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1 
On Hegel, Women, and Irony 

Seyla Benhabib 

Das Bekannte iiberhaupt ist darum, weil es bekannt ist, nicht erkannt. 
(The well-known is unknown, precisely because it is well-known.) 

G. W. F. Hegel, Phiinomenologie des Geistes 

Some Methodological Puzzles of a 
Feminist Approach to the History of Philosophy 

The 1980s were named "the decades of the humanities" in the United 
States. In many institutions of higher learning this designation prompted 
a debate as to what constitutes the "tradition" and the "canon" in 
literary, artistic, and philosophical works worth transmitting to future 
generations in the last quarter of the twentieth century. At the center of 

Some of the material in this essay formerly appeared as Seyla Benhabib and Linda Nicholson, 
"Politische Philosophie und die Frauenfrage," in lring Fetscher and Herfried Miinkler, eds., Pipers 
Handbuch der politischen Ideen (Munich and Zurich: Piper, 1987), 5:513-62. I thank Linda 
Nicholson for her agreement to let me use some of this material in the present essay. 
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this continuing debate is the question: If what had hitherto been 
considered the major works of the Western tradition are, almost uni
formly, the product of a specific group of individuals, namely propertied, 
white, European and North American males, how universal and repre
sentative is their message, how inclusive is their scope, and how unbiased 
their vision? 

Feminist theory has been at the forefront of this questioning, and 
under the impact of feminist scholarship the surface of the canon of 
Western "great works" has been forever fractured, its unity dispersed and 
its legitimacy challenged. Once the woman's question is raised, once we 
ask how a thinker conceptualizes the distinction between male and 
female, we experience a Gestalt shift: We begin to see the great thinkers 
of the past with a new eye, and in the words of Joan Kelly Gadol "each 
eye sees a different picture. "1 The vision of feminist theory is a "doubled" 
one: one eye sees what the tradition has trained it to see, the other 
searches for what the tradition has told her was not even worth looking 
for. How is a "feminist reading" of the tradition in fact possible? At the 
present, I see two dominant approaches, each with certain shortcomings. 

I describe the first approach as "the teaching of the good father." 
Mainstream liberal feminist theory treats the tradition's views of women 
as a series of unfortunate, sometimes embarrassing, but essentially 
corrigible, misconceptions. Taking their inspiration from the example of 
a progressive thinker like John Stuart Mill, these theorists seek in the 
classical texts for those moments of insight into the equality and dignity 
of women. They are disappointed when their favorite philosopher utters 
inanities on the subject, but essentially hold that there is no incompati
bility between the Enlightenment ideals of freedom, equality, and self
realization and women's aspirations. 

The second view I would characterize as "the cry of the rebellious 
daughter." Agreeing with Lacan that language is the symbolic universe 
which represents the "law of the father," and accepting that all language 
has been a codification of the power of the father, these rebellious 
daughters seek female speech at the margins of the Western logocentric 
tradition. If it is impossible to think in the Western logocentric tradition 
without binary oppositions, then the task of feminist reading becomes 
the articulation not of a new set of categories but of the transcendence 
of categorical discourse altogether. One searches not for a new language 
but for a discourse at the margins of language. 

Juxtaposed to these approaches, in this essay I outline a "feminist 
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discourse of empowerment." With the second view, I agree that the 
feminist challenge to the tradition cannot leave its fundamental catego· 
ries unchanged. Revealing the gender subtext of the ideals of reason and 
the Enlightenment compromises the assumed universality of these ideals. 
Nonetheless, they should not be thrown aside altogether. Instead we can 
ask what these categories have meant for the actual lives of women in 
certain historical periods, and how, if women are to be thought of as 
subjects and not just as fulfillers of certain functions, the semantic 
horizon of these categories is transformed. Once we approach the 
tradition to recover from it women's subjectivity and their lives and 
activities, we hear contradictory voices, competing claims, and see that 
so-called descriptive discourses about the sexes are but "legitimizations" 
of male power. The traditional view of gender differences is the discourse 
of those who have won out and who have codified history as we know it. 
But what would the history of ideas look like from the standpoint of the 
victims? What ideals, aspirations and utopias of the past ran into a dead 
end? Can we recapture their memory from the battleground of history? 
This essay applies such a "discourse of empowerment" to G. W. F. 
Hegel's views of women. 

Hegel's treatment of women has received increased attention in recent 
years under the impact of the feminist questioning of the tradition. 2 This 
feminist challenge has led us to ask, Is Hegel's treatment of women 
merely a consequence of his conservative predilections? Was Hegel 
unable to see that he made the "dialectic" stop at women and con
demned them to an ahistorical mode of existence, outside the realms of 
struggle, work, and diremption that in his eyes are characteristic of 
human consciousness as such?3 Is the "woman question" in Hegel's 
thought one more instance of Hegel's uncritical endorsement of the 
institutions of his time, or is this issue an indication of a flaw in the very 
structure of the dialectic itself? Benjamin Barber, for example, siding 
with the second option has recently written: 

What this paradox reveals is that Hegel's position on women is 
neither a product of contingency nor an effect of ad hoc preju· 
dice. Rather, it is the necessary consequence of his belief that 
the "Prejudices" of his age are in fact the actuality yielded by 
history in the epoch of liberation. Hegel does not have to 
rationalize them: because they are, they are already rational. 
They need only be encompassed and explained by philosophy. 
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Spirit may guide and direct history, but ultimately, history alone 
can tell us where spirit means it to go. 4 

Judging, however, where "history alone can tell ... spirit" it means 
it to go, requires a more complicated and contradictory account of the 
family and women's position at the end of the eighteenth and the 
beginning of the nineteenth century in the German states than either 
Barber or other commentators who have looked at this issue so far have 
provided us with. I suggest that to judge whether or not the Hegelian 
dialectic has stopped at. women, we must first attempt to define the 
"discursive horizon" of competing claims and visions within which Hegel 
articulated his position. To evaluate the historical options concerning 
gender relations in Hegel's time, we have to move beyond the methodol~ 
ogy of traditional text analysis to the "doubled vision" of feminist 
theory. In practicing this doubled vision we do not remain satisfied with 
analyzing textual discourses about women, but we ask where the women 
themselves were at any given period in which a thinker lived. With one 
eye we see what stands in the text, and with the other, what the text 
conceals in footnotes and in the margins. What then emerges is a 
"discursive space" of competing power claims. The discursive horizon of 
Hegel's views of women and the family are defined on the one hand by 
the rejection of political patriarchy (which mixes the familial with the 
political, the private with the public), and on the other by disapproval 
of and antagonism toward efforts of early female emancipation. 

This essay is divided into two parts: by using the traditional method 
of text analysis in the first part I explore the logic of oppositions according 
to which Hegel develops his views of gender relations and female 
subordination. In particular I focus on the complex relationship among 
reason, nature, gender, and history. Second, having outlined Hegel's 
views of women in his political philosophy, I situate his discourse within 
the context of historical views on women and the family at the turn of 
the eighteenth century. I read Hegel against the grain; proceeding from 
certain footnotes and marginalia in the texts, I move toward recovering 
the history of those which the dialectic leaves behind. 

Women in G. W. F. Hegel's Political Thought 

In many respects Hegel's political philosophy heralds the end of the 
traditional doctrine of politics, and signals its transformation into social 
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science. Geist, which emerges from nature, transforms nature into a 
second world; this "second nature" comprises the human, historical 
world of tradition, institutions, laws, and practices ( objektiver Geist), as 
well as the self,reflection of knowing and acting subjects upon objective 
spirit, which is embodied in works of art, religion, and philosophy 
(absoluter Geist). Geist is a transindividual principle that unfolds in 
history, and whose goal is to make externality into its "work." Geist 
externalizes itself in history by appropriating, changing, and shaping the 
given such as to make it correspond to itself, to make it embody its own 
subjectivity, that is, reason and freedom. The transformation of sub, 
stance into subject is attained when freedom and rationality are embod, 
ied in the world such that "the realm of freedom" is actualized, and "the 
world of mind [is] brought forth out of itself like a second nature." The 
social world is Substance; that is, it has objective existence for all to see 
and to comprehend;5 it is also subject, for what the social and ethical 
world is can only be known by understanding the subjectivity of the 
individuals who compose it. 6 With Hegel's concept of objective spirit, 
the object domain of modern social science, that is, individuality and 
society, make their appearance. 

Does his concept of Geist permit Hegel to transcend the "naturalistic" 
basis of gender conceptions in the modern period, such as to place the 
relation between the sexes in the social, symbolic, historical, and 
cultural world?· Hegel, on the one hand, views the development of 
subjectivity and individuality within the context of a human community; 
on the other hand, in assigning men and women to their traditional sex 
roles, he codifies gendeNpecific differences as aspects of a rational 
ontology that is said to reflect the deep structure of Geist. Women are 
viewed as representing the principles of particularity (Besonderheit), 
immediacy (Unmittelbarkeit), naturalness (Natarlichkeit), and substantial, 
ity (Substan:dalitiit), while men stand for universality (AUgemeinheit), 
mediacy (Vermittlung), freedom (Freiheit), and subjectivity (Subjektivitiit). 
Hegel develops his rational ontology of gender within a logic of opposi, 
tions. 

. The Thesis of the "Natural Inequality" of the Sexes 

On the basis of Hegel's observations on the family, women, and the 
rearing of children, scattered throughout the Lectures on the Philosophy of 
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History, I conclude that he was well aware that differences among the 
sexes were culturally, symbolically, and socially constituted. For exam# 
ple, in the section on Egypt, Hegel refers to Herodotus's observations 
"that the women urinate standing up, while men sit, that the men wear 
one dress, and the women two; the women were engaged in outdoor 
occupations, while the men remained at home to weave. In one part of 
Egypt polygamy prevailed; in another, monogamy. His general judgment 
on the matter is that the Egyptians do the exact opposite of all 
other peoples. "7 

Hegel's own reflections on the significance of the family among the 
Chinese, the great respect that is shown to women in this culture, and 
his comment on the Chinese practice of concubinage again indicate an 
acute awareness that the role of women is not naturally but culturally 
and socially defined. 8 

These pa8sages show a clear awareness of the cultural, historical, and 
social variations in family and sexual relations. Nevertheless, although 
Hegel rejects that differences between "men" and "women" are naturally 
defined, and instead sees them as part of the spirit of a people (Volksgeist), 
he leaves no doubt that he considers only one set of family relations and 
one particular division of labor between the · sexes as rational and 
normatively right. This is the monogamic sexual practice of the Euro# 
pean nuclear family, in which the woman is confined to the private 
sphere and the man to the public. To justify this arrangement, Hegel 
explicitly invokes the superiority of the male to the female while 
acknowledging their functional complementarity in the modem state. 

The "Superiority" of the Male 

The most revealing passages in this respect are paragraphs 165 and 166 
of the Philosophy of Right and the additions to them. In the Lasson edition 
of the Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel writes that "The natural determinacies of 
both sexes acquire through its reasonableness intellectual as well as ethical 
significance. "9 This explicit reference to the "natural determinacies of 
the sexes" is given an ontological significance in the next paragraph: 

Thus one sex is mind in its self#diremption into explicit self# 
subsistence and the knowledge and volition of free universality, 
i.e. the self#consciousness of conceptual thought and the volition 
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of the objective final end. ~e other sex is mind maintaining 
itself in unity as knowledge and volition in the form of concrete 
individuality and feeling. In relation to externality, the former is 
powerful and active, the latter passive and subjective. It follows 
that man has his actual substantive life in the state, in learning, 
and so forth, as well as in labour and struggle with the external 
world and with himself so that it is only out of his diremption 
that he fights his way to self-subsistent unity with himself. In the 
family he has a tranquil intuition of this unity, and there he lives 
a subjective ethical life on the plane of feeling. Woman, on the 
other hand, has her substantive destiny in the family, and to be 
imbued with family piety is her ethical frame of mind. 10 

For Hegel men's lives are concerned with the state, science, and work in 
the external world. Dividing himself ( sich entzweiend) from the unity of 
the family, man objectifies the external world and conquers it through 
activity and freedom. The woman's "substantial determination," by 
contrast, is in the family, in the unity and piety (Pietiit) characteristic of 
the private sphere. Hegel suggests that women are not individuals, at 
least, not in the same measure and to the same extent as men are. They 
are incapable of the spiritual struggle and diremption (Entzweiung) that 
characterize the lives of men. In a passage from the Phiinomenologie 
concerned with the tragedy of Antigone, he indicates that for the 
woman "it is not this man, not this child, but a man and children in 
general" that is significant. 11 The man by contrast, individuates his 
desires, and "since he possesses as a citizen the self-conscious power of 
universality, he thereby acquires the right of desire and, at the same 
time, preserves his freedom in regard to it. "12 

Significantly, those respects in which Hegel considers men and women 
to be spiritually different are precisely those aspects that define women 
as "lesser" human beings. Like Plato and Aristotle, Hegel not only 
assigns particularity, intuitiveness, passivity to women, and universality, 
conceptual thought, and "the powerful and the active" to men, but sees 
in men the characteristics that define the species as human. Let us 
remember that Geist constitutes second nature by emerging out of its 
substantial unity into bifurcation (Entzweiung), where it sets itself over 
and against the world. The process through which nature is humanized 
and history constituted is this activity of Entzweiung, followed by external
ization (Entiiusserung), namely the objectification (Vergegenstiindlichung) of 
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human purposes and institutions in a world such that the world becomes 
a home for human self-expression. Women, since they cannot overcome 
unity and emerge out of the life of the family into the world of 
universality, are excluded from history-constituting activity. Their activi
ties in the private realm, namely, reproduction, the rearing of children, 
and the satisfaction of the emotional and sexual needs of men, place 
them outside the world of work. This means that women have no history, 
and are condemned to repeat the cycles of life. 

The Family and Political Life 

By including the family as the first stage of ethical life (Sittlichkeit), 
alongside "civil society" and "the state," Hegel reveals how crucial, in 
his view, this institution is to the constitution of the modem state. The 
family is significant in Hegel's political architectonic because it is the 
sphere in which the right of the modem individual to particularity 
(Besonderheit) and subjectivity (Subjektivitiit) is realized. 13 As Hegel often 
notes, the recognition of the "subjective moment" of the free individual 
is the chief strength of the modem state when compared to the ancient 
polis. In the family the right to particularity is exercised in love and in 
the choice of spouse, whereas the right to subjectivity is exercised in the 
concern for the welfare and moral well-being of other family members. 

The various additions to the section on the family, particularly in the 
Griesheim edition of the Philosophy of Right, 14 reveal that Hegel is 
concerned with this institution, not like Aristotle in order to discipline 
women, nor like Rousseau to prepare the true citizens of the future, but 
primarily from the standpoint of the freedom of the male subject in the 
modem state. Already in the Philosophy of History, Hegel had observed 
that the confusion of familial with political authority resulted in patriar
chalism, and in China as well as in India this had as consequence the 
suppression of the freedom of the will through the legal regulation of 
family life and of relations within it. The decline of political patriarchy 
also means a strict separation between the private and the public, 
between the moral and intimate spheres, and the domain of public law. 
The legal system stands at the beginning and at the end of family; it 
circumscribes it but does not control its internal functioning or relations. 
It recognizes and administers, along with the church, the marriage 
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contract as well as legally guaranteeing rights of inheritance when the 
family unit is dissolved. In this context, Hegel allows women certain 
significant legal rights. 

He radically criticizes Kant for including women, children, and 
domestic servants under the category of jura realiter personalia or Personen, 
Sachen,Recht. 15 Women are persons, that is, legaHuridical subjects along 
with men. They are free to choose their spouse; 16 they can own property, 
although once married, the man represents the family "as the legal 
person against others."17 Nevertheless, women are entitled to property 
inheritance in the case of death and even in the case of divorce. 18 Hegel 
is against all Roman and feudal elements of the law that would either 
revert family property back to the family clan (die Sippe), or that would 
place restrictions·on its full inheritanc~ and alienability. 19 

The legal issue besides property. rights that most concerns Hegel is 
that of divorce. Divorce presents a particular problem because, as a 
phenomenon, it belongs under two categories at once. On the one hand, 
it is a legal matter just as the marriage contract is; on the other, it is an 
issue that belongs to the "ethical" sphere, and more specifically to the 
subjectivity of the individuals involved. Hegel admits that because the 
bodily,sensual as ~ell as spiritual attraction and love of two particular 
individuals form the basis of the marriage contract, an alienation 
between them can take place that justifies divorce; but this is only to be 
determined by an impersonal third,party authority, for instance, a 
court. 2° Finally, Hegel justifies monogamy as the only form of marriage 
that is truly compatible with the individuality of personality, and the 
subjectivity of feeling. In an addition to this paragraph in the Griesheim 
lectures he · notes that monogamy is the only marriage form truly 
compatible with the equality of men and women. 21 

Contrary to parroting the prejudices of his time, or ontologizing them, 
as Benjamin Barber suggests, with respect to the right of the free 
choice of spouse, women's property, and divorce rights, Hegel is an 
Enlightenment thinker, who upholds the transformations in the modem 
world initiated by the French Revolution and the spread of the revolu, 
tionary Code Civil. According to the Prussian Das AUgemeine Landrecht 
of 1794, the right of the free choice of spouse and in particular marriage 
among members of the various Stiinde-the feudal stratas of medieval 
society-was strictly forbidden. It was legally . stipulated "that male 
persons from the nobility . . . could not enter into marriage . . . with 
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female persons of peasant stock or the lesser bourgeoisie (geringerem 
Burgerstand). "22 If such marriages nonetheless occurred, they were de~ 
dared "null" and the judges "were not empowered to accept their 
continuation. "23 To avoid social dilemmas, the lawgivers then distin~ 
guished between "the lesser" and "the higher bourgeoisie." 

Hegel's position on. this issue, by contrast, follows the revolutionary 
proclamations of the French assembly which, codified as the Code Civil 
in 1804, were also adopted in those parts of Germany conquered by 
Napoleon. 24 Social strata differences are irrelevant to the choice of 
spouse and must not be legally regulated: the free will and consent of 
two adults (as well as of their parents), as long as they are legally entitled 
to marriage (that is, have not been married before or otherwise have 
falsified their civil status), is the only relevant point of view. 

Yet Hegel inserts an interesting detail in considering this issue, 
which is wholly characteristic of his general attitude toward modernity. 
Distinguishing between the extremes of arranged marriages and the 
wholly free choice of spouse, he argues that: "The more ethical way to 
matrimony may be taken to be the former extreme or any way at all 
whereby the decision to marry comes first and the inclination to do so 
follows, so that in the actual wedding both decision and inclination 
coalesce. "25 Presumably this decision can also involve such relevant 
"ethical" considerations as the social background and appropriateness of 
the spouses involved. Consideration of social origin and wealth are now 
no longer legal matters to be regulated, as they were in feudal society, 
but personal and ethical criteria to be kept in view by modem individu~ 
als, aware of the significance, as the British Hegelian Bradley named it, 
of "my station and its duties." 

While Hegel certainly was ahead of the Prussian legal practices of his 
time, and endorsed the general transformations brought about by the 
French Revolutionary Code Civil, he was, as always, reluctant to follow 
modernity to its ultimate conclusion and view the choice of spouse as a 
wholly individual matter of love and inclination between two adults. 
Hegel's views on love and sexuality, when placed within the larger 
context of changes taking place at this point in history, in fact reveal 
him to be a counter~Enlightenment thinker. Hegel surreptitiously criti~ 
cizes and denigrates attempts at early women's emancipation and seeks 
to imprison women once more within the confines ofthe monogamous, 
nuclear family which they threatened to leave. 
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The Question of Free Love and Sexuality: 
The Thorn in Hegel's Side 

Hegel's 1797-98 "Fragment on Love" reflects a more romantic concep~ 
tion of love and sexuality than the tame and domesticized view of 
marriage in the Rechtsphilosophie. Here love is given the dialectical 
structure of spirit; it is unity in unity and separateness; identity in 
identity and difference. In love, lovers are a "living" as opposed to a 
"dead" whole; the one aspect of dead matter that disrupts the unity of 
love is property. Property separates lovers by making them aware of their 
individuality as well as destroying their reciprocity. "True union or love 
proper exists only between living beings who are alike in power and thus 
in one another's eyes living beings from every point of view .... This 
genuine love excludes all oppositions. "26 

Yet the discussion of the family in the Philosophy of Right is in general 
mote conservative and criticizes the emphasis on free love as leading to 
libertinage and promiscuity. One of the objects of Hegel's greatest ire is 
Friedrich von Schlegel's Lucinde, which Hegel names "Die romantische 
Abwertung der Ehe" (the romantic denigration of love)Y To demand 
free sexuality as proof of freedom and "inwardness" is in Hegel's eyes 
sophistry, serving the exploitation of women. Hegel, in smug bourgeois 
fashion, observes: 

Friedrich v. Schlegel in his Lucinde, and a follower of his in the 
Briefe eines Ungennanten, have put forward the view that the 
wedding ceremony is superfluous and a formality which might 
be discarded. Their reason is that love is, so they say, the 
substance of marriage and that the celebration therefore detracts 
from its worth. Surrender to sensual impulse is here represented 
as necessary to prove the freedom and inwardness of love--an 
argument not unknown to seducers. 

And he continues: 

It must be noticed in connexion with sex~relations that a girl in 
surrendering her body loses her honour. With a man, however, 
the case is otherwise, because he has a field for ethical activity 
outside the family. A girl is destined in essence for the marriage 
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tie and for that only; it is therefore demanded of her that love 
shall take the form of marriage and that the different moments 
in love shall attain their true rational relation to each other. 28 

Taking my cue from this footnote in the text, I ask what this aside 
reveals and conceals at once about Hegel's true attitudes toward female 
emancipation in this period. The seemingly insignificant reference to 
Friedrich Schlegel's Lucinde is extremely significant in the context of the 
struggles for early women's emancipation at this time. 

Remarking on the transformations brought about by the Enlighten, 
ment and the French Revolution, Mary Hargrave has written: 

The close of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth 
centuries mark a period of Revolution for men and Evolution for 
women. The ideas of the French Revolution, that time of up, 
heaval, of revaluing of values, of imperious assertion of the rights 
of the individual, swept over Europe like a quickening wind and 
everywhere there was talk of Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, real, 
ised (and perhaps only realisable} in that same order of 
precedence. . . . 

The minds of intellectual women were stirred, they became more 
conscious of themselves, more philosophic, more indepen, 
dent. . . . France produced a writer of the calibre of Madame de 
Stael, England a Mary Sommerville, a Jane Austen; and Ger, 
many, although the stronghold of the domestic ideal, also had 
her brilliant intellectual women who, outside their own country, 
have perhaps not become as widely known as they deserve. 29 

In this work devoted to Some Gennan Women and their Salons, Mary 
Hargrave discusses Henriette Herz (1764-1847) and Rahel Varnhagen 
(1771-1833), both Jewesses, Bettina von Arnim (1785-1859), and 
Caroline Schlegel (1763-1809), among others. Of particular importance 
in this context is also Karoline von Giinderode (1780-1806), the most 
significant woman German poet· of the Romantic era, in love with 
Hegel's high,school friend, Holderlin. These women, through their lives 
and friendships, salons, and contacts, and in some cases through their 
letters, publications and translations, were not only forerunners of the 
early women's emancipation, but also represented a new model of gender 
relations, aspiring to equality, free love, and reciprocity. 
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Definitive for Hegel's own contact with these women and their ideals, 
was the so~called Jenaer Kreis, the Jena ~ircle, of the German Romantics, 
Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel, Novalis, Schleiermacher, and 
Schelling. The journal Atheniium (1798-1800) was the literary outlet of 
this circle, frequented by Goethe as well as Hegel after his arrival in Jena 
in 1801. The "Jena circle" had grown out of friendship and literary 
cooperation among men but counted Caroline Schlegel among its most 
influential members. She had extraordinary impact on the Schlegel 
brothers, and was the inspiration for many of Friedrich Schlegel's literary 
characters as well as for his views on women, marriage, and free love. 30 

It is widely believed that Caroline Schlegel was the model for the 
heroine in the novel Lucinde. 

Born as Caroline Albertina Michaelis, in Gottingen, as the daughter 
of a professor of Old Testament, Caroline was brought up in an intellec~ 
tual household. 31 Following traditional patterns, in 1784 she married a 
young country doctor, Georg Bohmer, and moved from Gottingen to 
Clausthal, a mining village in the Hartz mountains. Although she 
suffered from the narrowness of her new surroundings and from the lack 
of intellectual stimulation, she remained there until her husband's sudden 
death in 1788. Caroline, who was then mother of three, lost two of her 
children after her husband's death. With her daughter Auguste Bohmer, 
she returned to the parental city. At Gottingen she met August Wilhelm 
Schlegel, six years her junior, who fell in love with her. In 1792 she left 
Gottingen for Mainz, the home now of her childhood friend Teresa 
Forster, born Heym. In December 1792 the city fell to the French under 
General Custine; the aristocrats fled and the. republic was proclaimed. 
Teresa's husband, Forster, who was an ardent republican, was made 
president of the Jacobin Club. His wife, no longer in sympathy with his 
views, left him but Caroline stayed on and worked with revolutionary 

·circles. In the spring of the following year, 1793, a German army 
mustered from Rheinisch principalities, retook Mainz. Caroline was 
arrested and with her little daughter Auguste was imprisoned in a 
fortress. After some months, her brother petitioned for her release, 
offering his services as an army surgeon in return, and August Wilhelm 
Schlegel exercised what influence he could to obtain her freedom. 

Caroline was freed, but was banned from the Rheinisch provinces; 
even Gottingen, her home town, closed its doors to her .. She was now 
pregnant, expecting the child of a French soldier, and August Wilhelm 
arranged for her to be put under the protection of his brother, Friedrich, 
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then a young student in Leipzig. A lodging outside the city had to be 
found for her; here a child was born, but it did not live. In 1796, urged 
by her family and realizing the need for a protector, Caroline agreed to 
become August Schlegel's wife and settled with him in Jena. She never 
really loved Schlegel, and with the appearance of the young Schelling 
on the scene in 1798 a new love started in her life. Caroline's daughter, 
Auguste, died in July 1800. Schlegel settled in Berlin in 1802, and the 
increasing estrangement between them was resolved by a divorce in 
1803. A few months later, she and Schelling were married by his father, 
a pastor, and they lived in Jena until her death in 1809. 

Hegellived in the same house with Caroline and Schelling from 1801 
to 1803, and certainly the presence of this remarkable woman, an 
intellectual companion, a revolutionary, a mother, and a lover, provided 
Hegel with a flesh~and~blood example of what modernity, the Enlighten~ 
ment and the French Revolution could mean for women. And Hegel did 
not like what he saw. Upon her death, he writes to Frau Niethammer: 
"I kiss a thousand times over the beautiful hands of the best woman. 
God may and shall preserve her as befits her merit ten times longer than 
the woman of whose death we recently learned here [Caroline Schelling], 
and of whom a few here have enunciated the hypothesis that the Devil 
had fetched her. "32 A damning and unkind remark, if there ever was one! 

Whether Hegel should have liked or approved of Caroline, who 
certainly exercised a caustic and sharp power of judgment over people, 
making and remaking some reputations in her circle of friends-
Schiller's, for exampl~is beside the point. The point is that Caroline's 
life and person provided an example, and a very close one at that, of the 
kinds of changes that were taking place in women's lives at the time, of 
the possibilities opening before them and also of the transformation of 
gender relations. In staunchly defending women's place in the family, 
and in arguing against women's education except by way of learning the 
necessary skills to run a household, Hegel was not just "falling prey to 
the prejudices of his time." "His time" was a revolutionary one, and in 
the circles closest to Hegel, that of his Romantic friends, he encountered 
brilliant, accomplished, and nonconformist women who certainly -inti~ 
mated to him what true gender equality might mean in the future. Hegel 
saw the future, and he did not like it. His eventual critique of Romantic 
conceptions of free love is also a critique of the early Romantics' 
aspirations to gender equality or maybe some form of androgyny. 

Schlegel's novel Lucinde was written as a eulogy to love as a kind of 
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union to be enjoyed both spiritually and physically. In need of neither 
religious sanction-Lucinde is Jewish-nor formal ceremony, such true 
love was reciprocal and complete. 33 In the Athiineums~Fragment 34, 
Schlegel had defined conventional marriages as "concubinages" to which 
a "marriage a quatre" would be preferable. 34 Lucinde is a critical text, 
juxtaposing to the subordination of women and the duplicitous sexual 
conduct of the times a utopian ideal of true love as completion between 
two independent beings. Most commentators agree, however, that 
Lucinde, despite all noble intentions, is not a text of female emancipa~ 
tion: Lucinde's artistic pursuits, once they have demonstrated the equal~ 
ity of the lovers, cease to be relevant. The letters document Julius's 
development as a man, his Lehrjahre, his movement from sexual desire 
dissociated from respect and equality to his attainment of the ultimate 
companionship in a spiritually and erotically satisfying relationship. 
Women are idealized joumey~mates, accompanying the men on this 
spiritual highway. "Seen on the one hand as the complementary oppo~ 
sites of men, embodying the qualities their counterparts lack, they are 
on the other, complete beings idealized to perfection. "35 Although in a 
section of the novel called "A dithyrambic fantasy on the loveliest 
situation in the world, "36 there is a brief moment of reversal of roles in 
sexual activity which Julius sees as "a wonderful . . . allegory of the 
development of male and female to full and complete humanity, "37 in 
general in the Lucinde, the spiritual characteristics of the two genders 
are clearly distinguished. 

In his earlier essays such as "Uber die weiblichen Charaktere in den 
griechischen Dichtem" and "Uber die Diotima" ( 1793-94), composed 
after meeting Caroline Schlegel Schelling, and being enormously influ~ 
enced by her person, Friedrich Schlegel had developed the thesis-to be 
echoed later by Marx in the 1844 Manuscripts-that Greek civilization 
decayed or flourished in proportion to the degree of equality it accorded 
to women. In particular, Schlegel emphasized that inequality between 
men and women, and the subordination of women, led to a bifurcation 
in the human personality, whereby men came to lack "innocence, grace 
and love," and women "independence." As opposed to the crudeness of 
male~female relations in Homer, Sophocles in Schlegel's eyes is the poet 
who conceives his male and female characters according to the same 
design and the same ideal. It is Antigone who combines the male and 
female personality into an androgynous ideal: she "desires only the true 
Good, and accomplishes it without strain," in contrast to her sister, 
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Ismene, the more traditional feminine, who "suffers in silence. "38 Anti~ 
gone transcends these stereotypes and represents a blending of male and 
female characteristics; she "is the Divine." 

Read against the background of Schlegel's views, Hegel's generally 
celebrated discussion of Antigone in the Phenomenology of Spirit reveals 
a different message. In Hegel's version of Antigone, she and Creon 
respectively stand for "female" and "male" virtues, and forms of ethical 
reality~ Antigone represents the "hearth," the gods of the family, of 
kinship and of the "nether world."39 Creon stands for the law, for the 
city, human law and the dictates of politics that are of "this world." 
Their clash is a clash between equal powers; although through her 
acknowledgment of guilt, Antigone presents that moment in the dialec~ 
tic of action and fate which Hegel considers necessary, it is eventually 
through the decline of the family and the "nether world" that Spirit will 
progress to the Roman realm of law and further to the public light of the 
Enlightenment.. Spiritually, Antigone is a higher figure than Creon, 
although even the most sympathetic commentators have to admit that 
what Hegel has accomplished here is "an apologia for Creon. "40 

Ironically, Hegel's discussion of the Antigone is more historically 
accurate in terms of the condition of Greek women than Schlegel's; for 
Hegel sees their confinement to the home, and the enormous clash . 
between the newly emerging order of the polis and the laws of the 
extended family on which Greek society until the sixth and seventh 
centuries had rested. 41 But in his version of Antigone, Hegel was not 
simply being historically more accurate than Schlegel; he was robbing 
his romantic friends of an ideal, of a utopian vision. If Antigone's 
greatness derives precisely from the fact that she represents the ties of 
the "hearth and blood" over and against the polis, notwithstanding her 
grandeur, the dialectic will sweep away Antigone in its onward historical 
march, precisely because the law of the city is public as opposed to 
private, rational as opposed to corporal, promulgated as opposed to 
intuited, human as opposed to divine. Hegel's narrative envisages no 
future synthesis of these pairs of opposites as did Schlegel's; whether on 
a world~historical scale or on the individual scale, the female principle 
must eventually be expelled from· public life, for "Womankind-the 
everlasting irony (in the life) of the comm1,1nity---changes by intrigue 
the universal end of the government into a private end. "42 Spirit may 
fall into irony for a brief historical moment, but eventually the serious 
transparency of reason will discipline women and eliminate irony from 
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public life. Already in Hegel's discussion of Antigone, that strain 
of restorationist thought, which will celebrate the revolution while 
condemning the revolutionaries for their actions, is present. Hegel's 
Antigone is one without a future; her tragedy is also the grave of utopian, 
revolutionary thinking about gender relations. Hegel, it turns out, is 
women's gravedigger, confining them to a grand but ultimately doomed 
phase of the dialectic, which "befalls mind in its infancy." 

What about the dialectic then, that locomotive of history rushing on 
its onward march? There is no way to disentangle the march of the 
dialectic in Hegel's system from the body of the victims on which it 
treads. Historical necessity requires its victims, and women have always 
been among the numerous victims of history. What remains of the 
dialectic is what Hegel precisely thought he could dispense with: irony, 
tragedy, and contingency. He was one of the first to observe the ironic 
dialectic of modernity: freedom that could become abstract legalism or 
selfish pursuit of economic satisfaction; wealth that could turn into its 
opposite and create extremes of poverty; moral choice that would end in 
a trivial project of self,aggrandizement; and an emancipated subjectivity 
that could find no fulfillment in its "other." Repeatedly, the Hegelian 
system expunges the irony of the dialectic: the subject posits its opposite 
and loses itself in its other, but is always restored to selfhood via the 
argument that the "other" is but an extension or an exteriorization of 
oneself. Spirit is infinitely generous, just like a woman; it gives of itself; 
but unlike women, it has the right to call what it has contributed "mine" 
and take it back into itself. The vision of Hegelian reconciliation has 
long ceased to convince: the otherness of the other is that moment of 
irony, reversal, and inversion with which we must live. What women 
can do today is to restore irony to the dialectic, by deflating the 
pompous march of historical necessity-a locomotive derailed, as Waiter 
Benjamin observed-and by giving back to the victims of the dialectic 
like Caroline Schlegel Schelling their otherness, and this means, in true 
dialectical fashion, their selfhood. 
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