselfinaccessible to my
consciousness. This, however, is not quite the same as the Hegelian uncon-
scious: it is a particular (singular) unconscious, a kind of contingent tran-
scendental, a contingent knot-sm/Adéw holding together the subject’s universe.
In clear contrast to this Freudian unconscious, the Hegelian unconscious is
formal: it is the form of enunciation invisible in the enunciated content; it is
systemic, not a contingent bricolage of lateral links (what Lacan calls lalangue),
i.e., it resides in the universal symbolic form on which the subject unknow-
ingly relies, notin the contingent “pathological”desire which transpires in the
slips of tongue. Hegel’s unconscious is the unconscious of self-consciousness
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itself, its own necessary nontransparency, the necessary overlooking of its own
FORM (“dasFormelle™) in the contentitconfronts. Unconscious isthe universal
form ofparticular content: when Hegel says that the truth is in what | say, not
in what | mean (to say), he means the universality ofthe meaning ofwords as
opposed to the particular intention.

The relationship between Ilegels negativity and Freud’s death-drive (or
compulsion to repeat) is thus a very specific one, well beyond their (hidden)
outright identity: what Freud aimed at with his notion of death-drive— more
precisely, the key dimension of this notion forwhich Freud himselfwasblind,
unaware of what he discovered, is the “non-dialectical” core of the Hegelian
negativity, the pure drive to repeatwithoutany movement ofsublation/ideali-
zation. The paradox here is that pure repetition (in contrast to repetition as
idealizing sublation) is sustained precisely by its impurity, by the persistence
ofa contingent “pathological” element to which the movement of repetition
remains stuck.

In the Kierkegaard-Freudian pure repetition, the dialectical movement of
sublimation thus encounters itself, its own core, outside itself, in the guise of
a “blind” compulsion-to-repeat. And itis here that one should apply the great
Hegelian motto about the internalizing ofthe external obstacle: in lighting its
external opposite,the blind nonsublatable repetition, the dialectical movement
is fighting its own abyssal ground, its own core; in other words, the ultimate
gesture ofreconciliation is to recognize in this threatening excess of negativ-
ity the core ofthe subject itself. This excess has different names in Hegel: the
“night of the world,” the necessity of war, of madness, etc. And, perhaps, the
same holds for the basic opposition between the Hegelian and the Freudian
negativity: precisely insofar as there isa unbridgeable gap between them (the
Hegelian negativity is idealizing, mediatizing/“sublating” all particular con-
tent in the abyss ofits universality, while the negativity ofthe Freudian drive is
expressed as being-stuck onto a contingent particular content), the Freudian
negativity provides (quite literally) the “material base” for the idealizing nega-
tivity—to putitin somewhat simplified terms, every idealizing/universalizing
negativity has to be attached to a singular contingent “pathological” content
which serves as its “sinthom” in the Lacanian sense (if this sinthom is unrav-
elled/disintegrated, universality disappears). The exemplary model of this
link is, ofcourse, Hegels deduction of the necessity of hereditary monarchy:
the rational state asuniversal totality mediatizing all particular content has to
be embodied in the contingent “irrational” figure of the monarch.

It is at this point that Ruda’s book enters the stage: he discerns the same
matrix on Hegel’s treatment of rabble— Hegel fails to take note how the rab-
ble, in its very status of the destructive excess ofsocial totality is the “reflex-
ive determination” of the totality as such, the immediate embodiment of its
universality, the particular element in the guise of which the social totality
encounters itself among its elements, and. as such, the key constituent of its
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identity. (Note the dialectical finesse of this last feature: what “sutures” the
identity of a social totality as such is the very “free-floating” element which
dissolves all fixed identity ofany intrasocial element.) One can even establish
a link between Hegel’ residual anti-Semitism and his inability to think pure
repetition: when he gives way to his displeasure with the Jews who stubbornly
stick to their identity, instead of “moving forward” and, like other nations,
allowing their identity to be sublated /aufgehoben/ in historical progress, is
his displeasure not caused by the perception thatJews remain caught in the
repetition of the same?

This iswhy Ruda is fullyjustified in reading Hegel’s short passages on the
rabble as a symptomatic point of his entire philosophy of right, if not of his
entire system. W hat makesthe notion ofrabble symptomatic isthat itdescribes
a necessarily produced “irrational” excessofmodern rational state,a group of
people for which there is no place within the organized totality of the mod-
ern state, although they formally belong to it—as such, they perfectly exem-
plify the category ofsingular universality (asingularwhich directly gives body
to a universality, bypassing the mediation through the particular), of what
Ranciere called the “partofno-part”ofthe social body. We can easily perceive
here the link between the eminently political topic ofthe status ofthe rabble
and Hegel's basic ontological topic of the relationship between universality
and particularity, i.e., the problem of how to understand the Hegelian "con-
crete universality.” Ifwe understand “concrete universality” in the usual sense
ofthe organic subdivision ofthe universal into its particular moments, so that
universality isnotan abstract feature in which individuals directly participate,
and the participation of the individual in the universal is always mediated
through the particular network of determinations, then the corresponding
notion ofsociety isacorporate one: society asan organic Whole in which each
individual has to find its particular place, i.e., in which 1participate in the
State by fulfilling my particular duty or obligation. There are no citizens as
such, one has to be a member ofa particular estate (a farmer, a state official,
motherin a family, teacher, artisan ...) in order to contribute to the harmony
of ihe Whole. This is the Bradleyian proto-Fascist Hegel who opposes atom -
istic liberalism (in which society is a mechanic unity of abstract individuals)
on behalfofthe State as a living organism in which each part has its function,
and within this space, the rabble has to appear as the irrational excess, as the
threat to social order and stability, as outcasts excluded and excluding them -
selves from the “rational” social totality.

But is this truly what Hegel aims at with his “concrete universality”? Is the
core of the dialectical negativity not the short circuit between the genus and
(one of) its species, so that genus appears as one of its own species opposed
to others, entering a negative relationship with them? In this sense, concrete
universality is precisely a universality which includes itself among its species,
in the guise of a singular moment lacking particular content— in short, it is
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precisely those who are without their proper place within the social Whole
(like the rabble) that stand for the universal dimension of the society which
generates them. This iswhy the rabble cannot be abolished without radically
transforming the entire social edifice—and llegel is fully aware of this. W hile
he enumerates a seriesofmeasures to resolve the problem (police control and
repression, charily, export of rabble to colonies . ..), he himselfadmits that
these are only secondary palliatives which cannotreally resolve the problem —
not because the problem is too hard (i.e., because there isnotenough wealth
in society to take care of the poor), but because there is too much excessive
wealth—the more society iswealthy, more poverty it produces.

llegel isofcourse aware that objective poverty isnotenough to generate the
rabble: this objective poverty must be subjectivized, changed into a “disposi-
tion of mind," experienced as radical injustice on accountofwhich the subject
feels no duty and obligation toward society. Hegel leaves no doubt that this
injustice isa real one: society has aduty to guarantee the conditions lor a dig-
nified free autonomous life to all its members— this is their right, and if it is
denied, they also have no duties toward society. There are, however, profound
ambiguity and oscillation in Hegel's line of argumentation here, lie first
seems to blame the poor themselves for subjectivizing their position as that
of the rabble, i.e., for abandoning the principle of autonomy which obliges
subjects to secure their subsistence by their own labor, and for claiming as
their right to receive means for survival from society. Then he subtly changes
the tone, emphasizing that, in contrastto nature, man can claim rights against
society, which iswhy poverty isnotjusta factbuta wrong done to one class by
another. Furthermore, there is a subtle non seqviturin his argumentation: he
passes directly from indignation against the rich/society/government to the
lack ofself-respect (implied by the demand to receive from society subsistence
withoutworking for it)—the rabble isirrational because they demand decent
life withoutworking for it, thusdenying the basic modern axiom that freedom
and autonomy are based on the work ofself-mediation. Consequently, to quote
Ruda, the right to subsistwithout labor

can only appear as irrational because Hegel links the notion of right to the
notion of the free will that can only be free if itbecomes an object for itself
through objective activity. To claim a right to subsist without activity and to
claim thisrightatthe same time only for oneself, according to Hegel, there-
fore means to claim aright that hasneither the universality nor the objectiv-
ity of a right. The right that the rabble claims for Hegel is therefore a right
without rightand ... he consequently defines the rabble as the particularity
that unbinds itselfalso from the essential interrelation of rightand duty.

Butindignation isnotthe same as the lack ofself-respect: itdoes notautom ati-
cally generate the demand to be provided for without working. Indignation
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can also be a direct expression of self-respect: since the rabble is produced
necessarily, as part of the social process of the (re)production of wealth, it is
society itselfwhich denies them the right to participate in the social universe
of freedoms and rights—they are denied the right to have rights, i.e., their
"right without right” is effectively a meta-right or reflexive right, a universal
right to haverights, to be in a position to actasa freeautonomoussubject. The
demand to be provided for life without working is thus a (possible superficial)
form ofappearance of the more basic and in no way “irrational” demand to
be given a chance to actas an autonomous free subject, to be included in the
universe of freedoms and obligations. In other words, since members of the
rabble were excluded from the universal sphere of free autonomous life, their
demand isitselfuniversal—their

claimed right without right contains a latent universal dimension and is itself
not at all a mere particular right. As a particularly articulated right it is a
right that latently affects anyone and offers the insight into a demand for
equality beyond the existing objective statist circumstances.

There is a further key distinction to be introduced here, a distinction only
latent in llegel (in the guise of the opposition between the two excesses of
poverty and wealth) elaborated by Ruda: members of the rabble (i.e., those
excluded from the sphere of rights and freedoms) “can be structurally differ-
entiated into two types: there are the poorand there are the gamblers. Anyone
can nonarbitrarily become poor, butonly the one that arbitrarily decides not
to satisfy his egoist needs and desires by working can become a gambler. He
relies fully on the contingent movement of bourgeois economy and hopes to
secure his own subsistence in an equally contingent manner— for example by
contingently gaining money on the stock-market.” The excessivelywealthy are
thus also a species ofthe rabble in the sense that they violate the rules of (or
exclude themselves from) the sphere of duties and freedoms: they not only
demand from society to provide for their subsistence withoutwork, they are de
factoprovided forsuch a life. Consequently, while Hegel criticizes the position
of the rabble as being the position of an irrational particularity that egoisti-
cally opposes its mere particular interests against the existing and rationally
organized universality, this differentiation between the two distinct rabbles
demonstrates that only the rich rabble falls under Hegel's verdict: “W hile the
rich rabble is, as Hegel judges correctly,a mere particularrabble, the poor rab-
ble contains, against Hegel'sjudgment, a latent universaldimension that is not
even inferior to the universality of the Hegelian conception ofethicality.”
One can thus demonstrate that, in the case of the rabble, Hegel was incon-
sistentwith regard to his own matrix ofthe dialectical process, defactoregress-
ing from the properly dialectical notion oftotality to a corporate model of the
social Whole. But does this mean that all we have to do here is to enact the
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passage from Hegel to Marx? Is the inconsistency resolved when we replace
the rabble with the proletariat as the “universal class” One can argue that,
on the contrary, the position of the “universal rabble” perfectly renders the
plight of today’ new proletarians. In the classical Marxist dispositif of class
exploitation, capitalist and worker meet as formally free individuals on the
market, equal subjects of the same legal order, citizens of the same state, with
the same civil and political rights. Today, this legal frame of equality, this
shared participation in the same civil and political spaces, is gradually dis-
solving with the rise of the new forms ofsocial and political exclusion: illegal
immigrants, slum-dwellers, refugees, etc. Itisas if, in parallel to the regression
from profit to rent, in order to continue to function, the existing system has
to resuscitate premodcrn forms ofdirect exclusion— it can no longer afford
exploitation and domination in the form of legal and civil authority. In other
words, while the classic working classisexploited through theirvery participa-
tion in the sphere of rights and freedoms, i.e., while their defactoenslavement
is realized through the very form of their autonomy and freedom, through
working in order to provide for their subsistence, today’s rabble isdenied even
the right to be exploited through work, its status oscillating between that ofa
victim provided for by charitable humanitarian help and thatof a terrorist to
be contained or crushed; and, exactly as described by Hegel, they sometimes
formulate their demand as the demand forsubsistence withoutwork (like the
Somalia pirates).

Oneshould bring together here Hegel’s two failures (by his own standards),
rabble and sex, as the aspects of the same limitation. Far from providing the
natural foundation of human lives, sexuality is the very terrain where humans
detach themselves from nature: the idea of sexual perversion or of a deadly
sexual passion is totally foreign to the animal universe. Here, Hegel himself
commits a failure with regard to his own standards: he only deploys how, in
the process of culture, the natural substance of sexuality is cultivated, sub-
lated, mediated—we, humans, no longer just make love for procreation, we get
involved in a complex process of seduction and marriage by means of which
sexuality becomes an expression of the spiritual bond between a man and a
woman, etc. However,what Hegel missesis how, once we arc within the human
condition, sexuality is not only transformed/civilized, but, much more radi-
cally, changed in its very substance: it isno longer the instinctual drive to repro-
duce, but a drive that gets thwarted as to its natural goal (reproduction) and
thereby explodesinto an infinite, properly metaphysical, passion. The becom-
ing-cultural ofsexuality is thus not the becoming-cultural of nature, but the
attemptto domesticate a properlyun-natural excessofthe metaphysical sexual
passion. THIS is the properly dialectical reversal of substance: the moment
when the immediate substantial ("naturar’) starting point is not only acted-
upon, trans-formed, mediated/cultivated, but changed in its very substance.
Wenotonly work upon and thus transform nature—in a gesture ofretroactive
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reversal, nature itself radically changes its “nature.” (In a homologous way,
once we enter the domain of legal civil society, the previous tribal order of
honor and revenge is deprived of its nobility and all ofa sudden appears as
common criminality.) This is why the Catholics who insist that only sex for
procreation ishuman, while coupling for lustis animal, totally miss the point,
andend up celebrating the animality of men.

OuradvicetoareaderofRuda's book isthus:you are holding in your hands
a classic, so allow yourselfto be swallowed by the vortex behind the “mar-
ginal” topic of the Poebel—in thisway, you enter the riskydomain ofauthentic
thinking.



Introduction: From the Rabble
to the Proletariat

I think whatwefundamentally owe to Hegel is a powerful reflection on the negative.
(Alain Badiouf

It is not the worst reader who provides the book with disrespectful notes in the margin.
(Theodor W. Adorno f

The present book starts with a fiction. Such a beginning might seem unusual
oreven illegitimate. But the fiction with which the present book begins isnei-
ther merely unreal nor simply feigned. Rather it is an attempt to deal with a
problem that Adorno had already diagnosed, albeitin adifferent context. His
seminar on Kant’s CritiqueofPure Reason on the twelfth of May 1959 beginswith
the following remark: “Let me begin with the fiction thatyou do not yet know
anything about the Critique ofPure Reason.” He continues his investigations by
claiming thatsuch a fiction is “simultaneously legitimate and illegitimate." It is
illegitimate because everyone present has

undoubtedly ... heard that Kant’s so-called Copernican Revolution con-
sisted in the idea that the elements of cognition that had previously been
soughtin the objects, in things-in-themselves, were now to be transferred to
the subjects .. .

Such a fiction is at the same time, Adorno continues, legitimate because the
“formulae towhich philosophiesarecommonlyreduced tend to reify the actual
writings ... and to make agenuine interaction with them all the harder.”3The
fiction ofthe presentbook shares Adorno'sdiagnosis that the ordinary formu-
lae tend to make itmore difficult to accesssome philosophical worksand make
itimpossible to grasp whatisatstake. A specific perspective isintroduced when
this diagnosis is related back to what is usually called “political philosophy."
How are we to draw nearer to the works of those thinkers—such as Hegel or
Marx—who first developed the theory of reification if our interaction with
their works is itself ossified by reification? The initial fiction of the present
book serves to open up the reification and functions as an implement with
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which to fightagainstit. The concrete point of entry of the present book is the
relation between Ilegel and Marx. It begins with the fiction that ‘we’ do not
know anything about the transition from the one to the other.

This fictitious assumption is also both legitimate and illegitimate. That
it is illegitimate seems obvious insofar as this transition is one of the most
frequently discussed moments in the entire history of modern philosophy.4
There are countless works which have thought through thistransition, and to
anyoneworking in ‘political philosophy,’the variousversionsofthe infamous
formulae of transition are well known: with Hegel dialectics is still standing
on its head, with Marx it isseton itsrevolutionary feet; itisa transition from
idealism to materialism, from an idealist theory of the state to the critique
of political economy. My preliminary hypothesis is that all ofthese formulae
tend to fall into the very gesture that Adorno criticizes. They all tend to make
it more difficult to interact with the works in question by obstructing their
proper philosophical stakes.5 In the same way, “the Marxist tradition did
not know how to say much more concerning the relation of Hegel and Marx
than Marx did . ..turn the Hegelian dialectic upside down.”6Therefore, the
present book assumes that these formulae of transition have become part
of a philosophical doxa that obstructs and reifies that which is at stake in
the transition from Hegel to Marx. One effect of this reification is manifest
in the fact that this transition is often treated as a purely philosophical prob-
lem. The transition in this version becomes a question which is the exclu-
sive preserve of ‘political philosophy’as the adm inistrator of its own history.
Therewith one begins from a presupposition that considers “politics—or
rather, the political—as an objective datum, or even an invariant, of univer-
sal experience”7and that the task of the philosopher resides in articulating
its essence in the register of philosophy. Thereby the relation of Hegel and
Marx becomes a relation between two philosophical positions that remain
commensurable because they encounter and confront one another within
the same register, the register of philosophy. Hegel and Marx become phi-
losophers of the political and their relation becomes a question of philoso-
phy and its categories.

In this way it is also presupposed that politics presents itself as an objec-
tive invariantgiven so that the—idealist or materialist—philosophercan turn
toward it with a gesture of sovereignty and uncover its always stable essence.
The difference between Hegel and Marx is seen from the perspective of
‘political philosophy’as a difference between two philosophical perspectives,
between two different theories. Politics or ////’political isa category of philoso-
phy and the transition from Hegel to Marx is nothing but a transition from
one philosophical position to another: a transition from (political) philosophy
to (political) philosophy within philosophy. How to grasp the transition from
Hegel to Marx thus becomes a question that philosophy solely addresses to
itselfand philosophy alone answers.
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It is from this diagnosis that the initial fiction of the present book gains its
legitimacy. Because to again raise the old question of thinking the transition
from Hegel to Marx it is necessary to displace itand extract it from all prefig-
ured philosophical knowledge. This displacement | understand in a way that
follows “the incessant displacementof an objectof thoughtfrom which very soon
emerges the insight thatitcannotbe reduced to the thesesin which itformerly
appeared.”8 This means that the fiction of not knowing anything about the
transition from Hegel to Marx distinguishes itselffrom the already mentioned
and purely philosophical formulae of transition. This is due to the fact that
this fiction isa supposition thatis precisely putting into question the relation of
philosophy to politics in a new way. But ifpoliticsisnot to be made intoaphilo-
sophical category whose stability, objectivity and invariance one presupposes,
then here one encounters a possible perspective on what a nonphilosophical
politicscould be. Politics asa nonphilosophical domain would then be the site
ofa subject and the place ofa transformation which could not easily be fitted
into philosophical categories ofstability, possibility, change, and so on. Politics
would ratherbe something thatwasable to trouble philosophy and to confront
itwith exigencies which would demand a transformation of philosophy itself.
Politics would then be a condition of philosophy. The present book wishes to
follow such an irritation of philosophy by politics as it lakes place in the transi-
tion from Hegel to Marx. Mythesiswill be that this transition relates to the sin-
gularity and peculiarity ofone form of politics. In the following Ido not begin
with reflections on an already established philosophical knowledge— which
will also borne in mind—but with a suspension of that which one is tempted
to believe that one knows about this transition. The hypothesis of the book is
thus that it is precisely the relation between philosophy and politics— politics
being an irritation of philosophy—which helps usto grasp the transition from
Hegel to Marx.

Maybe it is not surprising that this irritation of philosophy is indicated in
the form of a problem. Shlomo Avineri has remarked that Hegel leaves one
problem peculiarly unsolved in his Philosophy ofRight—in this work which one
assigns to his ‘political philosophy

Though his theory of the state isaimed atintegrating the contending inter-
ests of civil society under a common bond, on the problem of poverty he
ultimately has nothing more to say than that itisone of “the most disturb-
ing problems which agitate modern societies” On no other occasion Hegel
leavesa problem at that. (AHT, 154)

In Hegels theory of the state, which proposes to expound the necessary
deployment and the rational structure ofan ethical polity, Hegel is, according
to Avineri, confronted with a problem thatfundamentally runs contrary to his
own claim. In what follows | wantto take up Avineri'sremark but also to alter
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it. In the first place, while l also start from the idea that Hegel in his Philosophy
ofRightis confronted with a problem that he is unable to resolve and that is
closely related to the problem ofpoverty, | differ from Avincriin that lintend
to show how poverty is only the necessary condition of a more fundamental
problem that llegel addresses under the name, ‘rabble.” The subject of this
book therefore finds its place within philosophy, the ‘political philosophy’ of
Hegel, but itisnot thereby a subject of philosophy stricto sensu. It will have to
be shown that the ‘appearance’of the rabble in Hegel’s philosophy is a prob-
lem ofphilosophy and within philosophy but a problem with something other
than philosophy: a problem with politics. The peculiar logic of politics, as |
will show, breaks into the Ilegelian Philosophy ofRight in a way that the latter is
indeed able to perceive as a problem but which itisunable to come to terms
with. The presentbook aims to show that one can observe in 11legel’s Philosophy
of Right that the philosophical description of the constitution of politics—
under the aegis of the state— fails, and in such a way that its failure offers a
perspective on the peculiarly singular logic o fpolitics. The name of this problem
is ‘rabble.” Finally 1 will show that, with the failure linked to the rabble, a dif-
ferent transition from Hegel to Marx becomes thinkable.

But how should a book on a specific problem of Hegelian philosophy also
be a contribution to the debate surrounding llegel and Marx? When Marx
remarks that “llegel is notto be blamed for depicting the nature of the mod-
ern state as it is, but rather for presenting what isas the essence of the state”
(MCH, 64). his claim already entails the dialectical emphasis with which the
present book begins.

If Hegel even in his failure accurately depicts whatis, and ifthe place of his
failure isa theoryofthe modern state, then one can claim that hisdescription
iseven able to present the place of hisown failure. In hisshortremarks on the
rabble, Hegel offers all the resourcesthat we need in order to trace the failure
of his own ‘political philosophy’and its conception of the state. In a certain
sense Hegel'sadequate description ofthe logic ofpolitics turns against the logic
ofphilosophy. But Marx's remark about Hegel can also be instructive for the fol-
lowing investigation: If Hegel adequately depicts what is, then one can claim
that Marx— the thinker of “real conditions'™ *—starts from precisely the point
where Hegel fails. Given that Marx was driven by Hegel's failure to pronounce
the necessity of transforming philosophy and its categories, this means that
the rabble—the problem in respect of which Hegel’s ‘political philosophy’
fails— can be conceived of as the starting pointofMarx’s enterprise. Ifon the
one hand the transition from Hegel to Marx isdue to a problem that can be
understood as a fundamental irritation of philosophy by politics, and ifon the
other hand this irritation makes it necessary to transform philosophy, then it
becomes clear that this transformation has to start from the point at which
Hegel’s ‘political philosophy’fails.



Introduction 5

The assumption of the present book is thus that the transformation of
philosophy introduced by Marx starts from the rabble. The way of the fun-
damental restructuring of philosophy begins with the rabble, but itdoes not
end with it. Rather, the transition from Hegel to Marx is, | want to claim, is
the transition from the rabble to the proletariat.I'IfHegel’s theory is, as Marx
had it, a theory of the modern state, it is because within it Hegel attempts to
link two things: 1 the free self-realization ofrational subjects whose historical
advent he relates to the Reformation and 2. the condition of a legally regu-
lated equality and justice that emerges with the French Revolution. If Hegel
fails because of the rabble, this failure takes place under specifically modern
conditions. The Marxian transformation of philosophy therefore has to be
grasped as a transformation that attempts to be appropriate to the historical
conditions of modernity. If Hegel’s Philosophy ofRightis marked by its claim to
think a relation between a conception ofsubjectivity in which the active reali-
zation offreedom isinscribed and a notion ofjustice—underthe condition of
a state-secured system ofrights— one already attains the essential coordinates
according to which the Marxian transformation of philosophy orients itself:
subject, justice, equality.

The formula of the transition from Hegel to Marx—from the rabble to the
proletariat—is therefore a formula that no longer hinges upon an invariant
givenness of the political which philosophy only has to interpret in different
ways, but a formula that understands politics, that breaks into philosophy
under the name of ‘rabble’ as an irritation and a disturbance that introduces
the necessity of a transformation of philosophy, as an essentially subjective
event in which issues ofjustice, equality and freedom are addressed. But to
dojustice to this transformation of philosophy one needs a systematic under-
standing of Hegels failure that Hegel himself marksunder the name of the
‘rabble.’



Chapter 1

Luther and the Transfiguration of Poverty

As atthetime it was a monk, so now it is the philosopher in whose brain the revolution

(KarlMarx)1

Luther profanes poverty. Thus might one encapsulate the result of “the all-
enlightened Sun” (HPH, 412) ofthe reformation. The reformation ousts pov-
erty from its holy throne and destroys in this way the privilege ofa class that
imagines itself to he the sole possessor of truth. Luther thereby shatters the
medieval economy ofsalvation that had become dilapidated and that had pre-
viously been able to assign a seemingly fixed place to poverty. Before Luther,
voluntary rejection ofproperty and refusal ofworldly possessionsisintegrated
into an economy ofsalvation by the fact that the beggar is “promised spiritual
support”2in return. The alms therefore amounts to a micro-(salvational-)eco-
nomic letter of indulgence whose effectiveness is assured by the authority of
the church that in turn initially allows for the contractual form on a macro-
(salvational-)economic level. But already in medieval times—the “dawn”
(HPH. 412) before Luther—the frontier between the pauperes cum Petro (the
voluntary clerical poor) and the pauperes cum Lazaro (the involuntary poor)
becomes questionable. Because what comes with the profession of the beggar
is an inescapable suspicion of fraud.1The alms get caught in a functional-
economic ambiguity: either it is the vanishing mediator that isable to ensure
the salvation ofthe soul or itisa form ofultimate fraud. The resultofawrongly
given alms isnot only material damage, butrather itproduces—and this isthe
mark of its danger— the uncertainty and deception concerning the purport-
edly secured life. In this sense itis in the last instance always uncertain if the
pauper is a pauper sacer; a pauper cum Petroor not. It is uncertain whether the
transaction which issupposed to redeem the sins reaches the divine addressee
or silts up in worldly channels, bread or other things. This dangerous ambi-
guity of the alms4ultimately stems from the contradictory constitution of the
clerical authority itself. The possibility of buying eternal salvation through
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the donation of alms isconfronted with the fundamental indistinguishability
between voluntary and nonvoluntary poor.

"The followersofvoluntary poverty and the involuntary poor had regarding
theirvalues nothing in common. Butsometimes by virtue ofexternal similari-
tiesofdress, appearances and way oflife the aura ofsanctity was extended to
the latter group.”5Because of this, the legitimacy that the churchly authority
allotted to the clerical poor rebounds onto the worldly poor and perverts its
own principle in two ways. First, every pauper is now suspected of being a
fraud, and secondly, this means that the authority that aligns poverty with
sanctity itself becomes dubious because it cannot offer reliable means with
which to differentiate between the competing forms of poverty. The authority
of the church in relation to poverty isrevealed in all itscontradictory nature:
1. the microeconomic problem makes the letter of indulgence also macroeco-
nomically dubious; 2. the assigned sanctity of poverty suspends the possibility
of distinction and therefore of rational insight by leading into a problem of
indistinguishability.

The whole economy of salvation, secured by the church, thus becomes
unhinged. In and againstthe church there is for the first time a logic of sus-
picion which for Ilegel plays a role in any revolution (ofspirit).6 The exterior
indistinguishabilityofthe poorwith Peterand the poorwith Lazarusthatinau-
gurates the logic of suspicion will now be overcome in Luther by rendering all
the poor—whethervoluntary or not—poor in the way of Lazarus, Lazzaroni.
Luther frees the believers from their exterior ambiguity and thereby purifies
the believer of the former barriers of churchly authority. Luther’s mediation
between the believer and god—a mediation without barriers and through
faith alone—signifies for Hegel thatthe subject is fundamentally purified ofits
exterior bond to authority and the insertion ofa place in the “inner sanctum
ofhumanity” (HLHP, 55) that makesitsuch “thatall externality disappears at
the point of the absolute relationship to God" (HLHP3, 77). “The principle
became amomentofreligion itself.. (lbid., 77). Lutherproduces a new, his-
torically powerful criterion of truth that amounts to a decisive determination
of Hegelian modernity: Because from now on, the true iswhat “authenticates
and evidences itselfin my heart” (Ibid., 79). With it the distinction of laity and
cleric also disappears, with regard to the Mass. The Reformation that takes
place by way of a book of the people—the Bible—enables any subject what-
soever to examine his conscience by means of his own interpretation, guided
by reason, and thereby to posit himselfas a legitimate and general authority
due to his rational capacities and solely by his own efforts. The Protestant
principle is marked by a refusal “to recognize in one's disposition of mind
anything not justified by thought” (HOPR, 15). In this structure one can also
recognize an essential turn in the interpretation of poverty. If Luther smears
the dishonest humbleness of the Catholics and the exterior poverty affiliated
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with it, for Hegel, he at the same time introduces a new principle which trans-
figures world history: the principle of activity or action [Tatigkeit]. In this way
the Lutheran llegel7can interpret the Reformative profanation of poverty as
a principal turn in the progression of history. Now man is not what he is by
nature, butonly comes to himselfand to truth after an active process of (re-)
formation or education [Bildung]. Through the Reformation the rational and
active subject becomes for llegel the essential determination of modernity.
W hat isvalid for the subjectisvalid for itsfoundation, the free will: what ii is ii
can only become through labor.8

The repudiation of work no longer earned the reputation of sanctity; it
was acknowledged to be more commendable for men to rise from a state
ofdependency by activity, intelligence and industry, and make themselves
independent. It is more consonant with justice that he who has money
should spend it even in luxuries, than that he should give it away to idlers
and beggars ... (HPH, 423)

To make oneself independent by one’s own activity names the central for-
mula of the subjectivity that is free in itself and that arrives in the world
with the Reformation and which becomes the subjectivity oi “all mankind"
(Ibid., 416). The subject becomes the truth ofitself by abandoning its par-
ticularity and by taking possession of the substantial and rational truth. It
isonly in this way that “all men can in their subjectivity become as free men
subjects of a political, legal and social order.”9 But this process of taking
into possession is fundamentally bound to the moment of activity that first
had itselfto take possession ofthe truth of history in a (reform ation of his-
tory. “Time, since that epoch, has had no other work to do than the formal
imbuing of the world with this principle ... Law, Property, Social Morality,
Government, Constitutions, etc., must be conformed to a general principle,
in order that they may accord with the idea of Free Will and be Rational."
(HPH, 417)

Itis already possible to predict at this stage why with the Reformation “the
entire revolution in our mental attitude has come about” (HLHP3, 139).
Because now all notions have to be conceived of under the aegis of free,
rational activity which has become the conditio sine qua noji for any subjectiv-
ity. Also, “industry, art, and the like uphold the principle of my own activity
too, insofar as my activity accords with what is right" (lbid., 76). From this
background the notion ofpoverty isgiven a momentous destiny in the 'politi-
cal philosophy' of Hegel. Because before Luther “poverty was considered to
stand higher than living from ones own hands labour; but now it is known
that poverty isan aim not more ethical. Rather itis more ethical to live from
labour and to be happy about what one brings before onself" (HVORL 3,
49). The profanation of poverty transforms all paupers into Lazzaroni who
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no longer have any place in the referential system of the salvational economy
that is detached from the church’ authority, since a “human being has to
acquire for himself the position which he ought to attain; he isnot already in
possession of it through instinct” (IIOPR, 173). The barring of the salvation
ofsalvational economy leaves the poor in the precarious state ofbeing a mass
whose only place from now on will be the worldly economy, civil society and
philosophy, if it wants to depict the state in its rationality, it has to confront
these poor.



Chapter 2

Pauper-Rabble: The Question of Poverty

What disorganizes the unity oflogical reason equally disorganizes actuality.
(G. W. F. Hegel)1

If Hegel’s Elements ofthe Philosophy of Right attem pts “to render to the state its
lost consecration, sanctity” on the ground of the “autonomous thought”pre-
pared by Luther, then what is at stake in this project can hardly be underesti-
mated. Hegel attem pts to accomplish in the rational exposition of the notion
whatLutherbegan in the sentimentoffaith: the divine willasspiritexpressing
itselfin reality should be thought and developed in itsunfolded reality, this is
in its present statist organization. Alreadyjust a year and a half after Hegel%s
death, Eduard Gans had remarked—on the occasion of a famous edition of
Hegel’s works—in a “prophetic”l preface that the Philosophy of Right—a work
“wrought from the metal of freedom”—will, as a part of Hegel’s philosophi-
cal system, stand or fall with it." W hat is at stake with the following analysis
isa reversal of Gans’ prophecy: not only does the Philosophy ofRightstand or
fall with the Hegelian system; the Hegelian system stands or falls with the
Philosophy ofRight. At thisjuncture itwillnotbe my primary aim to reconstruct
the Philosophy of Rightin its entire structure. Rather, the examination will fol-
low the emergence of the post-Lutheran, which is to say profane, poverty and
its place to first trace the historically powerful effect that for Ilegel begins
with the Reformation and whose historical mark is still present in his ‘politi-
cal philosophy’ and, secondly, to bear in mind that the Hegelian ‘political
philosophy’isa philosophy ofthe state that has to cope with poverty from the
state’s perspective.

“The important question of how poverty can be remedied is one which
agitates and torments modern societies especially,” as Hegel writes in his
addition to paragraph 244 of the Philosophy of Right. But what is the agitat-
ing and what is the tormenting aspect that civil society is confronted with
in poverty? llegel defines poverty as the state in which all the advantages of
civil society,5including the guarantee of ones subsistence, are lost, though
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all needs are preserved. The poor isthe one who either due to an arbitrary-
irrational commerce with the means that are necessary for the assurance of
one’sown existenceordue to “contingencies, physical conditionsand factors
grounded in external circumstances” (IIOPR, 219) has lost all possessions.
Or heisthe one who constitutively lacks “his own immediate assets (his capi-
tal)” (lbid., 192), since it is always purely contingent “what and how much |
possess . . (lbid., 63). Who isorbecomes poor depends on their particular,
individual fates, but that there is poverty isa necessary result of the stabiliz-
ing and driving dynamics ofcivil society. Firstofall, itisimperative to unfold
some of the central elementsofthe setting thatcivil society and itsmovement
provide for the question of poverty: one central effect is that besides their
property the poor also lose the possibility ofacquiring their own subsistence
which “leaves them more or less deprived ofall the advantagesofsociety...”
(Ibid.. 220). Therefore the effectsofintegration arc notworking forthe poor
anymore. Initially the civil society presents a logically higher'“level within the
ethical system. Family is the ethical substance in its immediate and natural
form that after the loss of its unity7releases the educated person into their
autonomy into civil society. It releases its members from the precautions and
the bond of felt unity with the other, into the formal generality of equal
needs and the administration of rights. Both lead to the fact that persons
encounter one another in an exterior way on the “stage of difference” (Ibid.,
180)8—civil society—under the loose “bond of connection” (lbid., 52) and
ofright.

Hereby the two fundamental principles of civil society are indicated: 1.
the concrete person as totality of its needs and 2. the person in its relation
to the other person: interpersonality or intersubjectivity. Civil society isthus
the unity constituted by similarities of different persons. If each person is
only interested in the satisfaction of its own needs the unavoidable relation
to others—that seem to be mere means of satisfaction—generates a form
of generality, universality. “I further my ends, | further the ends of the uni-
versal, and this in turn furthers my end” (lbid., 182). This is a “system of
needs”(lbid., 215) wherein the well-being and the right of each particular
individual are formally in relation to all of the others. This iswhy Hegel can
call civil society in its totality the “territory of mediation” on which “there is
free play forall idiosyncrasy, every talent, everyaccidentofbirth and fortune
and where waves ofevery passion gush forth . ..” (Ibid., 181). That this only
delineates a formal universality—a universality without universal content—
is clearly articulated in Hegel. This iswhy he can claim: "In these conflicts
and complexities the civic society affords a spectacle of excess, misery, and
physical and social corruption™ (Ibid., 224). This spectacle, that resembles
a “medley of arbitrariness” (lbid., 187) is itself maintained by a internal,
unconscious necessity whose central elements are the particularized needs
and the labor needed to satisfy them.
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The capacity thatemerges here, and one that is specifically human, is the
possibility of reflecting the circle of concrete needs that is predetermined
by instinct and to achieve a multiplication of needs by way of analysis and
differentiation. Civil society is therefore also an all-embracing differentia-
tion of needs that results from those human capacities that are marked by
an affiliated differentiation ofconditions oflabor and production. With the
differentiation of needs, the means of satisfying those needs are themselves
differentiated, and the seemingly contingent dependence on the products
of those others who satisfy my needs becomes necessary and universal.
“[Everything particular becomes something social” (lbid., 189) insofar as
the satisfaction of my particular needs necessitates that | work and in this
way contribute to the satisfaction ofthe needs ofeveryone. Everyone enjoys,
produces and acquires for himselfand produces therewith at the same time
the satisfaction ofthe needs of the others. Furthermore, this differentiation
logically implies a dissection of the processes of labor that causes labor to
become simpler and ultimately more mechanical, “until finally the human
being isable to step aside and leta machine take his place” (Ibid., 191).

The decisive thesis is as follows: from a certain historical-logical moment
in the necessaryeconomical development onwards, civil society cannotgrant
everyone the access to labor and therewith the autonomous assurance of
subsistence. This historical moment is the becoming-industrial of labor in
the factory in which the machine takes the place of the human being. If the
dynamics ofcivil society isuntram meled in its effects it produces a constantly
enlarged population and at the same time a constantly diminished possibil-
ity of maintaining subsistences. A consequence of this is “disproportionate
wealth” (Ibid., 221) in the hands ofa few, and reciprocally an augmentation
of "dependence and distress” in “the class tied to work of that sort” (lbid.).
W hat becomes clear here is that out of the internal dynamic of civil society
there isan unavoidable production of pooror impoverished masses. Without
limiting its own effectiveness, civil society is always confronted with the prob-
lem of its own development, with poverty. As Joachim Ritter rightly remarks,
for Hegel it is at the same time valid that “any advice to return to a former
world" is a “way to take refuge in impotence. . . .”9 Inescapably, civil society
has therefore to confront the product of its own dynamic. But it is precisely
unable to grant this to everyone to whom it must ifitis to remain faithful to
its own principle: that for everyone, one can secure one’s own subsistence by
one’sown labor.

Also the state seems to be impotent here: the poor appears after the dis-
solution of the family as an autonomous person facing other persons but,
and this is essential, does not find a representation in an estate that struc-
tures civil society. W hat is an estate? An estate constitutes itself through the
mediation of collective labor and need and therefore emerges as a logical
product of the economical movement and its differentiation. The estate
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appears besides the family as the second basis of the state.10llegel distin-
guishes between three typesofestates: 1. the immediate or substantial estate
thatisdedicated to the formation ofitsown land—itsreal estate—and which
isdependent upon products of nature; 2. the reflective or the formal estate
that mediates the formed natural material into mediation through the needs
and works of others and therefore becomes differentiated/gets split up into
the estate of artisans, manufacturers and commerce; 3. the general estate
thatisrelieved ofdirect labor by private property or by state supply and that
fulfills political-representative functions. The estate to which an individual
belongs iscontingent but thathe belongs to one is necessary. “W hen we say
that a human being must be ‘somebodyl [etwas], we mean that he should
belong to a specific estate, since to be somebody means to have a substantial
being” (I1TOPR, 197). Simply by belonging to an estate man makes himself
into an element of civil society through his own determination; this is car-
ried out by hisown labor,which formshim, and he strives to conserve society
and, through the mediation of the universal, he strives to conserve himself.
Now, what does it mean notto belong to an estate? Ilegel answers: “A person
with no estate isa mere private person and does not enjoy actual universal-
ity” (Ibid.). Or to use a formulation of Neocleous: “[.. .] notbeing a member
of an estate means thata person isnothing, nobody.”1The poorwho cannot
develop the natural product oftheirown property and who isnot an artisan,
manufactureror traderand cannot participate in the political-representative
estate counts as nothing and is a nobody for the rational political order of
the state. He is merely socioeconomically present, that is to say he appears
in the social space and in the space of economy. Butas a detached human
being without an estate he does notstand within the rational political order
of the state. If he “loses standing” (HOPR, 271, transi, mod.) with regards
to its subsistence, Hegel can deny existence to the poor and to the whole
un-estateof poverty. “[S]ince in civil society thatwhich iscommon to particu-
lar persons only existsif it is legally constituted and recognized” (Ibid., 22(i).
Poverty has in and for Hegel become an un-estate, it has become that which
does not really exists because it does not exist adequately. Therefore he can
note with absolute certainty: “The concrete state is the wiiolc, articulated
into its particulargroups. Amember ofastateisa memberofsuch agroup,
i.e. of an estate, and only as determined in this objective way does he come
into consideration in relation to the state” (lbid., 294). Being without an
estate means to fall out of the representative frame of the state. Against this
background, the poor or impoverished masses in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right
can easily be identified with what Jacques Ranciére calls the part sans-part,
the part without a part.

Nonetheless | shall demonstrate that Hegel does explicitly and implic-
itly offer proposals as to how we might solve the question of poverty, and by
reconstructing these proposals | will demonstrate that he does not leave the
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problem of poverty untreated—as, for example, Avineri believes. The pecu-
liar problem that Hegel recognizes israther that he sees that something else
emerges with poverty, that is connected to it. Although, as | will show, all of
Hegel’s solutions fail for internal logical reasons and it becomes clear that
the problem of poverty points to a much greater problem, one that initially
seemsto be mediated by the problem ofpoverty: thatofthe emergence ofthe
rabble.



Chapter 3

The Emergence of the Rabble from
the Un-Estate of Poverty

With regards to poverty one can state that it will always exist within society and ever
more so wealth increases.
(G. W. F Hegel) 1

Civilsocietyproduces poorand impoverished masses. Thisjudgmentisexplicit
in Hegel’s deduction of its laws of movement. But because civil society in the
organic framing of the state has to preserve the existence of its citizen, it has
to confrontthe inescapable productofits own movement. Its movement gen-
erates the poor; the struggle now is 10 find solutions for this problem without
arresting itsown dynamic. The treatmentof this specifically modern problem
isthusdependenton the meansthat modern society provideswhich do not halt
its own movement. One can find seven propositions in Hegel which attempt
to broach asolution to the problem of poverty. All of them, Iwish to claim, in
a first approach, are, for different internal logical reasons, insufficient,2and
in their failure make it possible to precisely mark the place which the rabble
names. The seven solutions are*: 1. the treatment of the poor by civil society
itself; 2. public begging; 3. the right of distress; 4. colonization; 5. redistribu-
tion of labor; 6. the corporation and its ethics (of responsible consumption);
7. the police, and in combination with it, religion (in the form ofcharitable
institutions).

1. The “civil society must" following its own entitlement “protect its mem-
bers” (HOPR, 218) and is responsible for “feeding” them (lbid., 219) because
it “takes the place ofthe family where the poorare concerned . . (lbid., 220).
Thus the supportofthe poorisdemanded ofcivil societyand itsown resources,
capital. But this seems impossible, as Hegel claims in an infamous sentence,
because civil society is “not rich enough™ (lbid., 222) to assure the subsistence
of those without labor, the poor. But behind this formula is most notably the
insight buried that a redistribution of accumulated capital—through direct
taxation, for example—would contradict the principle of civil society. This
principle isthe accumulation of the necessary means of subsistence for one's
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own life by ones own labor. Civil society would commita wrongdoing against
its own principle and would therefore be led into a suspension of its constitu-
tive continuity of mediation if it was to take from those who assure their own
subsistence by laboring and give it to those who arc not laboring, the poor. In
Hegel’s own words: “In either case, however, the needy would receive subsist-
ence directly, not by means of their work, and this would violate the principle
of civil society and the feeling of individual independence and honour in its
individual members” (lbid., 221).

In this sense, within poverty the contradiction of civil society with itselfis
crystallized: it should assure the livelihood of its members, but it can only
grant it by committing a misdeed against its own principle and would conse-
quently harm the fundamental conditions of its own existence. Therefore it
has to give up either itsclaim to support its members or its principle. But the
problem entails a further component: not only would such a contradiction
with itsown principle produce outrage in those who are able to support them -
selves by laboring; the contradiction would moreover generate in the poor
the false insight that they are on the level of isolation, that is, of civil society,
still linked to quasi-undivided, familial caring relations. Therefore, it would
nourish not only the poor butalso the beliefthat they could participate in a
common property without the necessity to enter into the relations of media-
tion that are generated by labor. The poor would as a consequence lose the
insight into and the desire for the necessity ofa true existence, ofa legal life
and the threatofthe emergence of a work-shy, lazy, careless mass would arise.
In short, the threat of the emergence of that which Hegel calls the rabble.
Therewith one of its central determinations is already named: the secondary
loss of the insight into the necessary and active assurance of subsistence that
supplements poverty. In this way the excessive surplusofthe movement of civil
society that isembodied in the poor leads, in the attempt to overcome it, to an
even bigger excess, to the rabble. “One increases the evil that one wanted to
cure” (HPRV, 224).

2.  "[T]he most direct measure against poverty,” Hegel claims, “has turned
out to be to leave the poorto their fate and instructthem to beg from the pub-
lic” (HOPR, 222). This formulation indicates that begging is able to maintain
aminimal standard of attitude [Gesinnung], i.e. at leastthe formal stabilization
ofawill toworkand to be active. Hegel seemingly wants to determine begging
in this way as a residual and minor form of labor and to conceive ofitinsuch a
way that it can hinder the emergence of the rabble. With begging there seems
to be the assurance of a minimal measure of activity or attitude. But Hegel
also clearly sees the concomitantand dangerous effect ofa tendency to restore
pre-Reformation circumstances. The alms would reward the post-Lutheran
idler who does not take his place in the mediating field of activity and would
in this way also produce the condition for the emergence of the rabble. The
consequence of his fidelity to Lutherisarticulated by Hegel when he speaks of
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adifficulty related to begging: “Someone who has begged once soon loses the
habit ofworking and he thinks he isentitled to live withoutworking” (IIPRV,
220). But as Hegel continues, "in civil society everyone is entitled to exist
through his work” (lbid., 222), which is to say that, in itone can only live an
honorable life by laboring. Therefore, begging, contrary to firstimpressions,
leads again to the emergence of what Hegel calls "the most horrible rabble
that even fantasy cannot imagine” (lbid., 223). The lazy, work-shy, dishonor-
able mass, the rabble, emerges inescapably also with begging.

3. The right of distress opens up a complex problem. Because on the one
side there is,as Ilcgelclaims, ifitisnecessary for the preservation ofone’s own
life, the “rightto life,” thatcan legitimate an unlawful action: forexample, “the
stealing of a loafofbread” (Ibid., 240). This means that there is a right also
in contradiction with and opposed to the property ofothers. Without itsome-
one whose life isendangered would be without rights and the greatestwrong
would appear, namely the negation ofa particular existence of freedom. With
this Hegel wants to avoid the possibility that there can be particular victims
of the general preservation of (abstract) right as a result ofthat very preser-
vation.1The right ofdistress is a right to avoid the victims of right. It can only be
justified through the “necessity [Afoi] of the immediate present” (I IOPR. 125),
but Hegel reminds us in the same context that human beings are rational
beings and are therefore not simply given over to the instant, to the immedi-
ate present. In the necessity ofthe instant the poor can call upon the right of
distress as a last resort to rescue their minimal life-preserving well-being. But
within the state a deed commiitted out ofdistress initially still appears in the
form ofacrime.5Therational human being has to accept the necessity ofthe
existing laws and to transcend his immediate indigence because “my convic-
tion does not change the right of objectivity” (HPRV, 246); and one can add
that itdoes not change the objectivity ofright. The right of necessity seems to
entail the possibilityofa demand for the minimal security of subsistence. But
it leads into the necessity of the distinction between a deed committed out of
necessity and a simple crime. Implicitly, Hegel indicates a measure of neces-
sity in his Philosophy ofRight. It isdetermined by the magnitude of the lack of
differentiation of needs.11fthe need issolely directed toward one object then
it reaches its most extreme form: desire. The right of distress isin fact a right
to be exempted from worldly laws. But the legitimacy of the exception is still
decided by (worldly) right itself. This ensures the primacy of right. Only a
third instance can judge the crime that is committed out of necessity and, if
justified, grant “pardon [Gnade]”7 (HOPR, 129). Buttherefore the measure of
necessity has to be inspected in order to make it possible to distinguish it from
mere criminality.

So the deed performed out of distress always appears as a crime that retro-
actively can be judged asjustified or not justified by a court of law. The court
will inspectitin order to determine whether the deed wasa mere "momentary
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blindness” or not (I1IOPR, 129). If the right of necessity does not apply then
the reason for thejudgmentcannot refer to momentary blindnesses or to the
“strength ofsensual impulse” to notjudge the criminal “as abstractly momen-
tary”butaccording to his “honour due to him as a human being” (lbid.). He
has thus to bejudged in the way that he is “as subject to this single moment
alone” but as “essentially something universal” (Ibid.). li isclear that the right
of distress only applies to actions of desire that imply the most intensive lack
ofadifferentiation ofneeds. Thisis the subjective condition which objectively
appears as a necessity [Not]. llegel defines desire explicitly as “immediate sin-
gular [will] (desire)” (HGPR, 200), i.e. as a will that iswithout any distance
and immediately directed to something that is exterior to itselfand wants it
for its own. But the immediate will is a merely natural will that, in order to
be transformed into a truly free will, mustbe negated. In supportofmy read-
ing, one can find in llegel the following passage: "immediate will; natural will,
freedom—to be with oneself-—through negation of the natural will" (lbid.,
307). Any will has to immediately relate to something that is exterior to it (at
least initially) in order to give itselfexistence, or, to put it differently: even to
preserve itself asan individual will. What the willunderconditions of necessity
wills as universal ison the one hand a self-preservation as (at least) residual,
that is, the minimal realization of (the particular) freedom; and, on the other
hand, it wills thisuniversal in a way that addresses its self-preservation.

In indigence, the need that founds all interactions of civil society regresses
to mere and immediate desire, drive. In other words, in desire, freedom
regresses to the state of the drive ofa natural will. In desire, the universality
and the demand for self-preservation (of the will) occurs in a particular and
at the same time fundamental form. If the peculiar rationality of the illegal
action performed out of desire and necessity can only bejudged and found
retroactively, one can here draw a further consequence from Hegel's concep-
tion of the right of distress: to him who looks rationally upon the crime (done
out of desire), the crime in turn presents a rational aspect. This relation is
mutual. The difficulty which 1wantto remark here is the following: that desire
as undifferentiation of all needs and in consequence as the direction of all
actions to one objectintroduces into desire a peculiar primacy of the natural.
Desire means the concentration of a free will on the mere preservation of
life. This concentration reduces the options of actions and needs and there-
fore indicates at the same time, as the foundation of the right of distress, the
rationality ofillegal actionsand a momentofirrationality within them. Ifman
isnothing but an absolute conservare suiwhen desire determines his actions,
then the rationality of his actions, to which the right of distress has merely to
refer becomes indistinguishable from the irrationality of an unfree animal/
Because as Hegelclaimssomewhere about the immediate will: "the immediate
will is precisely one thatactson immediate fantasiesand caprices, ratherthan
on reasons and ideas [Vorstellungen]” (HOPR, 173).



The Emergence ofthe Rabble 19

Only when the rationality proper to man makes it necessary (for him) to
concentrate all his actions and his free will on mere self-preservation, only
when man follows one of his mere drives to assure his survival, does the right
of distress apply. It therefore finds its place at the point where man and ani-
mal nearly have become indistinguishable. It applies to illegal actions that
structurally come very close to what Hegel wants and has to keep out of the
judging of criminals: the intensity of sensual impulses.9Anyjudgment that
purely relates to desire as the intensity ofsensual impulses and in this sense
declares a necessary momentary blindness judges man, contrary to Hegel’s
intention, not as man but as close to what he calls a “beast” (HOPR, 145).
One can find in Hegel a passage which points in the same direction when
he argues that momentary blindness should not be used as explanation of
a punishment. He enumerates there all that has to be excluded in order to
finallyadd an importanthintwith regard to the solution ofthe problem Ihave
been discussing. What cannot be taken into consideration forajudgment is

“momentary blindness, the goad of passion ... or, in a word, what is called
the strength of sensual impulse (excluding impulses which are on the basis
of the right of distress) . ..” (Ibid., 129). The argument isclear. The intensity

ofsensory impulses cannot be referred to as long as thejudge does not deal
with a crime committed out of distress. Therefore, the right of distress does
notjudge man according to his honor asa human being but as infamous. A
handwritten note oi Hegel is quite telling in this context: “Indigence [.Vo/] is
a sacred word, iftruly---—-- " (HGPR, 240)

Indigence is a sacred word because it names the resort that protects life
from right itself. Therefore the holiness of the word indigence is always
already related to the lifeappearing in relation to it. Indigence isa holyword
and life, being in indigence, isa holy life. And thus is supposed to be pro-
tected by the rightof distress. But in the same breath it issentenced to be in
the status ofa malicious form of life that fully expresses the whole ambiguity
of the word sacer:10 Because the judgment of the right of distress that fol-
lows the Hegelian axiom, “right— must have life" (Ibid., 241), paradoxically,
by not judging it according to its honor, denies it the right to life. Because
“life—life which only a person has,isaright...” (Ibid., 242). This means also
that thejudgmentof the right of distress at the same time protects the life
itjudges and denies it the right to life. The right of distress always implicitly
judges human beings as vicious, as malicious, and as animals. It is only valid
forthe being ofactions thatstem from desire and therefore itisonly valid for
man as malicious, irrational animal, as beast.

Also it needs to be stated that the exception from objective right that is the
right of distress cannot be a permanentone because right itself decides over
its exception. This is a further problematic consequence of Hegel's concep-
tion. If the right would install the permanence of actions out of distress it
would become less entitled to be objective right and the right of objectivity.
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Related to ibis is a problem of the reversal of quantity into quality on two lev-
els. If. for the particularindividual, the right ofdistressisvalid in one case the
momentous indigence isonly overcome far the moment. Because, if there will be
areemergence ofindigence, right can only be cleared by another trial. The
right can decide only for thiscase. Otherwise, constantindigence would imply
the constant possibility ofan unrestrained legitimate claim for therightofdis-
tress. Every exception from right has to remain a specific and singular excep-
tion and docs not at all imply a permanent repetition: “But the only thing
that is necessary is to live now; the future isnot absolute but ever exposed to
contingency” (lbid., 125). In addition, the same problem repeats itselfon a
secondary level because within civil society an always particular misery is mul-
tiplied in the sense of the production of the impoverished masses. On both
levelsthe decision forapermanentjustified applicabilityofthe rightofdistress
would come with a qualitative transformation of right itself. Right would lose
(at least by trend) both the “force of reality” and the status of “being in some
way known” as objectively actual. The question of poverty remains unresolved
by the rightofdistress.

4. With the idea ofcolonization Hegel offers a historical and logical option
that necessarily accompanies civil society. After having stated that civil society
isnecessarily driven beyond itsown limits," he goeson to explain the meaning
of this claim. Civil society has to find “means of subsistence, in other lands"
(Ibid., 222). Butat the same time, the colonization ofother peoples, due to its
internal logic, offers no more than a temporal retardation of the problem of
poverty. Hence itleads into a logic ofbad infinity because itdoes notrepresent
a solution to poverty assuch but rather a temporary postponement. It gener-
ates an eternal return ofthe same problem in the framework of bad infinity
that can be deduced from the extension of civil society itself. Itisnothing but
apostponementofthe same problem.

5. Hegel discusses the possibility of giving those who are without work an
employmentat various times as a further option of fighting against poverty.l’
But he is also quite explicit that this idea would lead to destructive consé-
quences for the whole of the economy of society. On the one hand, itwould
result in a disproportional increase of production that would lead at best to
a mere redistribution of those who are poor. Ifone gives employment to the
poor they produce products that are generally produced by otherswho would
then would descend into poverty. Hegel gives the following example:

In an area of the mountains live 1200 families of weavers, the consumption
issuch that in total 200 are without work; ifone now gives employment to
them they all produce as much as 1200 can produce, but they consume what
amere 1000 can accomplish and as aconsequence of this 200 other families
lose their work; the only difference is that 200 are helped and in contrast
200 others become beggars. (HVORL 4, (512)
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The redistribution thus structurally leads to a repeated institution ofthe status
quo and doesnotofferaqualified solution to the problem of poverty. Rather it
can even have effects that lead to a debasement of the whole situation. By giv-
ingan employment to the poor, “the ensembleofproduction isincreased. The
evil [of this solution] consisted in the fact that too many products exist; the
workerdocs not find away to sell hiscommodities. One thus multiplies the evil
one wanted to cure. Because in this way even those who formerly found buyers
will be ruined” (HPRV, 224). Through this disproportionate overproduction
there will consequently be a crisis that relates to the value ofall goods and to
the production ofall commodities. Therefore ithas a dangerous effect for the
totality of the economic movement of civil society. llegel refuses this option
notjust because itdocs not abolish poverty but because it has an intensifying
effect ofcrisis.

6. Due to its logical constitution, the corporation seems to indicate a possi-
bilityofsubduing the problem ofpoverty. The reflecting estate that isthe most
essential estate of civil society gathers in his branches (the artisan, manufac-
turer and merchants’ estates) the majority ofsocial activity.13Artisans, manu-
facturers and merchants now build on the shared fundaments oftheir modes
of activity and work associations. W ithin the corporation that appears to its
members as a “second family” (HOPR, 225), the particular individual gains
its honor through a mutual recognition of the respective ability and further-
more through the commonality of work there emerges the “livelihood . . .
stable resources.” (Ibid.). In this way the construction of secure resources to
which any active member contributes assures the supportofall those members
who sink into poverty. For Hegel, in the corporation, poverty loses "the unjust
humiliation associated with it. The wealthy perform theirduties to their fellow
associates and thus riches cease to inspire either pride or envy ...” (HOPR.
226). The corporation appears as an institution ofprovisions mediated by com-
mon labor. But: these provisions are exclusive. Because only the members of
the corporation constitute the bonds of support that only they can demand
in case of emergency. Here a subduing effectofeconomy and of the problem
of poverty isreached. But because it is constituted exclusively by the common
quality of work— that Hegel for this reason calls capability14 [Befdhigung]— it
excludes all those who are not members of the corporation, i.e. who arc inca-
pacitated. The funding in common activity does make the capacity into an
exclusivecondition for the possibility of participation in the corporation.

An extension of this structure may be found in the attempt to read the
Hegelian conception of the corporation as at the same time a genesis of
an "ethic of responsible consumption.”2550ne proponent of this idea isJoel
Anderson, and itis necessary to discuss it here briefly since it presents a radi-
calized version of the function ofsubduing. Anderson starts from the assump-
tion thatthe corporation produces an educational effect thataccompanies the
creation ofan economic consciousness on the partofitsmembers. In shortthis
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means: The producer comes to realize that he is also a consumer. In this way
an economical and ethical investmentin the particularproperty thatwould be
unthinkable for uncivilized peoples, becomes thinkable, as Anderson claims.
If they still show “a lack ofconsciousness of the way the use of my property is
disadvantageous for others”16in an “ethic of responsible consumption” civil
society would itself become an overly enlarged corporation. Only, this corpo-
rative society would not be marked by the essential feature of constituting a
common property. Ratheritwould appearin the form ofan educational effect
and the emerging ethics of economically responsible consumers would be its
substantial result. In Anderson, this consequence isdescribed as follows: “The
general principle, however, is that a society with stable employment patterns
will be asociety in which consumers put theirmoneywhere thejobs are.”7The
attempt of civil society to become state,18as Marx defined the corporation,
would then have been realized. The rational state would be transformed into
a general society-corporation and its corresponding economical reason. But
the soothing assurance of certain ofthe social domains that the corporation is
able to introduce even in this tightened dialectic of producers and consumers
has a specific, qualified form of production—which is to say, a capacity—as its
precondition. The corporation isable to grant the security of its members. But
it knows the poor only as former, capable producers. Or to put it differently:
it only feeds and supports the poor that it knows. Hegel's conception of the
corporation excludes those that are not capable members of it; Anderson’
reading of it excludes those who have and have had no employmentand who
therefore lack “immediate assets (capital)” (HOPR, 192) and a developed
capacity. The corporation always knows a remainder and thisremainder isthe
poverty of those that it does not know.

Here a further differentiation of the corporation becomes necessary. This
comesoutofthedetermination ofthe specificrightofthecorporation. Because

it has the “right ... to look after its own interests within itsown sphere,... to
admitmembers qualified objectively by the requisite skill and rectitude, in the
numbers determined by the general context . . .” (lbid., 224-25). Domenico

Losurdo has reconstructed in great detail the genesis of the liberal theories of
the Vormaerz-politics,and itisthanks to hiswork thatwe can now understand
more clearly how the conception of the corporation in the Hegelian Philosophy
of Right can be understood as an organizational model and political instru-
mentofaworking classat the time ofitsformation.For the working class, the
corporation adopts a function that should not be underestimated. Losurdo
reads the Hegelian explanations of the corporation as a paradigm atic sketch
ofa proto-trade union that would put the worker estate in a position to gener-
ate a form of organization that, on the one hand, could distance itself from
the fossilized structures of the medieval system ofguilds and crafts and would
therefore be able, on the other, to influence economical factors as laboring
time regulations, wages and further general determinations that are linked to
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the workers’ estate. As Losurdo has shown, the vehement defensive reactions
that are not only directed against workers associations in the period of their
formation but also against the Hegelian Philosophy of Right can be convinc-
ingly read as symptoms ofsuch a possibility. Losurdo rightly states that “with
the diagnosis of the mercilessness of the dialectics [that leads to the inescap-
ability of poverty in civil society] ... nothing remains but the solidarity of the
membersofacertain category of worker which does not abolish poverty but to
alleviate it."20But he neglects to take into consideration one essential category
in the constitution ofsolidarity. Because solidarity can only be conceived of
in Hegelian terms as a specific form ofshared professional ethics [Standesehre]
within the corporation thatcan only result on condition thatanother quality
be present. Here the category of rectitude plays a central role. This can be
clearly shown by referring to the fact that before a new member is affiliated
with the corporation his rectitude has to be 