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Abstract

Alexandre Kojéve claims that history has come to an end, that
nothing truly new can ever happen again. History can be understood
as the process whereby humans have, through fighting and work,
created a series of worlds. The modern age is the culmination of this
process; it is a precursor to the Universal and Homogeneous State,
where human desire is definitively satisfied. Having achieved this,
humans cease to change. In so doing, they cease to be fully human,

becoming instead post-historical animals.

In this thesis, | attempt to weave the threads of Kojéve's work
into a coherent whole, and show that Kojéve's apparently
preposterous ideas are worthy of consideration as an account of our
past and our present. However, | aiso aftempt to show that, even if

this account is accepted, the future it describes is not inevitable.
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Introduction

History is over. All the great moral, religious and political
questions have been answered, once and for all, and there is nothing
new left to be accomplished: no new religions to start or ideologies
to create, no great political movements to be led. Historical man,
who fought and laboured to create the present world, is being’
replaced by post-historical man, who simply enjoys, in comfort and
security, what has been created. Strictly speaking, post-historical

man is not even really human; he has once again become an animal.

These are rather unsettling views which appear preposterous
at first reading. Alexandre Kojéve, however, makes the argument
that this is how we must understand our situation; we live in the
post-historical world. In his work, we find a comprehensive account
of human history, from the dawn of self-consciousness to the end of
history with the achievement of Absolute Wisdom and the

establishment of the Universal and Homogeneous State.

Kojeve presented his account of history as an interpretation of
Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit, so it is necessary for anyone

wishing to discuss Kojéve to at least consider the problem of



" Kojeve's relationship to Hegel. His interpretation has been widely
criticized. George Armstrong Kelly, for instance, accuses Kojéve of
"a wilful misreading of Hegel's whole philosophical method,"! while

Patrick Riley argues that:

...Kojeve ignores Hegel's actual theory of the state, and
advances in its place what Hegel's theory would have
been if Mastery, Slavery, recognition, and satisfaction
had been the only political notions which he used.2

Rather than enter into the controversy over whether Kojéve
accurately interprets Hegel, | will simply state from the outset that
this paper is based on the admittedly unargued assumption that

Michael S. Roth is correct. Roth writes: \

..it would be a complete mistake to try to understand or
evaluate Kojéve's work on the basis of its faithfulness to
Hegel. We shall see, on the contrary, that Kojéve found in
Hegel a language he could appropriate in order to speak to
the philosophical issues which chiefly concerned him.3

This view is supported by Kojéve's own words. In the preface to an
unpublished work, he wrote, "Finally, the question of knowing if

Hegel truly said what | have him say would seem to be puerile."4

I George Armstrong Kelly. Idealism, Politics and History: Sources of Hegelian
Thought. (Cambridge University Press, 1969) p.338.

2Patrick Riley. "Introduction to the Reading of Alexandre Kojéve." Political
Theory 9(1) February 1981. pp. 18-19.

3Michael S. Roth. ."A Problem of Recognition: Alexandre Kojéve and the End of
History." History and Theory Vol. XXIV(3) p.295.

4quoted in Roth, p.299n.



Hegel's work is not irrelevant to an understanding of Kojéve, but for
the purposes of this thesis | will concentrate on what Kojéve
himself wrote. It is my contention that he is worthy of

consideration as a thinker in his own right.

Kojeve was not a systematic philosopher; there is no single
work which sets out his views. His most important work, originally
published in French and entitled Introduction a la Lecture de Hegel,
is a collection of lecture notes and transcripts assembled by
Raymond Queneau. Kojéve also expounded and expanded on his views
in articles and review essays in a number of French periodicals.
There are contradictions and tensions within his work, and in the
period following 1948, there was a very definite change in his
views. The primary purpose of this thesis is to set out a coherent
account of Kojeve's view of human history and its end, and explore
what were, for Kojeve, the consequences of that end. In the process,
| hope to show the importance of Kojeve's work for those who wish
to understand our present situation and our future. At the same time,
however, | will argue that we need not accept his conclusions about

the fate of humanity at the end of history. |

In Chapter One, | will explore the anthropology which underlies
Kojeve's work, and present an outline of his account of human
history, how and why it ends. In Chapter Two, | will aitempt to make

sense of Kojéve's concept of Absolute Knowledge, or Wisdom, which



comes at the end of history, and deal with the question of whether it
has been achieved and whether we can know if history is over.
Chapter Three deals with the question of whether Kojéve's history
can be understood as an inevitable progress towards a predetermined
end, or whether his account is simply an act of propaganda. | will
argue that neither view is appropriate; while Kojéve's work contains
elements of both, to describe his work as either deterministic or
propaganda is a distortion. In Chapter Four, | will examine Kojéve's
account of the Universal and Homogeneous State which is
established at the end of history, and his account of the nature of
humanity at the end. This chapter will also deal with the contrast
between Kojeve's views before and after 1948, and discuss his
account of the ‘reanimalization” of man at the end of history.
Kojéve's work has spawned a number of varying interpretations and
critiques. In Chapter Five, | examine the views of Leo Strauss and
Francis Fukuyama, who deal with Kojéve from a Nietzschean

perspective.

In the final chapter, | will attempt to present some possible
alternatives to Kojeve's conclusions. While there is much to be
learned from Kojéve's account of human history, | will argue that it
is not necessary to accept his account of our future. Even if we are
post-historical humans, by his definition, we need not become the

decadent sort of creatures he describes.



Chapter 1: Self-Consciousness and the Historical Process

In Kojéve's account, human history is the process by which
humans fully realize their nature. The fundamental principle of
human nature, for Kojéve, is self-consciousness. At the beginning of
history, full self-consciousness is but an ideal which is nowhere
realized. History is the process by which man creates a series of
worlds, changing his surroundings and himself in a continuous effort
to realize this ideal. Self-consciousness, for Kojéve, cannot be a
purely subjective phenomenon. It cannot develop in isolation. If one's
consciousness of self is to be realized, if it is to be an objective
truth and not simply a subjective delusion, it must be recognized by
others, who are themselves recognized as self-conscious. In other
words, full self-consciousness, that is, self-consciousness that
knows itself as self-consciousness, requires mutual recognition. In
Kojéve's view, human action is primarily driven by the desire for
this recognition. History is the sum of human action in pursuit of
this goal. When it is achieved, when all are recognized, and recognize
themselves, as free, self-conscious beings, man is satisfied. He

ceases to change, and history comes to an end.



At the beginning of history, the dawn of self-consciousness,
these conditions do not exist. For Kojeve, the early development of
self-consciousness splits humanity into two types, Master and
Slave. Neither type is completely human, seif-conscious and free,
because neither type is recognized and hence satisfied. History, for
Kojéve:

...is nothing but the history of the dialectical - i.e.,
active - relation between Mastery and Slavery. Hence,
History will be completed at the moment when the
synthesis of the Master and the Slave is realized, that
synthesis that is the whole Man, the citizen of the

universal and homogeneous State....5

In this chapter, we will first examine Kojéve's account of the
development of self-consciousness and explore the concept of
recognition which is at the heart of his anthropology. Second, we

will examine his account of the way this conflict is actualized in

the historical process.

Kojeve's anthropology, which he claims is derived from Hegel's

Phenomenology of Spirit, is based on four irreducible premises:

(1) the existence of the revelation of given Being by
Speech, (2) the existence of a Desire engendering an
Action that negates, transforms given Being, (3) the
existence of several Desires, which can desire one
another mutually, and (4) the existence of a possibility

SIRH, p.44.



of difference between the Desires of (future) Masters
and the Desires of (future) Slaves - by accepting these
four premises, we understand the possibility of a
historical process, of a History, which is, in its totality,
the history of the Fights and the Work that finally ended
in the wars of Napoleon and the table on which Hegel
wrote the Phenomenology in order to understand both

those wars and that table.6

The first premise is the existence of consciousness in its passive
form of contemplation. This is not self-consciousness, and there is
no way to reach self-consciousness from this condition alone. The
person who contemplates an object is lost in it. He is conscious of
the object, but not of himself as observer. He may speak of the
object, but he will not be able to say "I'. More precisely, he will be
able to say "I", or "I think, therefore | am." But he will not be able to
say anything beyond this, to begin to answer the question, "What am
[?" To achieve self-consciousness, something else is required. This

leads to the second premise, the existence of desire.

When a person feels a desire, he becomes conscious of himself.
He must say ‘I want". While he can lose himself in the contemplation
of an object, desire for that object brings him "back to himself." He
sees the object as something which is separate from something

else, which is himself. Kojéve characterizes desire as an emptiness

OIRH, p.43.



which generates action that it might be filled. Humans are moved by
desire to negate the object, to overcome its independence and absorb
it. Kojeve uses the commonplace example of the person who is
hungry. He is conscious of himself as empty (literally) and wishes to
be filled. He is moved by this desire (hunger) to transform the object
(food) to negate its independence, and to absorb it. In so doing, he
obviously changes the food (by preparing and eating it), but also
changes himself, from a person who is hungry to one who is not. For
Kojéeve, "Man is negating Action, which transforms given Being, and
by transforming it, transforms itself."”7 Since desire for a thing,
which Kojeve calls "natural desire", is necessary to the development
of self-consciousness, human existence is dependent on biological
existence. Without the biologically based ability to feel desire,

humans could never attain self-consciousness.

The existence of natural desire is a necessary but not a
sufficient condition for the development of self-consciousness.
Animals feel desires such as hunger, but do not develop anything
beyond mere "sentiment of self'. They are unable to transcend their

given reality. Kojeve argues:

The Animal raises itself above the Nature that is negated
in its animal Desire only to fall back into it immediately
by the satisfaction of this Desire...it does not rise above

7IRH, p.38.



itself in order to come back toward itself; it has no
distance with respect to itself in order to contemplate
itself.8 ‘

In the satisfaction of a natural, biological desire, a man, like an
animal, simply reinforces his dependence on the natural world.
Something more is required for the development of seli-

consciousness and truly human existence.

To go beyond the animal, man must free himself from his
merely biolog’ical existence. He must desire that which is not given,
that is, something that goes beyond the given, natural, reality. He
must desire another desire. To act to satisfy the desire for a thing
is to enslave oneself to it, and to the natural world. To desire that
which is emptiness, which goes beyond the given, natural reality, is
to raise oneself above the natural world. Kojéve argues that where
natural desire directed towards an object is essentially static,

desire directed towards a desire is negating action, which creates

an "|" different from that of the animal sentiment of self. This
human "I" continually transforms itself by action transcending the
given.

For this to occur, there must exist a multiplicity of animal

desires, and thus a group of people. Self-consciousness cannot

8IRH, p.39.
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develop in isolation. We saw that desire could be understood as the
wish to negate, overcome, and assimilate the object of desire. For it
to be human, as opposed to natural desire, "man must act not for the
sake of subjugating a thing, but for the sake of subjugating another
Desire (for the thing)."9 Human desire is thus a desire for
recognition of one's right, or one's superiority. It is this specifically
human desire that must be satisfied if full self-consciousness is to
develop. Why must it be satisfied? Because, while in itself this
desire for that which is beyond the natural world creates the
conditions for self-consciousness, it can only create a subjective
feeling of self-consciousness. This can become an objective truth,
as opposed to a purely subjective, possibly delusory sentiment, only
if it is recognized by others. While | may think | am a self-
conscious, free human, | can only know this if the fact is recognized
by others. Conflict becomes inevitable at this early stage. Each man
wants the recognition of others in order to validate his own claim to
self-consciousness, and he can only show that he is free, not
determined by nature, by showing that he values this recognition
above his biological life. However, he has no desire to extend this
recognition to others. When one man encounters another, he attempts
to force the other to recognize him, and is prepared to risk his life

to do so. The result is a fight, as each tries to force the other to

9IRH, p.40.
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recognize him. Each values recognition, or prestige, beyond mere

life.

If this were universally true, however, then every fight would
end in the death of one or both of the combatants. There would then
be no recognition and no - satisfaction. (Corpses, obviously, can
neither give nor receive recognition.) This leads to the fourth
premise. It is necessary that one of the combatants submit to the
other, and recognize his superiority. One becomes Master, the other
Slave. The Slave proves to be unable to overcome his attachment to
his biological identity, and surrenders to save his life. The Master
proves his superiority over nature by the risk of his life for the non-
vital end of prestige. Animals risk their lives, to be sure, but only in
response to biological imperatives such as the need for food or the
need to defend the young of the species. Only man is capable of
risking his life for a non-biological reason. In so doing, he
demonstrates that he is free, that he is not bound by nature.10 The
Méster, who is capable of this transcendence of nature, then makes
it concrete by his relationship to the Slave. He places the Slave
between himself and nature, forcing the slave to transform nature
by his labour to meet the demands of the Master. Fully realized

humanity requires the realization of self-consciousness (which

10HMC, p.25.
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requires recognition) and freedom.!? At this stage, the Slave, who
has by his surrender shown that he values his biological life above
all, has realized neither. The Master, on the other hand, has realized
freedom, understood as freedom from nature, and has forced the

Slave to recognize him as superior.

It might seem that the Master would be satisfied at this point,
and history brought to an end. However, the recognition the Master

receives is defective and unsatisfying. Kojéve explains:

The Master engages in a death struggle in order to make
his adversary recognize his exclusive human dignity. But
it his adversary is himself a Master, he will be animated
by the same desire for "recognition," and he will fight to
the death; his or the other's. And if the adversary
submits (through fear of death), he shows himself to be a
Slave. His ‘"recognition" is then of no value to the
victorious Master, in whose eyes the Slave is not a truly
human being. The victor in this bloody struggle for pure

prestige will not then be "satisfied" by his victory. 12

Not only is the Master not satisfied, Kojéve argues that he can never
be satisfied. The Master is the first incarnation of the human ideal,

in that he is the first to transcend his biological nature, but his

I1In this account, we will see the word "freedom" used variously to refer to
freedom from biological nature, freedom from servitude, and freedom from
determinism. All are closely linked. Only by freeing oneself from one's
biological nature through the risk of life can one finally free oneself from
servitude, either to’ a Master or to natural determinism.

12TW, p.142.
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realization of this ideal is incomplete. He is defined by the
willingness to risk his life for a non-material end. This defining
characteristic, however, places a limit on his development. The only
truly human action "of which the Master is capable is risking his life.
In essence, the risk of life is the same at all times and in all places.

For Kojeve:

The risk itself is what counts, and it does not matter
whether a stone ax or a machine gun is being used.
Accordingly, it is not the Fight as such, the risk of life,
but Work that one day produces a machine gun, and no

longer an ax.13

The Master fights but does not work, and is thus not an agent of
historical change, for it is work that changes the world and thus
drives history. But fighting is all the Master can do, in Kojéve's
view. By risking his life, the Master realized freedom from nature.
His freedom, it is true, is insufficient for satisfaction. Because it is
a reality, however, Kojéve argues that it cannot be an ideal, a goal to
be achieved. And in the absence of an ideal, there is no impetus for
change.!% The Master is at an existential impasse. He risked his life
to show himself a Master, but found Mastery unsatisfying because he

was recognized only by the "subhuman" Slave. To change this

131RH, p.51.
141RH, p.50.
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situation, however, would mean to become something other than a

Master, and this he is unable to do. Kojéve argues:

The Master is fixed in his Mastery. He cannot go beyond
himself, change, progress...He has risked his life to be
Master. Therefore, Mastery is the supreme given value for
him, beyond which he cannot go.15

Kojeve concludes, "His situation is thus essentially tragic since

there is no possible way out."16

Mastery, then, is an impasse, a historical dead end, and it is
the lowly Slave who is the true agent of historical development.
This is not to say that the Master is historically irrelevant -
without Masters there would be no Slaves. And it is the Master who
forces the Slave into the path which leads to the end of history,
because it is the Master who forces the Slave to work. For it is
work, in Kojéve's view, that is the driving force that moves history,

by changing the world. He writes:

Man who works transforms given Nature. Hence, if he
repeats his act, he repeats it in different conditions, and
thus his act itself will be different. After making the
first ax, man can use it to make a second one, which, by
that very fact, will be another, a better ax...Where there
is Work, then, there is necessarily change, progress,
historical evolution.17

I5IRH, p.22.
16TW, p.142.
I7IRH, p.51.
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Unlike the risk of life in a fight, which characterizes Mastery, and
which does not change over time, the work of the Slave changes the

world.

1

The Slave became a slave because of his fear of death. He
preferred slavery to the potential termination of his biological
(natural) existence. He showed that he was not free - that he was
determined by nature. Because he is afraid to risk his life, he can be
enslaved, and forced to work to satisfy the desires of the Master.
However, this defeat at the hands of the Master gives him two
advantages over the Master, which are the reason it is the Slave who-
finally completes history by achieving universal recognition and full

self-consciousness.18

The first advantage is that, in the terror which caused the
Slave to submit to the Master, the Slave came to an understanding of
himself and of man in general that is superior to that of the Master.
This requires some explanation. For Kojéve, Man is not a being that
is, that simply exists. Rather, he is a being that becomes, that
changes himself and his world by constantly negating the given
(nature). In essence, Man is negation or nothingness.19 To fear death

is to think about death, about becoming nothing. As Shakespeare put

18]RH, p.48.
191RH, p.48.
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it, "Cowards die many times before their deaths®. In his fear of

death, Kojéve argues, the Slave:

...caught a glimpse of himself as nothingness, he
understood that his whole existence was but a

"surpassed," ‘"overcome" (aufgehoben) death - a
Nothingness maintained in Being.20

While he recoiled in horror from this prospect, preferring slavery to

the risk of death, the Slave yet retained some intuition of this

human reality. Kojéve argues:

In his mortal terror he understood (without noticing it)
that a given, fixed, and stable condition, even though it
be the Master's, cannot exhaust the possibilities of
human existence...He [the Slave] is ready for change; in
his very being, he is change, transcendence,
transformation, "education"; he is historical becoming at
his origin, in his essence, in his very existence.21

This is in contrast to the Master, who, as we have seen, is unable to

change or develop.

The second advantage of the Slave comes as a result of his
forced servitude. He is forced to work, to transform nature for the
pleasure of his Master. In this labour, he is effectively forced to
suppress his instincts, which would lead him to himself enjoy what

he makes, because of his fearful submission to the Master. The

20IRH, pp.47-48.
211RH, p.22.
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threat of death is not always immediately present (the Master is not
always standing over the Slave, sword in hand) so the Slave is in
effect suppressing his instincts because of an idea, the idea of fear
rather than its immediate reality. This, Kojéve argues, makes his
activity "a specifically human activity, a Work, an Arbeit."22 Kojéve

writes:

By acting [working], he negates, he transforms the given,
Nature, his Nature; and he does it in relation to an idea,
to what does not exist in the biological sense of the
word, in relation to the idea of a Master - i.e., to an

essentially social, human, historical notion.23

In mastering nature through his work, the Slave accomplishes that
which the Master accomplished by risking his’ life - he overcomes
nature. He does this not by accepting the risk of death, as the Master
does, but by changing nature to suit his purposes. By working, the
Slave creates objects which have not existed before. In effect, he is
changing his world. When he becomes conscious of this, when he
realizes that he can shape the natural world to conform with his
ideas, he conceives the idea of himself as a free and autonomous
being. In changing his world, he has changed himself, and he
continues to do so. Work is an educative process for Kojéve, and it is

by his forced work that the Slave educates himself, develops and

22[RH, p.48.
231RH, p.48.
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changes. Unlike the Master, then, the Slave develops and changes
over time, and it is this process of development which will lead to
the synthesis of Master and Slave which ends history. At this point,
‘however, freedom remains only an unrealized ideal, because the
Slave still is unable to overcome his fear of the Master. While he can
conceive the idea of freedom from servitude, he remains a Slave,

more attached to his biological life than to freedom.

In addition to the four premises outlined above, Kojéve argues
that there is another necessary presupposition that must be made if
this account of history is to be accepted as true. If man is to develop
and history proceed, it must be that self-consciousness ‘"naturally
and necessarily tends to extend itself:as much as possible."24 In
other words, man (or at least some men) tend to want to understand
their historical situation as fully as possible, and to fully
understand and explain its changes. As a historical situation is
realized, at least some people become conscious of it and understand
it, and by their understanding, and their discourse explaining that
understanding, they transform the situation into something new. By
making men conscious of contradictions, they provide the impetus
for efforts to resolve them. For the Slave, there is a contradiction

between his idea of freedom and the reality of his slavery. He

24IRH, p.85.
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becomes, or is made, conscious of this, but he is still afraid to take
the obvious measure to resolve the contradiction, namely, a revolt

against the Master. The result, according to Kojéve, is that:

...before realizing Freedom, the Slave imagines a series
of ideologies, by which he seeks to justify himself, to
justify his slavery, to reconcile the ideal of Freedom
with the fact of Slavery.25

The first of these "Slave ideologies" is Stoicism.

The Stoic Slave tries to convince himself that the idea of
freedom is sufficient in itself, rendering its realization
unnecessary. This is ultimately unsatisfactory because it is an
ideology of inaction, limited to talking about freedom. Since Man, by
Kojeve's definition, is essentially an active being, an ideology of
inaction leads only to decay, which manifests itself as boredom,

forcing the Slave to seek something else.26

The second ideology, skepticism-nihilism, comes from this
impulse to action which .is natural to Man. To act is to negate the
given, but to act to realize freedom would require action to negate
the existing state of slavery, which the Slave is still afraid to do.
He tries instead to negate the given in thought alone. In Kojéve's

view:

25IRH, p.53.
26IRH, p.53.
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This new attitude culminates in Solipsism: the value, the
very reality of all that is not | is denied, and the
universality and radicalism of this negation makes up for

its purely abstract, verbal character.27

This ideology proves unsustainable, because it so fundamentally
contradicts the reality of the daily life of the Slave. To take
skepticism seriously is to be unable to act at all. Kojéve argues that
the skeptic-nihilist Slave eventually becomes aware of this
contradiction, and tries to go beyond it. However, he is still afraid
to fight against the Master, and creates instead yet another "slavish"

ideology, Christianity.

Christianity, for Kojéve, is an attempt to justify the
contradiction between the ideal of freedom and the reality of
slavery by asserting that all are slaves in this world, and freedom is
only possible in the next world. This view eliminates the need to
fight against the Master, while still allowing for action and change
(proselytization, chénges in ethical conduct, etc.) in order to attain
salvation, thus avoiding the boredom of the Stoic. As well, it is
compatible with the denial of the value of this world characteristic
of the skeptic, without the paralyzing denial of its reality. Kojéve

argues:

27IRH, p.54.
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Without Fighting, without effort [that is, violent effort
to free oneself], therefore, the Christian realizes the
Slave's ideal: he obtains - in and through (or for) God -
equality with the Master: inequality is but a mirage, like
everything in this world of the senses in which Slavery
and Mastery hold sway.28

However, this seeming synthesis is ultimately unsatisfactory. The
Slave became a slave because he feared death, and can only cease to
be a slave when he comes to terms with the idea of his own death.
While the experience of primal terror at the time of the fight with
the Master gives the Slave a knowledge of death greater than that of
the Master, the slavish ideologies he creates are attempts to avoid

coming to terms with this knowledge.

At the beginning of history, then, the development of seli-
consciousness results in a splitting of humanity into two parts,
Masters and Slaves. Neither is completely human, fully self-
conscious and free. The Master is free from nature, but his self-
consciousness is not recognized by those he considers to be human,
and so is not a fact. The Slave is neither recognized nor free. Neither

is satisfied.

From what has been said so far, we can see that the concept of

recognition as it is understood by Kojéve is a fundamental

281RH, p.55.
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requirement of self-consciousness. Man is a social being, who can
only define himself in relation to others. Or, to put it another way,
the criterion of truth is the fact that it is shared. And if this is
true, we can see why the desire for recognition would be essentially
unlimited. If a truth is that which is believed by others, the truest
truth would be that which is believed by all. One's self-
consciousness is only a truth if it is recognized by others. A person
can only recognize himself, in effect, insofar as he is recognized by
others, so he will want to be recognized by as many others as
possible. And for recognition to be real and satisfying, it must be
the recognition of those he himself recognizes as fully human. In its
early, undeveloped form, the desire for recognition takes the form of
a desire to dominate. As we have seen from the "tragedy of the
Master," this is ultimately self-defeating. When the desire for
recognition takes this form, it simply resuits in the creation of
slaves, whose recognition is unsatisfying. In the Slave, the desire
for recognition drives the desire for freedom. The Slave can only be
recognized when he frees himself from nature. While he
accomplishes this in part through his work, the final step requires
that he free himself also from the Master. He must risk his life,
conquering the attachment to his biological life that made him a

Slave.
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From this description -of human nature, of self-consciousness
and the desire for recognition, Kojéve is able to explain the process
of human historical development as a dialectical progression, driven
by the desire for recognition. It should be understood that Kojéve
does not present a "history of civilization" in any conventional
sense. He presents rather a parade of states of consciousness, which
follow each other, and develop in reaction to each other. This, as |
will argue later, is by no means a necessary or inevitable
progression, or even entirely a logical one. There are gaps in the
account, and Kojéve's interpretation of some historical trends, such
as the rise of the bourgeoisie, is, to say the least, idiosyncratic.
Kojeve's divisions of Western history may baffle some historians,
particularly his characterization of the period from the beginnings
of Christianity in the Roman Empire to the French Revolution as the
"Christian bourgeois era." Kojéve was not a systematic historian,
and his primary purpose seems to have been to present a broad, very
general outline of the working out of the Master-Slave dialectic in
history. With this in mind, we will examine Kojéve's account of

history. In his view, history can be divided into three periods.

The first period of history is dominated by the ethos of the
Master. It has been argued that a state of Masters could not exist. As
Dennis Goldford has pointed out, Kojeve's original description of the

Master as one who prefers death to submission would seem to make
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the establishment of a state of Masters impossible, since Masters
would be unable to coexist peacefully.29 Kojéve says that this is a

phenomenon which is not explained by Hegel, but he suggests that:

...the state is born from the mutual recognition of the
victors of a collective fight for recognition. If several
men fight together against common adversaries whom
they end by enslaving, they can mutually recognize each
other as Masters without having fought among
themselves. "Fellow citizen" would therefore be at the
beginning identical to "brother-in-arms."30

This seems reasonable. In such a state Masters could coexist.
Relations could still be asymetrical, as long as they (at least most
of the time) stopped short of combat. This state of Masters is the
pagan state. The Masters are citizens, recognized by the city for
their risk of life in war. Work is performed by Slaves, and neither

the work nor the Slave is recognized at all.

The second period was dominated by slavish ideologies,
particularly Christianity. The Christian world replaced the pagan
one. This change could not have come about by a revolution, since
that would have entailed a fight betwéen Master and Slave,

something the Slave was still afraid to attempt. Indeed, Kojéve

29Dennis  Goldford. "Kojéve's Reading of Hegel." International Philosophic
Quarterly Volume 22 (1982) pp. 287-288.

30HMC, p.32. .
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argues, Christianity is simply a sublimation of this fear. If a "slave

rebellion" had been the occasion of change, Kojéve argues:

...the Slave would have become the free Worker who
fights and risks his life; hence he would cease to be a
Slave and consequently could not realize a Christian,

essentially slavish, World.31

The transition from the pagan world of the Master to the Christian
world of the Slave came about, not from any action of the Slave, but
because of contradictions within the Master state. In the pagan
state, the Masters are citizens, responsible for making war, and the
meaning of the state is expressed in constant wars for prestige,

aimed ultimately at forcing the recognition of all other states.

It might seem that a successful state would provide
satisfaction to its citizens. Kojéve argues that it does not, because
it does not resolve the contradiction between the universal and
particular elements.of human existence. The state of the Masters
recognizes its citizens only insofar as they risk their lives in the
wars for prestige. This risk is the same for all, and is thus universal
and impersonal. The particular element in the exiétence of the
Master is recognized only within the family, where he is loved for

his own particular (biological) being. Since the universal value of

31IRH, p.57.
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the Master is recognized only by the risk of that being, the conflict

is irreconcilable. As Kojéve explains:

Man cannot renounce his Family, since he cannot renounce
the Particularity of his Being; nor can he renounce the
State, since he cannot renounce the Universality of his
Action. And thus he is always and necessarily criminal,
either toward the State or toward the Family.32

While it is this contradiction which ultimately dooms the pagan
state, Kojeve argues that it is Womah who is the "immediate agent
of its ruin." In this view, Woman represents the family, the sphere of
particularity which is necessarily opposed to the state. Her
influence is greatest on the young man, who is not yet detached from
the family, who, in Kojéve's terms, "has not yet completely
subordinated his Particularity to the Universality of the State," and
who, because of the military nature of the state, must eventually

come to power.33 Kojéve writes:

...once he has come to power, this young hero (=Alexander
the Great) makes the most of his familial, even feminine,
Particularity. He tends to transform the State into his
private property, into a family patrimony, and to make
the citizens of the State his own subjects.34

321IRH, p.61.
33IRH, p.62.
341RH, p.62.
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The "young hero" is able to accomplish this because of the nature of
the Master state is such that it must wage perpetual wars for
prestige. In this world of perpetual war, it is inevitable that one
state will eventually dominate the others and form an empire, as
Rome did. Once a city becomes the centre of a large enough empire,
its own citizens are too few to defend its borders. (And, often, they
prefer in any case to stay home and enjoy the spoils of victory.) This
leads to a reliance on mercenaries, with the result that the citizens
cease to be soldiers. Power passes to the Emperor and the army, as
the Masters, the former citizens of the state, no longer possess the
power to resist the "young hero's" attempts to concentrate power
into his own hands, in effect turning the state into a patrimony,
with himself as patriarch, or absolute ruler. The Masters, the
former citizens of the state, no longer risk their lives, and so cease
to be Masters, becoming instead subjects of the Emperor. In effect,
they become Slaves, which is why, Kojéve argues, "they accept the
ideology of their Slaves: first Stoicism, then Skepticism, and -
finally - Christianity."35 This is how the pagan world could bécome
a Christian world without a fight, without Slaves overcoming their

fear of death.

35IRH, p.63.
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To put it more precisély, the former Masters become “pseudo-
Slaves." They are not Masters, because they no longer fight, but
neither are they true Slaves, because they do not work in the service
of another. Because they are no longer Masters, they free their
slaves. These do not become Masters, beéause they have not risked
their lives. They join their former Masters in pseudo-slavery.3 6
These pseudo-Slaves do not work in the forced service of another, so
they are not frue slaves. Yet obviously they must still work' to
survive. The essential difference between Slave and pseudo-Slave is
in the nature of the Master for whom they toil. As we have seen,
Kojeve argues that work can only be a genuinely human action if it is

performed in relation to an abstract idea. He writes:

..work can truly be Work, a specifically human Action,
. only on the condition that it be carried out in relation to
an idea (a "project”) - that is, in relation to something
other than the given, and, in particular, other than the

given that the worker himself is.37

The pseudo-Slave is one who works, not for a Master, but for an
abstract idea. In effect, he creates his own Master. And in so doing,

he becomes something new, a Bourgeois. Kojéve writes:

The Bourgeois does not work for another. But he does not
work for himself, taken as a biological entity, either. He
works for himself taken as a "legal person," as a private

36IRH, p.63.
37TIRH, p.64.
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Property-owner. he works for Property taken as such -
i.e., Property that has now become money; he works for
Capital.38

Even the emperor, Kojéve argues, "is but a Bourgeois, a private
property-owner, whose Empire is his patrimony."39 For the same
reasons that Christianity was attractive to the Slave, it attracts
the bourgeois, who, while he is not a Slave, is not yet free. This

second period, or historical world, is the Christian bourgeois world.

The pagan ethos of the Masters gave way to the "slavish"
ideology of Christianity. The ethos of the Master recognized only the
universal aspect of human existence, made concrete by the risk of
life in war, and was doomed to decline because it could not
recognize the particular in man. Christianity recognizes the
particular aspect of being, shown by the immediate relation of God
to each person. However, Christianity avoids an impasse similar to
that which destroyed the world of the Masters, because it also
includes the possibility of a synthesis of particular and universal in
the idea of individuality: the value, universally recognized, of each
person. It thus contains, in ideal form, the possibility of definitive
satisfaction and an end to history. However, in Christian theology,

this synthesis is only achieved in the afterlife, in the Kingdom of

381RH, p.65.
3%IRH, p.63.
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God. For it to be realized, it must be made concrete here on earth, in
the perfect state. The idea of a heavenly kingdom must be replaced

by an atheistic conception of an earthly utopia. In Kojéve's words:

...the evolution of the Christian World is dual: on the one
hand there is the real evolution, which prepares the
social and political conditions for the coming of the
"absolute" State; and on the other, an ideal evolution,
which eliminates the transcendent idea, which brings
Heaven back to Earth.40

This ideal evolution is brought about by the Intellectual.

The Christian or bourgeois Intellectual is a human type
peculiar to the Christian era, because it is only in this era that a
man could not be a Master without necessarily becoming a Slave. He
is not a Master, because he does not fight, but he is not a Slave,
either, because he does no work. Being neither, Kojéve argues that he
is able to conceive the synthesis of Master and Slave. However,
because he neither fights nor works, he does not act in a historical
sense. That is to say, he does not change the world. He is unable to
realize the synthesis he conceives; it remains purely verbal.41 His
contribution is the secularization of the Christian ideal of the
Individual, which provides the ideology of the final state. By his

discourse he transforms the religious ideal of the Kingdom of

401RH, p.67.
411RH, p.68.
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Heaven,where all are recognized as individuals, into a political

ideal, to be realized here on earth.

To realize the synthesis conceived by the Intellectual, "the
ideal process must rejoin the real process; the social and historical
conditions must be such that the ideology of the Intellectual can be
realized."42 There is one final requirement. In order for the final

synthesis to be realized, there must be conflict. Kojéve argues:

Since the idea to be realized is the idea of a synthesis of
Mastery and Slavery, it can be realized only if the slavish
element of Work is associated with the element of
Fighting for life and death, which characterizes the
Master: the working-Bourgeois, to become a - "satisfied"
- Citizen of the "absolute" State, must become a Warrior
- that is, he must introduce death into his existence, by
consciously and voluntarily risking his life, while
knowing he is mortal.43

Since, in the bourgeois era, there are no true Masters or Slaves, this
cannot take the simple form of a slave revolt or class war. The
bourgeois, Kojeve argues, is the slave of capital, a concept he has
himself created. In effect, he is his own slave. Hence, he must
himself create the conditions in which he risks his life. Kojéve
argues that this is what took place during the French Revolution, in

the form of Robespierre's Terror. In the Terror, Kojéve argues:

42IRH, p.68.
43IRH, p.69.
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The working Bourgeois, turned Revolutionary, himself
creates the situation that introduces into him the
element of death. And it is only thanks to the Terror that
the idea of the final Synthesis, which definitively
"satisfies" Man, is realized.44

For Kojeve, the French Revolution, and particularly Robespierre's
Terror, served two necessary functions. In risking his life, the
bourgeois becomes one who both fights and works, who embodies the
synthesis of Mastery and Slavery. In fighting, he realizes the
universal aspect of human existence (freedom from nature through
the risk of life), while in his work he realizes the particular. The
second essential function performed by Terror was the creation of
the conditions which led to the rise of Napoleon. Napoleon, in

Kojeve's view, is the first to realize the human ideal. He writes:

...Napoleon himself is the wholly "satisfied" Man, who in
and by his definitive Satisfaction, completes the course
of the historical evolution of humanity. He is the human
Individual in the proper and full sense of the word;
because it is through him, through this particular man,
that the "common cause," the truly universal cause, is
realized; and because this particular man is recognized,
in his very particularity, by all men, universally.45

In the state created by Napoleon, Kojéve argues, the ideals of the

French Revolution are realized, and the conditions created in which

44]IRH, p.69.
45IRH, p.69.
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all can be satisfied. The citizens of this state combine the human
activities of fighting and work, the universal and particular aspects
of human existence. All are recognized mutually and universally in

their individuality.

If man is to be finally satisfied, however, he must know that
he is satisfied. He must be made conscious of his satisfaction. This,
Kojeve argues, was accomplished by Hegel, who explained and
revealed Napoleon's satisfaction in the Phenomenology of Spirit.
This necessary explanation is the culmination of the (short) third

and final period of history, the period of German philosophy.46

History ends, then, when man is satisfied and so ceases to
change. For Kojéve, this was accomplished (at least in principle)
with the establishment of the Napoleonic Empire. With Napoleon's

victory at Jena, he argues:

...the vanguard of humanity virtually attained the limit
and the aim, that is, the end, of Man's historical
evolution. What has happened since then was but an
extension in space of the universal revolutionary force
actualized in France by Robespierre-Napoleon.47

History, then, was completed by Napoleon and explained by Hegel. The

final synthesis is realized in the Universal and Homogeneous State,

46IRH, p.70.
47IRH, p.160n.
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which satisfies man's desire for recognition. Seif-consciousness
reaches its highest development in the conscious understanding of
the historical process and its end. The eud of history is in fact a
precondition for this development; since all history is change, it is
only at the end that man ceases to change and can be definitively
understood. This understanding, or perfect self-consciousness, is
what Kojéve calls Absolute Wisdom, which will be discussed in the

next chapter.

It must be repeated that this account of the historical process
is Kojeve's interpretation (or appropriation) of Hegel. For the most
part, Kojeve agreed with what he presented as Hegel's view. During
the pre-war period, however, Kojéve believed that Hegel, while
essentially correct, was wrong by 150 years about the date. At that
time, Kojeve says, he thought that history had not yet ended. While
he agreed with Hegel on the question of how history would end, he
believed that:

The ending of history was not Napoleon, it was Stalin,
and it was | who would be responsible for announcing it,
with the difference that | would not have the chance to
see Stalin pass on horseback beneath my window....48

48Kojeve, interview in La Quinzaine Littéraire 53 July 1-15, 1968. p.19. (my
translation).
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In the post-war period, however, Kojeve writes that he came to
realize that Hegel had indeed been correct, that history had ended, at
least in principle, with the battle of Jena.4? Kojéve's change of mind
on this point is important, as it was accompanied by a drastic
change in his attitude, from anticipation to resignation at the end of

history.

49IRH, p.160n.
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Chapter 2: Wisdom at the End of History

The end of history, for Kojéve, is marked by two things: the
coming of the Universal and Homogeneous State and the advent of the
Wise Man, or Sage. This chapter will deal with Kojéve's account of
Absolute Knowledge or Wisdom, and the Wise Man who realizes it. If,
as the word implies, philosophy is the love of wisdom, or the
aspiration to wisdom as Kojéve says, the Wise Man is not a
philosopher. He does not need to aspire to wisdom, because he
possesses it. He is not a philosopher, but the "Messiah" of
philosophy, its culmination and completion.50 Indeed, he can be seen

as the culmination of human existence.

For Kojéve, there are three possible definitions of the Wise
Man, which are apparently different but are in fact stric'tly
equivalent. First, the Wise Man is the pérson who is fully and
completely self-conscious. In this definition, which Kojéve argues is

accepted by all philosophers:

50Kojeve. "Les Romans de la Sagesse" Critique VIII (60) May 1952, pp. 387-397
Page references to this article are from my appended translation, "Novels of
Wisdom."



...that man is Wise who is capable of answering in a
comprehensive or satisfactory manner all questions that
can be asked him concerning his acts, and capable of
answering in such a fashion that the entirety of his

answers forms a coherent discourse.51

37

Kojeve's Wise Man, then, always knows how and why he actsi he

possesses perfect self-knowledge. And he is able to speak of this

knowledge, explaining himself and his actions in a- manner that is

consistent and coherent, without contradiction or error.

His

knowledge contains both the mundane and the profound, and they are

intimately related. Kojéve argues:

...one can ask any question at all about any of our acts -
that of washing, for example, or of paying taxes - with
the result that, after several answers that call forth
each time a new "why," one comes to the problems of the
relationship between the soul and the body, between the
individual and the State; to questions relating to the
finite and the infinite, to death and immortality, to God
and the World; and finally to the problem of knowledge
itself, -of this coherent and meaningful language that

permits us to ask questions and to answer them.52

A different series of questions, perhaps "how" rather than "why",

could produce a series of answers, Kojéve argues, that would finish

by:

SUIRH, p.75.
52IRH, p.76.
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...surveying all the Sciences taught in modern
Universities. And perhaps one will discover still others,
not yet in existence.53

It would seem that the Wise Man is virtually all-knowing. If he could
not answer some question in this series, his self-consciousness
would not be perfect, and he would not be truly a Wise Man. The

knowledge of the Wise Man is then virtually encyclopaedic.

It can be argued that the ability to answer any question in such
a way that one's answers form a coherent and comprehensive
discourse is not one that is possessed only by the Kojévian Wise Man
who appears at the end of history. Any philosophical or religious
system which reaches a certain level of sophistication would seem
to give a similar ability to its adherents. Later in this chapter we
will explore Kojéve's response to ‘this objection. For the moment,

however, we will turn to the second definition of Wisdom.

This second definition of wisdom is one which was accepted
by, among others, the Stoics. In this definition, the Wise Man is "that
man who is perfectly satisfied by what he js."54 Because he is
satisfied, he has no reason to change. In this view, Kojéve argues,

the Wise Man "simply is and does not become; he maintains himself

531RH, p.76.
54IRH, p.76.
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in identity to himself and he is satisfied in and by this identity."55
Kojeve then argues that this definition of the Wise Man is in fact
identical to the first. To be satisfied, one must be conscious of one's

satisfaction, that is, self-conscious. Kojéve argues:

...we believe in vain that we are satisfied; if someone
comes and asks us the question "why" concerning our
satisfaction and we cannot answer, [because we are not
sufficiently self-conscious] this is enough to make the
satisfaction disappear as if by enchantment (even if the
sensation of pleasure, or of happiness, or of joy, or of
simple well-being resists the test for a while).56

If one is to be perfectly satisfied, it follows that one must be

perfectly self-conscious, and we are back at the first definition.

Those who, mistakenly in Kojéve's opinion, reject satisfaction
as too easily attainable to be evidence of Wisdom, and who reject
perfect. self-consciousness as unattainable, may arrive at a third
definition. Kojeve writes that "they identify Wisdom with moral
perfection. Hence the Wise Man would ber the morally perfect man."57
Again, Kojéve argues, this definition can be shown to be identical to
the first. The morally perfect man is satisfied by what he is. By
definition, he must be satisfied. To be dissatisfied with one's moral

perfection would be immoral and hence imperfect. For Kojéve, the

53IRH, p.77.
S6IRH, p.77.
STIRH, p.78.
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particular content of the Wise Man's moral perfection is
unimportant. What matters is that the morality which is perfectly
realized in and by the Wise Man must be a universal morality. Kojéve

argues:

...either the concept of moral perfection has no meaning,
or else it must be understood as a human existence that
serves as the model for all men, the final end and motive
of their actions being conformity to this model.58

To reject the idea of a universal moral standard is to accept ethical
relativism. In its most radical form, moral ‘“perfection" then
becomes indistinguishable from purely subjective satisfaction, or,

as Kojeve puts it:

...one need only believe oneself perfect in order to be
perfect...to believe that one is perfect is obviously to be
satisfied by what one is.59

Used in this way, Kojéve argues, the'concept of perfection becomes
meaningless. If we are to speak of moral perfection in any
~meaningful way, then, it is necessary to speak of a universal

standard. For Kojéve, the Wise Man is:

...the man who realizes moral perfection by his existence,
or in other words, who serves as the model for himself
and for all others.60

S8IRH, pp.78-79.
S9IRH, p.79.
60IRH, p.80.
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It can be argued that these two propositions are not eduivalent, that
one may be a model for others, even many othérs, without being
morally perfect. Kojéve's identification of these two ideas is
clearer if we consider his definition of morality (which he

attributes to Hegel).

In his book, Modern French Philosophy, Vincent Descombes

quotes Kojeve:

What then is the morality of Hegel?...What exists is good
inasmuch as it exists. All action, being a negation of the
existing given, is therefore bad, or sinful. But sin may be
forgiven. How? By its success. Success absolves the
crime because success is a new reality that exists. But
how can success be estimated? Before this can be done,
History must have come to an end.%1

Morality is what is successful, the given reality. And at the end of
history, humans have ceased to negate the given. What is successful
at this point is the moral order. It will remain unchanged because
the world has ceased to change. The Wise Man, because he
understands this, perfecily understands the moral order. This moral
order is universal, moreover, because the given reality is the
Universal and Homégeneous State. The Wise Man is then the moral

exemplar for all.

61Descombes, pp.15-16.
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Neither can it be argued that there might be differences on any
other issue among a plurality of Wise Men. For the Wise Man to be
recognized universally, as he is by definition, there can only be one

possible standard of Wisdom, and this is what Kojéve argues:

...the Wise Man's knowledge is fotal, the Wise Man reveals
the totality of Being through the entirety of his thought.
Now, since Being obeys the principle of identity to itself,
there is only one unique totality of Being, and
consequently only one unique knowledge that reveals it
entirely. Therefore there is only one unique possible type
of (conscious) Wisdom.62

There could be no competing truths; that which did not correspond to
Wisdom would simply be error. It is here that we see the difference
between Kojeve's Wise Man and a person who is simply an adherent
to some other philosophical or religious system. Not only is the
discourse of the Wise Man coherent and consistent, it is finally and
completely true. Other systems are simply particularly complicated
errors. Kojéve goes so far as to suggest that the Wise Man is
‘omniscient, at least potentially."63 This qualification is important,
and its significance must be understood if Kojéve's view is to be
taken at all seriously. Kojeve is not making the patently silly claim
that the Wise Man is actually omniscient. Later in this chapter we

will explore the meaning of potential omniscience for Kojéve.

62IRH, p.81.
631RH, p.76.



43

For Kojéve, then, the. three possible definitions of the Wise
Man are identical. This view can be accepted, however, only if we
accept the premises upon which it is based. Kojéve argues that if we
accept the definition of man as "Self-Consciousness in his very
'essence' and being," and the view that "Self-Consciousness
naturally, spontaneously, tends to extend itself," which were

discussed in the previous chapter, we must conclude that:

...there must be an ideal of the Wise Man, that there can
be only one type of Wise Man, and that the Wise Man
answers to the threefold Hegelian definition.64

Kojeve recognizes, however, that this argument, even if accepted,
does no more than establish the possibility of the existence of a
Wise Man. And even this can be questioned. Kojéve examines several

of the possible objections.

The most fundamental of these possible counter-arguments is
the denial of the view that self-consciousness is the basis of human

life. Kojéeve writes:

...one can say: either that Self-Consciousness is a sort of
sickness that man must, and can, surmount; or that,
alongside of conscious men, there are unconscious men,
who are nevertheless just as human - although in a
different way.65

64IRH, pp.81-82.
65IRH, p.83.
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This view amounts as well to a denial of the proposition that there
is one unique and universal type of Wisdom. And Kojéve admits that
there have been those, such as some Hindu and Buddhist thinkers,
who have denied that self-consciousness was the essence of
humanity, and lived according to this denial. There have been those
who have sought to escape self-conscious_ness rather than develop
it, seeing Nirvana or the unconscious "fourth state" as the ideal,

rather than full self-consciousness, and Kojéve admits that:

...there is no doubt that men have been satisfied in
unconsciousness, since they have voluntarily remained in
identity to themselves until their death. And...one can ‘say
that they have realized "moral perfection" (or a moral
perfection), since there have been men who took them as
the model.66

Obviously, then, the definition of humanity in terms of self-
consciousness, and the definition of Wisdom that is developed from
it, do not necessarily apply to all humans. It can be argued that those
who do not accept this definition are not truly human, but Kojéve
concedes that this would be purely arbitrary. He is forced to

conclude, then, that:

...Hegelian Wisdom is a necessary ideal only for a definite
type of human being, namely, for the man who puts the

661RH, p.84.
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supreme value in Self-Consciousness; and only this man
can realize this ideal.67

Nor can the Wise Man attempt to convert others to his ideal through
speech. The "unconscious” Wise Man, if he is consistent, will refuse
to engage in argument. To speak or to listen to discussion, Kojéve
argues, is to accept self-consciousness as the ideal. In Kojéve's |

view, a true "unconscious Wise Man":

..will refuse all discussion. And then one could refute
him only as one "refutes" a fact, a thing, or a beast: by
physically destroying him.68

it may not, however, be necessary to refute the unconscious "Wise

Man." Often he can simply be ignored.

Kojeve's Absolute Knowledge, then, has meaning only for those
who accept the definition of human nature on which it is based. And
even among these, only a few can hope to approach or realize it.
These are the people who are concerned to extend their self-
consciousness at all times.. We saw in the first chapter that for the
historical process to advance, at each "dialectical turning point" in
history there must be some who recognize that their world has

changed, and by their discourse make others aware of their

67IRH, p.84.
68]RH, p.84.
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situation, thus providing the impetus for further change. These are

the philosophers. Kojeve writes:

...it is the Philosopher, and only he, who wants to know at
all costs where he is, to become aware of what he is, and

who does not go on any further before he has become
aware of it.6®

The rest of humanity tends to remain within the horizons of that
which they already know. Passively or actively, they resist

awareness of change or the need to change. Kojéve argues:

..it is not by themselves, but through the Philosopher
that they become aware - and even so, reluctantly - of an
essential change in the "situation" - that is, in the World
in which they live and, consequently, in themselves.70

History, as we have seen, is driven by the basic human need for
recognition. But it is understood, described, and thus advanced at
each turning point by the Philosopher. Kojeve's ideal of Wisdom,

then, is realizable only by the Philosopher.

It is also necessary to recognize that Kojéve is using the term
"Philosopher” in a narrower sense than that of a lover of or aspirant
to Wisdom. Kojéve's Philosopher is necessarily an atheist, as well.

For Kojeve, philosophy must be understood as the path to Wisdom. If

69IRH, p.85.
70IRH, p.85.
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this is not to be a futile pastime, it must be accepted that Wisdom

is attainable. If not, then:

...the Philosopher is simply a madman, who claims or -
wants to be what one can not be and (what is worse)
what he knows to be impossible.”1

If one holds that Wisdom is attainable, but not by a human being
within a human lifetime, one must argue that God exists, and
Wisdom is realized in God. In that case, however, Kojéve argues that
suc'h a person is a theologian, rather than a philosopher. 72
Conversely, if one holds, with Kojéve, that Wisdom is realizable
within a human lifetime, it is necessary either to deny the existence
of God, or to claim to be God.73 In the face of the absurdity of the
latter claim, the Philosopher becomes an atheist.- The Wise Man, as
defined by Kojeve, is then the ideal, not for all humanity, but for

atheist philosophers.

What, then, do we know of the Wise Man so far? He is
necessarily the ideal for all atheist philosophers, and only an
atheist philosopher can become a Wise Man. Beyond this, only at the

end of history can a Wise Man come into being, because only at the

71IRH, p.89.
72]RH, 88-92.
73That is, God understood in something like the Christian sense, as immortal,

omniscient, and omnipotent. This should not be confused with Kojéve's
occasional references to the Wise Man as a "mortal god."
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end of history does humanity cease to change itself and its world.
While history is still going on, the world is changing, and the
discourse of even the greatest philosopher can reveal only a moment
in the flux. What is true at one point in history may be false at
another. Thus, it is only the citizen of the Universal and
Homogeneous, that is to say, finél State, the person who lives at the
end of history, who can be a Wise Man.74 And the Wise Man, while he
embodies the culmination of philosophy, also, by his existence,
marks its end. When Wisdom is achieved, the search for wisdom
(philosophy) obviously ends. All truths are included and reconciled in
the Wisdom of the Wise Man; what is excluded can only be error. In
the Universal and Homogeneous State, the Wise Man will be
universally recognized. Not all citizens of the final state will be
Wise Men, because to become a Wise Man requires not just self-
consciousness, but the will to extend it at all costs. However, all
citizens of the Universal and Homogeneous State will be self-
conscious (potential Wise Men) and thus able to recognize the person
who actually possesses Wisdom. Those who would persist in error,
such as those who embrace traditional religions, or reject self-
consciousness in favour of an unconscious state, will be, if they

cannot be converted, destroyed in the process of establishing the

T4IRH, pp. 94-96.
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Universal and Homogeneous State. (Witness the effects of

modernization on traditional societies and beliefs.)

What is the content of the Wise Man's wisdom? If we limit the
possible content to what a mortal human being can learn within the
limits of his lifetime, it becomes obvious that true omniscience is
not possible. While the Wise Man could in principle answer all
questions concerning his actions, and this line of questioning could
in principle lead through all the sciences known to man, it is obvious
that the reality would be somewhat different. Kojéeve argues that the
philosopher can not also be an active politician because he simply
does not have enough time for both roles.”S It would seem reasonable
to suppose that the Wise Man, who for all his wisdom remains a
human being, is no more likely to have the time to learn all that he
is capable of learning. Real omniscience, then, would seem to be
beyond the grasp of any single human. With a few exceptions, Kojéve
himself tends to qualify his claim, usually referring to the Wise Man
as ‘'virtually," "potentially," or "in principle" omniscient.76 What,
then, is ‘"virtual" omniscience? All it can mean, | would argue, is
that the Wise Man can learn whatever he wants to or needs to. And
all that means is that the world, including humanity, is rational and

can be understobd, and statements can be made about the world that

T5TW, p.150.
76IRH, pp.78-85.
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are true now and forever. This is why there can be Wise Men only at
the end of history, because it is only at the end of history that
humans cease to change, and a discourse about humanity can be

considered true, complete, and final.

If this is true, then it must be that at the end of history, all
humans are at least potentially Wise Men. If the concept is to have
any significance, however, it would seem that there must be
something that the Wise Man actually (as opposed to potentially)
knows, and it is this knowledge that sets him apart. What, then, is
the content of Wisdom? For Kojéve, "the Wise Man's knowledge
reveals nothing other than Man in the World."77 That is to say, the
Wise Man's knowledge reveals History, understood as the process of
the development of human self-consciousness. "Revealing" here
means to explain historical events in terms of "their human meaning
and their necessity," as opposed to merely describing a series of
events.”8 |t is a reconstruction of history a priori by deduction from
the premises of human anthropology, which is then applied to explain
the significance of actual events. This can only be done after history
has been completed, as we have seen, because only then has man
ceased to change and only then can he be completely understood.

Kojeve writes:

7TIRH, p.90.
78IRH, p.166.
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It is first necessary that real/ History be completed;
next, it must be narrated to Man; and only then can the
Philosopher, becoming a Wise man, understand it by
reconstructing it “a priori" in the Phenomenology. And
this same phenomenological understanding of History is
what transforms the Philosopher into a Wise man....79

The Wise Man, then, is one who understands History as the process of
the development of self-consciousness, driven by the desire for
recognition. He is the person who could write or understand a

description of history like the one outlined in the previous chapter.

If this is the knowledge that defines the Wise Man, how does
this relate to Kojéve's claim that the Wise Man is virtually
omniscient? Wisdom is fundamentally knowledge of oneself in
particular and humanity in general. If we return to the idea that
Wisdom consists in being able to answer any question about any of
our acts, we can see that, in any such series, we will eventually
come to a question about human nature. A series of questions
relating to science, for instance, would eventually come to
questions about the human whose observations or actions ére at the
basis of science. The Wise Man would be able, if he chose, to answer
all these questions, although he might have to spend considerabie
time learning the answers. Once the line of questioning arrived at

the human element, however, the Wise Man would be able to answer

79IRH, p.166.
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immediately, out of his knowledge of himself and humanity. And this

is essentially what Kojeve argues. He writes:

To ask any question whatsoever leads sooner or later,
after a longer or shorter series of answers-questions, to
one of the questions found within the...Knowiedge that
the Wise Man possesses.80

If not quite omniscience as it is normally understood, this seems to
be as close as mortal humans can come. And for those who hold seli-
consciousness to be the essence of humanity and its fullest possible
development the goal of human history (the Philosophers), the
achievement of Kojevian Wisdom is the culmination of human

existence. It is not surpris'ing then that Kojéve writes:

...by seeing in the Wise Man the human ideal in general,
the Philosopher attributes to himself as Philosopher a
human value without equal (since, according to him, only
the Philosopher can become a Wise Man).81

Assuming that we accept this view, we are left with the question of

how the Wise Man can know that his knowledge is true and complete.

Kojéeve argues that there are two criteria by which a would-be
Wise Man could judge whether he had indeed achieved Wisdom. One
criterion was whether in fact history had ended, since, as we have

seen, Wisdom is only possible at the end of history. The second

80IRH, p.%4.
811RH, p.88.
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criterion, which we will examine first, was the circularity of the
Wise Man's knowledge. Kojéve argues that Hegel's philosophy begins
with the simplest, most elementary description of reality, which
reduces to the statement that "Being is." Hegel then shows that this
is incomplete, only an aspect of reality, a thesis which engenders an
antithesis. These combine to produce a synthesis, which becomes in
turn a new thesis.82 Continuing in this fashion through the history of
philosophy (and Kojéve contends that all history can be reduced to

the history of philosophy83), Kojéve argues that :

Hegel finally comes to a point that is none other than his
point of departure: the final synthesis is also the initial
thesis. Thus he establishes that he has gone around or
described a circle, and that if he wants to continue, he
can only go around again: it is impossible to extend his
description; one can only make it again as it has already
been made once.84

Kojeve argues that Hegel's final truth is thus non-negatable, in that
any philosophical arguments which could be brought up in opposition

would prove to be already contained in the whole, He concludes that:

...the circularity of the Hegelian description proves that
it is complete and hence correct: for an erroneous or
incomplete description, which stopped at a lacuna or

82[RH, p.193.
83HMC, p.35.
84IRH, p.194.
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ended in an impasse, would never come back upon
itself.85

This is not an entirely convincing argument. While it is true that a
comprehensive knowledge would be circular, since all knowledge is
contained within it, it does not follow that all circular knowledge is
true and complete. It seems that circularity is a guarantee only of a
certain internal coherence. While Kojéve appears in the above
passages to accept Hegel's view (or what he presents as Hegel's
view), he contradicts this elsewhere in the same chapter. Kojéeve

argues that Hegel's circular system contains:

...a dialectical metaphysic and a dialectical
phenomenology of Nature, both clearly unacceptable,
which should, [according to Hegel], replace "vulgar
science" (ancient, Newtonian, and hence our own science
t00).86

If nature is dialectical, Kojéve argues, then it must be understood as
itself "creative or historical", that is, constantly changing itself. It
follows then that natural science must be historically bound. Kojéve
argues that this would make history impossible to understand. He
writes:

If stones and trees, and also the bodies and the animal

"psychism" of the men of the time of Pericles, were as
different from ours as the citizens of the ancient city

85IRH, p.194.
86IRH, p.213n.
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are from us, we would be able to understand neither a
Greek treatise on agriculture and architecture nor
Thucydides' history, nor Plato's philosophy.87

And Hegel, we might add, could never have written the
Phenomenology.. Kojéve suggests that it is necessary to replace
Hegel's view of nature with a dualistic ontology, which recognizes
the difference between natural Being, characterized by identity with
itself, and human Being, which creates itself in History.88 He writes:

...on the metaphysical level, two Worlds must be
distinguished, which are inseparable but essentially
different: the natural World and the historical or human
World.89

Of the development of this dualistic ontology, Kojéve writes:

...it seems to be the principal philosophic task of the
future. Almost nothing has yet been done.90 :

For Kojeve, then, the edifice of Wisdom is not yet complete.

If Hegel's syétem is indeed circular, and it contains errors,
then it follows that circularity is not a guarantee of truth. Kojéve

adds to the confusion when he states elsewhere that Hegel's system

87IRH, p.214n.

88This would not necessarily mean that nature never changes. I doubt that
Kojéeve means to demy evolutionary theory or cosmological theories. Changes
in nature occur, but they are governed by the laws of nature, which are
immutable.

89IRH, p.216.
90IRH, p.215n.
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is obviously not circular.8! Kojéve's view is not entirely clear, but it
seems that it can be expressed as follows: the knowledge of the
Wise Man, if it is true and complete, will be circular. However, Hegel
did not accomplish this. While Wisdom is possible, for Kojéve, it
was not attained by Hegel. Hegel outlined the form which Wisdom
would have to take, but did not succeed in completing the structure.

The details, however, could be filled in by future Wise Men.

From this, then, we can conclude that Wisdom in its final form
has yet to be achieved, and it is impossible, from this standpoint, to
declare that history is over. In his later work, however, this is
precisely what Kojeve did. While he never articulated a replacement
for the Hegelian circle, Kojéve did declare that history had in fact
come to an end. Kojéve himself never explicitly justified this
conclusion in terms of his earlier arguments about Wisdom, but we
can find an indirect explanation of this in a review of three novels
by Raymond Queneau. There, Kojéve suggests that, at the present
time, Wisdom can be compared to a building which is essentially
completed, but still hidden in part by scaffolding. Those who are
truly discerning can see its structure, even if details remain
hidden.%2 We will return to this point in the concluding chapter. The

second criterion, the question of whether history has in fact ended,

91IRH, p.98n.
92"Novels of Wisdom," p.149.
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and the Universal and Homogeneous State is a reality, will be dealt

with in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3: Determinism or Propaganda?

Has history already ended? Is the Universal and Homogeneous
State a reality at present? Kojéve admits that "we are indeed far
from it."93 However, he argues, it cannot be proven that it is
impossible. It remains an ideal which may yet be realized. In the
absence of the final state, it cannot be proven that the account of
history given by Kojéve is true. However, neither can it be proven

false. It, too, remains an ideal. These ideals, Kojéve argues:

...can be transformed into truth only by negating action,
which will destroy the World that does not correspond to
the idea and will create by this very destruction the
World in conformity with the ideal.94

We saw earlier that, for Kojéve, the definition of Wisdom he
outlines is valid only for those who accept its premises. Those who
do not cannot be refuted or convinced, only destroyed. For Kojéve,
then, the definition of Wisdom, the anthropological premises on
which it is based, and the world in which it may be realized, do not

constitute a description of reality as it is. Rather, they are parts of

93IRH, p.97.
94IRH, p.98.
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a philosophical and political project which amounts to an attempt to
remake the world. If we assume that history has not yet ended, and
the Wise Man has not yet appeared, Kojéve argues, we can accept his

anthropology and his account of history:

...only on the condition that one wants to act with a view
to the realization of the Hegelian state that is
indispensable to the existence of [the Wise Man] - to act,
or at least to accept and "justify" such an action, if it is
done by someone, somewhere.95

If we accept the definition of man in terms of self-consciousness,
we must, if we are to be consistent, hold self-consciousness as the
highest human value. Logically it then follows that we must work
toward the establishment of the Universal and Homogeneous State,
where self-consciousness can be fully realized in the person of the

Wise Man.

For Kojeve, then, the progress of human history towards the
establishment of the Universal and Homogeneous State and the
realization of Wisdom is not an inevitable process dictated by the
basic elements of human nature. It is a project which may be
realized if it is supported or advanced by enough people. And
Kojeve's account of History and Wisdom can best be understood as

propaganda supporting this project. It is not truth, but an idea which

95IRH, p.98.
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may become true if realized. If it is to become truth, it must win out
over other, competing ideals. Kojéve mentions, as one example of an

alternative, what Nietzsche called the "Chinese" ideal of the:

..."citizen" (in the non-Hegelian sense of the term) who is
made completely "brutish” in and by the security of his
well-being ... Nietzsche seriously envisaged the
possibility that the ideal that he called "Chinese" might
become universal. And this does not seem to be absurd: it
is possible, if it is not opposed.96

Elsewhere, Kojéve writes of the possibility that, rather than a
progress to complete satisfaction and the end of history, there
might be "a stopping along the way." Man might cease to change and
progress and descend into animality, without achieving Wisdom or
satisfaction.97 Kojéve's project is an alternative to these and other
possible paths. Kojéve presents himself as an interpreter of Hegel,
and it must be understood that, for him, this role has a special

meaning. Kojeve writes:

...every interpretation of Hegel, if it is more than idle
talk, is nothing but a program of struggle and one of work
(and one of these "programs" is called Marxism). And this
means that the work of an interpreter of Hegel takes on
the meaning of a work of political propaganda.®8

96IRH, p.84.
97IRH, p.220.
98HMC, pp. 41-42.
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Kojeve saw himself, not as a scholarly interpreter interested in
philological accuracy, but as an activist, even a propagandist, and it
is, at least partially, as a work of propaganda designed to advance a
philosophical and political project that his account of Wisdom

should be understood.

For Kojéve, then, at least in the pre-war period, the end of
history was yet to be realized. It was a project to be completed. And
he saw himself as working for its.completion. Stanley Rosen goes so

far as to suggest that Kojéeve saw himself as a god:

It was Kojéve's intention to go as far as possible toward
the overcoming of the separation between theory and
practice and thus to bring about what he called the
universal and homogeneous world-state. If a proper
definition of a god is one who creates a world, then
Kojéve's intentions were divine.99

In Rosen's view, Kojéve's account of history appears as simply an
arbitrary construction, "a revolutionary project of Kojéve's will,
designed to keep history moving in its development towards
compietion."190 | am inclined to argue, however, that this overstates

the importance of propaganda for Kojéve.

99HP, p.92.
100g4p, p.103.
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While it is obvious from Kojéve's writings that he saw the
Universal and Homogeneous State as a project to be advanced, and
that he saw his own function, at least in part, as that of a
propagandist for this project, | do not think that Kojéve's
anthropology and the theory of history he derives from it can be
regarded as simply constructions intended to provide "philosophical
propaganda for the Universal and Homogeneous State. The fact that
Kojeve never repudiated his views, even after he grew disenchanted
with the result they implied, is compelling evidence of that. For
Kojeve, only in the Universal and Homogeneous State could
humanity's essential nature be realized, and only there could

humanify be definitively satisfied.

If we afgue that Kojéeve's account of history is not simply a
construction, it is necessary to account for the importance of
propaganda for Kojéve. This brings us into confrontation with an
opposite interpretation of Kojeve. There are elements in Kojéve's
anthropology which could be understood as leading to a
deterministic view of history. If the end of history is inevitable,
determined from the beginning by the fundamental facts of human
nature, why is propaganda necessary? Would history not end in the
Universal and Homogeneous State even if Kojeve never wrote a

word?
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If we reject the view that Kojéve's account of history is
purely a construction, are we then left with the view that it
describes an inexorable progress towards a predetermined end?
While there are elements of Kojéve's work which could. be read as
leading to a deterministic account of history, they are incompatible
with his emphasis on human freedom. While Kojéve's views are
firmly rooted, as we have seen, in a particular conception of human
nature, they need not be understood as leading to any sort of

historical determinism.

A deterministic reading of Kojéve's account of history would
be based on some elements of his anthropology, most particularly on
the desire for recognition. In Kojéve's account of human nature, the
fundamental characteristic of humanity is self-consciousness,
which can only reach its fuliest development when the basic human
desire for recognition is satisfied. When this finally occurs, history

ends, as humans have no more desire to change their world.

The desire for recognition is, for Kojéve, the driving force
behind the historical process. More than that, it is the fundamental
drive behind all human behaviour. Humans behave as they do, Kojéve
argues, because they desire recognition. It may be objected that
humans act for many reasons, not just for the recognition of others.
One might, for example, act in a certain way for religious reasons,

heedless of the opinions of others. Kojéve argues, however, that in
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such a case the person would be seeking the “recognition" of God. He
writes, "in fact 'God' is only the 'social milieu' substantialized and
projected into the beyond."191 And for Kojéve, the social milieu is
constituted by relations of recognition among its members. The
religious person is then acting, consciously or not, to satisfy his
desire for recognition. A similar argument applies to those who act,
or seem to act, "in order not to fall in one's own esteem." This,

Kojéve argues, "is only an illusion." He writes:

In this case there is a division of individuality into its

two components: the one which acts represents the

Particularity of the agent; the one which judges him

"morally" represents his Universality - that is, the social

aspect of his existence; the man judges his own

"particular" actions in terms of the "universal' values
" accepted by the society of which he is a part.102

Or, if he does not judge his behaviour by the values of his society, he
judges it by values which he wishes to have recognized by that
society. Whether conscious or unconscious, direct or mediated,
Kojeve holds that the desire for recognition is the fundamental force

driving human action.

It might seem that this would lead to a deterministic

conception of human action, and hence a view of the historical

1011RH, p.223n.
102fRH, p.223n.
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process as something predetefmined, heading to an inevitable end.
This would seem to contradict Kojeve's contention that history "is a
free (frei) series of contingent (zuféllig) events."103 However, this
is not necessarily true. While the desire for recognition will tend to
- incline humans to behave in certain ways, and thus impart a certain
very general direction to historical development, this does not mean
that historical events are determined. Humans may pursue
satisfaction of thisr desire in a number of ways. Even if we accept
Kojeve's view that mutual recognition is the only way that this
desire can be universally and definitively satisfied, and that the
pursuit of mutual recognition is therefore the most rational course
for humans to follow, we are in no way forced to accept
determinism. It is obvious from even a cursory study of the past or

present that humans do not always act rationally.

Argument from analogy is often misleading, but it may be
useful here. Human existence, and hence the development of human
societies, is conditioned by the facts of human biology. For example,
the fact that human children are born helpless and mature slowly
requires that a society, if it is to be viable, create some sort of
institution for their care. This fact, however, in no way determines

human action; the need has been satisfied in many different ways. Atk

1031RH, p.154.
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most, it gives human development a very general direction. | would
argue that the desire for recognition has a similar effect. It gives a
broad general direction to history, without in any way determining

events or outcomes.

If we apply this view to Kojéve's early account of the coming
of the end of history, we arrive at the conclusion that it is not
necessarily a truth. It may be made true, if history is brought to an
end, by, as Kojeve says, the destruction of all worlds which do not
conform. At this stage, however, it remains simply a project whose
realization may be part of the future. It is not the case that history
was inevitably driven to this result, but that it may be steered in
this direction. And, if we take the position, as Kojéve later did, that
history has in fact ended, we still do not have to accept the view
that it was determined. On this view, Kojeve's account is a simple
description of the final truth. It is not that history had to happen
this way, but simply that it did end, or is in the process of ending, in
this way. Man at the end of history ceases to change himself and his
world, not because he cannot change further, but simply because,
being essentially satisfied, he does not want to change. And history
only ends if humanity reaches this point. The desire for recognition
is sufficient to provide an impetus to move history in a certain
general direction, which, in Kojéve's view, will mean that history

will reach some sort of end if and when it is definitively satisfied,
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but it does not determine events. The march of history could

conceivably be (or have been) stopped, or diverted in another

direction.

It must be admitted that this interpretation stresses some of
Kojeve's expressed views over others. There is a certain tension
within Kojéeve's work on this issue. In a letter to Leo Strauss,
written in 1950, Kojeve appears to accept a degree of determinism
when he writes, "Historical action necessarily leads ;(O a specific
result," and implies that, while particular events are contingent, the
end result (the "End-State") is pre-determined.04 This is difficult
to reconcile with his other, earlier statements about the possibility
of a "stopping along the way" or the possibility of Nietzsche's
‘Chinese" ideal becoming universal "if it is not opposed."105 | am not
sure that it is entirely possible to explain away this tension. We can
note, however, that the letter to Strauss was written after Kojéve
had reached the conclusion that history, in essence, had ended in
1806. If history has indeed ended, it may be that it is appropriate to
speak of it as having been inevitable. Since man has ceased to
change, he can be fully understood, and it can be seen that his nature

had to lead him to such an end. Even in 1950, moreover, Kojéve

1041etter to Strauss, September 19,1950 in OT p.256.
1051RH, pp.220n, 84.



68

acknowliedges that the final form of the Universal and Homogeneous

State remains to be decided.106

This view gives us an explanation of Kojéve's propaganda that
is somewhat different from that offered by Rosen. What we see now
is not the hubris of a would-be god, but action that accords with
Kojeve's view of the necessary role played by philosophers in
shaping political history, which he outlined in his review of Leo
Strauss's On Tyranny. In "Tyranny and Wisdom," Kojéve admits that
the direct political action of philosophers is limited, for the simple
reason that by Kojéve's definition, a philosopher is one who devotes
all his time to philosophy. Since political action also requires time,

the dilemma is insoluble. Kojeve writes:

Faced with the impossibility of acting politically
without giving up philosophy, the philosopher gives up
political action.107
However, while the philosopher does not act directly, his ideas
inspire and direct others (statesmen or tyrants) to act to realize
them. Kojéeve argues, for example, that Alexander the Great, who in
Kojeve's view was the first to attempt to found a universal state
(i.e. one based on a common humanity, rather than race or caste),

was guided by “Socratic-Platonic" philosophical ideals. And it is this

1067etter to Strauss,” September 19,1950 in OT p.256.
1071w, p.166.
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idea that is still at the root of all attempts to create a universal

state.108 Kojeve concludes from this that;

...it is exclusively the philosophical idea going all the
way back to -Socrates that acts politically on earth, and
that continues in our time to guide the political actions
and entities striving to actualize the universal State or
Empire.109

Alexander aimed at an empire that would be universal, but not
homogeneous. While the ideal of homogeneity had its roots in
religion (primarily Christianity), Kojéve argues that:

...the religious Christian idea of human homogeneity could
achieve real political import only once modern
philosophy succeeded in secularizing it (=rationalizing
it, transforming it into coherent discourse).110

Once secularized by the philosophers, the ideal is transformed
further by the intellectuals, so that it ceases to be "utopian" and
becomes instead the basis for concrete political action, which is in

turn carried out by ‘tyrants and statesmen.11

We have described history as a process by which humans seek
satisfaction of their desire for recognition. As well, however,

Kojeve describes it as a progressive unfolding of philosophy, and

1081w, pp. 170-171.
1091w, p.172.
110TW, p.173.
1HTw, p.173.
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describes the goal of history as the attainment of Wisdom. In effect,
it seems, we have two processes acting at the same time. For
Kojéve, both are necessary. It is the philosopher who understands
and describes in his discourse a particular historical epoch, and it is
this discourse which, directly or through the mediation of
intellectuals, moves the tyrant or statesman to negate the given
situation and create a new one, which is itself in turn understood
and explained by the philosophers, bringing them a step closer to
Wisdom. The two progressions are thus interdependent. While the
philosopher usually provides the ideals which move the tyrants to
act, it would be an oversimplification to say that history is just the
realization of philosophy, or that statesmen are just tools of
philosophers. Without the changes brought about by statesmen, there
would be no new situations for the philosophers to describe, and

thus no philosophical progress. As Kojéve writes:

...if philosophers gave Statesmen no political "advice" at
all, in the sense that no political teaching whatsoever
could (directly or indirectly) be drawn from their ideas,
there would be no historical progress, and hence no
History properly so called. But if the Statesmen did not
eventually actualize the philosophically based "advice"
by their day-to-day political action, there would be no
philosophical progress (toward Wisdom or Truth) and
hence no Philosophy in the strict sense of the term...One
may therefore conclude that while the emergence of a
reforming tyrant [or statesman] is not conceivable
without the prior existence of the philosopher, the
coming of the wise man must necessarily be preceded by
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the revolutionary political action of the tyrant (who will
realize the universal and homogeneous State).?12

The search for mutual recognition and satisfaction and the search
for Wisdom are necessary to each other. They coexist in a dialectical
relationship in which each reacts to and advances the other. We
should note here that the notion of philosophical “progress" does not
imply that all philosophers have simply been links in a linear
development towards Kojévian Wisdom. That would again imply some
sort of determinism. There have no doubt been philosophers, in the
generally accepted sense of the term, whose political influence has
been minimal, or whose ideas have led in different directions than
that leading towards the Universal and Homogeneous State. Kojéve
often appears to only consider as "true" philosophers those whose

thought has led towards his goal.

Given this view of the political role played by philosophers, we
can better understand Kojéve's own role as a "philosophical
propagandist.” In his early period, when he thought that the end of
history was yet to come, Kojéve apparently believed that history had
advanced to the point that some sort of Universal and Homogeneous
State was, if not inevitable, at least the most Iikely prospect. All

that remained was to speed its coming and determine its final form.

H2TW, pp.174-175.
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In Kojéeve's view, this form would be decided by the outcome of the
struggle between Russia and the West (a struggle which he finally
decided had been won by the West, specifically by America).113 His
own philosophical efforts can be seen as attempts to articulate the
philosophical justification for the Universal and Homogeneous State,
while his work as a bureaucrat can be understood as an attempt to
help create the material conditions for its formation.114 His work
may indeed be called propaganda, but | would argue that it should be
understood as propaganda in the strictest sense, defined as “a
systematic effort to persuade a body of people to support or adopt a
particular opinion, attitude, or course of action,” rather than in the
more often used sense of "a body of distortions and half-truths
calculated to bias one's judgment or opinions."115 He was not
attempting to create the Universal and Homogeneous State ex nihilo,
but to steer events, which were already moving in a general
direction, towards a particular version of their goal. Having
described Kojeve's efforts as being directed towards a particular
goal, the establishment of the Universal and Homogeneous State, it

is ‘now necessary to examine that goal.

1131RH, p.161n.

114Kojeve wrote to Strauss that he considered it essential that the West become
economically and politically integrated if it was to defeat Russia and provide
the model for the Universal and Homogeneous State, and it in these areas (EEC,
GATT) that he worked. He seems by 1950 to have lost his earlier admiration for
Stalin. (letter to Strauss, September 19,1950 OT p.256).

115Funk & Wagnalls Standard College Dictionary 1982 p.1080.
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Chapter 4: The Universal and Homogeneous State

For Kojeve, as we have seen, history is completed in and by the
Universal and Homogeneous State. It is the state in which humanity's
deepest desire, the desire for recognition, is satisfied. Kojéve
~argues that the final state is homogeneous in that differences of
class and race are overcome, so that each citizen recognizes others,
and is recognized in turn, not as a representative of a particular
group (i.e,. as a worker, or a white man, or a capitalist), but as an
- individual. And he or she is recognized universally, because the final

state is itself universal. Kojéve writes:

...recognition is truly universal, for, by definition, the
State embraces the whole of the human race (even in its
past, through the total historical tradition which this
State perpetuates in the present; and in its future, since
henceforth the future no longer differs from the present
in which Man is already fully satisfied).116

This state, Kojeve admits, does not exist as yet, at least not in its
final form, and he argues that Hegel knew this as well. Hegel, says

Kojeve:

1161RH, p.237.
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...only asserted that the germ of this State was present
in the World and that the necessary and sufficient
conditions for its growth were in existence.117

In actualizing the ideals of the French Revolution, Napoleon
established the basis from which the Universal and Homogeneous
State could develop. In his early period, Kojéve saw this
development as both necessary and good. As we have seen, he did not
regard it as inevitable, but he saw it as necessary as the way to
allow human nature to reach its highest potential in complete self-
consciousness. And Kojéve saw the coming of the Universal and
Homogeneous State as good, in two senses of the term. Specifically,
as we have seen, what is good for Kojéve is what succeeds. And the
Universal and Homogeneous State, as the final state, is the best
state, because it will not, can not, be superseded.’8 |t seems as
well that Kojeve saw the Universal and Homogeneous State as good
in a more generally accepted sense of the word. If history, as Hegel
said, was a "slaughter-bench," the end of history would be radically
different. The coming of the Universal and Homogeneous State,
Kojeve wrote, would mean the end of "wars and bloody revolutions,"
those two great evils that have plagued humanity throughout history.

Post-historical man would no longer work, or would work as little

1171RH, p.97.
1181etter to Strauss September 19,1950 OT p.255.
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as possible, because nature would have been definitively conquered.
Philosophy, it is true, would. disappear, but only because it had
succeeded. The search for Wisdom would be replaced by the

contemplation of achieved Wisdom. Beyond this, Kojéve writes:

...all the rest can be preserved indefinitely; art, love,

play, etc., etc.; in short, everything that makes Man

happy.119
It is true that man, understood as a historical (that is, one who
changes the given through fighting and work) individual, would
disappear. For Kojéve, however, this is not a catastrophe. Man would
remain as an ‘animal in harmony with Nature or given Being."120
Kojeve is not, in this instance, using the word "animal® in a
pejorative sense. Post-historical man, in this formulation, is an
animal only in the sense that he is no longer driven to negate the
given, to change his circumstances, in order to satisfy his desire for
recognition. As Cooper points out, Kojéve also thought that he could
be regarded as a (mortal) "god."'21 The name matters little; whether
he was called a god or an animal, post-historical man would live in a
state that satisfied his most fundamental desire, enjoying the
activities that make him happy, while remaining free of the

hardships of history. While not all of us would agree that this is a

1191RH, p.159n.
1201RH, p. 158n.
121Cooper, p.274.
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perfect state, it appears that, for Kojeve, it was a goal worth

pursuing.

Thus far we have dealt with Kojéve's early views. In the post-
war period, however, his ideas changed considerably. While he did
not abandon his philosophical anthropology or his account of the
historical process, his views changed in some very important
aspects. In a footnote to the second edition of /ntroduction to the
Reading of Hegel, published in 1962, Kojéve retracts several of his
previous statements. Previously he had believed, in disagreement
with Hegel, that history had not ended, but was in the process of

ending. By 1948 he had changed his mind. Kojeve writes:

...l understood that the Hegelian-Marxist end of History
was not yet to come, but was already a present, here and
now. Observing what was taking place around me and
reflecting on what had taken place in the world since the
Battle of Jena, | understood that Hegel was right to see
in this battle the end of History properly so-called.122

In effect, history ended with the establishment of the Napoleonic
Empire.123 Events since that time, including the world wars and
numerous revolutions, had simply been a matter of tidying up the

details and bringing the less advanced areas of the world into the

1221RH, p.160n.

123 While Napoleon was defeated and his empire dismantled, the ideas that
underlay it remained. In Kojéve's grand scheme, Waterloo is irrelevant.



77

Universal and Homogeneous- State. Kojéve writes, for example, that

since 1806, nothing has happened except:

...the alignment of the provinces. The Chinese Revolution
is nothing more than the introduction of the Napoleonic
Code to China.124

Related to Kojéve's change of mind about the date of the end of

history was a major change in his attitude towards it.

As we saw, in his earlier view, Kojéve argued that what would
disappear would be primarily the violent aspects of history, such as
wars and revolutions. Things like art, love, and play would remain. In
his later version, however, Kojéve argues that these would no longer
be human activities. Man's animalization would be complete. In his
footnote to the second edition of Introduction to the Reading of

Hegel, published in 1962, Kojeve writes:

if Man becomes an animal again, his arts, his loves, and
his play must also become purely "natural" again. Hence
it would have to be admitted that after the end of
History, men would construct their edifices and works of
art as birds build their nests and spiders spin their
webs, would perform musical concerts after the fashion
of frogs and cicadas, would play like young animals, and
would indulge in love like adult beasts.125

124Kojeve, interview in La Quinzaine Littéraire 53 July 1-15, 1968. p.19. (my
translation).
1251RH, p.159n.
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The happiness Kojéve predicted at the end of history becomeé merely
the contentment of the well-fed animal. As well, while Kojéve
earlier argued that philosophy would disappear, because its task had
been successfully completed and it had been replaced by Wisdom, he

now argues that Wisdom itself will disappear. He writes:

Animals of the species Homo sapiens would react by
conditioned reflexes to vocal signals or sign ‘language,"
and thus their so-called discourses would be like what is
supposed to be the ‘"language" of bees. What would
disappear, then, is not only Philosophy or the search for
discursive Wisdom, but also that Wisdom itself. For in
these post-historical animals, there would no longer be
any ‘[discursive] understanding of the World and of
self."126

It is not immediately clear from this passage why Wisdom must
disappear. Kojéve offers a second explanation for this in his article
"Les Romans de la Sagesse" a review of three novels by Raymond
Queneau. Kojéve argues that Queneau's work can be understood in

Hegelian terms, and that, specifically:

...the three novels in question deal with Wisdom. Queneau
describes three versions of the Wise Man, that is to say
three of his aspects, or “constitutive moments," each

different and complementary.127
On first reading, Queneau's characters do not correspond to what we

would normally think of as wise men. Neither do they appear to

1261RH, p.160n.
127"Novels of Wisdom", p-136.
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correspond to Kojéve's description. Valentin Bru, for example, the
protagonist of The Sunday of Life, is a rather unimpressive figure.
He has no real goals, no ambitions, and no apparent talents. He drifts
through life, not caring too much about anything. Kojéve, however,
argues that he is a Wise Man. Kojéve argues that Bru is, at least
insofar as Queneau reveals him to us, satisfied. He compares him to
a god, serene and "untouchable amidst catastrophes"128, and argues
further that there is no reason to suppose that he is not fully self-
conscious, as well. Thus, he fits the twofold definition of the Wise
Man. Valentin Bru, Kojéve tells us, has achieved "the Wisdom which
allows the concrete totality of the completed Universe to be
embraced in a discursive glance."129 Since history is essentially
over, however, even this pastime becomes boring, a "sterile game"
that Wisdom plays with itself. We can see how this might be
possible. Since the Wise Man's Wisdom is by definition unchanging
and unchangeable, mere contemplation would be repetitive and
eventually boring. ‘The truly Wise Man abandons this, plunging into
‘contact with the concrete reality of the senses" which brings him
(and his wife Julia) only "pleasure and joy."130 As an example,
Kojeve refers us to the final lines of The Sunday of Life, where a

crowd is attempting to force its way onto a train:

128 "Novels of Wisdom", p.144.
129"Novels of Wisdom", p.150.
130"Novels of Wisdom", p.151.
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Three girls, inexplicably dressed as mountaineers, were
taking advantage of the respectability of this costume to
try and climb into a compartment through the window.
Valentin had gone up to them and was courteously helping
them in this enterprise.

Julia choked with laughter; it was so as to get his
hand on their behinds.131

This, apparently, is the appropriate way for a Wise Man to spend his
time. This is the life of "tranquil happiness in perfect satisfaction"
that has been the goal of the historical process. And it is, Kojeve
tells us, the only life to which we can "reasonably aspire."132
Wisdom, then, does not so much disappear as it is abandoned.
Because everything has been said, the discourse of the Wise Man, if

he is not to just endlessly repeat himself, must lapse into silence.

Kojéve's later view of the state of humanity at the end of
history appears to be much bleaker than his earlier view. The long
progress to full realization of the human potential ends in a
reanimalization of Man. The long search for Wisdom ends in its loss.
Man's struggle to rise above Nature ends _in his return to it. This is
all quite clear. What is less clear is what exactly Kojeve means by

the "reanimalization" of Man. In the terms of his anthropology, man

131 Raymond Queneau. The Sunday of Life. Barbara Wright trans. (London:
John Calder Ltd., 1976). p.198.

132"Novels of Wisdom", p.152.
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is defined as the being who negates the given through fighting and
work. If, at the end of history, a being neither fights nor works, he
cannot, by Kojéve's terms, be called human. Kojéve calls him an
animal, or alternatively, an "automaton." Those who attain Wisdom
through contemplation can become "gods."133 But even they get bored,
and lapse into silence. This, too, is quite clear. But what does it
mean for us, who are supposedly living at the end of history? Kojéve
does express this in more concrete terms. He saw very little
difference between the communist and capitalist worlds, regarding
each as a manifestation of the development of the Universal and
Homogeneous State. While they were in competition with each other,
in the end it would matter little which triumphed. He wrote in 1962
that "the Russians and Chinese are only Americans who are still poor
but are rapidly proceeding to get richer." And from this, he concluded
that:

...the "American way of life" was the type of life specific
to the post-historical period, the actual presence of the
United States in the World prefiguring the ‘"eternal
present" future of all of humanity. Thus, Man's return to
animality appeared no longer as a possibility that was
yet to come, but as a certainty that was already
present.134

133%etter to Strauss, Sept.19,1950. in OT p.255. i
1341RH, p.161n.
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Post-historical man, then, "is typified by Americans, or more
precisely, Americans as seen through the eyes of a European
intellectual. Post-historical man is a mindless consumer, concerned
only with security and pleasure. Kojéve has seen the future and it is
George Babbitt.135

Kojeve did, however, see one possible alternative to this
vision of post-historical man, one that was suggested to him by his
travels to Japan. Kojéve argued that, in Japan, one could see a
society that had, since its isolation under the Togukawa shogunate
in the early seventeenth century, experienced life at the end of
history, with no wars to fight, where the nobility "ceased to risk
their lives (even in duel) and yet did not for that begin to work."136
In the absence of opportunity for meaningful, that is, historical,
activity, the Japanese developed arts and disciplines which
emphasized form over content, such as the tea ceremony and the Noh

theatre. Such pursuits in effect elevated snobbery to a high art. And,

135George Babbitt, the hero of Sinclair Lewis's 1922 novel Babbitt, is the
quintessential American bourgeois, that human type so despised by European
intellectuals. He is a salesman, a Booster, a member of the Good Citizens League.
His speech consists almost entirely of the repetition of advertising slogans and
the received wisdom of the mass media, perhaps prefiguring the "sign
language"