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Translatorial hexis
The politics of Pinkard’s translation  
of Hegel’s Phenomenology

david charlston

Most branches of philosophy and many other disci-
plines in the humanities and social sciences studied 
in the anglophone academy draw on texts written 
in languages other than English and therefore rely 
on the products of translation, especially transla-
tions of historical, European philosophy. However, 
surprisingly little philosophical attention has been 
paid to the role of individual translators in mediat-
ing and relocating philosophical narratives across 
cultural and linguistic boundaries. The blind spot 
may be attributable to a long-cherished philosophical 
aspiration to evolve a universal, purely rational or 
scientific language and discourse which are, perhaps 
implausibly, immune from such translational and/
or translatorial mediation and dislocation. Since it is 
situated outside the philosophical mainstream, the 
now well-established interdiscipline of translation 
studies1 may be able to shed light on an unjustifiably 
neglected corner of philosophical enquiry. With refer-
ence to a topical case study of the English translations 
of Hegel’s Phenomenology,2 the present article draws 
on textual analysis and social psychology to raise 
awareness about the manner in which translators of 
philosophy engage demonstrably, through what I will 
call their translatorial hexis3 – a post-Bourdieusian 
manifestation of the translator’s will to power – in the 
linguistic and social practice of re-describing and dis-
seminating putatively universal philosophical truths. 

The philosophical study of translation has tra-
ditionally focused more on analysing the metaphor 
of translation or investigating theories of hermen-
eutics rather than considering translators, translated 
texts and/or their relationship with such analyses.4 
Translation theorists have also tended to start from 
cognitive-semantic or hermeneutic perspectives when 
discussing translation and philosophy.5 Such theoreti-
cal approaches have already prompted broader inter-
disciplinary discussion of translation and philosophy, 
which this article seeks to continue.6 However, when 
philosophers themselves refer to translations of 

philosophical texts, it is often merely to criticize their 
lack of consistency, accuracy, rigour and/or fidelity to 
the source text or to praise their style or readability. 
Contemporary writers on continental philosophy 
sometimes adapt the text of published translations 
either to fit their own interpretation of the text cited 
or because they claim that the published translations 
are inadequate to the task.7 Perhaps unwittingly, such 
responses to translated philosophy promote an over-
simplified understanding of the nature of translation 
and the role played by translators in mediating textu-
ally encoded ideas. They imply, unrealistically and 
contrary to the theoretical considerations of transla-
tion mentioned above, that good or accurate transla-
tions can offer neutral and unmediated access to the 
ideas of the originating author8 or that translators of 
philosophical texts should be governed by an attitude 
of (greater) subservience9 to the assumed intentions 
of the source-text author and/or the convenience of 
the reader. In contrast with this trend, the present 
article aims to encourage a broader, sociologically 
grounded appreciation of what is involved in trans-
lating philosophical texts which draws attention to 
a hitherto under-recognized human dimension to 
the translation of philosophy, described here as the 
translatorial hexis.

The article argues that the anglophone translations 
of Hegel’s Phenomenology, including the new Pinkard 
translation which is taken as an example here, form 
an integral part of the historical corpus of literature 
on Hegel and embody, at a micro-textual level of 
analysis, culturally determined rivalries central to 
the discussion of philosophy and translation. Trans-
lations should not be thought of merely as tools. 
Seeking to understand the translations in a broader 
contextualization can contribute to the crucial 
interpretive and philosophical tasks, for example, of 
identifying what Hegel actually claimed in his works, 
distinguishing this from what others have written 
about Hegel at different times, in different languages 
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and under different social and political conditions, 
distinguishing between claims Hegel was entitled to 
make, for example, within the terms of his mature 
system and those which seem to fall short of this cri-
terion10 and finally recovering from this analysis what 
is still valuable to philosophers and others today. 
The translators of Hegel have all, in different ways, 
been deeply engaged in these tasks, each exhibiting a 
different translatorial hexis, with a different portfolio 
of masterful and subservient dispositions.

Google Geist
The idea of a translatorial hexis is a development 
from Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, field, capital and 
symbolic power, which is familiar in sociological 
approaches to translation studies.11 It provides a 
theoretical tool for analysing and contextualizing 
differences between the Hegel translations on the 
basis of what Bourdieusians call a ‘radical contex-
tualisation’.12 It can be compared with but goes 
significantly beyond the concepts of translatorial 
‘voice’ or ‘presence’ or ‘agency’ invoked in translation 
studies to explain the translator’s ‘visibility’.13 In his 
sociology, Bourdieu stresses the interdependence of 
apparently free (individual) agency and (institution-
ally) structured distributions of power in the social 
space. Bodily gestures, for example, of dominance or 
subservience, mimic or reproduce social structures. 
The translatorial hexis denotes the symbolic stance of 
a translator, articulated as an empirically discernible 
set of principles and expectations guiding transla-
torial choices, which is, to a greater or lesser extent, 
determined by the background of oppositions defin-
ing a specific field or sub-field within the social space 
surrounding the translator. The concept of a transla-
torial hexis also resonates with Bourdieu’s later work14 
in which he analyses the ‘elevated’ writing styles of 
philosophical texts and their translations, especially 
Heidegger. Bourdieu’s analysis focuses on the ‘conflict 
of the faculties’, especially in French universities from 
the late 1960s onwards, challenging the ivory-tower 
dominance of philosophy in French universities. 
By analogy, the translatorial hexis is construed as 
a textual embodiment of translatorial dispositions 
which relate to the distribution of various forms 
of capital or honour within the academic sub-field 
of anglophone Hegelian philosophy. Oppositions in 
the sub-field are reproduced by oppositions in and 
around the text. 

Significantly, however, the translatorial hexis 
contrasts with the ‘subservient’ translator’s habitus 
discussed in a seminal translation-studies paper 

by Daniel Simeoni that refers especially to profes-
sional translators, who are constrained to make 
themselves seem invisible by comparison with the 
source-text author.15 The translatorial hexis expresses 
the translator’s linguistic prowess and authority over 
the semantic content of the translated philosophical 
text. Like Bourdieu’s use of the term hexis in his 
early ethnographic work in Algeria,16 the translatorial 
hexis is physically embodied, but here it is encrypted 
symbolically in the text and paratexts to the transla-
tion.17 Accordingly, Pinkard’s translatorial hexis is 
discernible in the numerous philosophical, ethical 
and political commitments encoded not only in the 
wider context of his philosophical writing and in 
his translator’s notes but also in the minutiae of his 
lexical choices and the translational norms under-
lying the translated text. 

One way of visualizing the field dynamics which 
form the historical background to the contextualiza-
tion offered here is to think of zooming in with an 
imaginary software application such as Google Earth 
towards a historical, ideological map of the world at 
the time of each translation of Hegel’s Phenomenology, 
say, in 1910, the date of the first English translation 
of Hegel’s book (Baillie’s), in the late 1970s while A.J. 
Miller was working on his translation, and in 2008, 
the copyright date of Pinkard’s first online draft. 
At one level of magnification, we can see the world 
political situation, characterized by the oppositions 
of international power and cultural interpenetration; 
as we zoom in closer, we see party-political, class and 
personal competition and conflict; closer still, micro-
scopic rivalries within the sub-field of anglophone 
Hegelian philosophy between different readings of 
Hegel’s philosophy, articulated through philosophical 
books and articles; at the closest resolution (perhaps 
we can think of the Google street-view function), we 
see individual words and spellings in the translations 
which also participate in these rivalries as an embodi-
ment of the translators’ irrepressible, conscious and 
unconscious will to power. 

At this global level, the relevance of Pinkard’s 
new Hegel translation might be contextualized, on 
the one hand, with reference to Hegel’s indirect, 
historical associations with communism, as an influ-
ence on the thinking of Marx, Lenin, Mao Zedong 
and Althusser, but, on the other hand, with regard to 
the charges of Eurocentrism and protestant Christian 
elitism levelled against Hegel.18 Such accusations (or 
myths), which mimic the older left-Hegelian/right-
Hegelian divide, often relate to the Phenomenology, 
especially to the famous, master/slave dialectic and 
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such tantalizingly contested concepts as Geist [mind/
Spirit] and aufheben [sublate/abolish]. Accordingly, 
Pinkard’s American, democratic-liberal reappropria-
tion of Hegel in his own philosophical writing wrests 
Hegel away from the communist camp by explain-
ing that the association of Hegel with communism 
was based, inter alia, on Marx’s misunderstandings 
of Hegel.19 By association, the translation and the 
translator participate in the wider discussion of world 
politics because the text already participates in such 
discourse. 

Focusing more closely on Pinkard’s world, 
twentieth-century communitarianism, which 
is historically associated with the philosophy of 
Aristotle and Hegel, had its roots in the work of 
Anglo-American political philosophers Alasdair Mac-
Intyre, Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor and Michael 
Walzer, who challenged the vision of liberalism 
presented in John Rawls’s book A Theory of Justice.20 
Their challenge can be summarized with reference 
to two central themes. First, the version of liberalism 
presented by Rawls in the 1970s seemed to these 
philosophers to require the acceptance of univer-
sal principles which must be accepted by everyone 
because they are universally right, regardless of dif-
ferences between people. Communitarians rejected 
this view, arguing that political and legal principles 
must be derived from the internal logic (or Geist/
spirit) of particular communities and may therefore 
vary from culture to culture. Second, communitarian 
philosophers argued that Rawlsian liberalism placed 
too much emphasis on individual freedom, especially 
freedom of choice and the autonomy of the self, at the 
expense of social values (Geist and Sittlichkeit [ethical 
life]) inherent in the concept of community. The 
communitarian view is therefore also theoretically 
opposed to the emphasis on individual rights asso-
ciated with libertarianism.21 While the philosophy 
of Kant is particularly associated with the history 
of liberal thought and the (deontological) ethics of 
individual rights and duties investigated by Rawls, 
Nozick and many others, certain aspects of Hegel’s 
philosophy – especially according to Pinkard’s 1990s’ 
non-metaphysical reading of Hegel which placed 
emphasis on mutual, democratic recognition between 
individual self-consciousnesses (‘social union’) and on 
the ‘sociality of reason’22 – provide precisely the criti-
cal and theoretical move forward from Kant required 
in support of the communitarian position. Pinkard’s 
socio-political, analytical style, as developed in his 
philosophical writing, equips Pinkard the translator 
for the challenge of ‘reconstructing’23 some of Hegel’s 

more elusive, ostensibly metaphysical concepts, 
such as Geist (mind/spirit]) and aufheben (sublate) 
in terms accessible to their new, anticipated reader-
ship of modern, anglophone students and teachers 
of philosophy. 

Zooming in closer on the Hegelian scene in the 
mid- to late 1990s, the distinction between ‘tradi-
tional metaphysical’, ‘non-metaphysical’ and ‘revised 
metaphysical’ readings of Hegel characterized the 
sub-field of anglophone Hegelian philosophy in 
the period leading up to Pinkard’s translation of 
the Phenomenology.24 The traditional metaphysical 
interpretations of Hegel emphasize the monistic 
near-identity of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit with some 
Christian conceptions of God and therefore seem 
to draw on a pre-Kantian or pre-critical conception 
of philosophical metaphysics. The group of non-
metaphysical readings sees the importance of Hegel’s 
philosophy in its development of Kantian critical 
philosophy in new directions which reject some or all 
of the metaphysical claims about ‘Absolute Spirit’ and 
are thus made relevant to political and social theory 
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. A set of 
revised metaphysical readings reasserts the essen-
tial metaphysical (ontological and logical) nature of 
Hegel’s philosophy while modifying some of the more 
extravagant metaphysical claims of the traditional-
ists and incorporating some of the non-metaphysical 
discourse. In the 1990s, Terry Pinkard was clearly 
associated with the non-metaphysical position.

contra polemic
The defining sense of opposition across the sub-
field at this time is exemplified by a public dialogue 
between Frederick Beiser and Pinkard in which Beiser 
challenged the dominance of the non-metaphysical 
position in the mid-1990s. Beiser published a negative 
review in the Bulletin of the Hegel Society of Great 
Britain of a Festschrift for Klaus Hartmann which 
had been co-edited by Pinkard. Hartmann was one 
of the founding figures in the history of the non-
metaphysical readings of Hegel and, significantly, also 
one of Pinkard’s early mentors. The review provoked 
a response from Pinkard and a further response from 
Beiser.25 Beiser concludes his initial polemical review 
as follows:

My final verdict on Hartmann’s interpretation is 
that it is profoundly, indeed blatantly, anachronis-
tic, forcing Hegel into the mould of modern pre-
conceptions, now dated by post-modern standards. 
It does not mark an advance but a decline in Hegel 
scholarship, a deep drop in standards of historical 
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accuracy and philosophical sophistication. There 
is nothing to be lost, and much to be gained, by 
simply ignoring it.26

Overall, the review offers a detailed but scath-
ing criticism of the non-metaphysical position. In 
Pinkard’s response to Beiser, ‘What is the Non-
Metaphysical Reading of Hegel? A Reply to Frederick 
Beiser’, Pinkard specifically addresses Beiser’s polemi-
cal style. Beiser’s article was entitled ‘Hegel, a Non-
Metaphysician? A Polemic’. The question mark here 
indicates a rhetorical question expressing astonished 
laughter at the absurdity of such a suggestion. The 
term ‘polemic’ suggests Beiser’s aggressive, honour-
seeking philosophical hexis. Pinkard begins his reply 
by acknowledging that Beiser has raised interesting 
questions in his criticism, and continues:

Beiser’s tract is also a polemic, a rare form of 
philosophical writing nowadays, which lends it a 
certain dash that is sometimes lacking in the form 
of the impersonal academic article. If nothing 
else, Beiser’s polemic certainly sounds much more 
like the real, historical Hegel writing about, for 
example, J.F. Fries than anything any so-called 
non-metaphysical Hegelians typically do.27

This comment gives a good insight into Pinkard’s 
own contrasting and more complex hexis. Pinkard 
concedes that the modern ‘impersonal academic’ 
style sometimes lacks excitement by comparison 
with the older, rhetorical style of the polemic and 
also admits that Beiser’s style may ‘sound’ more like 
the ‘historical Hegel’ than the style of modern phil-
osophers. However, these two comments are more 
subtly damaging than they may at first seem. Pinkard 
relegates Beiser to an old-fashioned and perhaps over-
inflated generation, the generation embodying what 
Bourdieu described as the ‘elevated’ style. Moreover, 
Pinkard suggests that this elevated style is ultimately 
hollow. The arguments may ‘sound’ convincing, but 
real (modern) philosophy has to do more than this. 
Pinkard’s hexis in this philosophical standoff is based 
on his invocation of the modern and the impersonal, 
the cool and analytic. Later in his reply, Pinkard gives 
his own concise definition to clear up ‘the fuss about 
the non-metaphysical reading’.28 

According to Pinkard’s account, if the self-
grounding nature of Hegelian logic is taken to be the 
central part of the system, some of Hegel’s statements 
about religion and history, statements such as those 
in the Phenomenology relating to the historical (evo-
lutionary) progression of various religions towards 
the most developed (‘highest’) state of Protestant 

Christianity or the (subordinate) role of women in 
civil society,29 may not be justifiable in Hegel’s own 
terms. That is, some of Hegel’s apparent judgements 
may not follow consistently from the logic of his 
system so construed. Pinkard mentions the specific 
point regarding the superiority of Christianity over 
Judaism. 

But the crucial question remains: how much can 
Hegel rightfully assert on the basis of his own 
principles? It is relatively clear, for example, that 
Hegel thought that Christianity was a ‘higher’ 
religion than Judaism; there’s probably little doubt 
that he held that view. But many (myself included) 
want to know if that really follows from Hegel’s 
views, or if it is more of a display of something 
that Hegel wanted to justify but actually could not, 
perhaps a reflection of his times but not a neces-
sary consequence of his thought.30

Pinkard’s defence of the non-metaphysical 
approach at this time thus ultimately relies on his 
(and his readers’) analysis and evaluation of Hegel’s 
claims with regard to their logical necessity. One 
intractable, question-begging step in this argument 
is that modern anglophone readers can only evaluate 
Hegel’s claim to logical integrity indirectly through 
their own necessarily selective reading of the various 
translations and the vast body of secondary literature 
in English. Even for those who read German, coming 
to understand and discuss Hegel’s ideas is necessarily 
a diffuse, probably multilingual and certainly multi-
textual project.

Lexical patterning
Hegel’s Die Phänomenologie des Geistes was published 
in 1807.31 It was originally translated into English by 
James Black Baillie in 1910 as Hegel’s The Phenom-
enology of Mind. The A.J. Miller translation and the 
new Pinkard translation both translate the title as 
Phenomenology of Spirit. The Phenomenology is not 
simply or directly about the experience of human 
consciousness, as its title suggests. In addition to 
its central concerns with ontology, epistemology 
and logic, it has significant implications for histori-
ography, ethics and ideology, especially with reference 
to how different cultures have tried to understand 
the phenomena of consciousness, mind and spirit, 
and the historical and social development of rational 
mindedness. In each of the six main chapters, Hegel 
invites the reader to investigate ‘speculatively’ how 
different forms of Consciousness, Self-consciousness, 
Reason, Spirit, Religion and Absolute Knowing have 
evolved through European history and how each of 
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these historical approximations has failed through 
the shortcomings of its own self-understanding. In 
spite of such negative findings, there is also a posi-
tive progression through the book towards absolute 
knowledge, a state which itself, however, merely 
introduces the reader to the need for radical, ‘scien-
tific’, philosophical enquiry.32 As already mentioned, 
the most famous passage, which occurs in the Self-
consciousness chapter, examines the recognition of 
mutual interdependence between the opposing states 
of self-consciousness of the ‘master’ and the ‘slave’. 
Hegel’s metaphor resonates through much of the 
subsequent discourse in the humanities, not least 
in sociology, translation theory and intercultural 
studies. Many books on the Phenomenology have been 
published in English. Pinkard’s The Sociality of Reason 
is controversial but by far the most comprehensive 
recent study. Pinkard has also published a major 
biography of Hegel.33

The elevated, literary style of English found in the 
earlier translations of Hegel34 can present an obsta-
cle to students familiar with more analytical philo-
sophical styles. Even for those who understand some 
German, the earlier translators’ apparent dis regard 
for terminological consistency in the translation of 
key terms makes it difficult to read the translated 
text with the kind of close cross-reference to the 
German source text required for advanced study. In 
the introduction to the 1931 second edition of his 
translation, Sir James Black Baillie explains that a 
translation of a work of such profundity as Hegel’s 
Phenomenology ‘must necessarily be in large measure 
an interpretation of the thought as well as a render-
ing of the language of the text’,35 but he provides 
readers with few clues as to where the boundaries 

between interpretation and intertextual equivalence 
might lie. Lexical patterning found in this translation 
provides convincing evidence that Baillie’s apparent 
inconsistencies are, in fact, part of his interpretation 
rather than instances of carelessness.36 

Baillie’s translations of Geist, for example, might 
initially seem to be merely inconsistent. He appears 
to switch arbitrarily between mind, spirit and Spirit 
throughout the book. The 1910 first edition of Bail-
lie’s translation was published in two volumes. In a 
footnote on the first page of the second volume, at 
the beginning of the chapter entitled Spirit, Baillie 
explains his strategy as follows: 

The term ‘Spirit’ seems better to render the word 
‘Geist’ used here, than the word ‘mind’ would do. 
Up to this stage of experience the word ‘mind’ is 
sufficient to convey the meaning. But spirit is mind 
at a much higher level of existence.37

A more detailed analysis of Baillie’s translations of 
Geist in the six main chapters of the book shows the 
following ‘lexical patterning’. The bars represent per-
centages of the number of times Geist is translated as 
mind, spirit or Spirit with a capital ‘S’ in each chapter.
If we concentrate only on Hegel’s usage of the noun 
Geist and Baillie’s translations, we become aware 
of a translatorial structuring of this cohesive chain 
running through the text. I have argued elsewhere38 

that such patterns are microscopic traces of Bail-
lie’s engagement with the rivalry between Absolutist 
and Personalist versions of British Idealism. Baillie’s 
patterned translations of Geist challenged the then 
orthodox monistic interpretation of Hegel’s Spirit as 
an immutable One suggesting stages of the human 
journey – from blue to red to green in my graph – 
towards full spirituality.

Relative proportions of mind, spirit and Spirit in Baillie’s translations of Geist
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Patterning can also be found in Baillie’s appar-
ently inconsistent translations of the term aufheben 
(sublate). Baillie used 13 different English verbs in 
his translation of the 308 verbal and nominal occur-
rences of aufheben found in the six main chapters 
of the book. He also used pairs of verbs, such as 
cancel and transcend, especially in the later chapters. 
The following table clearly shows cancel as Baillie’s 
preferred translation, but with sublate in the Self-
consciousness chapter and transcend in the Religion 
chapter as the second favourite. Supersede is second 
favourite in the first and last chapters.

In his translator’s foreword, written in 1976, A.J. 
Miller indirectly criticizes Baillie’s work as follows: 
‘I have done my best to steer a course which, while 
avoiding loose paraphrase, departs at times from a 
rigid consistency.’ Miller’s translations of Geist are 
certainly more consistent than Baillie’s. Faced with 
his predecessor’s three options, Miller chose Spirit. 
He therefore removed Baillie’s lexically mediated 
strengthening of Hegel’s undeniable narrative of 
progress towards Spirit. Miller’s foreword also refers 
to his use of capitals in the translation. ‘I have been 
sparing in the use of capitals and, in general, have 
only used them for terms which have a peculiarly 
Hegelian connotation. The German Verstand I have 
translated by “the Understanding”. Where the capital 
is omitted, the word has the usual English meaning.’39 
Miller thus ‘tagged’ specifically technical terms with 
capitals, and his readers must trust Miller’s discre-
tion here as a translator and a philosopher. However, 
although he translated several of Hegel’s works, Miller 
was not a professional philosopher. In early life he 

was profoundly influenced by Czech philosopher and 
adventurer František Sedlák, one of the co-founders 
of the utopian socialist Whiteway Colony near Stroud 
in Gloucestershire, where Miller sometimes lived. 
The translation of the Phenomenology began as a 
joint translation with American academic Peter Fuss. 
It seems that Miller and/or his publisher eventually 
rejected Fuss’s work, and Miller carried on alone, 
but with the support of J.N. Findlay, a renowned 
professor of philosophy who lent cultural capital to 
the project by writing an introduction and synopsis 
of the text. I am currently preparing a more detailed 
analysis and contextualization of Miller’s translation 
but can offer some initial findings here. Miller, like 
Baillie, uses a range of English terms for aufheben, but 
Miller’s first choice is supersede and supersession. For 
example, of the 55 occurrences of verbal and nominal 
forms of aufheben in the Consciousness chapter, Miller 
uses supersede/supersession 29 times, cancel 10 times, 
with 2 or 3 occurrences each of destroy, sublate and 
suspend. Miller’s choices seem to be determined by 
his sensitivity to the immediate linguistic context. 
For instance, in paragraph 156, he uses cancel where 
the direct object of aufheben is Unterschied (difference), 
presumably because Miller felt that a difference could 
not naturally or logically be superseded.40

While Miller modestly asserts his prowess as a 
translator by drawing attention in his foreword to 
Baillie’s ‘loose paraphrase’ and offering a guarded 
acknowledgement of the desirability of consistency, 
his tentative, in-text improvements fall short of the 
rigorous translational norms envisaged by Pinkard. 
In his major critical work on the Phenomenology, 

Baillie’s choice of different verbs to translate aufheben in each chapter
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Pinkard lists Miller’s inconsistent translations of key 
Hegelian terms such as Ansichsein (being-in-itself ), 
Wesen (essence) and Aufheben (sublation) and sums 
up that ‘[a]nybody trying therefore to pursue a close 
reading of the text only by relying on the English 
translation has a difficult task’.41 

circumspect Germanizing
The high level of terminological consistency of Pink-
ard’s translations of every occurrence of Geist (spirit)
and aufheben (sublate) makes it considerably easier 
for a modern reader to follow Hegel’s argument, 
especially with direct reference to the German source 
text which is printed alongside the translation in 
the 2008 online version.42 As Pinkard claims in his 
translator’s notes, his approach allows the reader to 
take Hegel seriously as a philosopher, to appreciate 
the scientific rigour of Hegel’s language. However, 
in spite of this considerable achievement, Pinkard’s 
commitment to norms of terminological consist-
ency and readability (which inevitably vie with one 
another at times) does not add up to a neutral or 
even transparent translation. The translation does 
not offer unmediated access to Hegel’s thought; it 
too is an interpretation as well as a rendering of 
the language. As with Baillie and Miller, aspects of 
Pinkard’s interpretation are embodied more or less 
explicitly in the language of the text. In fact, accord-
ing to the radical contextualization offered here, 
the terminological consistency found in Pinkard’s 
translation should, itself, be regarded as an embodi-
ment of his translatorial hexis. Although Pinkard 
explicitly seeks to secularize and depoliticize Hegel 
at one level, at another level Pinkard’s choice of terms 
and commitment to the norms of consistency and 
readability in the translation form components of a 
more subtle but nonetheless will-driven strategy for 
reappropriation and repoliticization of Hegel’s text 
specifically for use in the modern, neoliberal, largely 
anglophone academy. 

Textual and paratextual features of the translation, 
such as the page layout, the glossary and translator’s 
notes, embody the translatorial hexis implicitly and 
explicitly, distinguishing it from its predecessors as a 
work embedded in the communicative dynamics of 
early-twenty-first-century academic publishing. For 
example, the two-column parallel-text arrangement 
implicitly re-Germanizes Hegel’s philosophy, drawing 
attention to the fact that this is a translation from 
German.43 The publication of an online draft on the 
translator’s website since the copyright date of 2008 
implicitly articulates Pinkard’s open, democratic 

stance. While the draft text is available free of charge 
for use in education, the published translation will 
be a costly product.44 Pinkard refers explicitly to the 
provisional nature of the draft and to the ultimate 
involvement of the series editor from Cambridge 
University Press as co-translator. Pinkard’s explicit 
confession that there are ‘bound to be some errors’ 
also goes considerably beyond the traditional trans-
lator’s apology, portraying himself as human and 
humorous rather than aloof and unapproachable. 
The text is thus framed as potentially variable, not 
yet set in stone; readers are invited to participate 
in catching any blunders before it is too late. This 
apparently democratic hexis reflects Pinkard’s peda-
gogic habitus, his lecturing and teaching style.45 The 
translator earns capital in the form of acceptance 
and ultimately honour in the eyes of the intended 
readership. 

At one point in his translator’s notes, Pinkard 
switches to the first person singular: ‘I too have often 
been tempted…’; ‘I hope that in all instances I will 
have resisted that temptation.’46 These statements 
represent a declaration of Pinkard’s intention or 
‘hope’ to abide by translational norms,47 which he 
explains as follows:

I of course have my own interpretation of this 
book, but I hope that the current translation will 
make it easy for all the others who differ on such 
interpretive matters to be able to use this text to 
point out where they differ and why they differ 
without the translation itself making it unneces-
sarily more difficult for them to make their case.48

Pinkard’s position can be characterized as a hexis 
of circumspection which is congruent with Pinkard’s 
non-metaphysical, communitarian reading of Hegel’s 
recognition philosophy. As a translator, Pinkard takes 
his critical readers’ ability to ‘use this text to point 
out where they differ’ as a norm for his own transla-
torial agency. According to this self-imposed, complex 
norm, his success as a translator is dependent upon 
his (serious) critics being able to use the translation 
against Pinkard’s own view, in support of his critics’ 
different view. If Pinkard’s interpretation makes it 
more difficult for his critics to argue their opposing 
point of view, then the translation has, in some sense, 
failed. The particular sense in which the transla-
tion would fail under these circumstances relates to 
Pinkard’s reputation (hexis) in the academic sub-field 
of Hegelian studies. To have produced a translation 
biased in favour of one’s own interpretation, in full 
knowledge of the existence of many subtly conflicting 
interpretations of Hegel, would be dishonourable. 
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spirit with a small s
At the closest level of analysis, the translatorial 
hexis is discernible, for example, in the translator’s 
handling of the contested term Geist [mind/spirit/
Spirit]. By contrast with his predecessors, Pinkard 
consistently translates Geist as spirit with a small 
‘s’. At this level of analysis, a microscopic, semantic 
tension is evident between Pinkard’s final choice and 
the other possible candidates, especially his predeces-
sors’ choices. The focus here is on the (intensional) 
‘sense’ of Pinkard’s use of the term rather than on the 
(extensional) ‘reference’ of Hegel’s term Geist itself.49 
The semantic tension is at least partially intertextual 
because Pinkard had to reject some of his prede-
cessors’ choices (Spirit, mind, Mind) as well as some 
options (mind/spirit, Geist) used by other contempo-
rary anglophone authors.50 He lists his choice of spirit 
in the glossary but does not discuss his reasoning in 
detail. However, Pinkard frequently refers to Geist, 
spirit and, more recently, to mind and mindedness51 in 
his books and articles. The definition quoted below 
gives an indication of Pinkard’s particular sense of 
spirit in 1987:

I am using ‘spirit’ in what I take to be its basic 
Hegelian sense minus the metaphysical associa-
tions that Hegel gave it. I am not using it to denote 
any kind of metaphysical entity, as he did. For 
some, this might, of course, disqualify the usage 
as being ‘Hegelian’. Not much hangs on that, so I 
shall not belabour the point.52

In a more recent book, Pinkard gives another non-
metaphysical definition: ‘“Spirit” therefore denotes 
for Hegel not a metaphysical entity but a funda-
mental relation among persons that mediates their 

self-consciousness, a way in which people reflect on 
what they have come to take as authoritative for 
themselves.’53 The suggestion that spirit is not a meta-
physical entity ‘for Hegel’ is controversial.

The non-metaphysical sense of spirit is presented 
as less than the full, metaphysical Hegelian refer-
ence. In the first quotation, Hegel’s precise referent 
is not the important issue: ‘Not much hangs on that’. 
Pinkard has subtracted the metaphysical dimension 
from Hegel’s Geist (‘minus the metaphysical asso-
ciations’) in order to use the term spirit for his own 
non-metaphysical reconstruction. In the second 
quotation, this sense of spirit is presented as the core 
argument of Hegel’s philosophy. 

Bearing in mind the Bourdieusian theorization 
of hexis elaborated in this article which is directly 
concerned with symbolic values, it is significant that 
spirit with a lower case ‘s’ is smaller than Spirit with an 
upper case ‘S’. The small ‘s’ of spirit as used in Pinkard’s 
translation symbolizes not only a circumscription of 
the scope of Hegel’s Geist but also a change in the 
stance or hexis of the philosopher/translator. Pink-
ard’s stance is deliberately less emphatic than that of 
Baillie, who controls the reception of Hegel’s terms, 
especially through lexical patterning and through 
his emphatic/explanatory use of capitals, and less 
subservient than Miller, who ‘tried’ to use capitals 
only ‘for terms which have a peculiarly Hegelian con-
notation’. Pinkard seeks respect not through rhetori-
cal devices or extravagant metaphysical claims about 
Hegel’s ‘Spirit’ which are difficult to substantiate in a 
sceptical, scientifically orientated modern world, but 
rather by consciously and overtly circumscribing the 

occurrences of spirit, with Pinkard’s explanatory additions
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extent of the claims made in order to render them 
more reasonable. Pinkard’s choice of spirit with a 
small ‘s’ embodies this important change of attitude 
in the text of the translation and thus assimilates this 
specific sense of spirit into the modern context. Pink-
ard’s spirit is comparable, for example, with President 
Obama’s reference in his inauguration address to the 
‘spirit that must inhabit us all’54 and thus furnishes 
a way of understanding one sense of Hegel’s Geist 
without necessarily making (extravagant) claims 
about Hegel’s metaphysical referent. The translation 
thus reinforces some senses of Geist while deflect-
ing the reader’s attention from others, such as the 
overlap between mind and spirit suggested by Baillie’s 
translation and the religious and/or metaphysical 
connotations of Spirit with a capital ‘S’.

It is also worth noting that Pinkard uses the term 
spirit many times more than Hegel uses the term 
Geist. Where Hegel uses a pronoun, such as it or 
which, Pinkard often replaces the pronoun with the 
noun (spirit) so that readers can more readily follow 
the cohesive chain of Hegel’s argument. The quota-
tions at the end of this article provide a clear example 
of this strategy. The table opposite summarizes 
numerical findings. The total additional explanatory 
occurrences of spirit in the six main chapters of Pink-
ard’s translation amounted to around 200 tokens. 

Pinkard’s aufheben: ‘forget about raising up’
Pinkard’s consistent translation of aufheben as sublate 
also contrasts intertextually with the Baillie and the 
Miller translations,55 primarily in that it removes 
the apparent inconsistency of using several signs 
to translate a single referent; it also removes the 
rhetorical emphasis introduced by Baillie, especially 
in the later chapters of the book, by using two verbs 
(such as cancel and transcend or cancel and supersede); 
and it removes the spatial metaphors of height and 
transcendence connoted by Baillie’s and Miller’s 
selective use of transcend and supersede. These differ-
ences from the previous translations are not merely 
neutral improvements. As the next two examples 
show, Pinkard’s choice of the technical term sublate 
deflects readers of his translation from specific con-
notations of the German term and some of the rival 
English translations such as abolish and transcend 
while, at the same time, reinforcing the more cir-
cumscribed sense of sublate offered by Pinkard in the 
secondary literature. 

First, both Helen Macfarlane’s original (1850) 
English translation56 and Samuel Moore’s (1888) 
translation of the Manifesto of the Communist Party,57 

translate Engels’s use of the verb aufheben as abolish, 
most famously in the slogans ‘abolish private prop-
erty’ and ‘abolish the family’.58 While the ethically 
positive connotations of abolition with regard to the 
abolition of slavery may have appealed to Mac farlane 
and Moore, a more destructively revolutionary inter-
pretation of the Hegelian/Marxian verb aufheben 
(sublate/abolish) may cause modern, liberal-minded 
interpreters, who seek to dissociate Hegel from 
Marxism, to steer clear of this English verb. Revolu-
tionary connotations of the German term aufheben 
are still evident in online anglophone political dis-
course. Aufheben is the title of a British libertarian-
communist magazine, the editors of which state: 

There is no adequate English equivalent to the 
German word Aufheben. In German it can mean 
‘to pick up’, ‘to raise’, ‘to keep’, ‘to preserve’, but 
also ‘to end’, ‘to abolish’, ‘to annul’. Hegel exploited 
this duality of meaning to describe the dialectical 
process whereby a higher form of thought or being 
supersedes a lower form, while at the same time 
‘preserving’ its ‘moments of truth’. The proletariat’s 
revolutionary negation of capitalism, communism, 
is an instance of this dialectical movement of 
supersession, as is the theoretical expression of this 
movement in the method of critique developed by 
Marx.59 

Pinkard’s choice of sublate deflects readers from 
this kind of politicised discourse, encouraging a less 
revolutionary interpretation of Hegel’s term than is 
signified by translations such as abolish, annul, do 
away with or even cancel, supersede or negate. While 
Pinkard is committed to taking Hegel’s terminology 
‘seriously’, his sense of sublate could thus also be 
seen as embodying a de-politicising effect, especially 
in its semantic demarcation from some of the other 
candidate terms. 

Second, Pinkard’s sense of sublate deflects from 
the spatial metaphor of height contained in the 
German term (the literal meaning of aufheben is lift 
up or raise up). Once again, reference to the wider 
context surrounding the translation and the transla-
tor illustrates this point. In YouTube video clips from 
his 2011 lecture tour in Romania, Pinkard refers to 
the ambiguity of the term aufheben. He explains 
that three meanings of aufheben (cancel/preserve/
lift up) are conventionally suggested in the literature 
on Hegel.60 The third of these meanings, raise up, 
Pinkard continues, has been used to support the idea 
(associated with Marx’s reading of Hegel) that Hegel’s 
philosophy is concerned with a kind of totalizing ide-
alism according to which there is a historical progres-
sion through ever ‘higher’ levels towards the totality 
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of Absolute Spirit. Pinkard suggests the danger of this 
view and stresses that Hegel never refers to the third 
of these meanings: ‘aufheben has only two meanings, 
negate and preserve. Forget about raising up.’ The 
following transcription from the video clip illustrates 
Pinkard’s positive understanding of aufheben as a 
‘wonderful metaphor’ concerned not with rising to 
ever higher levels of metaphysical totality but rather, 
for example, with the kind of circumscription of 
property rights associated with democratic-liberal, 
communitarian politics:

Instead of thinking of this process [aufheben] as 
going upwards, think of it as going from side to 
side, horizontal rather than vertical – that’s a 
metaphor – but nonetheless to aufheben something 
is to circumscribe its authority. Something is auf-
gehoben (sublated) in Hegel when the authority it 
has over you or it has over someone else is can-
celled, circumscribed, limited by moving to a new 
context where you are not exactly denying the old 
claim but you’re now limiting it in a certain way so 
that you are both cancelling it and preserving it. 
So, for example, Hegel says I have a right to private 
property. This is changed in morality; it’s not that 
I lose all my property but, no, it turns out that I 
can’t do anything I want with it, particularly if it 
means the violent harming of another person. In 
fact it’s a wonderful metaphor.61 

Although Pinkard does not wish to force his sense 
of sublate onto readers of the translation (or indeed 
attendees at his lecture), he does seek to keep open 
the possibility of this positive, politically and socially 
promising, democratic-liberal concept of circumscrip-
tion, which he associates with aufheben, by deflect-
ing attention away from the potentially dangerous 
spatial metaphor of height and lifting or raising up 
with its ethically negative connotations, for example, 
of elitism, ethnocentrism and totalitarianism. Pink-
ard’s bodily gestures of lateral rather than vertical 
extension, and of circular enclosure and protection 
or preservation, shown in the video clip therefore also 
embody the translatorial hexis. 

Extremely mindful approximations
In conclusion, the following passage taken from the 
last paragraph of Hegel’s text and the three transla-
tions discussed here contains the last occurrence 
of the term Aufheben in the Phenomenology and 
exemplify similarities and differences between the 
translators and their work:

Das Geisterreich, das auf diese Weise sich in dem 
Dasein gebildet, macht eine Aufeinanderfolge aus, 
worin einer den anderen ablöste und jeder das 

Reich der Welt von dem vorhergehenden über-
nahm. Ihr Ziel ist die Offenbarung der Tiefe, und 
diese ist der absolute Begriff; diese Offenbarung ist 
hiermit das Aufheben seiner Tiefe…62

Baillie The realm of spirits developed in this 
way, and assuming definite shape in existence, 
constitutes a succession, where one detaches and 
sets loose the other, and each takes over from its 
predecessor the empire of the spiritual world. The 
goal of the process is the revelation of the depth 
of spiritual life and this is the Absolute Notion. 
This revelation consequently means superseding its 
‘depth’…63

Miller The realm of Spirits which is formed in 
this way in the outer world constitutes a succession 
in Time in which one Spirit relieved another of its 
charge and each took over the empire of the world 
from its predecessor. Their goal is the revelation of 
the depth of Spirit, and this is the absolute Notion. 
This revelation is, therefore, the raising-up of its 
depth…64

Pinkard The realm of spirits, having formed itself 
in this way within existence, constitutes a se-
quence in which one spirit replaced the other, and 
each succeeding spirit took over from the previ-
ous spirit the realm of that spirit’s world. The goal 
of the movement is the revelation of depth itself, 
and this is the absolute concept. This revelation is 
thereby the sublation of its depth…65

It is important to understand that there is very 
little intrinsically wrong in any of the translations. 
They are all extremely mindful approximations. It 
is evident from the comparison that the translators 
are trying to articulate complex ideas as clearly as 
they can. The focus of interest in comparing the 
quotations is not to judge one as better than the 
other but rather to understand how and why they 
differ. In his translation of the passage cited, Baillie 
added the phrases: ‘and assuming definite shape’; ‘spir-
itual’ in ‘empire of the spiritual world’; ‘of the process’; 
and ‘of spiritual life’. He translated ‘Reich’ as ‘realm’ 
and ‘empire’, capitalized ‘Absolute Spirit’, and placed 
quotation marks around ‘depth’. This approach to 
the translation presumably exemplifies what Miller 
criticized as ‘loose paraphrase’. However, Miller also 
added the phrases ‘in Time’, ‘of its charge’ and ‘of 
Spirit’. By contrast with his general preference for 
supersede and supersession, which was used by Baillie, 
Miller translated aufheben here as ‘the raising up’. 
Pinkard, in turn, added ‘spirit’ four times, the phrase 
‘of the movement’ and ‘itself ’ after ‘revelation of depth’. 
I believe the preceding discussion of translatorial 
hexis assists our understanding of the differences and 
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similarities in the translations, drawing attention, 
for example, to what was at stake for the translators 
in their different translations of Geist and aufheben. 
According to this radical contextualization, Pinkard’s 
translation itself argues, against its predecessors, 
that Geist need not necessarily be understood as an 
extravagant metaphysical or religious entity, and 
aufheben need not necessarily imply a hierarchical 
transcendence or supersession. To bracket out the 
translatorial hexis or to dismiss it as an irrelevant ad 
hominem distraction from the universal principles 
sought in Hegel’s philosophy runs the risk of losing 
an illuminating dimension in our reading of trans-
lated philosophy and reveals ultimately unsustainable 
presuppositions about the nature of language and 
translation.
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