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In his Introduction to the
Phenomenology of Spirit [1]
Hegel focuses our attention upon
the general theme of the book: to
scientificially comprehend the
Concept of knowledge or
knowing. Today, modern science
proceeds as if “knowing” was a
completely irrelevant subject for
study, and gets right to the
objects of knowing without a

moment’s glance at the knowing process itself. This is called
naive realism - the object we know is what it is in its immediate
apprehension by the senses and no contribution from the process
of knowing need be considered. But Hegel takes knowing as the
prime subject to be considered, so he begins by stating the three
different perspectives toward knowledge that were prevalent at
his time (and more or less held today as well).

1. Knowledge as an instrument.
2. Knowledge as a medium.
3. Ordinary conception of knowledge as natural consciousness.

Modern science completely ignores the nature and contribution
of the process of knowing in its investigation of the world or of
Truth. This kind of ignor-ance is not acceptable for rational
thought and we find that this neglect has caused some
fundamental problems, for instance in quantum physics where

the Copenhagen interpretation (Neils Bohr) actually finds it
necessary to attribute a role to consciousness or knowing.

The problems with these three perspectives of knowledge.

If knowledge is an instrument then what is examined by it is not
left unaffected since some distortion must occur due to the
instrument itself. Kant took this perspective very seriously,
analyzed the contribution of knowledge as instrument and
concluded that ultimately we could know nothing about the
noumenal Truth (the thing-in-itself) by only its appearances. Only
knowledge of the instrument was given by him, but a great deal
of Truth was already presumed by this perspective, viz. that the
knower was different from knowledge, and that knowledge was
distinct and separate from the Truth. In other words, Kant
concluded that knowledge is outside of Truth! This, of course,
defeats the whole endeavor of knowing, and therefore this idea
must be rejected as problematic.

Knowledge as a medium also puts knowing outside of Truth or
alongside of it. This is also problematic because as a medium or
type of substance it would also have to be considered part of
Truth. Spinoza presumed that thinking was merely an attribute of
Truth emanating like a ray refracted through the passive medium
of knowledge. Even if this medium could be comprehended and
the refractive influence calculated we would not thereby be able
to determine the Truth itself in its purity since the ray as thought
is knowledge and thus knowing is not a medium. If we try to
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Sometimes in hu-
man experience
mental events hap-
pen suddenly and
without apparent
antecedents. Fine
poetry comes from
a poet's thought;
the solution to a
difficult math-
ematical riddle is
revealed like a
flash in the mind
of a mathemati-

cian; an intricate chemical structure is revealed
in the mind of a chemist; a whole symphony is
inspired in the mind of a composer. Are we to
suppose that these phenomena are nothing but
the products of chance and simple pushes and
pulls?

Mozart (1756-1791)

On the human level there
are so many subtle traits of
personality, for example:
compassion, humility, sta-
bility and self control, hon-
esty, tolerance, responsibil-
ity, cleanliness, love and so
on. Are there any molecu-
lar mechanisms that can

turn off and on to produce all these unique symp-

Is there any molecular operation
or any multidimensional quantum
mechanical equation that can
describe these wonderful
phenomena of life ?
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eliminate the ray to get to the bare truth we are only left with the
other attribute of Truth for Spinoza which is extension. But objects
are not merely spatially extended but also differentiated and
determinate.

The ordinary understanding of knowledge is that it is like a net or
a glue-stick that immediately captures Truth upon contact. This
capturing, however, implies that something is happening, yet at
the same time this understanding assumes it is instantaneous or
immediate. Thus it denies that knowledge is active, even though
knowing requires an endeavor, or if it is an activity of the Truth
itself then the whole activity of knowing is apparently just a trick
of the Absolute.

What is significant and common to all of these perspectives is
that they place knowledge as different from or outside of Truth.

The Truth is Absolute

The Absolute or Absolute Truth are one and the same. The
Absolute is True and the True is Absolute. This is the meaning
being adopted here. To say that knowledge is capable of
apprehending some other type of truth besides what is Absolute
will be called either relative (conditional) truth or even
misconception or illusion.

We have before us the task of elucidating the scientific meaning
of the terms absolute, knowledge, Truth, etc., in other words to
establish the Concept of knowledge.

Knowledge as phenomenal

To claim that there is a scientific Concept of knowledge may
seem unfounded since it is only an assertion here at this point.
We still have to demonstrate this claim. It will do no good to
merely argue against the ideas of knowledge as instrument, etc.
that may already be accepted since these are also unfounded
assertions. What we will therefore actually do is to show that the
Concept of knowledge is not a mere assertion like the others by
turning knowledge against itself as an assertion.

An assertion may be considered what is merely given to us, and
what is given to us may also be considered to be what appears or
manifests. In this sense we will be considering knowledge as it
appears or in its phenomenality, i.e. as it appears to natural
consciousness, and work through knowledge or knowing in this
modality until we arrive at the proper Concept of knowledge which
gives us Truth in and for itself. This is what we would intuitively
expect of knowledge so now we have to explicitly and scientifically
show in what way knowledge and Truth can be understood to
give this relation.

The highway of despair.

Natural consciousness considers
whatever it knows to be real, i.e. for it to
be in possession of real knowledge.
Because we are following a path of critique
of such phenomenal knowledge our
progress will exhibit a negative relation

toward it. In other words, natural consciousness will loose its
truth for us on this path, so Hegel calls this progress the “highway
of despair.” Scientific understanding means to not simply accept
what is merely given but to inquire rationally into it so as to gain
a proper comprehension. There will necessarily be steps along
this path that we may also call stages of consciousness. These
stages may be considered the history of the education of
consciousness to the platform of Science. This history is not
temporal, but consists of the sequence of logically necessary
stages that appear in the rational or philosophical development
of science. Some correspondence will certainly exist, necessarily,
but we should not confuse one for the other.

The positive aspect.

The education of consciousness does result so there is a positive
progression on this otherwise negative path. The goal is reached
when knowledge no longer needs to go beyond itself, i.e. when
knowing and the object of knowledge are identical in their
difference, so that the object is properly conceived, then knowing
and Truth are united, which is the Truth in and for itself.

The positive aspect in negation is that it is specific or determinate
negation and thus has a positive element in it. Therefore negation
is not to be considered only one-sidedly in its negative
significance. Negation does not leave us with nothing; e.g. the
negation of day is night, but night is not nothing.

The things of nature appear to be limited to what they are - they
are not able to go beyond their own immediate existence or limit,
i.e. their negation. Thus they are called finite. Consciousness,
however, is the Concept of itself. We have a consciousness of a
particular limited nature, but we are also conscious of the fact
that we are conscious. In this sense consciousness transcends
itself and is consciousness of itself, or self-conscious. Thus it
negates or goes beyond its own limit or negation. This again is a
positive result called the ego or “I.” Thus it is infinite; but as a
particular individual among other individuals it is not Absolute.

To be continued ...
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