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The doctrine of Measure forms, after those of Quality and Quantity, the 3
rd

 section of the First 

Book of the Science of Logic (the doctrine of Being), which, along with the Second Book (the 

doctrine of Essence), constitutes the Objective Logic, whereas the Third Book constitutes the 

Subjective Logic. It is absent from the Jena Logic.
2
 The Propaedeutic reduces it to a few lines,

3
 

and the Encyclopedia to five short paragraphs,
4
 which do not let one see the triadic organization 

that had been given to it in the Science of Logic; in particular, there is no appearance there of real 

measure, or of the indifference in which the inverse ratio of factors prepares the transition to 

essence. It is not however the case that Hegel’s thought had varied on this point since the first 

edition of 1812, since the second edition of the First Book, the final work that he completed 

before his death (1831), provides its most significant developments without amounting to a 

substantial change. 

The study of any part of the Science of Logic refers back to the totality. We cannot, in this 

introduction, approach the most profound problems that this still-enigmatic work poses. We must 

thus restrict ourselves to a brief account of some essential points and to some suggestions. 

Science of Logic: this word itself is a problem. It is often said: Logic in Hegel’s sense is 

not a formal logic in the Aristotelian sense or in the modern sense; it is a kind of ontology, 

although Hegel (and this is a key point) understands the word ‘being’ in a too-restricted sense to 

accept the term ontology. One finds the first evidence that ontology could be transformed into 

‘logic’ in Kant’s Transcendental Logic, from which Hegel no doubt takes his distance, but whose 

design prepares the way for his own. But the point of view of Logic in Hegel’s sense is that of 

‘absolute knowledge’. This expression means two things: on the one hand, there is a 

presupposition of a truth that does not need to be reestablished, and which delivers the 

knowledge of ‘subjectivism’; on the other hand and inversely, knowledge is not a simple relation 

between two terms functioning externally to one another—such that knowledge would be 

submitted [to them]—but rather a free deployment of the self [soi]. The formal object of Logic 

could be defined by a rigorous equivalence of thought and the thinkable; one could name it ‘the 
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True’ pure and simple. “Logic is the pure science, that is, pure knowledge in the full compass of 

its development.”
5
  

This development makes the ‘determinations of thought’ [Denksbestimmungen], another 

name for ‘categories’, appear in their necessity. But one of the major difficulties that the Logic 

presents is no doubt that of reconciling its positive and constructive aspect and its critical and 

destructive (which is to say properly ‘dialectical’) aspect, of understanding it at once as 

absolutely true thought and as thought that investigates and corrects itself. The Logic is a theory 

of categories, but a category is here a kind of hypothesis, initially inadequate to the absolute 

thesis of the True which, nevertheless, is achieved in itself; in this way, on the one hand each 

category, when it is presented, serves as the definition of the absolute, perfectly sufficient in 

itself—for example, to think of quantity is to think momentarily that there is nothing other than 

quantity—and on the other hand, when its inadequacy to the absolute thesis (its ‘contradiction’) 

is revealed, a new category, that is to say a new definition, is substituted for it. The new category 

adopts on the one hand the conceptual exigencies to which the preceding hypothesis responded, 

and on the other hand the conceptual exigencies that result from surpassing this hypothesis; but it 

does not adopt the hypothesis itself. 

Now, the categories deduced by the Logic appear to us as already known and already 

‘applied’; the thing which ‘is’, which is a ‘quality’, a ‘quantum’ …, ‘is’ all that at once; that 

which, in itself, corresponds to a determinate category is encompassed within a concrete totality, 

and cannot serve as its definition. Consequently the category appears as abstract, that is to say 

incomplete, in two ways: as a hypothesis for which a new hypothesis is substituted that takes the 

reins, and as a partial truth implicated in the concrete totality of the natural and spiritual world. 

But, if the Logic has a sense, then the final definition of the True, [i.e.] the supreme category of 

the Idea, and the already effective and encompassing totality, must in the end be one; the 

difference is only that the second bears within it an element of contingency, but in such a way 

that the status of this contingency must itself be fixed at the level of absolutely necessary 

thought.’ 

This implies that, within the Logic itself, the process of surpassing must be accompanied 

by a process of reintegration. The unity of these two processes is affirmed more and more as and 

while the Logic progresses. In the theory of being, the law of substitution prevails over the law 

of reintegration; nevertheless, measure is explicitly constituted as the reintegration of quality into 

quantity. 

Hegel understands ‘being’ in the sense of ‘mere being’, ‘being, nothing more’; being that 

is mere being is distinguished [se contre-distingue] from being that is not mere being; the 

difficulty is thus of understanding it in relation to what opposes it. Being is ‘immediate’: the 

negative structure of this word plainly indicates that the concept of mediation is in a sense the 

primitive concept. Being is opposed… to opposition. However, mediation, opposition, negation 

can only be referred to position, to the immediate: the latter is equally primitive. This double 
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‘primativity’ can only be unified by differentiating itself from itself, by being ‘mediated by 

itself’, and ‘being’ consists in this mediation. This is to say that the celebrated Aufhebung, the 

suppression that conserves, the negation of the negation, is for Hegel not something that must 

still be explained, but that which is eminently conceivable, or better, the concept as such. 

This self-differentiation characterizes at the end of the day the ‘subject’, or, which 

amounts to the same thing, the ‘concept’ which is the form of its activity. Anticipatively, the 

Logic of being can thus be characterized as ‘objective Logic’ in opposition to ‘subjective Logic’. 

However, Hegel gives to the sense of the word ‘being’ a supplementary restriction from which 

follows the great division of the objective Logic into the doctrine of being and the doctrine of 

essence (Wesen), with the latter making explicit, still in a non-subjective register, the primacy of 

mediation, the total relativity of any posited moment. The sphere of being is thus characterized 

more precisely as the sphere of immediate presence whose contents cannot manage to free 

themselves from a fundamental conceptual contingency that condemns them to transition and 

substitution. At the level of quality, these characteristics are without any counterpart; one quale 

is juxtaposed to another, which is substituted for it; the unity of the presence is only constituted 

form the passage from one to another, where the first perishes without returning, etc. The 

underlying infinity is posited as quantity, to which, in relation to quality, it is no longer ‘mere 

being’, because quantitative nature determines itself in a particular quantum, and so determinate 

being is preceded by and survives in determinable being. However, no quantum is posited 

absolutely; quantity is the field of abstract possibilities in search for a principle of stability. This 

principle is announced in the ‘quantitative relation’, for which the essential thing is the constant 

way in which variable quanta are related. But this is only actually realized in the hypothesis of a 

new form a quality, the internal regulation of quantity, ‘measure’. 

This, then, is the new point of departure. We see that measure is essentially a 

characteristic of things; to understand what Hegel means by ‘measure’, one must above all not 

think of an operation of measuring, or of the number that expresses its result. Rather, ‘measure’ 

as Hegel understands it is what gives sense to measuring, the later being necessary to empirically 

determine the former. It is necessary that things have measure in themselves in order for it to be 

possible for one to measure them. 

What is decisive is what Hegel announces in the introduction: “Already present in 

measure is the idea of essence,” that is to say “reflection, the moments of which are, but in this 

being are absolutely nothing but moments of their negative unity.”
6
 ‘Reflection’ which, on the 

side of knowledge, is the act of relating determinations to one another and the whole ensemble to 

the identity that sustains and suppresses them, and, on the side of thing, that by which these 

determinations have already been at once posited and suppressed. Whereas in being, mediation 

(however necessary it may be) takes the form of juxtaposition, of transition, and substitution, 

essence is the reflection that is substituted for substitution. But measure is already that entity that 

one reflexively grasps because it is intrinsically reflection: in the thing itself, measure is that by 

which this thing is precisely this determinate quantum. However, one can already guess that 
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measure remains still too dependent on its point of departure to fully realize its own sense: if it 

‘suppresses’ one by the other, in a concrete unity, quality and quantity, it does not surpass the 

form of their determinations in its principle: it brings them back at a new level, along with their 

insufficiency. It reestablishes the simple qualitative relation by virtue of fixing quantity, and 

although they rely on one another, the two determinations remain conceptually contingent. We 

thus witness a conceptual development in the course of which what is necessary for the 

realization of the hypothesis of measure becomes explicit, and at the end of which, by shattering 

the hypothesis itself, the dimension of essence will be released in its originality. 

The 1
st
 chapter (‘Specific quantity’) leads from measure which is ‘immediate’, simply 

given without analysis, to measure that concretely testifies to its regulative power; as the 

functional law of the variations of two kinds [grandeurs: namely, quality and quantity. —trans.], 

it is revealed as the identity in which the appearance of their immediate independence is 

resolved; by presupposing them, it is itself what it presupposes, it is the true nature of things, and 

at base the true concrete thing. However, it is not possible to grasp it without appealing to a 

characteristic coefficient, which refers back to immediate measure, and which is not otherwise 

possible; there must many measures, but this plurality does not yet have any meaning. This 

situation leads us to the threshold of ‘Real measure’ (2nd chapter), which is to say that the 

moments of its concept are posited as really distinct and concretely existing—and as the concrete 

is henceforth measure, measure will itself be a relation of measures and a system of such 

relations (cf. the proportional laws of chemical combinations). Each nature is at once regulative 

and regulated, measuring and measured—none has any absolute privilege. One can only 

empirically observe series, certain emergent laws, but there is no reason for the series to stop, a 

measure of all measures cannot be conceived. We see the insufficiency of the point of departure 

develop its consequences; a fixed quantity gives rise to a quality, and inversely quality is that 

which demands this fixing; but neither of the two is intrinsically necessary. The true thing is in 

the end a substrate of measures which is no longer itself a measure. Under the form of non-

measure, of the ‘without-measure’ (not the ‘unmeasured’, in the sense of ‘immensely large’), of 

indifference, it is at bottom the nature of quantity which triumphs once more. 

One last solution might still save measure as a definition of the true (3rd chapter): 

indifference might contain the necessary position of the determinations by the symmetrical 

prevalence of two qualitatively opposed factors, according to a system of compensation. The 

contradiction is almost manifest: either the two ‘factors’ are really autonomous, each being given 

from the start with its total quantity, only differing in terms of the distribution between them—in 

which case ‘indifference’ is a vain word, the unity remains wholly superficial, and the variations 

inexplicable; or else they neutralize themselves and the quantitative difference itself is never 

posited. It suffices, Hegel says, to let this contradiction be posed as such: it demonstrates that 

what is said through measure cannot be said in the language of measure. Positively, this is the 

transition to essence. 

This is all fine, above all with regard to this autonomous conceptual movement that one 

must enter into; but we must not forget what, in Hegel’s eyes, it is inseparable from, which is to 
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say its connection with the sciences of nature. One thereby arrives inevitably at the most 

questionable part of Hegel’s thought, a part too often neglected, whether because detractors 

judge the problem sufficiently understood, or because admirers restrict themselves to regretting 

its weakness and hurry on to more solid grounds.
7
 The theory of measure is not, in the Logic, the 

most commented on. It is however in a more favorable situation than the Philosophy of Nature of 

the Encyclopedia (with which its rapprochements are numerous), from the mere fact that in its 

approach to nature it doesn’t seek to grasp the totality of its object; rather it is a question of an 

emergence of nature in the space of the concept, of the concept itself taken at a certain level. This 

lesser ambition leaves greater chances of success. It is a commonly held judgment that Hegel 

rejected mathematical physics. It is true that he wanted to restrict its scope; nevertheless, the 

theory of measure is the Hegelian justification of mathematical physics. The concept of measure 

means to respond to the process of a science at once empirical and mathematical which grasps 

the world at the level where quantitative relations manifest of themselves a fundamental 

‘identity’ of related terms, and up to a certain point sufficiently define the object manifested in 

this way. But on the other hand (and this is the critical aspect, inseparable, as in Kant, from 

legitimation), the idea of measure, even if it is susceptible of being empirically realized in the 

richest way, cannot be conceptually sufficient, or, which amounts to the same thing, it cannot, 

insofar as it is a category, define the absolutely concrete totality; its limits are those of 

mathematical physics. 

It is when we come down to the details that the question starts to get complicated. 

‘Emergence in the space of the concept’, we said: in fact, Hegel seems to take from the scientific 

field of his time a certain number of givens that he converts into his own code and which he 

thereby integrates into the immanent movement of the concept. To these materials, Logic 

imposes its organization, at the risk of neglecting its own organization, already existing or in the 

process of becoming. Was Hegel, as it is often said a bit prematurely, behind the science of his 

time? The question merits being taken up systematically; more often than not, it is we who fall 

prey to a retrospective illusion. What cannot, in any case, fail to strike us today, outside this or 

that error in detail, is that Hegel seems to have in no way understood that, except for classical 

mechanics, the sciences of nature were still only at their beginning; he manifestly thought that 

the essentials had already been acquired, the rest being only extensions of detail, perhaps 

considerable in number, but of no great conceptual importance. We understand how the locally 

questionable coincidences between certain forms of nature detected by science and certain forms 

of the autonomous concept could have obscured, in the eyes of the philosopher, the autonomy 

and as it were the thickness proper to the scientific domain. Whence the intrusions into this 

domain that shock us so profoundly today; this is the case with regard to atomic theory, in spite 

of the often pertinent remarks on Berthollet or Berzélius. The fundamentally correct idea that 

certain kinds of reductions explain nothing in one sense, since they only displace the problems, is 
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spoiled by a premature localization of what must be recognized as being significant, and in the 

end it misses what is not explained in another sense: namely, the duality of points of view of 

‘contradictions’ which, however, Hegel’s Logic suffices to to explain directly. 

If we are forced to take note of such an immense misunderstanding, it is perhaps still too 

early for us to interpret it definitively. But, surely, the Science of Logic still has a lot to tell us, 

and Hegel has nothing to fear from an uncompromising critique. 


