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Rosenzweig’s Hegel

Myriam Bienenstock

In the following article, I shall focus upon Franz Rosenzweig’s brilliant
doctoral dissertation, Hegel und der Staat,! and will show that this book, whose
impact upon the scholarship of Hegels political philosophy was and remains
considerable, embodies an understanding of political and historical life which
departs quite significantly from Hegel’s own conception. I will also show that
<ome of the ideas Rosenzweig ascribes to Hegel in Hegel und der Staat recur,
almost word for word, in his later masterpiece of J ewish philosophy, The Star
of Redemption;? and 1 shall contend that this recurrence sheds light upon
Rosenzweig's later attitude toward history and politics and also, perhaps,
upon the way in which he turned to religion.

I will suggest, then, that the vexed question of Rosenzweig's relation-
ship to Hegel ought to be restated. It is true, I think, that the widespread
legend, accredited by Rosenzweig himself, according to which Hegelianism is
irrelevant to the understanding of his "New Thinking" as embodied in The Star
of Redemption, is ungrounded. Thus, in a recent and well-documented article
on Hegel and Rosenzweig, Otto Poggeler conclusively establishes that Hegel’s
philosophy was and remained Rosenzweig’s fundamental philosophical refer-
ence.? In the same article, however, Poggeler also insists (pp- 121-122) that in
Hegel und der Staat Rosenzweig did not really take issue with Hegel. These
two points lead, I think, to the following conclusion: It is precisely because
Rosenzweig rejected Hegelianism without having ever really come to terms
with it that Hegelian motifs kept reappearing in his later writings. For as
Hegel himself taught us, one cannot dismiss a philosophical doctrine without
having first "interiorized" it. This is why Rosenzweig’s philosophical orienta-
tion remained Hegelian: He kept going back to Hegel without going beyond
him, because he did not engage in a proper analysis of Hegel’s philosophy.
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For Rosenzweig takes over Meinecke’s definition of Machr and identi-
fies Macht with Gewalt, ‘power’ with ‘violence’ or ‘coercion’ (e.g., HS, v. 1, pp.
104-109, 125). He thus ignores Hegel’s own definition of Macht and over-
looks the distinction Hegel explicitly draws between these two terms. Hegel,
to be sure, draws it in the Science of Logic, but not in the Philosophy of Right.
Furthermore, in this latter book, he seldom refers to the state as a "power”
(Macht);'® and he most often uses the term Gewalt in order to designate one
or several of the state "powers" (Amtsgewalten): the Legislature, the Execu-
tive, and the Crown (e.g., §8 272-273; GPR, pp. 233-239; PR, pp. 174-178). Yet
it should be kept in mind that the German word Gewalt has two completely
different senses: It means ‘violence’ (or violentia) but also ‘the authority to
give orders’ (or potestas);'" and it is fair to assume that Hegel does not con-
fuse these meanings. Furthermore, his manner of using the term Gewalt (as
violentia) in the Philosophy of Right (e.g., §§ 90-103; GPR, pp. 90-99; PR, pp.
66-73) is consistent with the definition he adopts in the Science of Logic. In
this work, he defines Macht or ‘power’ as the power of the concept, i.e., that of
reason; and he writes that "violence" (Gewalt) or, for that matter, "fate”
(Schicksal) "falls into mechanism, insofar as it is said blind, i.e., as its objective
universality is not recognized by the subject in its specific peculiarity."'? He ex-
plains that the world, although it is essentially rational in nature, may well ap-
pear to us as a mechanism, one in which relations between objects or events
would be governed by no rational law: The outcome of clashes between
objects would merely depend upon the force with which the one happens to
strike the other and the resistance the latter one opposes to it. It would de-
pend upon blind and arbitrary violence (cf. WL, v. 2, pp. 242-243; SL, p. 603).

Rosenzweig takes no account of this analysis. He also does not see that
already in one of the first drafts of The German Constitution (1799-1800)
Hegel had elaborated a concept of Macht different from Meinecke’s notion as
well as from our common understanding of the term. He had distinguished
between Gewalt or "violence" as "extraneous' to reality, "particular against
particular," and the Macht or "power" of life, a power grounded upon some
universal which would be interior to reality itself and thereby the source of its
transformations.” Indeed, it was this distinction which had enabled him to
criticize all revolutionary attempts at realizing abstract universal ideals. Such
attempts, he had said, are "violent." For, he had explained, they are not
grounded in objective but only in abstract universal principles; and the imple-
mentation of abstract universal rights unavoidably leads to violent clashes. No
wonder that, according to him, revolutionaries had to meet their "fate", i.e., to
fail. The limited life which exists, he then wrote, can only be attacked
“through its own truth, which lies within it" (SPR, p. 140) in order to be

10. But note Hegel’s polemical remark on the nature of the Staatsmacht in the Philoso-
phy of Right, § 258: Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, od. by Johannes Hoffmeister (Ham-
burg: Meiner, pp. 211-215, hereafter cited as ‘GPR’; Philosophy of Right, trans. by T. M. Knox
(Oxford: O. U. P, 1967), pp. 158-160, hercafter cited as ‘PR’.

@ 11. Scc, for example, the article "Gewalt” in Historisches Worterbuch der Philosophie,
ed. by J. Ritter (Basel/Stuttgart: Schwabe, 1974), v. 3, pp. 561-569.

12. G. W. F. Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik, ed. by Georg Lasson (Leipzig: Meiner,
1923), v. 2, p. 370, hereafter cited as ‘WL’; Science of Logic, trans. by A, V. Mi"cr (London:
Allen & Unwin, 1969), pp. 720-721, hereafter cited as ‘SL’.

13. G. W. F. Hegel, Schriften zur Politik und Rechtsphilosophie, ed. by Georg Lasson
(Leipzig: Meiner, 1913), pp. 138-140, hereafter cited as ‘SPR’.
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changed. The universality of moral ideals and values has to be understood as
itself interior to reality, and therefore able to change it.
The attempt at going beyond the bewailing of fate, beyond the mere

recording of acts of violence in history in order to grasp its inner power is
characteristic of Hegel’s political philosophy; and it already marks this first
draft of The German Constitution. Still, it is only during the years of his stay at
Jena (1801-1807) that Hegel succeeded in elaborating his own conception of
Macht, as identical with Geist." It is worth noticing that Rosenzweig does pay
attention to this Hegelian equation of power with spirit. Yet it seems to me
that he does not elucidate the proper meaning of Hegel’s concept of Geist.
One finds in Hegel und der Staat repeated discussions of the Hegelian notion
of Volksgeist, but no elucidation of the notion of Geist. Furthermore, in his
discussion of Hegel’s Volksgeist Rosenzweig perspicaciously points to Montes-
quieu’s influence (e.g., HS, v. 1, pp. 166-170). But one has to pay attention to
the exact respect in which Hegel turned to Montesquieu in order to clarify the
attitude he adopted in the debate between partisans of the Enlightenment
and adepts of Romantic tendencies on the meaning of this notion. My conten-
tion is that Hegel saw in this notion of the Volksgeist an attempt to bring to-
gether both the rationality proper to individual reason, to laws as humanly en-

acted, and traditions, customs, culture generally — including religion. It is be-

cause Hegel considered the Volksgeist as produced by human beings as well as

forced upon them, as uniting freedom and necessity, that he deemed it to be
the motive force of history. It is in this sense, too, that he equated Geist with
Macht. This explains why it would be mistaken to interpret Hegel’s political
evolution as an evolution away from Kant’s Rechtsstaat, and toward Mei-
necke’s Machitstaat.

Still, Meinecke’s overriding influence is felt in yet another aspect of
Rosenzweig’s work: It leaves its mark upon Rosenzweig’s interpretation of the
relationship Hegel establishes between the Volksgeist and the state and, there-
by, upon Rosenzweig’s understanding of Hegel’s evolution toward the nation-
state. As a matter of fact, Rosenzweig interprets Hegel’s political philosophy
according to Meinecke’s well-known distinction between Staatsnationen and
Kulturnationen — between nations founded upon the unifying force of a
common political history and constitution, and nations founded upon some
common cultural experience — whether linguistic, literary, or religious.!® He
equates the Hegelian Volk with Meinecke’s Staatsnation, and sets it against
the notion of Kulturnation. Thereby, he is led to assert that Hegel did not
relate state and culture, except in early,jas yet non-elaborated Tiibingen drafts
and in the later Philosophy of History (cf. HS, v. 2, pp. 180-181). But such an
assertion would be correct only if Hegel’s conception of culture could be
derived from Meinecke’s Kulturnation and, beyond it, from a romantic under-
standing of culture. Characteristically, this is indeed what Rosenzweig seems
to do. But the romantic definition of culture, as being the irrational source of
the life of a Volk, is not Hegelian. According to Hegel, the process of culture
rather is the very means through which human beings raise themselves to uni-
versality, i.e., to reason; and "cultural” activities such as language, labor, and

14. On this point, sce my "Macht and Geist in Hegel’s Jena Writings,” Hegel-Studien, 18
(1983): 139-172.

15. Sec here, first and foremost, Friedrich Meinecke’s famous book, Weltbiirgertum und
Nationalstaat - 2nd ed. = (Miinchen: Oldenburg, 1911).
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cation itself, was never merely instrumental to any independently conceived
aim.

Beyond the problem of the relationship between religion and politics,
it is the very nature of Hegel’s idealism which is at stake here. It is true, I
think, that the way in which, in the Star of Redemption, Rosenzweig tries to re-
late faith and knowledge, the attempts he made at understanding the different
religious traditions in conceptual terms and at developing an interpretation of
history on their basis, are hardly conceivable without Hegel’s influence. But
they are far from being Hegelian. Indeed, one may perhaps see in them an
outcome of the way in which, in his first book, Rosenzweig related to religion:
Is it a mere coincidence if the very religious dimension, still repressed in Hegel
und der Staat, reappears later in a Hegelian clothing? Can one not suppose
that, had Rosenzweig adequately evaluated Hegel’s attitude toward religion in
his first work, he himself would have elaborated, in the Star of Redemption, a
very different attitude toward Hegel’s idealism and perhaps, thereby, toward
religion itself?
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