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Handout for Week 10: Confession, Judgement, Forgiveness, and Trust

1. Four Normative Meta-Meta-Attitudes—attitudes to the distinction between niederträchtig and edelmütig meta-normative attitudes:

a) Objective, cognitive.

b) Subjective, optional stances.

c) Practical, recognitive identification either with attitudes or with norms.

d) Cognitive-recognitive explicit acknowledgement of implicit practical commitment to edelmütig attitude contained in judging and acting at all.

2. The culmination of the book takes place in 11 paragraphs:  The text that describes the transition to the third stage in the development of Spirit is gnomic, dark, and allegorical.  It takes the form of a parable, a narrative recounting sequential stages in the relationship between an “evil consciousness” [PG 661] and a “hard-hearted judge” [PG 669-70]: evil [PG 661-62], judgment [PG 662-66], confession [666], refusal of reciprocal confession [PG 667-68], the breaking of the hard heart and confession by the judge [PG 669], forgiveness [PG 669-71], and the achievement of a new kind of recognitive community (“The reconciling Yea, in which the two 'I's let go their antithetical existence, is the existence of the 'I' which has expanded into a duality.” [PG 671]).  Our task, as it has so often been, is to read the allegory—in this case, so as to understand the nature of this final form of mutual recognition as reciprocal confession and forgiveness.  Unlike the earlier stories, this one outlines something that hasn’t happened yet: a future development of Spirit, of which Hegel is the prophet: the making explicit of something already implicit, whose occurrence is to usher in the next phase in our history.

3. The two parties to this morality tale, the judged and the judging consciousness, personify the two social perspectives on the application of concepts in judgment and agency familiar to us from our consideration of Hegel’s theory of agency.  These are the first-person context of deliberation (Vorsatz-Handlung) and the third-person context of assessment (Absicht-Tat).  The one judged makes himself responsible, by applying a concept, and the judge holds him responsible for that application.
4. As our story begins, the recognitive attitudes in virtue of which the acting consciousness is denominated ‘evil’ or ‘wicked’ [böse], and the judge “hard-hearted” are niederträchtig ones.  

The consciousness that judges in this way is itself base [niederträchtig], because it divides up the action, producing and holding fast to the disparity of the action with itself. [PG 666]

5. The Kammerdiener’s sort of assessment is always possible, and in the parable of confession and forgiveness, the agent himself eventually comes to assess his own actions this way.  He confesses to being evil—confesses that his apparent respect for the norms (universals) is a guise for the pursuit of personal (particular) ends.  Adopting this reductive naturalistic characterization of his own doings is the ne plus ultra of alienation.
6. At this stage in the parable, the judging consciousness “is hypocrisy, because it passes off such judging, not as another manner of being wicked, but as the correct consciousness of the action.”  [PG 666]  The judge takes it that though the acting consciousness is evil, responding to the particular rather than the universal, the contingencies of his subjective situation and dispositions rather than acknowledging what is normatively necessary, he himself is responsive to the universal, to norms.  What the judge says is correct, the right way to describe what is going on, the way one is obliged to think about it.  The judge still takes it that he can “oppose to the universal aspect of the action, the personal aspect of the individuality,” because he still perceives that universal aspect.  So the assessor and attributor of actions applies quite different standards to his own activities than he does to those of the ones he assesses.  This is an asymmetric recognitive relation, based on the model of independence: if contingent attitudes are involved at all, norms cannot be.
7. Confessing is acknowledging and accepting the correctness of the indictment of the niederträchtig judge.  It is a speech act, because “language as the existence of Spirit…is self-consciousness existing for others,” [PG 652], “it is the self which as such is actual in language, which declares itself to be the truth, and just by so doing acknowledges all other selves and is acknowledged by them.” [PG 654]  The content of the confession is accordingly something like: 

“I confess that my judgments and actions have not been just what I was obliged or permitted (committed or entitled) to do by the norms implicit in the concepts applied therein; they were not simply responses acknowledging the normative necessity embodied in those concepts.  They also express, reflect, and are sensitive to my subjective attitudes—the doxastic and practical commitments, the particular contingent course of experience I have undergone, the beliefs that I have contingently acquired and rejected or retained during this historical-experiential process of development, my contingent practical ends, projects, and plans and their evolution—everything that makes me the distinctive individual I am.  They are, in the end, my commitments, my attitudes, shot through and through with particularity that is not a mere reflection of the universals I took myself to be applying.”  

8. Making such a confession is practically identifying with that structural disparity that knowing and acting consciousness involves.  For it is sacrificing the claim to entitlement for or justification of the judgment or action by appeal to the content of the conceptual norm being applied.  It is identification with one’s own attitudes (particularity), rather than with the normative statuses (individuality) that are adopted in virtue of applying concepts, binding oneself by norms (universals).  

But there is a residual asymmetry.  For if the Kammerdiener’s reductive naturalism is correct, then it applies to the judge too.

Perceiving this identity and giving utterance to it, he confesses this to the other, and equally expects that the other, having in fact put himself on the same level, will also respond in words in which he will give utterance to this identity with him, and expects that this mutual recognition will now exist in fact. [PG 666]

The confession of the one who is wicked, 'I am so', is not followed by a reciprocal similar confession. This was not what the judging consciousness meant: quite the contrary. It repels this community of nature, and is the hard heart that is for itself, and which rejects any continuity with the other. [PG 667]

At this stage, the judge does not appear as impartially applying universals, simply responding appropriately to their normative demands.  What he is doing shows up as adopting a stance, rather than just cognitively apprehending how things objectively are.  For he decides to adopt a different stance towards his own sayings and doings than he does to those of others.  This is an optional attitude on his part.  Further, in “rejecting any continuity with the other” he is adopting a recognitive stance: rejecting an offer of reciprocal recognition.

9. As a result, the situation is reversed. The one who made the confession sees himself repulsed, and sees the other to be in the wrong when he refuses to let his own inner being come forth into the outer existence of speech, when the other contrasts the beauty of his own soul with the penitent's wickedness, yet confronts the confession of the penitent with his own stiff-necked unrepentant character, mutely keeping himself to himself and refusing to throw himself away for someone else. [667]

The hard-hearted judge is doing what he originally indicted the other for.  He is letting particularity affect his application of universals: applying different normative standards to doings just because they happen to be his doings.  And in doing so, he is producing a recognitive disparity, allowing his particular being-for-self (attachment to his own attitudes) to disrupt the achievement of a community (universal) by reciprocal recognition.

It is thus its own self which hinders that other's return from the deed into the spiritual existence of speech and into the identity of Spirit, and by this hardness of heart produces the disparity which still exists.  [PG 667]

10. “The breaking of the hard heart, and the raising of it to universality, is the same movement which was expressed in the consciousness that made confession of itself.”  [PG 669]  
The next and final stage in the development of self-conscious Spirit, by the judge traversing the four meta-meta-attitudes laid out in the previous section:

a) First, the judge acknowledges that he is adopting a stance, rather than simply acknowledging a fact;

b) Second, the judge acknowledges that the stance is a recognitive one;

c) So, the judge acknowledges that which stance he adopts produces a community of a certain kind;

d) Next, the judge must acknowledge that acting and judging (acknowledging and attributing, deliberating and assessing) implicitly presuppose (are intelligible only in the context of) edelmütig recognitive stances.

e) Finally, the judge must explicitly adopt such a recognitive stance and institute an edelmütig recognitive community.

The forgiveness which it extends to the other is the renunciation of itself, of its unreal essential being which it put on a level with that other which was a real action, and acknowledges that what thought characterized as bad, viz. action, is good; or rather it abandons this distinction of the specific thought and its subjectively determined judgement, just as the other abandons its subjective characterization of action. The word of reconciliation is the objectively existent Spirit, which beholds the pure knowledge of itself qua universal essence, in its opposite, in the pure knowledge of itself qua absolutely self-contained and exclusive individuality—a reciprocal recognition which is absolute Spirit. [PG 670]

Forgiveness [Verzeihung] is a recognitive attitude that practically acknowledges the complementary contributions of particularity and universality to individuality—both the way the application of the universal raises the particular to the level of the individual, and the way application to particulars actualizes the universal in an individual.  It is a practical, community-instituting form of self-consciousness that is structured by the meta-conceptual categories of Vernunft, rather than Verstand.  It is sittlich, rather than alienated, in understanding the complex interdependence of norms (universals, on the side of content, necessity, on the side of force) and attitudes and the process by which together they institute and articulate normative statuses (commitments).
Spirit, in the absolute certainty of itself, is lord and master over every deed and actuality, and can cast them off, and make them as if they had never happened.” [PG 667]

The wounds of the Spirit heal, and leave no scars behind. 

The deed is not imperishable; it is taken back by Spirit into itself, and the aspect of individuality present in it, whether as intention or as an existent negativity and limitation, straightway vanishes. [PG 669]

11. Forgiving is the recollective labor of finding a concept that is being expressed (now less, now more fully and faithfully) by the conceptions endorsed by those whose judgments and actions are being forgiven.  What is confessed is that applications of concepts respond to contingent features of subjective conceptions and attitudes, not just to the normative necessity determined by the content of the objective concepts.  Necessity is infected with contingency.  The result of the recollective labor of the recognitively generous forgiver is to give contingency the form of necessity. Characterizing recollecting as forgiving emphasizes that it is not only a cognitive and practical enterprise—reconstruing judgments and actions—but also the adoption of a recognitive stance toward the ones whose judgments and actions are so construed.  As a recognitive relation, the edelmütig stance is an identification with that higher unity.  By contrast, the niederträchtig stance is identification with the moment of disparity that consciousness and agency necessarily involve: the collision of incompatible commitments that eventually shows the inadequacy of each set of cognitive and practical commitments and the conceptions that articulate them. 
12. The forgiving judge “exhibits the power of Spirit over its determinate concept” by recollectively reconstruing the content of that concept, so as to show it as authoritative over subjective conceptions and attitudes.  Magnanimous forgiving recollection is the exercise of the power of Spirit over the determinate concept.
13. Our recollective reconstrual of the contents of the concepts involved inevitably fails to exhibit every use as correct and expressively progressive.  We confess that though our generous, forgiving recognitive spirit is willing, our flesh is weak.  We have not fully healed the wounds of the Spirit, have not made the aspect of individuality present in every actuality wholly vanish, have not made the disparity of all the deeds as if it had never happened.   
14. I take it that this point is the punchline of the Phenomenology, the final lesson he has organized the whole book to teach us:  semantic self-consciousness—awareness of the transcendental conditions of the intelligibility of determinately contentful attitudes, of thinking, believing, meaning, or intending anything—consists in explicitly acknowledging an always-already implicit commitment to adopt generous recognitive attitudes of reciprocal confession and recollective forgiveness.
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