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Knowledge without concepts?

Hegel starts with the most primitive form of consciousness. which he
calls 'certainty at the level of sense-experience' or, more briefly, 'sense certainty'. He has in mind a form of consciousness which does nothing
but grasp what is in front of it at any given moment. Sense-certainty
simply records the data received by our senses. It is knowledge of the
particular thing present to our senses. Sense-certainty makes no
attempt to order or classify the raw information obtained by the senses.
1 Thus when this form of consciousness has in front of it what we would
describe as a ripe tomato, it cannot describe its experience as a tomato.
for that would be to classify what it sees. It cannot even describe the
experience as one of seeing something round and red, for these terms
too presuppose some form of classification. Sense-certainty is aware
only of what is now present to it; as Hegel puts it. it is the certainty of
the 'this', or of the 'here ' and 'now'.
Sense-certainty seems to have a strong claim to being genuine
knowledge, for it is directly aware of the ' this', without imposing on it
the distorting filters of a conceptual scheme involving space, time, or
any other categories. Sense-certainty is simple awareness of the object
exactly as it is. Yet, as Hegel shows, the claim that sense-certainty is
knowledge does not stand up to further investigation. As soon as sensecertainty attempts to utter its knowledge, it becomes incoherent. Whatis the 'this'? It can be broken down into the 'here' and the 'now', but
these terms cannot convey truth. If, late one night, we are asked what is
the 'now', we may reply 'now it is night-time '. Suppose we write that
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down - a truth cannot lose anything by being written down, Hegel says,
nor by being preserved. So the next day at noon we take out the truth
we have written down, only to find that. as Hegel puts it, 'it has turned
sta~'. Similarly I say 'here is a tree', but another sense-certainty can just
as well say 'here is a house'. Hegel's argument seems to be based on a perverse misunderstanding of the language used to convey the knowledge of sense-certainty.
Surely it is possible to restate the knowledge of sense-certainty in a
manner that is immune to such cheap tricks? Yet the trick is not as easy
to get around as one might imagine. From the standpoint of sense certainty it is not possible to say, for example, 'at midnight it is night' or
'there is a tree in the park'. These utterances presuppose a general
ordering of things, including our concepts of time and space.
How then can the knowledge of self-certainty be expressed? Hegel's
point is that it cannot be expressed in language at all. because sense certaintyis knowledge of the pure particular, while language always
involves bringing something under some more general or universal
label. 'Tomato' is a universal term that picks out a whole class of
objects, not a single particular object - and the same is true of every
other term. Hegel's attack on the truthfulness of 'now it is night-time' is
intended to show that to use terms like 'now', 'here ', and 'this' is no
way to express knowledge of the pure particular. These terms are also
universals, for there is more than one 'now' and more than one 'here '.
Thus sense-certainty, in seeking to express its knowledge of the pure
particular, has got sucked into the necessity of the universal term.
Hegel believes that he has established the impossibility of knowledge
without universal concepts. Two possible objections to his argument are
worth brief mention. The first points out an obvious exception to the
rule that every term picks out a class of objects rather than a particular
object: proper names. 'John D. Rockefeller', 'Rosa Luxemburg', 'The
Sydney Opera House' and other proper names do pick out particular
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 objects. Could not sense certainty describe its experience by giving
every 'this' a proper name?
In the Phenomenology Hegel ignores the fact that proper names are an
exception to his view of language; but we can make a fair guess at what
his reply would be. for in his Logic he asserts that proper names are
meaningless, precisely because they lack reference to anything beyond
the name itself, that is. to anything universal. For the particular
knowledge of sense certainty to be expressed by proper names, we can
imagine him saying, would be merely to stick meaningless labels on
every 'this' of which one was aware. Such labels would convey nothing.
This brings us to the second possible objection, which grants that the
knowledge of sense certainty may be impossible to put into language
and convey to others. but contends that it is none the less knowledge.
Why should we assume that all knowledge can be put into words?
i Mystics have often asserted that the truths of mystical experiences are
~ impossible to put into words. and yet are the deepest truths of all. 'A
truth cannot lose anything by being written down', Hegel said; but
perhaps this simple claim was the first step down the path away from
truth. Should we not have stopped Hegel right there. and insisted on
the validity of knowledge too pure for words?
To this objection Hegel must reply, for it threatens the heart of his enterprise. He does not deny that there is something which cannot be
reached by language, but he asserts that this is 'nothing else than what
is untrue, irrational, something barely and simply believed'. I may well
think that I know what I mean, even if I cannot put it into words, but in
fact this is not knowledge, it is purely subjective, a personal opinion.
Opinion is not knowledge. It can only become knowledge by being
brought out into the open.
Hegel makes his point by playing on the multiple meanings of the
German 'meinen', to believe or to intend. and it’s associated noun
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'Meinung', which means 'opinion'. If we disregard this way of doing
philosophy by punning, we are left with an assertion rather than an
argument. Nevertheless the assertion - that something which is in
principle incommunicable cannot possibly be knowledge - is plausible
enough.
We can now take stock of our analysis of the claim that this primitive
form of consciousness represents genuine knowledge. An attempt was
made to state what sort of knowledge could be possessed by a
consciousness that does nothing more than grasp what is in front of it at
any given moment. The attempt failed, because the truths reached by
that form of consciousness proved to be either palpable falsehoods, or
something purely personal that can never be expressed. In neither case
could these alleged truths be accepted as knowledge.
Thus sense certainty proved itself inadequate. The result was achieved, &.
as Hegel promised us in his introduction, from within - that is, all that 1
was necessary to show the inadequacy of sense certainty was to take its ~
claims at face value and try to make them more precise. Sense certainty [.
did not succumb to a rival form of consciousness; it collapsed through
its own incoherence. At the same time. and again as we were promised
in the introduction, this outcome was not only a negative result. We
were led to appreciate the impossibility of knowledge of pure
particulars. and thus the necessity of bringing particular sense·
experiences under some form of conceptual scheme, a scheme that
classifies what we experience under a universal aspect. and so makes it
possible to communicate our experience through language. If we are to
achieve knowledge. we cannot passively experience; we must allow our
mind to playa more active role in ordering the information received by
our senses. The next form of consciousness Hegel examines. therefore,
is one in which consciousness actively attempts to create some unity
and coherence out of the raw data of sense experience.
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