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1. Introduction
In the preface to the first edition of the Science of Logic, Hegel introduces his project by
discussing the displacement of traditional metaphysics,1 claiming that his logical science “makes
up metaphysics proper [eigentliche Metaphysik].”2 Later we are told that its first part, the
objective logic, “takes the place . . . of the former metaphysics [vormaligen Metaphysik].”3 In his
preface to the second edition, Hegel praises Plato, “and Aristotle especially” for having
“liberated [befreit]”4 the forms of thought from their instrumental role in fulfilling human needs,
and having begun to investigate them for their own sake.
Despite these prominent references to Aristotle and traditional metaphysics, there have
been few studies devoted to exploring whether substantive connections exist between Hegel’s
Science of Logic and Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Klaus Hartmann is dismissive of any such
connection,5 and those who do explore Hegel’s reading of Aristotle in depth tend to focus on his
interpretation of De Anima.6 In this paper I want to suggest that there are non-trivial parallels
between Hegel’s eigentliche Metaphysik and the fourteen books attributed to Aristotle that
established metaphysics as a topic.
Due to the scope of this paper, I will only be able to provide a sketch of what I take to be
some fruitful comparisons. I will argue that Hegel and Aristotle both rely on a version of the socalled “stripping” argument in order to raise problems for a certain conception of determinacy.
Aristotle’s theory of predication in the Categories, I will argue, represents an attempt to solve
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these problems. Hegel criticizes the type of solution that the Categories offers in ways that point
in the direction of Aristotle’s later view expressed in Metaphysics Ζeta 6.

2. Determinacy and the limits of the logic of being
At the beginning of the first book of his Science of Logic, the Doctrine of Being, Hegel famously
presents being as “pure indeterminacy and emptiness [reine Unbestimmtheit und Leere].”7 In
thinking pure being without any further qualification, Hegel claims that we think nothing
determinate, and so nothing at all. Nonetheless, some measure of determinacy is supposed to be
awarded to the concept of being by thinking through its very indeterminacy. Having seen that
pure being is an empty concept, we no longer simply fail to think anything in thinking being, but
instead recognize our failure to have any thought. As such, we move from thinking nothing in the
sense of having no thought, to thinking nothing in the sense of having a thought whose content is
the concept “nothing.” Our thought of being thereby gains some determinacy, if only a little, for
now we are at least thinking some thought, even if the content of that thought is “nothing.” Hegel
purports to extend this procedure of determination to derive ever more determinate concepts such
as number, measure, and infinity by self-consciously thinking being and the concepts that this
thinking gives rise to.
This process is carried through until Hegel reaches the concept of a “real measure:” the
idea of a system of related quantifiable attributes inhering in space and time.8 At this point,
however, Hegel indicates that the process of attaining successively more determinate thoughts
from reflection on being has reached an impasse. Under the heading of “Absolute Indifference”,
he writes:
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Being is abstract indifference, for which, since it is supposed to be thought in its own
right as being, the abstract expression “indifference” has been used – in which there is not
supposed to be as yet any kind of determinateness. Pure quantity is this indifference in
the sense of being capable of taking on any determination, but in such a way that these
are external to it and that quantity itself does not have any link with them originating in
it.9

Hegel here acknowledges that the hard-won concept of a physical quantity is still no
concept of a determinate particular. The idea of a quantity, Hegel explains, is simply the idea of
something being able to receive any determination on a scale. To say that a teacup has a
quantitative attribute such as a specific diameter is to conceptualize it as possibly having any
diameter at all: to think of it as occupying a particular place on the scale of all possible
diameters. This way of thinking of the teacup’s diameter makes its diameter “external” to the
teacup itself in the sense that we must, for the purposes of placing it on a scale of possible
diameters, think of the teacup in abstraction from the diameter it actually has. We thus conceive
of the teacup as a determinable capable of being determined by any possible diameter.
Hegel continues: “Determinateness is in it still only as a circumstance, that is, something
qualitative and external which has indifference as a substrate. But what has in this way been
determined as qualitative and external is only a vanishing thing.”10 Hegel’s point is that if all
features of objects are thought of as qualitative or quantitative determinations, then the teacup
itself all but vanishes, for the following reason. Take anything that determines or distinguishes
the teacup (its diameter, its size, its color, etc.). By hypothesis, we think of this determination as
a position or point occupied by the teacup on a particular scale or in some space of possible
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determinations. In order to do this, we must think of the teacup which occupies this location on
the scale as determined by features other than the one in question. Consequently, in order to
think of all of the features of the teacup as determinations of measure, we must abstract from
every remaining property of the teacup in the same way. When we do this, we find ourselves left
with the thought of a bare substrate. In place of the teacup, we think of a generic bearer of
properties which must be determined by something else. But if all features of all objects are
thought of in the same way, then the same argument can be run on the saucer, the spoon, or
anything. In this way, we come to think of the world as made up of indeterminate substrata
occupying positions on various scales. But then, what is left to determine that the teacup has the
diameter it has, or even to individuate it? Nothing can, because everything – just like the teacup
– is thought of as determined by something else.
At this point, it becomes evident that if we think of all the properties of a thing on the
model of qualitative or quantitative determination, we fail to account for the determinacy of any
particular. What we thought was progress in determining the content of our thought turns out to
have just been passing the buck: everything needs to be thought of as determined by something
else. The objection is not that this itself is incoherent: reciprocal determination of all properties
by one other, for instance, is not ruled out, and Hegel will eventually consider this possibility. 11
Rather, this argument shows that the concept of a determinate particular is not reducible to the
concepts of qualitative and quantitative determination. Qualitative and quantitative determination
need to be placed into a broader framework which affords us a concept by which to understand
the subjects of such determination.
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3. Determinacy and matter
It is useful to compare this to an early argument in Book Zeta of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.12 In his
first venture to “say in outline what substance is”13 Aristotle offers four preliminary glosses on
the notion of substance: “(a) what being is for that thing, (b) its universal, (c) its genus, and
fourthly (d) what underlies [to hypokeimenon].”14 He then proceeds to offer what has come to be
known as the “stripping argument.” The argument concerns substance in the fourth sense of
“what underlies,” which Aristotle glosses as “that of which other things are predicated while it
itself is predicated of nothing further.”15 Aristotle writes:

If matter is not substance, it is hard to see what else could be; for when all else is taken
off, nothing apparent remains. For while other things are attributes, products, and
capacities of bodies, length, breadth, and depth are quantities and not substances (for
quantity is not substance). Rather, the substance is that primary thing to which these
quantities belong. And yet when length, breadth, and depth are taken away, we see
nothing remaining unless there be something which is determined by these. So on this
view it must appear that matter alone is substance.16

Shortly thereafter, Aristotle disavows the conclusion that matter is substance, for which reason
commentators take this argument to be a reductio against the characterization of substance as
“what underlies.”17
Overtly, the structure of Aristotle’s argument differs from Hegel’s. Hegel starts from the
nature of quantitative determination and argues that such determination taken across the board
forces us to think of indeterminate substrata in place of concrete particulars. Aristotle, by
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reflecting on the requirement that substance be what underlies all else, observes that this
characterization of substance equates it with matter. However, closer examination reveals some
important similarities.
First, the conception of substance characterized solely as a hypokeimenon shares the key
property of objects given by pure quantitative determination that Hegel’s argument turns on. It
was essential to Hegel’s argument that we think of the thing determined, on the one hand, and
the qualities and quantities which determine it, on the other, as having asymmetric ontological
roles. The teacup sits somewhere on a scale of possible radii (or diameters, heights, etc.), while
the quantitative properties which determine it are understood on the model of locations which the
teacup can occupy. As such we establish an asymmetry between the teacup itself -- which is
treated merely as a subject of predication -- and its properties, which are not treated as possible
subjects but only as things which could be said about something else. This is also how Aristotle
glosses substance in the sense of hypokeimenon: “that of which other things are predicated while
it itself is predicated of nothing further.”18 Like Aristotle, then, Hegel considers the
consequences of thinking of objects as only having the possibility of being determined but not
themselves determining what properties they have.
What was objectionable about this way of thinking for Hegel was not that all things were
reduced to substrata, but that it made them indifferent substrata, substrata which have no
intrinsic reason for being determined in one way and not another. Put this way, the upshot of
Hegel’s argument is that if nothing contains the ground of its own determination, then an account
of external determination does not, in the absence of further explanation, give us any grip on
determinacy. From this perspective, Aristotle’s reasons for rejecting the conclusion that “matter
alone is substance” are akin to Hegel’s reason for taking the determinacy given by thinking
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through being to be limited. Immediately after his reductio argument, Aristotle gives the
following gloss on “matter”: “By matter I mean what is not said to be in its own right any thing,
or a quantity [hē kath’ hautēn mēte ti mēte poson], or anything else by which being is determined
[hōristai to on].”19 This helps explain why Aristotle takes it to be “impossible” for substance to
be matter.20
What makes the conclusion objectionable for Aristotle, as for Hegel, is that matter lacks
determinacy. We can see this in Aristotle’s treatment of matter in Metaphysics Ζeta 10, where he
claims that, while the parts of a thing’s form occur in its formula, “matter in itself is unknowable
[hē d’ hylē agnōstos kath’ hautēn].”21 Here Aristotle cannot mean that all matter has a
mysterious nature that human reason is powerless to cognize: He gives examples of matter as
mundane as bronze, flesh, and bones.22 Rather, we can grasp what Aristotle means by noticing
that he is at this point treating form as the aspect of a thing which is captured by a proper account
of it (its logos). To say that something is matter, by contrast, is not to give it any determinate
characterization, but rather to treat it as an object qua determinable thing.23 Therefore, like
Hegel, Aristotle’s reasons for rejecting the conclusion of the stripping argument concern the
indeterminacy of the candidate that it offers.24 Substance cannot be matter because it is a central
component of the concept of substance to be a determinate particular (a tode ti), but to call
something matter is to characterize it as determinable rather than determinate.
Thus far I have identified three affinities between Hegel and Aristotle. Both are
concerned to account for the determinacy of particulars, both are driven to consider the
possibility that bare substrata are, strictly speaking, all there is (Aristotle seems to take this as a
starting point in Metaphysics Zeta; Hegel claims it is the result of his Doctrine of Being), and
both argue that this can’t be right, or at least can’t be the whole story, by using a version of the
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stripping argument. In what follows, I will suggest that the ways Hegel and Aristotle respond to
the predicament generated by the stripping argument also show parallels.

4. Essence as a Condition of Determinacy
Above I glossed Hegel’s argument at the end of the Doctrine of Being as consisting, first, in a
recognition that quantitative and qualitative determination treats subjects as indifferent bearers of
possible determinations, different in kind from the things that determine them; and second, in the
claim that qualitative and quantitative determination fails to determine what these subjects are.
We might put the point by saying that if our account of determination makes the things
determined indifferent to their determinations, then we have failed to give any account of
determination at all, for we have said nothing about why or how anything should be one way and
not another. As a sort of a last-ditch effort, the Doctrine of Being moves to consider qualitative
determination brought about by discrete quantitative changes, which Hegel associates with
“nodal lines.” Examples are the ratio at which harmony is produced and the sudden state-changes
of water from solid to liquid to gas.25 This, however, also fails as an account of determinacy in so
far as the determination is supposed to be gradual, with each small change making no essential
difference to the character of the thing to be determined, and yet must bring about some
qualitative “leap” when a specific quantity is reached, “without having passed through the inbetween stages and displaying qualities characteristically its own.”26 With the failure of nodal
lines, we come to realize that the whole framework of measure amounts only to the recognition
that things are determined by others, but we have given no account of what this determination
consists in. Nor have we offered any way to understand what the subjects of determination are, if
we reduce them to bare substrata.
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In opening the Doctrine of Essence, Hegel puts this by saying that determination within
the categories of being alone is “immediate [unmittelbar].”27 Determination by a real measure,
the crowning achievement of the Doctrine of Being, offers little insight into the nature of
determination itself. It remains to flesh out that picture, or, as Hegel says, to “mediate” it. The
characterization of the limits of the logic of being just given indicates what this mediation must
provide. In addition to the truism that things are the subjects of determinations, we require an
account of what it is to be such a subject of determination.
Another feature of Hegel’s argument is helpful for understanding how an account of
determination must proceed. One of the problematic features of the Doctrine of Being’s model of
determination was that it established too sharp an asymmetry between the things determined and
the things which determine them. By treating subjects as pure determinables, containing none of
their determinations within themselves, the Doctrine of Being robbed the thing to be determined
of any ground it could have to be determined in one way rather than another.28 Perhaps we can
avoid reducing everything to indifferent and indeterminate substrata if, instead of treating
subjects only as determinables, we can find a model of determination which treats the thing that
is determined as a thing of the same type as those which do the determining, each with their own
principles of determination.
Aristotle offers such an account of determination in the Categories with his theory of
substantial predication. Unlike something which is merely “in” Socrates, like his pallor, the
relationship which “human” bears to Socrates is strictly speaking no relationship at all.29 When
we say that Socrates is a human, we do not name something else that inheres in Socrates, but
rather give what Socrates as such is. Thus, the predication of a substance by a secondary
substance cannot, like the teacup with its particular diameter, be thought by abstracting from the
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property in question and treating the particular quality that the subject has as one of many
possible determinations of that property (one of many possible diameters). We can strip Socrates
of his color, but if we cease to think of Socrates as a human, we have ceased to think of Socrates
at all. In this way, the Categories does not allow the sort of abstraction that fuels the stripping
argument to proceed all the way down to a bare substrate. Strip as we will, we still strip
properties off a human; human is not merely an attribute of the underlying subject, but what this
underlying subject itself is, and hence represents no strippable property.30
In the first section of the Doctrine of Essence, under the heading “The Essential and the
Inessential [Das Wesentliche und das Unwesentliche],”31 Hegel considers a similar distinction
between essential and inessential properties. This is presumably meant as a first pass at
remedying the problems with the being-logical model of determination. Now, instead of
supposing that all properties determine their subjects as indifferent measures, we suppose, in
addition, that each thing has a determinate essence which describes the identity of the thing
determined. This essence is defined to be whatever the thing is apart from its being-logical
determinations: In Hegel’s words, “simple equality with itself but in so far as it is the negation of
the sphere of being as such.”32 Since the thing’s essence, by definition, cannot be abstracted
away from it, it forms an impenetrable core of determinacy which is immune from the stripping
argument.
Hegel is quick, however, to highlight the shortcomings of this attempt to advance beyond
being. He points out that this differentiation between a being and its essence induces a second
distinction between the essential and inessential properties or aspects of any given thing.33 If we
distinguish Socrates himself from the pale walking thing, then we must also distinguish his
inessential traits (his pallor, his perambulation) from his essential ones (his humanity, his
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animality). A problem arises, Hegel suggests, when we ask after the relationship between what is
essential and what is inessential about Socrates. What makes it the case that these, together, are
all properties of a particular pale, walking man? It cannot be his essence: the point of positing an
essence was to identify a non-contingent core of Socrates which does not determine him to be
either walking or not-walking, either white or not-white, etc. And it would be striking to say that
it is these accidents themselves which explain their inherence in him. It seems that the ground of
the essential and inessential properties of Socrates then “falls in a third [in ein Drittes fällt].”34
But this third thing to which both the essence of Socrates and his present accidents belong is
something that we have given no account of. So, the account of determinacy by appeal to essence
is at best incomplete: We have still given no account of how the essential and inessential
properties are determined to coexist in a particular. Furthermore, like the account of determinacy
given at the end of the logic of being, what appears to be an answer here really just pushes the
problem elsewhere. Instead of essence accounting for the determinacy of the thing, as it was
intended to do, the positing of essence defers the question of determination to whatever unites
the thing’s essential and inessential properties.
Aristotle was familiar with an argument like this. In fact, it is widely thought that at least
one motivation of Aristotle’s theory of predication was the so-called “third man” argument that
Plato sets out in Parmenides 132a–b. G.E.L. Owen glosses this argument as follows:

Plato had said: “When I call A a man and B a man, what does this common label ‘a man’
stand for? Not for the individual subject I apply it to, else it would stand indifferently for
any such subject; but A and B cannot both be the single common thing we are after. So ‘a
man’ stands for some third thing.” But then, it is objected, ex hypothesi this third thing is
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a man. And thus we have three men where before we began with two, and by similar
manipulations we can generate a fourth and a fifth.35

As Alan Code points out, the problem that this argument raises is not a problem with the infinity
of men as such.36 The problem is rather that this argument shows a way that the theory of
predication might fail to do its job. We want to understand how it is that man applies to this
particular man as well as that one. If, in order to answer this question, we need to appeal to a
third man, and yet another man to explain the applicability of that man, and so on, then we will
never get to the point of explaining how man applies to the man that we started with. Instead, we
defer the question to that of the applicability of ever more abstract men.
Now, the theory of predication in the Categories was surely intended to address this
problem. By distinguishing between being in and being said of, the Categories rejects the
assumption that the “man” which is said of A and B must be a third thing. Rather, man just is
what they each are. But, as Owen comments, the Categories represents “an early and interesting
stage of Aristotle’s pondering on the third man. It has seized the difference between the two sorts
of predicate, but it has not yet swallowed all the implications.”37 If Hegel’s argument succeeds,
then it shows that the Categories theory of predication does not get around the Third Man so
easily. In effect, Hegel resurrects the problem at the level of a thing’s relationship to its own
essence. We no longer need to appeal to another man in accounting for the fact that this man and
that man share something in common, but even on the Categories view we do need to appeal to a
third thing when we account for what unites what is merely “in” Socrates with his essence. This,
also, is to defer the original question, and hence indicates a deficiency in the account.
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In Metaphysics Ζeta, Aristotle expresses greater acuity regarding this concern. He opens
Chapter 6 by saying: “We must consider whether a thing is the same as, or different from, what
being is for it [to ti ēn einai]. This is relevant to our investigation of substance, for a thing is
thought to be no different from its own substance.”38 Aristotle states that he recognizes a hazard
in allowing a gap between a thing and what it is to be that thing. One reason for wishing to avoid
such a gap is the reason that Hegel has given. If we make the essence of a man anything other
than that very man, then we seem to risk raising the third man problem again at the level of a
thing’s essence and its accidental properties. It seems that if man is to be essentially, rather than
accidentally predicated of a thing, then man must be that very thing, in all its contingency. 39
Of course, to say this on its own is equally unsatisfactory. If each thing’s essence simply
is that thing, then we will have a hard time explaining how essences can still be shared by
multiple particulars, and how inessential properties can exist at all. I do not have space here to go
into Aristotle’s treatment of these problems, nor the progression of Hegel’s account. However, I
hope what I have said so far has been enough to show that Aristotle and Hegel are attempting to
navigate similar terrain in giving their respective accounts of essence.

5. Concluding Remarks
My object in this paper has been to highlight similarities between Hegel and Aristotle in their
respective metaphysical projects. Needless to say, there are important differences between
Hegel’s and Aristotle’s treatment of these issues that I have left untouched. Whereas Aristotle’s
arguments concern in the first instance beings, Hegel’s arguments concern in the first instance
thoughts. Whereas Aristotle endorses the law of non-contradiction, Hegel can seem eager to
embrace contradictions.
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Despite these differences, the depth and significance of which must be evaluated
elsewhere, 40 I believe the kinship between Hegelian and Aristotelian metaphysics is substantial.
Hegel and Aristotle both confront issues about determinacy: for Aristotle, the determinacy of
substance, for Hegel, the determinacy of thought. Both employ a version of the stripping
argument to show how a certain type of determination -- the determination of a thing by external
qualities and quantities -- is not fully intelligible in isolation from an account of essential
determination. Hegel, like Aristotle, recognizes two competing claims on an account of
determination: first, what determines something must be sufficiently separate for appeal to it to
count as determination. At the same time, if a thing’s principle of determination is external to it,
then we can ask how that thing is related to its principle of determination in such a way that we
are led to a regress. This presents a serious problem for how we are to give an account of
determination. While I have not had space to argue the point in full, I think that navigating these
pressures remains a driving force behind both Hegel’s Doctrine of Essence and Aristotle’s
Metaphysics as they each treat topics like form, matter, and activity.
Apart from these specific points of contact, I have aimed to illustrate a broader
methodological similarity. Aristotle and Hegel both proceed by considering successive
candidates for characterizing their topic, and show the limitations and contradictions associated
with each one, advancing piecemeal to a better understanding.41 The problems that Aristotle and
Hegel raise for each candidate are not problems in the sense that they show certain
characterizations of determinate particulars to be outright incorrect. Rather, the problems Hegel
and Aristotle raise are problems with the independent intelligibility of each candidate. 42 Things
have quantities, but to understand what it is to have a quantity, it does not suffice to understand
measurement alone. Substances underlie -- but what is it that underlies? And what is it to
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underlie? If we want to understand Sein, Hegel finds, we must understand Wesen; if we want to
understand hypokeimena, says Aristotle, we must investigate to ti ēn einai.43
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