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Chapter 8

How is Practical Philosophy Speculatively Possible?

Christian Krijnen

1 Practical Philosophy as a Problem

The systematic significance of the question posed results from the history 

of transcendental philosophy. It therefore concerns a complex problem. The 

complexity essentially stems from Kant’s philosophy, its conception, problems, 

and possibilities. More precisely, it concerns Kant’s architectonic of reason. Re-

garding the method of presentation of this issue, the complexity stems from 

the fact that I shall try to sound out a consequence evolving from a series of 

investigations of freedom in transcendental philosophy and Hegel that I have 

conducted in recent years. The results of these investigations are presupposed 

and hence this article is rather synthetic. Although the discussion of the im-

plied consequence is the main issue, let me first roughly sketch its background!

In line with tradition, Kant divides philosophy into a theoretical and a prac-

tical branch and the corresponding objects into nature and freedom.1 Whereas 

theoretical reason aims at objects that are given from elsewhere—by sensory 

intuition—practical reason is related to objects that it creates itself, for practi-

cal reason concerns the determination of the will. Corresponding to this view, 

theoretical reason’s relation to an object consists in, as Kant says, the “mere de-

termination” of the object, which is theoretical knowledge of reason. Practical 

reason, in contrast, is concerned with “realizing” its object (in accordance with 

the knowledge of it), which is practical knowledge of reason.2 Kant conceives 

of practical as “everything that is possible through freedom” (cpr B 828).

As Kant himself did not offer a deduction of this division, in an early phase of 

the development of German idealism, attempts had already been  undertaken 

1 Cf. cpr B 868 f., B 830; CPrR 15; CJ 167 f., 171, 174, 178 f., 416, etc. See for Kant’s architectonic also 

Krijnen (2011, 2016).

2 Cf. CPrR 89 with cpr B ix f. and Gr 426. See, for instance, also CPrR 15, where Kant defines 

practical reason as a power to produce or cause objects corresponding to our representa-

tions, or CPrR 57, where practical reason is conceived of as the representation of an object 

as a possible effect of freedom. For Kant, being an object of practical reason signifies the 

relation of the will to the action by which the object would be realized. Put in terms of Kant’s 

two-world theory: The moral law gives to the sensible world (sensible nature) the form of an 

intelligible world (supersensible nature) (CPrR 43).
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to establish a more original relationship of reason. Such attempts in one way 

or another also are incorporated in in the development of later forms of ide-

alism, e.g. of neo-Kantianism and its concern to sublate the discussion on a 

(somewhat unkantian) primacy of practical reason initiated by Fichte, shorn 

of its practical connotations, transforming the primacy of practical reason into 

a comprehensive idealism of freedom. South-West neo-Kantianism (inter alia 

Wilhelm Windelband, Heinrich Rickert, Bruno Bauch, Jonas Cohn) paradig-

matically shows that normative constraints are not only constitutive for the 

practical realm but make up the foundation of the whole human world, of its 

theoretical and practical or whatever dimension. The distinguished realms of 

culture or validity are all specifications of the fundamental axiotic relation.3 

The fundamental axiotic relation concerns a relationship between values 

(laws of validity, determinants of orientation), the valuing subject, and cul-

tural goods. This value-determined self-formation of the subject finally con-

cerns values intrinsically or immanently part of its own subjectivity, so called 

autonomous values. This, mutatis mutandis, also holds for the post-war tran-

scendental philosophy of Wagner (1980) and Flach (1997). From a systematic 

perspective, the fundamental axiotic relation deals with the unity of theoreti-

cal and practical reason, discussed so vehemently since Kant. Such a primacy 

of reason as a primacy of self-formation of the subject by specific values or sets 

of values, however, discloses its practical format. The approach of the funda-

mental axiotic relation therefore entails the problem of the specific determi-

nacy of practical philosophy. What can the specifically practical be after it has 

been axiotized, that is to say, after it has been conceptualized as a universalized 

relationship of self-formation of the subject: how is practical philosophy still 

possible?4

It turns out that the practical in its axiotized or universalized form either 

way is the dimension of realizing validity or values (in the sense of shaping re-

ality according to values qua determinants of orientation for subjects, tasks of 

formation). The result of forming reality according to values is culture. Culture 

has its determinacy as a value-laden reality and, hence, as a result of human 

self-formation according to values, or to put it differently, to ideas, validity, or 

reason. Culture is the existence of freedom. Yet the existence of freedom tran-

spires to be too complex to be determined sufficiently within the context of 

the fundamental axiotic relation, characteristic of Kantian transcendental phi-

losophy. In essence, the general problem of the approach of the fundamental 

3 See on the fundamental axiotic relation in detail Krijnen (2001, Ch. 2.3, 6.3, 7.2 f.; 2008, Ch. 

4.2.2; 5.4; 2015, Ch. 3 f.).

4 I have addressed different aspects of this issue in: Krijnen 2014a; Krijnen 2014b.
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axiotic relation seems to be that it sticks to the influential idea, also guiding 

Kant, that freedom should be conceived of as a causal power of the subject 

that determines itself in accordance with its own laws of validity.5 The funda-

mental axiotic relation therefore is loaded with formalism, as pertinently and 

paradigmatically argued by Hegel with regard to both Kant’s theoretical and 

practical philosophy (Krijnen 2018b). According to Hegel’s criticism of Kant’s 

formalism, for methodic reasons, Kant does nolens volens not succeed in com-

prehending the existence of freedom. Despite the fact that transcendental 

philosophy aims to interpret principles not in a “mere formal” but in a tran-

scendental sense, freedom conceived of as a causal power is characterized by 

formalism: in the causal relation form and content are and remain opposed to 

each other externally. The very same thing applies to the fundamental axiotic 

relation (Krijnen 2018a).

Hegel, in contrast, overcomes the architectonic of reason prevailing in tran-

scendental philosophy, which is the architectonic oriented towards the opposi-

tion of theoretical and practical reason (Fulda 2004; Krijnen 2014b). Hegel does 

not so much come to a division of the system of philosophy in the realm of 

culture as results of human self-formation as to a division of the logical, nature, 

and spirit as dimensions of the absolute idea that recognizes itself in them. 

Therefore Hegel arrives at a conception of self-formation as  self-knowledge in 

the fashion of a self-realization of the concept. As a result, the relationship 

between validity and realization pervasively obtains a different format than in 

the model of self-formation, typical of transcendental philosophy. At the same 

time, by his speculative conception of the realization of the concept and, as a 

consequence, his concept of Sittlichkeit (facticity) Hegel eliminates the formal-

ism that accompanies the idea of actualizing freedom in Kantian transcen-

dental philosophy. As Hegel concisely observes, due to its formalism Kant’s 

conception of the good misses a “principle of determination” (Enc. §508). 

That is to say, Kant’s transcendental philosophy misses exactly the methodical 

moment—decisive for Hegel’s speculative idealism—that sublates any exter-

nality between oppositions: the “realization of the concept.”6 For this reason, 

“form” and “content” (“matter”), or to put it more concretely and with a view to 

practical reason, “nature” (“drives and inclinations”) and “freedom” (categori-

cal imperative of morals) remain opposed to each other externally.

However, Hegel pays a price for his speculative conception. He conceptual-

izes the system of philosophy as a monism of the idea that knows itself as the 

5 Cf. for Kant’s model Krijnen (2017).

6 By moments intrinsically belonging to the concept itself: universality, particularity, and 

singularity.
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foundation of everything. Philosophy as a science is philosophy of the idea 

or, more precisely, the absolute idea (WL GW 12:236), i.e. the “concept that 

comprehends itself” (sich begreifende Begriff) (WL GW 12:252), the “absolute 

truth and all truth” (Enc. §236; cf. WL GW 12:236). Therefore, the idea is not a 

being (Seiendes). Instead, the absolute idea proves itself to be the method, i.e. 

the processuality proper to the determinations of pure thought, treated in the 

Science of Logic, together with the system of these determinations of thought. 

So conceived, philosophy does not plague itself with substrates of represen-

tations, or any other “pre-given.” The absolute idea contains all determinacy 

within itself (WL GW 12:236). Containing all determinacy in itself, the idea is 

not exhausted merely as a logical idea. Taking the whole of philosophy into 

account, the absolute idea is addressed by Hegel in three perspectives of de-

termination: within pure thought, within nature, and within spirit.7 These are 

conceived of as a “manifestation” of the idea. For Hegel, manifestation is an 

activity of something absolute. Something truly absolute only expresses itself 

(WL GW 11:375 f., 397 f.; Enc. §§139, 142R, 151). That which manifests itself is 

only determined by itself; it is truly primarily free or, as Hegel says—the con-

cept is that which is free (Enc. §160; cf.; WL GW 12:16).

2 Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit is Not Practical Philosophy

Not only is the concept that which is primarily free; it is also the case that Hegel’s 

philosophy of spirit is not practical philosophy, even if the formula “Hegel’s 

practical philosophy” is on the lips of many scholars. Yet the  philosophical 

system outlined by the mature Hegel in his Encyclopedia is not practical phi-

losophy. In contrast to Kant’s practical philosophy, Hegel does not address the 

practical from its own perspective. Rather, he thematizes it from the perspec-

tive of (self-knowledge of) the idea. His system is throughout a doctrine of the 

idea, comprehending thought of the One idea. In the course of his conception 

of philosophy as a speculative doctrine of the idea, Hegel needed not to sub-

late the restrictions of both theoretical knowledge within the idea of the truth 

and practical knowledge within the idea of the good (WL GW 12:192 ff.). More-

over, in the philosophy of spirit, he also had to sublate the opposition between 

the theoretical and the practical operations of the spirit into a doctrine of free 

spirit (Enc. §§445 ff.). The terminus of Hegel’s philosophy of subjective spirit 

and starting point of his philosophy of objective spirit is indeed free spirit as a 

unity of theoretical and practical spirit. Hegel’s philosophy of spirit  certainly 

7 See for this and what follows Krijnen (2008, Ch. 4.2.1.2).
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offers formal and substantive points of contact for practical philosophy or 

ethics beyond Hegel’s own views, but Hegel’s philosophy of spirit is neither 

of these. Instead of pursuing practical philosophy, Hegel intends to overcome 

the opposition between theoretical and practical philosophy from within and 

to sublate it in a higher, more original unity.8 For Hegel, “practical” philoso-

phy is a deficient form of knowledge, inadequate to his concept of philosophy. 

Consequently, it is not a basis for any of the disciplines of his philosophy of 

reality (Realphilosophie). Hegel’s system of philosophy thematizes theoretical 

and practical knowledge, including their objects, not from their own perspec-

tives. Correspondingly, Hegel’s system provides neither practical knowledge 

nor theoretical knowledge. Instead, it comprehends these types of knowledge 

speculatively within the system of philosophy.

What, then, can practical philosophy be within the context of Hegel’s 

mature philosophy? If one does nothing more than consider the persisting 

 practical-societal problems we are facing, the conclusion could be drawn that 

Kant’s project of practical philosophy, a philosophy of the practical not from 

the perspective of the absolute idea but from the perspective of the practical, 

is too important to dismiss.

In order to answer the question posed above, a more determinate concept 

of Kant’s practical philosophy is required. The feature of the practical as op-

posed to the theoretical has been mentioned before. The same applies to the 

feature that the practical concerns the dimension of the existence of free-

dom: practical reason is concerned with “realizing” its object. Now, the duty- 

theoretical profile of the practical needs to be emphasized.

Seen from the perspective of the architectonic of reason, the dimension of 

actualizing freedom makes up the initial determinacy of the object of practi-

cal philosophy. The philosophy of nature deals with “all that is, the philosophy 

of morals with that which ought to be” (cpr B 868, cf. B 830). Whereas here 

the aspect of freedom as something that ought to be, and hence is to be actu-

alized, takes center stage, this pointed emphasis continues in Kant’s further 

elaboration. He distinguishes both directions of reason as follows. Whereas 

theoretical reason aims at objects that are given from elsewhere—by sensory 

intuition—practical reason is related to objects that it creates itself, for practi-

cal reason concerns the determination of the will. Corresponding to this view, 

theoretical reason’s relation to an object consists in, as Kant says, the “mere 

determination” of the object. Practical reason, in contrast, is concerned with 

8 See for Hegel’s Frankfurt period, for instance, Siep (2000, 29 f.) and for the Phänomenologie 

Cobben (2009).
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“realizing” its object (in accordance with the knowledge of it).9 Kant straight-

forwardly defines the faculty of desire as a being’s power “to become by means 

of its representations the cause of the actual existence of the objects of these 

representations” (CPrR 9R, cf. MM 211). As capacity of choice (Willkür), the 

faculty of desire for Kant is a sensuous causality; a free capacity of choice is a 

power to cause effects in the sensible world by reason.

By doing so, Kant exposed freedom in such a way that it becomes thematic 

as an ought. Moreover, Kant grants this ought a duty-theoretical profile. More 

precisely, he addresses it from the start from a duty-theoretical perspective. 

This results not so much from Kant’s architectonic itself but rather from Kant’s 

elaboration of his architectonic. In the first instance, Kant’s foundation of prac-

tical reason is only concerned with constituting a reality determined by free-

dom. Based upon this, in the second instance, this reality can be determined 

in terms of a specific moral (sittlich) validity determinacy. In this respect, we 

can diagnose a break between the general foundation of practical reason up 

to § 7 of the Critique of Practical Reason, constituting the practical itself in its 

positive determinacy, and the specific moral (sittlich) profile that Kant then 

grants to this constitution and in so doing, to his practical philosophy (from § 

8 and in the The Metaphysics of Morals). Kant qualifies facticity, which is a rea-

son or freedom-determined reality, in the perspective of morals (Sittlichkeit) 

as morality, right (Recht), and virtue (Tugend). Human action qua facticity is 

thematic in terms of morals.

Kant’s focus on the moral validity determinacy of the practical leads him 

to a duty-theoretical elaboration of this validity determinacy. The moral law 

is the “basic law of pure practical reason” (CPrR §7) and accordingly Kant’s 

doctrine of Sittlichkeit a doctrine of duty (cf. e.g. MM 218 f., 379), more in par-

ticular of duty as an unconditional, absolute ought based upon a non-natural 

(empirical) law of reason for the inner and outer use of the human capacity of 

choice (Willkür). In his foundational works, Kant discusses duty with regard to 

its form and in his Metaphysics of Morals with regard to its matter. Kant’s doc-

trine of Sittlichkeit is a conception of freedom in terms of an ought, a doctrine 

of commands (and prohibitions) or, to be more precise, of an unconditional or 

moral-practical ought.

9 Cf. CPrR 89 with cpr B ix f. and Gr 426. See, for instance, also CPrR 15, where Kant defines 

practical reason as a power to produce or cause objects corresponding to our representa-

tions, or CPrR 57, where practical reason is conceived of as the representation of an object 

as a possible effect of freedom. For Kant, being an object of practical reason signifies the 

relation of the will to the action by which the object would be realized. Put in terms of Kant’s 

two-world theory: The moral law gives to the sensible world (sensible nature) the form of an 

intelligible world (supersensible nature) (CPrR 43).
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3 Hegel’s Conception of Sittlichkeit

These elaborations on Kant’s foundations of practical philosophy prompt 

some discussion of Hegel’s concept of Sittlichkeit. For Hegel’s concept of Sit-

tlichkeit is a concept of the actuality of freedom that precedes Kant’s moral pro-

filing of freedom. It concerns a general conception of the actuality of freedom, 

not a conception of freedom as an ought (though the actuality of freedom is 

intrinsically linked to freedom as an ought).

In this respect it is decisive that Hegel thematizes the realm of Sittlichkeit 

from the perspective of the idea. Such a conception of the actuality of freedom 

precedes the conception of freedom in terms of an ought conceptually. As a 

consequence, the meaning of, for example, the concept of duty is framed dif-

ferently than in Kant’s analysis of it. The point for Hegel here is that we only 

have concrete, not mere abstract duties only in the realm of Sittlichkeit. Hegel’s 

doctrine of Sittlichkeit, inasmuch as we take it a doctrine of duties, is a doctrine 

of duties as the development of the constellations that are necessary from the 

idea of freedom and therefore actual (Rph §148R). Hence, Hegel’s philosophy 

of right is not a practical philosophy, striving to develop an ethical and judicial 

code of norms. It is a philosophy of spirit that aims to comprehend objective-

spiritual constellations first in their relevance for the actuality of freedom. Du-

ties as concrete duties are first possible within this normative space. Therefore, 

facticity as the concrete existence of freedom, i.e. Sittlichkeit in Hegel’s sense, is 

presupposed by a Kantian conception of Sittlichkeit (Krijnen 2018b).

4 Speculative Practical Philosophy

What does this mean for the attempt to find out the proper place for a Kan-

tian metaphysics of morals in Hegel’s speculative philosophy? It means that 

we need to find a thematic point of contact within the philosophy of spirit. 

Where precisely would a metaphysics of morals be a topic for philosophical 

investigations? As we know, Kant’s metaphysics of morals is conceived of as 

a doctrine of duties for finite subjects (sensible rational beings). More pre-

cisely, this doctrine concerns persons, that is to say subjects who can be held 

accountable for their actions (MM 222). In a Kantian metaphysics of morals 

the subject is conceived of as the agent of a deed, and hence, the originator of 

an action that is subject to “laws of obligation” (MM 222). Such a constellation 

is thematic in Hegel’s philosophy not before the sphere of objective spirit. In 

the philosophy of subjective spirit the spirit is constituted itself as the subject 

of its activity. Accordingly, the practical production of subjective spirit is, as 
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Hegel says, “not yet deed and action” (Enc. §444). Only on the level of objective 

spirit can subjects as natural-rational entities become a topic of philosophical 

determination.

Locating a Kantian metaphysics of morals in the system of philosophy 

therefore boils down to finding a point of thematic contact in Hegel’s philoso-

phy of objective spirit. The task of Hegel’s philosophy of spirit is anyway to 

comprehend the actuality of freedom, which is its initial determinacy from the 

perspective of the architectonic of reason. In terms of locating a metaphys-

ics of morals, abstract right can be eliminated. The reason for this is that it 

cannot assert the feature of duty, characteristic for a metaphysics of morals. 

To put it differently, within the framework of an objective conception of free-

dom, right functions as a given. It therefore abstracts from the capacity of the 

subject to determine itself as much as possible. Against this, the voluntative 

capacity of self-determination is emphasized in the subjective concept of free-

dom as the standpoint of morality. Yet within the framework of a subjective 

concept of freedom, the capacity of self-determination takes center stage to 

such an extent that the generally binding aspect of duty, and hence that which 

characterizes a duty as a duty, is dissolved to the maximum extent. Within a 

Hegelian conception of abstract right and morality, a metaphysics of morals as 

a doctrine of right and virtue in a Kantian fashion can only be addressed in a 

distorted form. Apart from the fact that abstract right does not thematize the 

rules of virtue and morality not those of right, before the realm of Sittlichkeit, 

i.e. the rational concept of freedom, the topic of a metaphysics of morals could 

not be discussed in its positive meaning for a speculative philosophy of objec-

tive spirit. This positive meaning concerns the significance of the rules of a 

metaphysics of morals, that is to say abstract rules of virtue and right, for the 

actuality of freedom.

Although a Kantian doctrine of duties on its own does not suffice to deter-

mine what we have to do, the meaning of a doctrine of duties for the actuality 

of freedom, as shown by Kant, consists in regulating the inner and outer hu-

man capacity of choice. Hence, it is effective in Sittlichkeit as a “formal” set of 

regulations. Sittlichkeit is the realm of the existence of concrete freedom, the 

space of actual normativity. The actual normative space is, on the one hand, a 

product of free spirit, whereas, on the other hand, free spirit acts all along in 

an actual normative space. Sittlichkeit is, as Hegel says, the “living good” (Rph 

§142). Hence, the good is no longer a mere abstract demand but it is conceived 

of as the normative order of an actual community. Objectivity (universality, 

abstract right) and subjectivity (particularity, morality) are captured in their 

concrete unity (singularity, Sittlichkeit). From the perspective of objectivity, 

Sittlichkeit concerns a whole of valid norms, values, laws, and institutions of 
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a community. It takes over the place of the abstract good (Rph §144). At the 

same time, however, Sittlichkeit in its objectivity is mediated by subjectivity 

and therefore “concrete substance” (Rph §144), “consciously free substance,” in 

which the absolute “ought” is solidified into “being,” and so has “actuality” (Enc. 

§514). The “powers” (Rph §145) of the realm of Sittlichkeit are not alien to the 

subject but in it and because of it (cf. Rph §147). Hence, the universality of the 

substance has finally become a concrete universality. The realm of Sittlichkeit 

as a concrete substance thus has a “fixed content,” which is likewise “necessary” 

for itself and exalts mere subjective opinions and preferences (Rph §144). It is 

nothing but the system of these determinations of the content in their ratio-

nality (Rph §145). The subject, in turn, has only actuality within the normative 

order of Sittlichkeit. The “actuality” and “activity” of the “individual” is both con-

ditioned by the “presupposed whole” as well as a “transition into a universal 

product” (Enc. §515). In the realm of Sittlichkeit subjective freedom obtains its 

objectivity actually. The objective becomes part of the subject. The content is 

not merely pre-given but its own content. Apparently, in the realm of Sittlich-

keit subjectivity and objectivity correspond. Freedom is actual and hence the 

world a world of freedom.

The relevance of a metaphysical doctrine of duties, then, lies in its func-

tion to make the subject aware of the formal moments of its duties. With this 

conclusion, we can grasp a decisive aspect for locating a metaphysics of mor-

als in the system of speculative philosophy: the function of making normative 

content aware is a concern of Bildung. Within Hegel’s system of philosophy, 

the project of a metaphysics of morals should be exposed in the context of his 

elaborations on Bildung.

Without doubt, Bildung is a constant issue in Hegel’s philosophy of right, 

albeit with different accentuations. Regarding Sittlichkeit, the family is appar-

ently not the place of exposition. In the family, an institution of education 

and cultivation too, children are made familiar with Sittlichkeit on the level of 

feeling (Rph §175). As free personalities they grow out of the family into civil 

society, where they function as judicial and economically independent per-

sons. Here, they encounter other persons who all understand themselves as 

a “particular purpose” (Rph § 182, cf. Enc. §523). They all embrace the right of 

 subjective freedom, to satisfy as moral subjects their well-being at their own 

discretion. This standpoint of morality, however, is relativized by the other 

principle of civil society: the “form of universality” (Rph §182). Persons essen-

tially relate to other persons on which they are dependent in order to satisfy 

their well-being. As a consequence, they also are dependent on a “mediating 

relation of independent extremes” (Enc. § 523). More specifically, the “self-

seeking end in its actualization” (Rph §183) concerns a “system of atomism,” 
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(Enc. §523) a system of “all-around dependence,” (Rph §183) a Sittlichkeit “lost 

in its extremes” (Rph §184).

The subsequent development of spirit, then, raises the subjective self- 

interest into the universal, that is to say, into a contribution to the satisfaction 

of the needs of all others. In civil society, the individuals have their own inter-

est as their purpose. They, however, can only achieve their purpose in so far as 

they themselves determine their “knowledge, volition, and action in a univer-

sal way and make themselves links in the chain of this continuum.” (Rph §187). 

In doing so, subjectivity is “educated” in its particularity and hence “raised” to 

(formal) freedom and universality (Rph §187). According to Hegel, it is espe-

cially the realm of “work” in which processes of theoretical and practical Bil-

dung (education of the understanding and applicable skills) take place. As a 

result, a, in the first instance, formal, abstract-universal form of universality 

occurs (Rph §§196 ff.).

Yet Hegel not only integrates the moral standpoint into civil society. Ab-

stract or formal right also belongs to it (cf. Enc §529; Rph §209). Abstract (for-

mal) right turns into a whole of institutions of the administration of justice 

(Rechtspflege). Thus Hegel brings to bear the “ethical” (sittlich) character of 

abstract right.

With Hegel’s integration of morality and abstract right in the Sittlichkeit of 

civil society through Bildung, we have reached nothing less than the place to 

expose the theme of a metaphysics of morals in Hegel’s system of philosophy. 

Sittlichkeit is not something that is “alien” to the subject but the “witness … of 

its own essence” (Rph §147 f.). Although the relationship of the subject to Sit-

tlichkeit initially is one of faith and trust, this mode of belief already belongs 

to a “beginning reflection” and transforms into “insight grounded on reasons,” 

finally in adequate cognition through the “thinking concept” (Rph §147R). Re-

flection on Sittlichkeit, ultimately philosophical reflection, is a part of Sittlich-

keit, not least of a modern, truly free Sittlichkeit. It in fact not only plays a role in 

processes of theoretical and practical education through work. In the context 

of Hegel’s elaborations on the administration of justice as a sphere of Bildung 

it becomes clear that in the realm of particularity, the relationships are deter-

mined in a free and conscious way from the perspective of the universal. Right 

here is “universally recognized, known, and willed” (Rph §209). Right in civil so-

ciety is doubtlessly related to thought (Rph §209 f.). Here, the human being is 

conceived of as a universal person with the result that with the generation of 

a consiousness of what right is, the focus on its subjective self-interest or par-

ticularity is exceeded toward universality. Positing something as universal is 

thought (cf. Rph §211R). Determinations of right are subjected to examination 

and appropriation by thought.
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In the context of civil society, time and again the issue of a, so to speak, 

validity-reflective process of Bildung occurs. This process reaches from Bildung 

of understanding (Verstand) to the universality of reason (Vernunft) (cf. Rph 

§187). Hegel emphasizes in the “system of needs” (Rph §§189 ff.) that theoreti-

cal and practical processes of Bildung accomplish a route into the universal, 

and more specifically he emphasizes at the beginning of the “administration 

of justice” the aspect of thought. Therefore, the transition from the system of 

needs to the administration of justice is shown to be the proper point of con-

nection for addressing the issue of a metaphysics of right as part of a meta-

physics of morals. Moreover, according to Hegel, “morality” too has its “proper 

place” here, which is at the end of the system of needs (Rph §207): In Hegel’s 

doctrine of the estates (Stände), morality obtains the function to complement 

demands of rectitude so that also here a deficit of reflection needs to be coped 

with. Coping with this deficit thematically leads to a metaphysics of virtue as 

part of a metaphysics of morals. In morality, the “reflection of the individual on 

its actions” is virtually dominant (Rph §207).

In his seminal interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy of right, Klaus Vieweg 

(2012) recognizes quite clearly the encompassing character of Hegel’s doctrine 

of duties. Nevertheless, differing from Vieweg, it seems to me that with Hegel’s 

conception of duty the “establishment of a canon of duties” does not become 

“superfluous,” (Vieweg 2012, 246) at least if we take the whole into account. Cer-

tainly Vieweg is right in the view that Kant’s philosophy of morals does not dig 

deeply enough to comprehend the existence of freedom and therefore must 

be overcome by a speculative conception of Sittlichkeit. Nonetheless, with this 

transformation of a practical philosophy in the sense of Kant the problem of 

a “metaphysics of morals” is not settled completely. In fact, the question arises 

of how a project of a metaphysics of ethical and judicial normativity is pos-

sible within a speculative philosophy of spirit. This question, hence, concerns 

a supplementary issue. Hegel rejects Kant’s position only as far as it claims to 

be an encompassing perspective on freedom.10

If the issue of integrating a Kantian metaphysics of morals is dealt with 

positively, then the criticism of the Hegel scholar Paul Cobben (2010, 69 ff.) can 

be encountered too. Of course, Cobben does not fall victim to the widespread 

foolishness of interpreting Hegel as a thinker who just conservatively affirms 

the societal situation of his age. He offers the criticism that in his conception 

10 Although I agree with Hofmann (2017) on many points, he does not address the question 

about the possibility of integrating Kant’s metaphysics of morals into Hegel’s speculative 

philosophy of objective spirit itself. Hence, the issue of a “practical advancement” is still 

pending here.
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of Bildung, Hegel has insufficiently taken into account the universal impetus 

of freedom, characteristic for his philosophy: Hegel failed to acknowledge that 

Bildung is not only about becoming familiar with an existing normativity but 

at the same concerns the development of a consciousness of the historical 

situatedness of this existing normativity or tradition. According to Cobben, 

this omission leads Hegel to a one-sided conception of Bildung in the family 

and civil society. Cobben holds accordingly that in Hegel’s philosophy of a free 

Sittlichkeit two essential processes of Bildung are missing: on the one hand a 

reflection that imparts children with an insight into the particularity of the 

values and norms guiding their respective families, and on the other hand a 

reflection that enables persons to choose the specific values and norms they 

wish to orient their lives towards. To deal with this omission, Cobben introduc-

es a number of severe modifications of Hegel’s doctrine. The deficit that Cob-

ben criticizes, however, can be reformulated methodically on a higher level of 

universality as, in the first instance, the problem of integrating a speculative 

practical philosophy, that is, addressing the practical from the perspective of 

the practical or the “practical idea,” into Hegel’s philosophy of Sittlichkeit.

It has turned out to be a fortunate coincidence that Hegel himself offers a 

context within his doctrine of Sittlichkeit that makes it possible to thematize 

the problems of right and virtue together instead of allocating their relevant 

contents fragmentarily across Hegel’s doctrine of Sittlichkeit. In this way the 

conceptual articulation of the matter at issue can construct speculative rela-

tionships and, hence, develop a uniform reflection. It is rather evident that this 

reflection does not amount to a mere repetition Kant’s metaphysics of morals. 

On the contrary, Kant’s metaphysics of morals needs to be translated into the 

concept in such a way that its practical, duty-theoretical profile comes into its 

own and the relationship between the formal determination of duty and con-

crete Sittlichkeit into effect—a project that is still outstanding in contemporary 

philosophical research. Its elaboration will surely raise many new questions.
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