HEGEL AND KIERKEGAARD ON THE INNER-OUTER PROBLEM

MARK ALZNAUER

“Hegelian philosophy culminates in the thesis that the outer is the inner and the inner is the outer.  With this, Hegel has finished.  But this principle is essentially an esthetic-metaphysical principle, and in this way Hegelian philosophy is happily and safely finished without having anything to do with the ethical and the religious…” 

-Concluding Unscientific Postscript

One of the most persistent accusations Kierkegaard makes against Hegel, both in his various pseudonymous works and in his journals and papers, is that Hegel’s system lacks an ethics.
 Though this criticism is rarely explained in detail, in Concluding Unscientific Postscript, Johannes Climacus traces this lack to the Hegelian thesis that "the outer is the inner and the inner is the outer."
  Climacus identifies this principle as the culmination and conclusion of Hegel's philosophy as a whole, and claims that it leaves no room for the ethical or the religious, both of which require a contrast between inner and outer.
  

This is all very abstractly put, but there is a fairly straightforward way to make Climacus’s argument more concrete.  Though there are a variety of contexts in which one might distinguish inner from outer, Climacus is clearly and explicitly concerned with the case of action and the distinction he is concerned with is that between "purpose" (the inner side of action) and "outcome" (the outer side of action). His problem with Hegel's inner-outer identity thesis is that it supposedly conflates these two different perspectives on action, failing to preserve a distinction essential to ethics and religion, which both require that we disregard outcomes in evaluating morality or righteousness of human actions.

This criticism is consistent with a conventional picture of Hegel according to which an individual's inner purpose or intention does not matter in evaluating what he or she has done.  Hegel's assertion of the identity of inner and outer, on this conventional interpretation, implies that an agent is always internally responsible for whatever the agent has externally accomplished.  To restrict myself to examples of the ethical evaluation of actions: if what Antigone did was a crime, she is no less to blame if she had good intentions; and if what Napoleon did furthered world history, he is no less to be praised if his intentions were wicked.  On such a reading of Hegel, the moral value of an individual's actions is judged by wholly external standards: either those of the agent’s ethical community or, in the case of heroes, those of the notorious court of world history.  Hegel reaches these striking conclusions, so it is claimed, by means of a notoriously implausible metaphysical argument that asserts that the individual is merely a moment of the state, and the state is merely a moment of World Spirit. 

Against this rather unlikely picture of things, we might understand Climacus to be asserting what is barely more than plain common sense: that what makes an action moral or immoral, righteous or unrighteous is not its outcome but the intention behind it.  As he puts it, "the externality of the action is unimportant, because the purpose is what is ethically accentuated.”
  Or, more specifically: "[E]thically the question is only about the inner."
  If we accept this description of Hegel, and if we agree with Climacus that ethics is a matter of the evaluation of an agent's inner purpose and not a matter of external evaluation of outcomes, then we can see why it might make sense to deny that Hegel has an ethics, as Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms frequently claim, and why it might make sense to trace this failure to Hegel’s inner-outer identity thesis, as Climacus does here.

It would be of some interest, though I imagine it would surprise few, to show that the above sketch grossly misrepresents Hegel’s actual teaching on the conditions of moral responsibility.  And that is indeed the case.  Hegel clearly insists that a criminal is only guilty of a crime if he knowingly and intentionally did wrong – the mechanism of trial by jury, for example, is meant to ensure that the verdict of guilt "emanate from the soul of the criminal" even if he himself denies it.
  This is what Hegel calls the right of subjective freedom which, far from denying, he actually designates as the “pivotal and focal point in the difference between antiquity and the modern age.”
  Numerous passages could also be pointed to which clearly show that Hegel wanted to preserve a sharp distinction between the moral evaluation of actions, on the one hand, and their explanation and assessment from the (more adequate) world-historical point of view, on the other.
  As he puts it in his lectures: 
[W]orld history moves on a higher plane than that to which morality properly belongs, for the sphere of morality is that of private convictions, the conscience of individuals, and their own particular will and mode of action; and the latter have their value, imputation, and reward or punishment within themselves.

In short, there is no sense in which Hegel ever claimed that moral blame could be assigned without regard to inner purpose or intention, simply by registering the outcome or consequences of the act.  He frequently, explicitly, and unambiguously states just the contrary. 

Jon Stewart, in Kierkegaard's Relations to Hegel Reconsidered, has noticed and documented numerous similar discrepancies between Kierkegaard's straw man version of Hegel and Hegel himself, and has recently put forth the thesis that although Kierkegaard appears to ceaselessly polemicize against Hegel, especially in his middle works, his true target was not Hegel himself (who is largely immune from these criticisms) but various of his Danish contemporaries who were influenced by Hegel.
  He proposes that Kierkegaard's works fall into three phases: an earlier phase in which Kierkegaard freely borrowed concepts from Hegel, a middle phase in which he attacks and responds to various forms of Hegelianism current in Denmark, and a final phase in which Kierkegaard's interest in Hegel and Hegelianism disappears from view.  

With specific respect to the Postscript, which falls in the middle phase, Stewart claims that "Climacus is not really in dialogue with Hegel and has no real complaint about the actual content of his philosophy”–his polemic was actually with several Danish Hegelians: Martensen, Heiberg, Grundtvig and Nielsen.
  Stewart does not deny that Kierkegaard and Hegel appear to differ over their general conception of philosophy, but he claims that this disagreement is never directly addressed by Kierkegaard in his works, partly because it is not really a philosophic disagreement, that is to say, it is not really a disagreement about any specific Hegelian doctrine or thesis.  It is what Stewart calls a "metalevel dispute" about the right way to go about philosophizing: Kierkegaard focuses on the moral task of instilling the correct ethical or religious disposition in the individual whereas Hegel, like many others in the philosophic tradition, is mainly concerned with ethics as an abstract subject-matter and with the abstract notion of faith as a cognitive faculty.
  In other words, Stewart claims that although Kierkegaard and Hegel disagree at a very general level about which task should take priority, Kierkegaard has no necessary disagreement with Hegel on any concrete philosophic issue.

In the following, I intend to focus on one aspect of the (at least apparent) quarrel between Kierkegaard and Hegel: the inner-outer dispute.  With respect to this issue, I intend to make several related points that will cast doubt on Stewart’s interpretation of the relation between Hegel and Kierkegaard and help explain why they conceive of the ethical task of philosophy in such different terms.  First, I want to argue that, contra Stewart, when speaking of the inner-outer thesis Kierkegaard clearly had Hegel himself in his sights, not any of the Danish Hegelians (Section I).  Second, I will delineate what Hegel actually meant by the inner-outer thesis which will help show why the criticisms Climacus makes in the Postscript, despite appearances, are in fact legitimate criticisms of Hegel, that is, not criticisms based on a misunderstanding or mischaracterization of the Hegelian position (Section II).  Third, I want to properly contrast Climacus's position on the inner-outer problem with Hegel's, showing that Climacus defended and articulated a substantive alternative to Hegel’s theory of moral responsibility (Section III).  Finally, I will conclude with a brief sketch of how this underlying philosophic disagreement about the inner-outer problem helps account for Hegel and Kierkegaard’s radically different conceptions of the ethical task of philosophy and thus explains Kierkegaard’s seemingly unfounded claim that Hegel’s system lacks an ethics (Section IV).  This will show that there is no way disentangle what Stewart characterizes as Hegel and Kierkegaard’s “metalevel dispute” about the right way to philosophize from their first-order philosophic differences about what it means to be a moral subject and so what the conditions are under which someone must take moral responsibility for what he or she has done. 

I. 

Despite Stewart’s meticulous and convincing scholarship on countless particular passages, his overall thesis–that when Kierkegaard appears to criticize Hegel, he is better understood as challenging various more local Danish targets–faces a fairly basic set of challenges.  Merold Westphal has made three related criticisms of Stewart's methodology: 1) knowing who Kierkegaard had in mind when he wrote a particular passage does not determine what he thought the scope of his argument was, 2) even if we did know that Kierkegaard had, say, Martensen in mind in a given passage, this is no reason to think he might not also have had Hegel in mind, and 3), and most importantly, whatever Kierkegaard thought about the scope of his arguments, and whoever he actually had in mind, his relationship to Hegelian philosophy can be assessed only by seeing if his arguments place him at odds with Hegel.

To make these worries more concrete, we might look at a particular example.  There is no work of Kierkegaard's that is more clearly and explicitly directed at a Danish Hegelian than The Book on Adler, which deals with the sad case of Adolph Adler, the Hegelian theologian and pastor who claimed he received an new revelation from Christ.  This might seem like a perfect case to illustrate Stewart’s basic thesis since here Adler is his target and Hegel himself seems to fade into the background.  But Kierkegaard is quite emphatic in his journals that Adler himself is a Nebensach, or side issue, and that he is focusing on Adler only because he thinks the Adler phenomenon can be seen as a satire on both Hegelian philosophy and the Christianity of the present age.
 After all, it was Hegel, according to Kierkegaard, who taught Adler to do without an ethics.
  Stewart insists, of course, that when Kierkegaard speaks of satirizing Hegelian philosophy he is actually only concerned with a common misapplication of Hegelian philosophy that is represented by Adler and some of his Danish followers.  The mistake Hegel’s followers made, according to Stewart, was entirely external to Hegel’s philosophy proper; they irresponsibly conflated Hegel’s abstract conceptual claims about ethics and religion with their own personal existence as moral and religious beings.  But to make his case it is not enough for Stewart to show that Kierkegaard is explicitly challenging claims made by Adler or other Danish Hegelians, or that Adler was all he was reading at the time, he needs to also show that these mistakes and misapplications have no necessary root in Hegel’s philosophy itself. 

In this section, I want to begin to explore the suggestion made in the Postscript that the lack of an ethics in Hegel’s system is directly due to a central principle of Hegel’s system: his inner-outer identity thesis.  Following Westphal’s methodological criticism of Stewart, one way to make this case would be to argue that although Kierkegaard’s attack on the inner-outer thesis is primarily directed at some Danish Hegelian, his arguments nevertheless place him at odds with Hegel as well.  I intend, however, to make the much stronger claim that there is no plausible Danish target for Kierkegaard’s criticism and that only Hegel himself explicitly endorses the thesis in the sense that Kierkegaard attacks it.  This is not to deny that Kierkegaard’s criticisms of Hegel’s inner-outer thesis might also apply to various other Danish Hegelians who implicitly rely on the thesis--Kierkegaard clearly has more than just Hegel in mind–it is only to insist that in this case Hegel is his primary target, and that these other targets are secondary.  If this can be shown with respect to the inner-outer thesis, we will have gone some way toward undermining Stewart’s provocative claim that Kierkegaard’s polemic against Hegel is never actually against Hegel.

To make this point I need to directly contradict some of claims Stewart makes, not just raise questions about his methodology.  In particular, I will address two points Stewart makes about Kierkegaard's use of the categories of inner and outer. The first is that Hegel does not endorse the inner-outer thesis in the sense that Kierkegaard attacks it in his pseudonymous writings.  The second is that Heiberg is more likely Kierkegaard's target, since the categories of ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ are one of the trademarks of Heiberg's thought.  My counterclaim will be that not only does Hegel explicitly endorse the inner-outer identity thesis in the very sense that Kierkegaard criticizes it, but also that Heiberg does not.

Although the most developed attack on the inner-outer thesis is in the Concluding Unscientific Postscript, the Postscript is not the only place Kierkegaard utilizes the categories of outer (das Äussere) and inner (das Innere).  Kierkegaard's insistence upon the importance of the distinction between inner and outer, and his claims for the priority of the inner or the subjective, are in fact too ubiquitous to list.
   Stephen Dunning has gone so far as to describe the inner-outer relation as an “Ariadne’s thread, enabling the interpreter to find a coherent statement in the pseudonymous texts as a whole.”
  Hegel’s inner-outer identity thesis, however, is only explicitly mentioned a handful of times.   The most prominent and well-known mention of the inner-outer thesis is at the very beginning of the Preface to Either/Or.  There, Victor Eremita (the pseudonymous editor) asks the reader if he has ever felt inclined to doubt the "familiar philosophical thesis" that the "outer is the inner, and the inner the outer."
  Now Stewart claims that this early mention marks a non-polemical use of the distinction and so a positive borrowing from Hegel.
  He claims that it is not until Kierkegaard's middle phase, after his break with Heiberg, that he begins to ostensibly oppose the view of his pseudonyms on the inner-outer distinction to Hegel's view.  This, according to Stewart, happens first in Problema II of Fear and Trembling, where Johannes de silentio contrasts the Hegelian claim that the outer (or the externalization) is higher than the inner with the paradox of faith, which takes the interiority to be higher than exteriority. 

Though it is true the inner-outer thesis is only explicitly attributed to Hegel in the later passage from Fear and Trembling, it is easy to see that in both cases Kierkegaard's pseudonyms intend to raise suspicions about the claim that "the inner is the outer."  Either/Or does this by providing two case studies which supposedly confirm Victor Eremita's doubt that outer is not the inner; the book shows (in Eremita’s own description of its content) someone whose outer life is in complete contradiction to his inner life and someone who conceals a more significant interior under a somewhat commonplace exterior.  Fear and Trembling takes this a step further, introducing the religious dimension, and the paradox of an interiority that is incommensurable with exteriority, not just concealed.  In both cases, the "outer" is what you can see of a person: not their physical being, but the visible results of their action, their character as evinced by their deeds, and the inner, on the other hand, concerns their true purposes, intentions, motives and so on.  Abraham is, by all external appearances, someone who murdered his son.   Whether he was guilty or not, or whether he had faith or not, are questions which, according to these works, concern the inner, and cannot be decided by appearances.   

Were it not for Stewart’s interpretation, it would be uncontroversial to assert that both Either/Or and Fear and Trembling are critical of Hegelian philosophy.  Such a commonsensical interpretation simply confirms what Climacus himself insists upon; that the difference between Either/Or and the later writings is that Either/Or involves a mostly indirect polemic against speculative philosophy, and in the later works this polemic becomes more direct.
 Certainly there is no doubt that the basic claim being disputed in these specific passages–that the "outer is inner and inner is outer"–is one that Hegel himself makes.  In paragraph 139 of his Encyclopaedia Logic, Hegel states that "what is outer is, first of all, the same content as what is inner. What is internal is also present externally, and vice versa; appearance does show anything that is not within essence, and there is nothing in essence that is not manifested."

What Stewart argues, however, is that Kierkegaard takes the inner-outer thesis out of its original context in the Logic, and deploys it in a new way "without any attempt to explore the actual issue in Hegel."
  And, indeed, Hegel's primary discussion of the inner-outer thesis occurs within a metaphysical account of the conceptual dependence of force and its expression, and in the Science of Logic Hegel makes little effort to apply it to other realms.  Stewart concludes that Kierkegaard's use of the inner-outer thesis, which concerns the distinction between inner purpose and external outcome, actually has nothing to do with Hegel's actual discussion of the inner and the outer, which concerns more metaphysical and scientific controversies.  Kierkegaard has taken the terms from Hegel but he has given them a wholly new meaning, one with no roots in Hegel's texts.

But this selective focus on the Science of Logic gives a very misleading impression of the role of the inner-outer distinction in Hegel’s works.  In fact, the distinction is frequently employed by Hegel precisely to distinguish inner, subjective intentions to the outer, objective deed and its consequences.  This is especially true in those texts Kierkegaard refers to the most: the Philosophy of Right,
 the Lectures on the Philosophy of World History,
 and the Lectures on the History of Aesthetics.
  The Encyclopedia Logic, in fact, explicitly links the scientific and moral applications together, saying:

Both in nature and in spirit, too, concept, purpose, and law, so far as they are still only inner dispositions, pure possibilities, are still only an external organic nature, what is known by a third alien power, etc.–The way a man is externally, i.e., in his actions (not of course just in his merely corporeal externality), that is how he is internally; and if he is only internally virtuous or moral, etc., i.e., only in his intentions, and dispositions, and his outer [sein Äußeres] is not identical with those, then the former is as hollow and empty as the latter.

So contrary to what Stewart suggests, Kierkegaard did not give a wholly new meaning to the distinction, Hegel had already said quite a bit about the specific relevance of the inner-outer distinction to the problem of human action.

But before we get to exactly what Hegel said I want to briefly address Stewart's second claim about the inner-outer thesis – that Heiberg is Kierkegaard's real target here.  The evidence Stewart gives for this is a series of references to the various contexts in which Heiberg employed the inner-outer distinction – contexts as varied as drama, logic, aesthetics, and astronomy.  Most of these have analogues in Hegel’s own works.   It is worth noting, however, that none of passages Stewart quotes, and none of the works of Heiberg that Stewart identifies, explicitly deal with the interpretation of human action.  The application to action seems to be one of the only Hegelian applications of the inner-outer thesis that Heiberg did not recycle.  

In sum, the specific version of the inner-outer thesis which is the consistent target of Kierkegaard's criticisms throughout his pseudonymous works appears to only have been explicitly formulated by Hegel himself, not any of his Danish epigones.  So whatever the justification of Kierkegaard's criticisms, there can be no mistake that it is Hegel's inner-outer thesis that he is challenging, not Heiberg’s. 

II. 

But what does Hegel mean by asserting, with respect to the case of action, that "the inner is outer and the outer is inner"?  In the opening section I provided a caricature of the debate between Hegel and Climacus on this issue; Hegel asserting that outcome not intention matters in assigning praise or blame and Climacus asserting to the contrary that the intention is the only ethically or religiously relevant aspect of an action.  In this section, I want to clarify what Hegel is really asserting when he posits the identity of inner and outer.  I hope to show that Hegel attempts to do justice to both external outcome and internal intention, not to subjugate or reduce one element to the other, as in the vulgar interpretation of Hegel.  It should be kept in mind, however, that my ultimate claim in this talk is not to assert that Kierkegaard or Climacus misunderstood Hegel in this vulgar way, but to prepare the way to a proper understanding of their true differences.

In order to know what it means for Hegel to assert the identity of outer and inner, we must first get clear on what counts as the "outer" side of an action and what counts as its "inner" side.  We might, at first blush, take the inner-outer distinction as mapping onto a roughly Cartesian mind-body dichotomy.  The 'inner' side of action is the part of the action that is in my mind, it is the part I am immediately conscious of.  The 'outer' side of the action is its existence in the extended world, with its corresponding ripple effect throughout the universe.  It is certainly the case that Hegel denies that mind and body can be conceived of as separable in this way; in fact, the main task Hegel sets for himself in his anthropological writings is articulating their interdependence in the right way. 

But the Cartesian mind-body dualism is not what is at issue here or in any of Hegel’s discussions of action, as we can see from Hegel's insistence, in the previously quoted passage from the Encyclopaedia, that the 'outer' is not "merely corporeal externality."  The 'outer' Hegel has in mind is the description of the action brought to be bear in judging others, the act as determined by law and custom, not the scientific view from nowhere.  As he puts it in the Philosophy of Right: “To judge an action as an external deed without first determining whether it is right or wrong is to apply a universal predicate to it, classifying it as arson, murder, or the like.”
  When Oedipus kills a stranger on the road to Thebes not knowing it was his father, his action can be externally described both as patricide and as murder.  Such descriptions constitute the "exterior" of his action.    

And the corresponding 'inner' includes not only what Oedipus immediately thought he was doing (killing a stranger), as the Cartesian model might lead you to think, but also what he knew to be his motive, his values, his reason for acting, and so on.  The inner-outer distinction, then, is a distinction between two perspectives on action: roughly speaking, the "outer" is the public or social perspective on the action and the "inner" is the private or psychological perspective.  What is at issue for Hegel, then, is not reconciling mentality with corporeality (the Cartesian problem) but adjudicating between my internal take on the meaning of what I did, and the external perspective from which my action can be praised or blamed or assessed in terms of its general significance.  Let us call this the imputability problem.  This is the question: when must I accept a description or explanation of what I did as truly my deed, and so as something I am responsible for?  What exactly is Oedipus responsible for?  

The structure of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, which is broken up into three major parts, exemplifies these distinctions between outer and inner.
  The first section, Abstract Right, attempts to resolve the imputability problem by privileging the external, third person point of view.  If you violate "Abstract Right," you are guilty of a wrong no matter what your intentions or motives were.  The second section, “Morality,” attempts to resolve the problem of imputable blame the opposite way, by prioritizing the inner side of action; you are responsible for a crime only if you knew you were doing the wrong thing.  Hegel's ultimate claim is that both of these perspectives are abstract and one-sided, and that the imputability problem can only be solved if we posit the identity of inner and outer.  That is, we must refuse to define either the inner or outer side of action in a way that one could be opposed to the other, as I have done above, by allowing the outer deed to be defined by whatever the community says of it and by restricting the inner intention to knowledge and motives that the agent was conscious of.

But what exactly would it mean to inter-define the inner and outer aspects of action, to assert the speculative identity of inner and outer?  It is helpful to treat each part of Hegel’s inner-outer thesis in turn.  First, Hegel claims that “what is outer must be inner,” or that you can’t externally blame somebody for something they did unless they intentionally did it, unless the deed expresses their knowledge, motive and insight into the good.  This is the right of the subjective will to refuse responsibility for any part of the deed it did not intend.  But this right of the subject must be balanced against the second half of Hegel’s thesis, the claim that “the inner must be outer.”  This entails that you cannot disown the motives and intentions that are actual and manifest in your deed, even though these necessarily outstrip what you were conscious of intending.  This is the right of objectivity of the action.
  In the more evocative words of T.S. Eliot: “what you thought you came for / is only a shell, a husk of meaning / from which the purpose breaks only when it is fulfilled / if at all.”
  

Hegel's inner-outer identity thesis solves the imputability problem by refusing to oppose inner to outer, by connecting the two concepts.  He sums his position up in the Encyclopedia Logic: 

[W]e often say specifically that the main thing about people is their essence, and not what they do or how they behave.  What is quite right in this claim is that what someone does must be considered not just in its immediacy, but only as mediated by his inwardness and as a manifestation of it.  But it should not be overlooked either that essence, and hence inwardness as well, only prove themselves to be what they are by moving out into the domain of appearance; whereas, what underlies the appeal to an essence that is different from the content of what people do is often just the aim of making their mere subjectivity count, and of evading what holds in and for itself.
  

For Hegel, one can determine an agent’s responsibility for an external deed only by understanding it as an expression of her inner intentions, motives, etc..  Inasmuch as some aspect of what was accomplished was a sheer accident, manifesting nothing of the inwardness of the agent, it is not part of the agent’s deed.  But this inwardness is no sheer subjective phenomena such that you might check what was externally accomplished against some internally available intention to see exactly how much of the deed you need to take responsibility for.  For the only proof that you have a given intention, or motive, or character comes from what you have done.  Hegel’s account implies that a kind of hermeneutic circle is an ineradicable part of the interpretation of action. 

Now we can state exactly what was wrong with what I called the conventional interpretation of Hegel, which mistakenly views Hegel as simply unconcerned with the intention with which an act is done.  According to that interpretation Hegel would want to hold Oedipus responsible for murdering his father despite the fact that he surely did not know he was killing his father.  That someone could have gotten this impression is not completely mysterious; at times Hegel seems quite close to endorsing Oedipus for the way he accepts full and unqualified responsibility for what he has done, favorably contrasting such ancient heroism to the typical modern individual “who shuffles guilt off him as far as possible.”
   But what Hegel ultimately claims is not that whatever happens must be viewed as intended, rather, it is that the only place to discover someone’s full intentions (in the broadest sense) is in the external deed.  In the case of Oedipus, Hegel claims that he is not responsible for murdering his father, but is responsible for the hubris his deed manifests to the observers of the tragedy, to those who share his form of ethical life.
  Oedipus’s true intentions and motives, according to Hegel, went beyond the ones he was immediately conscious of, and included culpable motives and intentions that only became evident after he had acted.
  Taken this way, Oedipus’s tragic predicament can be seen as characteristic of all intentional action.  Even in ordinary circumstances the meaning or content of any individual action necessarily includes much more than the subject was explicitly conscious of at the time.  It is only by taking a third-person perspective on our own actions, looking at them within the shared horizon of our ethical community, that we can see the full description of what we intended and understand the full extent of our responsibility. 
III. 

In the introduction I began by describing a wholly inadequate characterization of the debate between Hegel and Kierkegaard concerning the inner-outer thesis.  On that interpretation, Hegel claimed we should judge actions according to their outcome and Kierkegaard (or rather Climacus) made the counter-claim that we should judge actions only according to their intention.  In the last section, I went some way toward explaining why this interpretation of the conflict fails to do justice to Hegel’s position, which understands the actual external deed not merely as “outcome” but only as an expression of the “inner.”  In this section, I want to show how my initial characterization of the debate was equally unfair to the position staked out by Climacus, a position that is actually more sophisticated and less commonsensical than it first appears to be.  In the process of doing this, the real issue of dispute between Hegel and Kierkegaard will come into focus.  

In the Postscript, Climacus identifies three types of action.
  Following Hegel, he utilizes the categories of inner and outer in order to differentiate these three types.  They are i.) the “thought-action,” ii.) the “external action,” and iii.) the “actual action (in the inner sense)” which he sometimes also calls action “in the eminent sense.”  Climacus claims that only the last is action proper and that the other two are only actions in a spurious sense.

The first of these, the “thought-action,” is an agent’s theoretical awareness of her action.  It is what the agent intends to do or thinks she is doing.  Such knowledge takes place internally, and involves a specific kind of first-person perspective on what will be done or is being done.  Climacus states that the thought-action is characterized by “possibility, disinterestedness, and objectivity.”
  Deliberation, or thinking over what one will do, exemplifies these characteristics with particular clarity.  For if you are deliberating about doing such and such a thing, you are still open to other possibilities, you do not want to leave out any relevant considerations.  Further, you want to weigh these alternatives objectively and disinterestedly, you are not yet invested in any one of them.  As a consequence, you are not yet responsible for fulfilling your intention, you can welcome considerations that might change your mind.  (As we will see in a moment, though, Climacus thinks it possible for an individual retain such a merely theoretical relationship toward an act even when that act is, externally speaking, in progress.
  In such a case, the agent is to be understood as uncommitted to the action in the sense of being unaccountable for any failure to bring it off, like someone acting in jest.) 

To assume that the thought-action is the true action, according to Climacus, is the mistake made by intellectualism.
  According to intellectualism, it does not matter for the ethical evaluation of the action whether you actually did something good (in the external sense) so long as you intended to do something good.  But the mere intention to do something good is obviously inadequate, Climacus suggests, for if the Levite on the road to Jericho intended to help the man who had been assaulted by robbers, but changed his mind at the last minute, we would surely still condemn his action. Clearly, Climacus is not claiming that someone should be judged only according to their “good intentions” any more than Hegel was claiming that they should be judged only according to the outcome of the action.  

On this point, Hegel and Kierkegaard are in full agreement.  As we have already seen, Hegel’s primary complaint against the moral point of view is not that it is empty or rigoristic, though those charges get all the press, but that it falsely privileges intention over the deed.
 The most important difference between Hegel and Kierkegaard on this score is that Hegel embeds his argument against intellectualism within a larger critique of ethical subjectivity itself. Hegel concludes from his critique of the excessive inwardness of the moral point of view that what matters for assigning responsibility cannot be something “inner” at all; it must be something external, objective and actual.  On his understanding, an agent is responsible not for what she consciously intended to do, or thought she was doing, but for what she actually did.  This is so, as we saw, because the true intention is only fully manifest in the external deed, not prior to action in forethought or deliberation.  Such skepticism about the capacity for introspective self-knowledge of one’s own motives and intentions is one of the consequences of insisting, with Hegel, that one’s intentions only become actual in external deeds. 

According to Climacus, however, Hegel’s wholescale repudiation of any subjectivity independent of Sittlichkeit is an over-reaction to the dangers of intellectualism.  From Climacus’s point of view, the root of Hegel’s mistake is assuming the “inner” or “subjective” side of action is exhausted by ephemera like “ideas, intentions, preliminaries to resolutions, preludes of mood, etc..”
  These other phenomena, Climacus fully concedes are negligible in determining someone’s true responsibility for what she did.  His indiscriminate rejection of inwardness leads Hegel to identify the external action as action in the primary sense, as the true bearer of praise and blame. According to Climacus, however, such external deeds can give you the impression of palpable actuality, but this reality is an illusion.  This is evident, he claims, from the way we speak of hypocrisy and irony, which both show that deeds are not truly transparent, that the “outer” can flatly contradict the “inner”;  “Hypocrisy by appearing good, irony by appearing bad.”
  

So we need a third concept, what Climacus calls the “actual action (in the inner sense).”  This is neither a mere thought-action, nor the external action, but “an interiority in which the individual annuls possibility and identifies himself with what is thought in order to exist in it.”
  This is not the inner consciousness of action (which Hegel rightly discounts), nor the external action (which he wrongly embraces), it is an inner decision or choice or resolution, one that can exist and be known to exist without any corresponding external action.  This inner decision could have the same content as the thought-action but by deciding one has made a commitment, other possibilities are not left open anymore.  Consequently, if you fail to do that something, you must accept you are in the wrong, and repentance is required.  The inner decision differs from the external action by being intrinsically invisible—only the individual who has made the commitment knows that he has made the commitment.  Climacus illustrates the point by pointing to Martin Luther who, he claims, acted in the decisive sense not in “appearing at the Diet of Worms” but “from the moment he with all the passionate decision of subjectivity existed in willing, when every relation of possibility to this action had to be regarded by him as temptation.”
 

One might think that every external action itself is evidence of some decision being arrived at, that an external action cannot occur unless someone has acted “in the inner sense.”  In such a case the external action would serve as an indicator or sign, even if imperfect, that some inner decision has been made.  This is suggested by a certain intuitive chronology of action: first, one deliberates, then decides on a course of action, and finally, one acts.  Climacus insists, however, that much of what people do happens without any real decision being made at all.  In fact, some people go through their entire lives without ever making such a choice, and so without ever acting (and so existing) in the eminent sense.
  Naturally, such people make decisions in an everyday ot external sense: they choose careers, get married, sign contracts.  And, of course, they are aware of what they are doing and intended to do it.  But their external actions are never backed by the kind of decision that Climacus describes as action in the proper sense.  Climacus describes such an agent as a peasant drunk in the back of a horse-drawn wagon who goes wherever the horses lead him.
  In a sense, the peasant has decided to let the horses guide him, but in a more important sense, he has not decided anything at all.  One commentator, John Davenport has compared this state to that of the “wanton” discussed by Harry Frankfurt.
 This is a useful comparison but there is an important difference to bear in mind.  For Frankfurt, a wanton is an agent who lacks any desire to have a certain will whereas only an agent who has such second-order desires is truly a person in the strict sense.
  For Kierkegaard, however, the full conditions of personhood are not been met simply by having such second-order desires (Frankfurt calls this particular kind of second order desire, the desire that a certain desire be your effective will, a “second-order volition”).  The drunken peasant might very well want to have a different effective will than he has; he might sincerely wish he could force himself to get up take the reins.  But having such desires or wishes would not be sufficient for personhood in Kierkegaard’s more demanding sense.  What the drunken peasant lacks is not second order volitions (wanting to have such and such a will) but having passionately decided to will something (willing to have such and such a will).  Though the peasant has the capacity for rational, deliberate action in the everyday sense, and may even have second-order volitions, unless he has acted in the eminent sense he is not a “whole person” for it is only by acting in such a way that one becomes a responsible agent, and so fully subject to the claims of the ethical.  

Because it is impossible to determine from the outside whether someone has acted in the eminent sense or not, Climacus is led to assert that external blame is impossible: “ethically there is no direct relationship between subject and subject.”
  The deeds of other people are intrinsically opaque to us, for behind any externally or apparently blamable deed, there are at least three possibilities (two of which I have already mentioned, and one which I will add here).  First, the agent could be someone who has never acted in the relevant sense, like our drunken peasant, and so lacks one of the conditions of moral responsibility.  This is the condition of innocence.  Second, the agent could be someone who has chosen the ethical and so is subject to its constraints (someone like Judge Wilhelm in Either/Or), in which case any external blame or punishment would be redundant since the ethical itself excuses or accuses the agent.  This is the condition of guilt.  Third, there is the possibility, which I mention for completeness, that the agent has in some sense transcended the ethical (like Abraham in Fear and Trembling).  This is possible only on the basis of faith.  Since only the agent herself can know which of these stages she actually falls in, she is only answerable to her own inner conscience not to any external standards.  When Climacus endorses the scriptural admonition: “Judge not, lest ye be judged”, he does so not merely because it is wrong to judge, but because he thinks he’s shown it to be impossible.      

IV. 

What I hope I have shown is that the inner-outer dispute between Hegel and Kierkegaard is not a quarrel about the ethical standards with which actions can be judged (Hegel judging by outcome, Kierkegaard according to the goodness of the intention).   Nor is it, as Stewart contends, a pseudo-dispute with no true philosophic content or area of substantive disagreement.  Rather, the inner-outer dispute is about the theory of action, in particular, about the relationship between intention and deed.  

By asserting the identity of inner and outer, Hegel argues for what Charles Taylor calls “ontological inseparability” of intentions and deeds; he claims that “inner” intentions are only actual when they are manifested in “outer” deeds.
  This position implies that a kind of intersubjective transparency is the normal condition of action, indeed, that we could not know our own intentions without this capacity to take a third-person perspective on our actions, one informed by the standards of the ethical world of which we are a part.    

By disputing the “inner-outer” thesis, Kierkegaard’s Climacus denies such an ontological inseparability of intention and deed.  He claims that the decision to act is the true action, and that whether a given decision to act ever becomes manifest the external world is an accident, not something the agent can be held responsible for.  Externally visible actions, on this understanding, are fundamentally and necessarily ambiguous.  Consequently, Climacus holds that taking the third-person point of view on actions, whether our own or someone else’s, is a dangerous temptation that we need to guard against, since it can only mislead us about the decisive thing: whether we ourselves have truly acted in the inner sense.  The only confidence about our intentions that is available to us is inherently first-personal—it derives from our awareness that we have passionate identified with our will in order to exist in it.  As he puts it, “to observe ethically cannot be done, because there is only one ethical observing—it is self-observation.”
  Of course, this need not imply that agents are transparent to themselves--no one could be more keenly aware of the possibility of self-deception on these matters than Kierkegaard was--but it implies that the only route to self-knowledge, fallible though it may be, is through self-examination.  

Understanding this disagreement about the nature of action can help explain the point of Kierkegaard’s recurring accusations that Hegel’s system lacks an ethics, a claim he makes in both his pseudonymous and non-pseudonymous works.  Given Hegel’s extensive writings about morality and about ethical life in the Philosophy of Right and elsewhere, Kierkegaard’s claim has seemed to be, at best, a “misleading exaggeration,” as one commentator put it.
  Consistent with the rest of his interpretation, Jon Stewart has tried to explain this by insisting that we should resist reading this accusation as a genuine criticism of Hegel, one marking a substantive philosophic disagreement between the two thinkers.  What this criticism actually shows, he says, is not that Kierkegaard grossly misunderstood Hegel--or even that he disagreed with him--but that Hegel and Kierkegaard have incompatible conceptions of ethics.  Hegel understands ethics in the traditional way, as involving the conceptual clarification of moral terms, and Kierkegaard understands it as a sort of philosophy of life, one that helps the individual realize or actualize the right moral and religious disposition.  Stewart insists this is a “meta-level” dispute; one that does not turn on disagreements about any specific philosophic thesis, but stems from radically disparate agendas.  One might draw an analogy here with the distinction between a physiologist and a trainer.  The physiologist is concerned with questions of the proper functioning of the body, not with the problem of how to make some individual person exercise.  The trainer, on the other hand, is quite interested in what it actually takes to motivate someone to become more fit, but has little use for the specialized knowledge of the physiologist and might even see a disposition to read physiology textbooks as a distraction from the responsibility to exercise without necessarily disagreeing with anything in those textbooks.  Quite similarly, Stewart claims Kierkegaard’s very different conception of the ethical task of his writing does not require him to take issue with anything Hegel says about ethics.  Stewart claims Kierkegaard has no interest even in justifying his different point of departure, and that Kierkegaard is, strictly speaking, not really a philosopher at all.
  

Although this captures part of the difference between the two thinkers, it is a mistake to think that Kierkegaard and Hegel’s purportedly “meta-level” or non-philosophic dispute about the ethical task of their writing can be entirely disentangled from substantive philosophic disagreements.
  It does not go far enough to say with Stewart that what Kierkegaard takes to be the ethical task, the task of becoming a person, simply falls outside of philosophic science as Hegel understood it.  This would imply that Hegel could recognize Kierkegaard’s task but that he would not categorize it as a philosophic one.  But what Climacus insists upon is that existential questions cannot be posed with Hegelian concepts—they fail to appear at all.   

The above discussion gives us a clear instance of this.  For Climacus, it is of the utmost importance that an individual person act in the eminent sense, that she face the either-or of various incompatible modes of life only one of which is the ethical and that she passionately choose one of these options.  But what Hegel’s inner-outer thesis implies is that we are always already subject to the ethical, that it is a mistake to separate the individual from the social substance.  As we have seen, in order for an agent to know what she has done, Hegel thinks she must be able to adopt a quite thick third-personal perspective on her own action—this is the perspective on her action within the horizon provided by her ethical world.  Hegel assumes that an agent’s convictions, given her upbringing and acculturation, cannot but be those of her world.  Of course, an agent’s ethical world itself could be internally divided, unable to univocally determine the worth of what she did, leaving the agent herself unavoidably and tragically alienated from her own deed.  But whether her world is divided in this way or not, what the agent is responsible for is for what she did as that would be evaluated by historically-given standards that she has already internalized and that she cannot repudiate without repudiating her entire self.  Such convictions are, in Hegel’s terms, her “true conscience.”
     
Unlike Hegel, Kierkegaard clearly thinks it is a mistake to assume that we are automatically responsible subjects, directly answerable to the standards of our community.   Kierkegaard thinks this is a mistake, not because not because he necessarily disagrees with the particular ethical standards of modern Sittlichkeit, but because he thinks there is a kind of psychological or intrapersonal condition that must be met before an agent is genuinely morally responsible for her deeds.  There is a gulf between the individual and her historically-given convictions, a gulf that can only be bridged by a decision or commitment.  By making such a decision, the individual identifies with her convictions, she takes them on.  Only then does she become a responsible agent.  For Kierkegaard, there is nothing automatic or necessary about this; an individual could go her whole life without making this decision.  Such an individual would lack one of the conditions of moral accountability, and so ethical standards, strictly speaking, would fail to apply to her.  She is the drunken peasant in the horse-drawn cart.  Since this free act or choice is what would constitute the agent as a responsible agent, Kierkegaard has clearly taken on an ethical task that simply does not exist Hegel: that of exhorting the reader to make this leap, to become who she is, to become a “whole person.”
What motivates Hegel and Kierkegaard to take such different positions on the ethical task of philosophy is thus, at bottom, a disagreement about what it is to be subject to moral norms at all.  Hegel thinks that what it is to be a rational agent is to be always already subject to certain shared norms.  Consequently, there is a very real sense in which Hegel thinks that a philosophic ethics is unnecessary.  For Kierkegaard, on the other hand, the subjection to the ethical is an individual achievement, and so any focus on our external actions threatens to distract us from the infinitely important task of becoming a responsible person in the first place.  But this means that the supposedly “meta-level” dispute between Hegel and Kierkegaard concerning the ethical task of philosophy cannot be understood without facing up to their incompatible philosophic positions on a number of related issues concerning responsibility, agency, and intentionality.  I hope to have shown that Climacus’s attack on the inner-outer thesis, far from being an irrelevant canard, is at the heart of their differences on these topics.  Without addressing the issues it raises, there is no way to fruitfully engage the larger and deeper questions raised by their wildly divergent conceptions of moral philosophy: particularly the question of whether philosophy must accept the Kierkegaardian task of edification and upbuilding, or whether it must, as Hegel warns, beware of the wish to be edifying.    
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