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1. ON TRANSLATION: THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES  
 
 
THE UNTRANSLATABLE IN TRANSLATION. 
A HEGELIAN DIALECTIC 

 
by Angelica Nuzzo* 

 
 

Abstract. The essay articulates the dialectical predicament in which translating is 
confronted by non-translating or the untranslatable in Hegel’s philosophy. It presents 
systematically different meanings of the untranslatable at the heart of dialectical translation 
itself and addresses the central question: What is, for dialectic-speculative thinking, the 
Untranslatable as such? In answering this question, the first part of the essay inquires into 
the different possible forms that the untranslatable assumes in translation, and explores the 
dialectical relation that connects them. On this basis, the second part of the essay discusses 
a specific case in which that relation can be seen at play in Hegel’s philosophy. Herein 
Hegel’s Logic as the first part of the encyclopedic system is presented as the paradigmatic 
case of the Untranslatable from which the dialectical translation taking place in the 
Realphilosophie issues. 

 
Keywords. Untranslatable; Logic; Dialectical Translation; Monolingualism 

 
 
It is tempting to follow, once again, the suggestion that 

Hegelian dialectic1, sharing fundamental characters with the act of 
translation broadly construed, can be ultimately understood as the 
ongoing systematic development of a movement of translation. 
This suggestion, in turn, is accompanied by the complementary 
thesis that reclaims for the practice of translation itself a 
fundamentally dialectical nature. Indeed, many are the constitutive 
features that recommend framing the logical and methodological 

 
* Graduate Center and Brooklyn College, CUNY 
 
1 In quite general terms, I indicate henceforth with ‘dialectic’ Hegel’s dialectic-
speculative logic as the underlying guiding methodological force of both the 
Logic and the Philosophy of Nature and Spirit. 
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process guiding the systematic unfolding of Hegel’s thought across 
the spheres of pure thinking, nature, and spirit as the enactment of 
successive and interconnected acts of translation. For one thing, 
common to both the movement of dialectic and that of translation 
(both taken in their utmost generality) is the dynamic action of 
‘carrying across’ heterogeneous elements – whether they be 
heterogeneous thought determinations and forms of reality or 
heterogeneous languages, identities, historical and cultural 
contexts. At stake, in both cases, is the act of carrying and moving 
across – the passage of trans-ducere or Über-gehen – that implies, at 
once, the seemingly contradictory acts of positing and overcoming 
an always resurging fundamental ‘otherness’ of sort, the acts of 
creating and bridging a distance in time and space or, 
systematically, the heterogeneity of different eccentric circles of 
thought. Indeed, translation is both alienation and appropriation, 
becoming or making oneself other than oneself and coming to 
one’s own. Ultimately, what I call ‘dialectical translation’ is 
thinking’s (self-) transformation across multiple spheres (of 
determination and reality) that cohere, in the end, to form the 
overarching unity of Hegel’s system of philosophy. Moreover, the 
movement of Hegelian dialectic – be it the immanent logical 
unfolding of the determinations of pure thinking, the development 
of nature’s and spirit’s ever more complex forms of existence and 
action, or the overarching process that conjoins all three – is, at the 
same time, continuous and discrete as it proceeds through gaps and 
crises and through more or less eccentric circles in order to finally 
achieve the self-referential and fully mediated unity of the complete 
system of philosophy. Crucial to this development is the transition 
– or the translation, as it were – whereby thinking traverses those 
discontinuities thereby coming eventually (back) to itself. 

There is certainly already much that calls for further discussion 
and elaboration when the notion of ‘dialectical translation’ is 
framed in terms of this initial picture of Hegel’s philosophy. And 
it should be underscored that the notion of ‘dialectical translation’ 
implies both that the movement of dialectical thinking as discur-
sive thinking is (to be understood as) a process of translation, and 
the suggestion that the practice of ‘translation’ as such displays a 
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fundamentally dialectical logic – dialectic as translation and transla-
tion’s dialectical nature are brought together in this notion. While I 
have done extensive work on this topic on multiple occasions in 
the past2, presently I want to take this framework for granted and 
move, instead, in a different although connected direction. This is 
the direction hinted at by the negativity constitutively contained in 
the movement of dialectic-speculative thinking, i.e., by the negative 
which fuels and nourishes the dynamic self-transforming tension 
proper to that movement. At stake, to put it differently, is the con-
flictual interaction, in the constitution of the translation process of 
thinking, between the elements or modalities that Hegel indicates 
as ‘das Verständige’ and ‘das Vernünftige’ characterizing all logical and 
real formations – the rational, in turn, considered both in its nega-
tive and positive activity (Enz. § 79). 

The premise of my argument is that if indeed the process of 
dialectic-speculative thinking can be construed as a process of dia-
lectical translation, then, since negativity and contradiction are 
constitutive moments or forces of the process precisely on the 
ground of its dialectical nature, there must be a crucial role that 
negativity and contradiction play in the act of translation itself. 
Herein a host of questions immediately arise. Given the necessary 
determinateness of dialectical negation, what is the negative (or the 
contradictory opposite) that specifically confronts translation, and 
what is the negative at work within translation? What happens to 
the negative in the process of translation? There is certainly a first 
obvious sense in which the negative as ‘difference’ and ‘otherness’ 
(as the other language, voice, culture, history) is always already pre-
supposed by the act of translation and is, somewhat, its very 
foundation and justification. Indeed, the process of translation 
seems to be predicated on the existence of such otherness as that 
which is to be translated (or, alternatively, as that into which it is 

 
2 See my Translation, (Self-Transformation), and the Power of the Middle, «PhiloSophia», 
III (1), 2013, pp. 19-35; Geschichte der Philosophie als Übersetzungsprozess, in 
Übersetzung – Sprache und Interpretation, ed. by W. Büttemeyer, H.J. Sandkühler, 
Frankfurt a. M.-Berlin, Peter Lang, 2000, pp. 25-51; Il problema filosofico della 
traduzione ed il problema della traduzione filosofica, «Quaderni di traduzione», 
XXXVIII, 1994, pp. 169-193. 
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to be translated). This can be considered as the negative at play 
within translation. Here, however, I want to consider the negative 
of translation in an additional, stronger sense, namely, as the nega-
tive or the opposite of the very practice and activity of translating, 
as that which opposes translation from without or en bloc, so to speak, 
as an opposite practice or movement. I want to suggest that this 
negative is constitutive of the movement of translation in its very 
possibility – not, however, as the other to be translated (hence ap-
propriated or reduced to the movement of translation) but instead 
as the activity of non-translating that runs counter to translating as 
its opposite. In this perspective, the negative of translation is, I 
submit, the ‘untranslatable’. I should notice, however, that I do not 
take the untranslatable in a substantive or substantial sense (as a 
‘thing’ of sorts) but rather in an active and dynamic sense so as to 
include the impossibility of translating, the act of resisting or refus-
ing translation, the considered act of non-translating, the process 
of failure or defeat from which translation arises. 

In this essay, I shall endeavor to make sense of the dialectical 
predicament in which translating is confronted by non-translating 
or the untranslatable. I shall think of the process of translation di-
alectically from the standpoint of and in relation to the 
untranslatable in order to ascertain how this predicament is articu-
lated within Hegel’s philosophy. In so doing, I shall present 
systematically different meanings of the untranslatable at the heart 
of dialectical translation itself. In this framework, I first address the 
question: What is, for dialectical-speculative thinking, the untrans-
latable as such3? In answering this question, I shall inquire into the 
different possible forms that the untranslatable assumes in transla-
tion, and explore the dialectical relation that connects them. On 
this basis, in the second part of the essay, I move on to the discus-
sion of a specific case in which that relation can be seen at play in 
Hegel’s philosophy. Herein I shall take Hegel’s Logic as the first 
part of the system as a paradigmatic case. 

 
3 This formal question may be considered different from the material (or content 
determined) question: What is it that is untranslatable? 
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The claim I seek to establish in my argument by framing the 
relationship between translation and its negative dialectically and by 
taking Hegel’s Logic as a case in point, is that the act of translation 
is borne of its negative, i.e., the act of non-translating or the un-
translatable act, which always and necessarily confronts translation 
as its condition of possibility and its necessary constraint, as the 
ground from which translation comes to be in its most distinctive 
movements and strategies. The claim is not that there is always a 
resurgent otherness to be translated (hence appropriated), but that 
the very practice of translating arises out of a confrontation with 
the opposite practice of non-translating. In a sense, the negative 
here precedes and grounds the positive act. On a very general level, 
this claim is intended to counter the well-known and utterly non-
dialectical deconstructive paradox often expressed as the an-
tinomy: «we can’t translate, we must translate»; «everything is 
translatable, nothing is translatable»4. In fact, I argue that transla-
tion takes place not despite the untranslatable but rather precisely in 
force of it and out of an original and constitutive relation to it. It is 
only by confronting the untranslatable and on the ground estab-
lished by it that translation becomes the meaningful dialectical 
practice of engaging with otherness. On the other hand, and pre-
cisely for this reason, the untranslatable is neither mastered nor 
subjugated nor triumphantly overcome in and by the act of trans-
lation. It is, instead, recognized as indispensable to the very 
movement of translation. The act of translation does not negate 
but rather confirms (the necessity of) its opposite, namely, the un-
translatable or the act of non-translating. More specifically, I shall 
argue that in Hegel’s philosophy, the Logic as the first discipline of 
the system functions as ‘the untranslatable’. From the logical un-
translatable, thinking’s translation – its passage or Übergehen – to 
the ‘real’ systematic spheres of Nature and Spirit takes place. Or, 
to put this point differently, the ‘transition’ from the absolute idea 
to its radical other, namely, nature, occurs precisely because the 

 
4 See T. Hermans, Untranslatability, Entanglement, and Understanding, in Untranslat-
ability: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. by D. Large et. al., New York-Abingdon, 
Routledge, 2019, pp. 28-37, p. 28. 
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absolute idea is (the) untranslatable. As a result, the Logic finally 
re-occurs transformed or indeed, this time, fully ‘translated’ as the 
last systematic discipline at the end of the Encyclopedia. 

So now, to the first question: What is the untranslatable that 
dialectically confronts thinking’s translation? 
 
 
1. What is the Untranslatable? 

 
I want to shift the focus from the untranslatable the thing to 

the untranslatable as that which indicates (because it is posited by, 
as a result) the practice of non-translating, the act or the injunction 
not-to-translate. While the former has received much attention, es-
pecially in Jacques Derrida’s aftermath, the latter has not5. I should 
also emphasize that while the former hints at an idea of translation 
as equivalence (in order to mark its limit), the latter refers to trans-
lation as the dynamic process in which transition rather than 
equivalence is at stake. Indeed, strictly speaking, the opposite of 
translation and translating is the corresponding active process of 
non-translating, not the substantial, seemingly objective limit ex-
pressed by the thing allegedly taken as ‘untranslatable’. The shift 
from the former to the latter, however, can easily be understood 
on the basis of a common sense assumption. The implicit assump-
tion is that within the pervasive movement of an ever advancing 
and extending translation process (in which, much like the homog-
enizing globalization of world-economy, we are seemingly always 
already engaged, no matter what), the act of non-translating or not-
to-translate is warranted and accepted if and only if something truly 
(i.e., substantially) untranslatable is encountered. For, why should 
non-translating be favored over translating if the latter were possi-
ble? In fact, counter to this assumption, not-to-translate may very 

 
5 See Derrida’s seminal Plato’s Pharmacy, in Dissemination, Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1981, pp. 61-171. The notion of the untranslatable has received 
attention in the aftermath of the publication of B. Cassin, Dictionnaire des 
intraduisibles, Paris, Seuil, 2004, and its translation into English as Dictionary of 
Untranslatables. A Philosophical Lexicon, ed. by B. Cassin, E. Apter, J. Lezra, M. 
Wood, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2014. 
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well be a way to actively advance the movement of thinking – a 
way different than, although connected with, the carrying across or 
Übergehen achieved by translation. Not-to-translate may indeed sig-
nal a choice or a desire or the act of embracing and furthering a 
possibility rather than (or in addition to) the inescapable way of 
facing an allegedly non-negotiable hard impossibility6. Not-to-
translate may turn out to be a way of breaking the seemingly ines-
capable continuity of the process of exchange of equivalents 
thereby inaugurating a new system of relations. The untranslatable, 
in this sense, may be the locus of a critique of unquestioned given 
translation practices. Or even: not-to-translate may very well be, 
more originally, the starting point of all translating as such. This 
latter, I shall argue, is the case of which Hegel’s Logic offers a 
pointed illustration. Moreover, while on that common sense as-
sumption the act of translation is subservient to an ontology that 
discriminates what is and what is not translatable, I intend to re-
verse this relation. Translating and non-translating as acts, 
practices, and dynamic processes are original and such as to insti-
tute the reality of what is deemed – or rather posited as – the 
translatable and translated or, alternatively, non-translatable and 
not translated (thing).  

Let me proceed to enumerate, in no particular order, the range 
of meanings displayed by the untranslatable within the dialectical 
framework indicated above7. Thereby we will get a sense of the role 
that the untranslatable plays within dialectical translation. (i) Fol-
lowing a common intuition, the untranslatable marks the impossible 
in translation, hence its limit. Dialectically, however, this impossi-
bility is nested within translation and constitutes it in the essential 
movement of becoming other, in the alienation that translation it-
self always and necessarily is. Translation arises out of its own 
impossibility. The untranslatable marks that impossibility from 

 
6 See Dictionary of Untranslatables, Preface, p. xiv: the untranslatable may signal the 
«private anguish that we as translators experience when confronted with material 
that we don’t want to translate or see translated». 
7 In a different context, see J. Lezra, This untranslatability which is not one, «Para-
graph», XXXVIII (2), 2015, pp. 174-188. 
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which translation arises as a way of overcoming (or negating, as it 
were) that very impossibility, or as a way of pushing that impossi-
bility farther on, or to the limit. (ii) In a connected sense, the 
untranslatable as untranslatability is the irreducible ‘otherness’ de-
fining the alienation or ‘becoming other’ that bookends the 
movement of translation. Indeed, this movement is at once the at-
tempt to make otherness one’s own and the estranging process 
whereby what is one’s own becomes (or is made) other. And yet, 
the untranslatable is that which cannot be ‘owned’ or ‘appropri-
ated’ in the appropriation process that it itself triggers. Just as the 
untranslatable defies the logic of equivalent-exchange, it also de-
fines the notion of translation as appropriation.  

As I shall argue below, Hegel’s Logic is the untranslatable in 
both these senses. It marks the impossibility of translation from 
which the alienation of the «absolute idea» in nature and its coming 
to itself throughout the development of spirit arises. The move-
ment of translation that issues from the conclusion of the Logic is 
the absolute idea’s «Entschluss» that leads to its becoming other – 
to its learning a new language, speaking a new language, and con-
sequently becoming other than itself in the element of such new 
languages, namely, the languages or «elements» of nature and spirit. 

(iii) In an additional sense, however, the untranslatable is not 
a true impossibility but a choice – perhaps a forced choice but a 
choice nonetheless8. It is that which is not translated within the 
body of a translation; it is that which is other and necessarily remains 
other. It is the remnant, the residue or the irreducible presence of 
the ‘original’ within the movement of translation; it is a point of 
permanence and resistance in the ever-changing and ever-adapting 
order of Übergehen. In this sense, the untranslatable fundamentally 
changes the translation, i.e., the receiving language or the order in 
which translation occurs. For, in it, the resistance of the untrans-
latable remains an insurmountable presence. Taken in this sense, 

 
8 It may even be a «duty not to translate» to which «the divine right of untrans-
latability» corresponds, as in the Islamic tradition, see E. Apter, Philosophical 
Translation and Untranslatability: Translation as Critical Pedagogy, «Profession», 2010, 
pp. 50-63, p. 55. 
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the untranslatable or the choice not-to-translate refutes, yet again, 
the notion of translation as successful and complete mastery of 
otherness (as appropriation, as it were)9. If complete mastery or 
subjugation of otherness is translation’s aim, then the untranslata-
ble is indeed the sign of a failed translation (or mistranslation). 
Dialectically, by contrast, the untranslatable as the choice not-to-
translate is the cypher of the negative shaping the practice of trans-
lation from within. The examples that can be offered on this point 
are many, and known to any translator of philosophical (and not 
only philosophical) texts. Hegel’s own language is posited as the 
untranslatable when all attempts at translation are relinquished in 
front of terms such as Fürsichsein, Ansichsein, Aufhebung (Aufhebung 
being itself explicitly recognized in its proximity to – yet not a true 
equivalent of – the Latin tollere)10. These terms are often maintained 
untranslated in the receiving language. But even when an alleged 
equivalent is conjured up in the receiving language, the presence of 
the original as truly ‘untranslatable’ is felt in the artificially or awk-
wardly sounding, and often newly coined term. The untranslatable 
always changes the receiving language, making the receiving lan-
guage the ‘other of itself’ (the English speaker uttering ‘being-for-
self’, for example).  

(iv) Furthermore, the untranslatable and accordingly not-
translated original may be an idiomatic expression, individual and 
local, which is maintained in its individuality and locality within the 
pervasive order of the universal language of translation. In this case 
as well, the untranslatable idiom, by its very presence, far from re-
linquishing its untranslatability, changes the receiving language in 

 
9 See (ii). 
10 G.W.F. Hegel, Werke, 20 vols., ed. by E. Moldenhauer and H. M. Michel, 
Frankfurt am Main, Surhkamp, 1986, V, p. 114; hereafter TW. See G. di 
Giovanni’s Translator’s Note to his translation of the Science of Logic, Cambridge-
New York, Cambridge University Press, 2010, pp. lxiii-lxxiv, p. lxvi. Plato’s 
pharmakon and Heidegger’s untranslatable because untranslated Dasein are other 
famous and much discussed presences, and the examples from the history of 
philosophy and translation of philosophical texts can be multiplied (see J. 
Derrida, Plato’s Pharmacy; P. Kamuff, Passing Strange: The Laws of Translation; E. 
Apter, Philosophical Translation). 
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which it is maintained. In the Logic of Being, addressing the mo-
ment of «Sein-für-Eines» Hegel refers to the «at first strange» 
German idiomatic expression that asks «was für ein Ding etwas sei» 
(TW 5, 177). George Di Giovanni leaves this expression untrans-
lated in his English translation of the Science of Logic, and only 
proposes an approximate equivalent in the English «What for a 
thing is this or that»11. Here, to be sure, the untranslatable German 
idiom plays a role already within the logical language of Hegel’s 
text. Although both «Sein-für-Eines» as determination of Fürsichsein 
and the common idiomatic expression «was für ein Ding etwas sei» 
express the «idealistic» nature of the finite (hence the truth), they 
are hardly translations of each other. They are, rather, two untrans-
latables that gain further meaning in relation to each other. 

(v) The untranslatable is the space of a shift, of a mismatch 
that opens up the possibility of new meanings. It indicates the 
Denkraum in which words and concepts «no longer have a distinct 
definition proper to any one language»12 as they rather come to 
denote an utterly new language. In a sense, this is the case with the 
just discussed example of the logical determination «Sein-für-Eines» 
– a determination that does not appear in any logic before or after 
Hegel, and exemplifies instead the peculiar language of his dialec-
tic-speculative logic. One of the distinctive tasks Hegel assigns to 
his Logic is the task of bringing the «ossified material» of traditional 
logic to life by making it «fluid» («in Flüssigkeit zu bringen»), «reviving 
the concept in such a dead matter» (TW 6, 243; also TW 5, 48; TW 
3, 51). The proposed dynamization of conceptual forms destabi-
lizes the fixed categories of traditional logic and metaphysics 
thereby fundamentally innovating them. Meaning changes as it hits 
the untranslatability of the new logical language. Indeed, the oper-
ation of «bringing fluidity» to the dead unmoved matter of 
traditional logic is predicated on the creation of the space of vague-
ness and indeterminacy – on the untranslatability, as it were – that 
separates the old from the new, the dead forms from the living 

 
11 Hegel, Science of Logic, p. 128. 
12 Dictionary of Untranslatables, p. x. 
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ones13. At the root of this task is the idea that at the heart of the 
new logic lies something fundamentally untranslatable hence irre-
ducible because endowed with a life or spirit of its own. What 
Hegel indicates as (dialectic-speculative) Begriff is not the equivalent 
of the Begriff of traditional formal or transcendental logic. Despite 
the homonymy, the former does not translate the latter; it is instead 
that which remains untranslatable for the «understanding» 
(Verstand) and the dead fixity of its non-dialectical logic14. Lacking 
a life of its own, the concept of traditional logic, in its unmoved, 
dead substantiality has to be activated by an external reflection or 
an externally intervening Verstand. By creating a discontinuity with 
the tradition, the untranslatability of the new logic is one with the 
dynamization of the traditional forms of thinking. To put this point 
differently, translation is not a quest for seamless equivalence un-
der changing (historical or systematic) conditions but a process of 
radical innovation triggered by the untranslatable. 

(vi) Methodologically, the practice of not-to-translate can be 
seen as the activity of Verstand that this time as «das Verständige» 
along with «das Vernünftige» constitutes an integral aspect of «das 
Logische» or, more precisely, of «jedes Logisch-Reellen» (Enz. § 79 and 
Remark).  The intellectual moment of the dialectic-speculative pro-
cess keeps the logical determinations apart thereby resisting their 
dialectical translation or the movement of «Übergehen into their op-
posite» (Enz. §§ 80-81). By resisting the movement of translation, 
however, the understanding effectively makes it happen. This con-
firms that the untranslatable as such is at work in all dialectic-
speculative processes, i.e., ultimately, in all translation. 

 
 

2. Hegel’s Logic as the Untranslatable 
 
I turn now, more directly, to Hegel’s Logic and to its position 

within the encyclopedic system of philosophy. I shall argue for the 

 
13 See A. Nuzzo, Vagueness and Meaning Variance in Hegel’s Logic, in Hegel and the Ana-
lytic Tradition, ed. by A. Nuzzo, London-New York, Continuum, 2009, pp. 61-82. 
14 See Phenomenology of Spirit, TW 3, p. 52. 
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claim that the Logic is the first, original ‘untranslatable’ from which 
the dynamic process of translation that constitutes the system of 
philosophy in its entirety arises. In addition, however, the Logic re-
appears, circularly, at the end of the Encyclopedia as the conclusion 
of the system (Enz. §§ 574-576). Dialectically, the Logic – or das 
Logische as the language of the logical idea and the universal gram-
mar of the philosophical system – is, this time or at this final 
systematic stage, fully translated through all the languages succes-
sively encountered during the journey through the spheres of 
nature and spirit. Ultimately, the Untranslatable translated indicates 
the accomplished movement of Hegel’s philosophical system15. 

In addition to the meanings examined above, I shall focus 
henceforth on the following proposition. Hegel’s Logic is the Un-
translatable16 because it is the inescapable and exclusive domain of 
an absolute monolingualism. Now, a monolingualism that is 
grounded in the absolute pervasiveness of the one and unique uni-
versal language (das Logische as global language, as it were; the 
absolute idea as «alle Wahrheit»: TW 6, 549), and that consequently 
excludes the existence of other languages is the order of the abso-
lutely untranslatable. The monolingualism of the logical idea is the 
original opposite of the movement of translation; it is that which 
negates translation as such. The problem of the conclusion of the 
Logic, then, can be construed as the problem of the escape from 
the Logic’s absolute monolingualism; the problem of showing 
how, dialectically, the idea’s monolingualism necessarily generates 
the need for – and the articulation of – other languages, namely, 
the other languages of nature and spirit. This is the «passage»17 or 
Übergang beyond the Logic, the movement of translation constitut-
ing the philosophical system of which the Logic is only the first 

 
15 I cannot touch on this point in the present essay. See, however, my Hegels 
Auffassung der Philosophie als System und die drei Schlüsse der Enzyklopädie, in Hegels 
enzyklopädisches System der Philosophie, ed. by H.-C. Lukas, B. Tuschling, U. Vogel, 
Stuttgart, Frommann Holzboog, 2004, pp. 459-480. 
16 I.e.: the original, foundational act of non-translating. 
17 For translation as «passage» (and «no passage» or «impasse») see P. Kamuf, 
Passing Strange, p. 64f. 



Essays                                                  The Untranslatable in Translation 
 

   
 

13 

sphere. In other words, the problem of the conclusion of the Logic 
is the problem of the way in which the untranslatable (and the 
Logic as the original and foundational Untranslatable) gives raise 
to the possibility – and truly the necessity and the actuality – of the 
movement of translation. 

«I only have one language; it is not mine». This is how Derrida 
announces the central issue addressed in his 1996 Monolingualism of 
the Other (Le monolinguisme de l’autre). This is how, I propose, the 
«absolute idea» introduced in the last chapter of the Logic reflects 
by looking back to the accomplished itinerary that has led precisely 
to (the possibility of) that final recollection. The both retroactive 
and prospective look of such a reflection, for Hegel, is the «abso-
lute method»18 (ultimately, the absolute idea in its universality is 
itself absolute method: TW 6, 550). «I am monolingual. My mon-
olingualism dwells, and I call it my dwelling; […] I remain in it and 
inhabit it. It inhabits me. The monolingualism in which I draw my 
very breath is, for me, my element. Not a natural element, not the 
transparency of the ether, but an absolute habitat»19. In the intro-
duction to the Science of Logic, considering the relation between the 
logical «science» and the individual in her culture and formation 
(Bildung), Hegel claims that the logic displays a role analogous to 
the role grammar plays in language. Indeed, at stake in the new 
science is the logical grammar underlying language as condition of 
its meaningfulness. Hegel argues that two are the possible relations 
in which grammar and language are experienced by the individual. 
These relations are not mutually exclusive as they rather integrate 
each other in the unfolding process of the individual’s Bildung. To 
the person who does not master a certain language (for whom lan-
guage ‘is not hers’, to put it with Derrida), grammar appears as a 
dry and abstract – indeed, dead – set of isolated rules simply there 
to be applied but meaningless in themselves outside of their con-
crete application. On the other hand, and in contrast to that first 

 
18 See the «das rückwärtsgehende Bergründen» and «das vorwärtsgehende Weiterbestimmen» 
that characterize the method in TW 6, p. 570. 
19 J. Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 
1996, p. 1. 
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stance, «the person who has mastered a language and is also ac-
quainted with other languages with which to compare it, to this person is 
given the capacity to feel in the grammar of the language the spirit 
and culture of a people; the same rules and forms now have an 
enriched, living value» (TW 5, 53 – my emphasis). The Logic pre-
sents the pervasive grammar underlying the idea’s original 
language. From the logical language the absolute idea «draws its 
living breath» – to put the point, again, with Derrida. Accordingly, 
Hegel contends that «das Logische» is the «element» in which the 
immanent movement of self-determination of logical forms suc-
cessively takes place (TW 5, 57). This element, as Derrida notices, 
is not a «natural element» although it may in fact be a perfectly 
transparent «ether», i.e., the idea’s self-transparency to itself un-
marred by otherness or difference. In its abstraction, this element 
is an «absolute habitat». Now, the logical language/grammar, 
which is the logical element of the life of the idea, is also the one 
and only universal language. Within the horizon of the Logic, there 
is no language outside and beyond the logical language, from which 
the idea’s absolute monolingualism follows. At the end of the 
Logic, however, the idea has not yet «mastered» the logical lan-
guage. The idea has gone through the complete forms of its 
grammar (which is the entire course of the Logic), but such gram-
mar is still enclosed in the «realm of shadows», is still a system of 
pure logical abstractions, with no application and no meaning out-
side of themselves20. For, in fact, there is no ‘outside’ to the logical 
language: the absolute idea is «all truth» and whatever may be con-
sidered apart from it is simply, in a Parmenidean sense, «error, 
confusion, opinion, striving, arbitrariness, and transitoriness» (TW 
6, 549). Thus, the language exposed by the Logic is still not the 
idea’s ‘own’ language in the strict and full-fledged, i.e., reflected and 
living sense hinted at in the Logic’s introduction. The idea may very 

 
20 «The system of logic is the realm of shadows [Reich der Schatten], the world of the 
simple essences, free from all sensible concretion. The study of this science, to 
dwell and work in this shadowy realm [Schattenreich] is the absolute Bildung and 
discipline of consciousness» (TW 5, 55). For the Logic as «realm of shadows» 
see my Approaching Hegel’s Logic, Obliquely. Melville, Molière, Beckett, Albany, SUNY, 
2018, ch. 3. 
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well pronounce: «I only have one language; it is not mine». Im-
portantly, however, the idea may also underscore, with Derrida: 
«When I said that the only language I speak is not mine, I did not 
say it was foreign to me»21 – for, there is no otherness to the abso-
lute idea. Furthermore, significantly, at this stage (i.e., at the end of 
the Logic as first systematic circle) the idea is not yet «acquainted 
with other languages» with which to compare the logical one (TW 
5, 53). For, again, there are at this point no other languages. 

Monolingualism constitutes the absolute idea in its very being 
and truth; and it constitutes the idea before the idea comes as such 
to the fore, before the idea can even speak or utter the logical word 
that constitutes it. For, monolingualism informs the very trajectory 
of the Logic up to this conclusive point: the method is enacted 
even before it is reflectively thematized (and in order for it to be 
reflectively thematized). Of this monolingualism Derrida says fur-
ther, «I cannot challenge it except by testifying to its omnipresence 
in me. It would always have preceded me. It is me […]. I would 
not be myself outside it. It constitutes me, it dictates even the ip-
seity of all things to me, and also prescribes a monastic solitude for 
me […]. This inexhaustible solipsism is myself before me»22. The 
absolute idea is the figure and the representative of absolute mon-
olingualism – the Untranslatable. Hegel expresses the monolingual 
solipsism of the absolute idea – the absolute idea which is itself 
constituted by the logical language or «das Logische» as the «allgemeine 
Weise» – in this way: «The logical idea is the idea […] which is en-
closed [eingeschlossen] in simple identity within its concept and in 
reflective shining has as yet to step into a form determinateness». 
The seamless identity between monolingualism and the idea con-
stituted by it is responsible both for the idea’s universal 
indeterminateness and pervasiveness (its having yet to «step into a 
form determinateness») and for its solipsistic ‘closeness’ or ‘clo-
sure’. The problem then, from the outset of the Logic’s last 
chapter, is how to ‘step out’ of that closed and self-enclosing sol-
ipsistic indeterminateness, how to translate the universal language 

 
21 Derrida, Monolingualism, p. 5. 
22 Ivi, p. 1f. 
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into a particular and determinate language – a language that speaks 
of determinate things and speaks to determinate addressees. This is 
indeed the limit of the Logic as first systematic sphere. «The Logic 
exhibits the self-movement of the absolute idea only as the original 
word, a word which is an utterance [Äusserung], but one that in being 
externally uttered [als Äusseres] has immediately vanished again. The 
idea is, therefore, only in this self-determination of apprehending 
itself; it is in pure thought, where difference is not yet otherness, 
but is and remains perfectly transparent to itself» (TW 6, 550 – my 
emphasis). At the end of the Logic, the absolute idea finally utters 
the «original word» which is the logical language that has consti-
tuted it in its absolute monolingualism. Now, the «Äusserung» 
enacted by the idea is a contradiction. While as utterance it is the 
actual performance of the idea’s absolute monolingualism, as 
Äusserung/Äusseres it also hints at the dimension of exteriority and 
otherness to which the original word is directed – the dimension 
that the idea’s self-enclosed logical monolingualism excludes while 
still claiming meaningfulness to its speech. The original word is not 
a determinate utterance about determinate things; is not an address 
to anyone. The apparent solution of this contradiction is immedi-
acy. The uttered word disappears or vanishes the moment it is 
uttered – there is no otherness that holds and sustains its meaning, 
no difference into which it can be translated, no other to whom 
and for whom the idea is speaking. Again, in its utter self-referen-
tiality, the absolute monolingual solipsism of the Logic is the 
Untranslatable. «I wonder if one can love, enjoy […], pray […] or 
die plain and simple, in another language»23. Another language 
seems, at this point, an impossibility. And yet, this impossibility, 
constitutive of the idea’s monolingualism as the untranslatable, is, 
directly, the other language – the idea’s own act of trans-lation 
which first posits the other language. 

This is, to be sure, the core dialectical lesson of the idea’s pre-
dicament at this juncture, the seed of the idea’s final 
«decision»/Entschluss to «let itself go» (TW 6, 573) or to let its mon-
olingualism go, and pass over or trans-late itself into its other, 

 
23 Ivi, p. 2. 
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namely, Nature. Derrida sees the contradictory predicament of 
monolingualism but does not see its dialectical nature. The contra-
diction remains stuck, for him, in the antinomic, blocked duplicity 
of two irreconcilable propositions: «1. We only ever speak one lan-
guage» and «2. We never speak only one language»24. The latter, 
significantly, amounts to saying «there is no pure idiom»25, which 
is the sheer negation of the very nature of the logical language. This 
antinomy, however, belongs to the logic of Verstand, which facing 
a «passage» it cannot undertake (i.e., the non-passage of an impasse) 
remains entangled in a contradiction it seems unable to overcome. 
And yet, as the connection between «das Verständige» and «das 
Vernünftige» shows, the passage takes place nonetheless (Enz. §§ 80-
81). The untranslatable gives raise to its opposite, namely, transla-
tion. Significantly, Derrida considers this antinomy as the very «law 
of what is called translation»26. 

My conclusive claim is that the dialectical dynamization of this 
contradiction is precisely the root of the final step of the Logic – 
the step that generates the movement of translation whereby the 
philosophical system advances from the Logic to the Philosophy 
of Nature on to the Philosophy of Spirit. Absolute monolingualism 
– or the «pure idiom» the complete presentation of which is the 
Logic – is a contradiction as it translates itself into the Babelian 
multiplicity of languages that constitutes the natural and spiritual 
world, the world in which das Logische lives, this time, not as the 
abstract universal grammar of the idea but as the real determinate 
manifold of ‘impure’ languages enacted by spirit – by a spiritual 
subject that now does indeed learn to master her language, a sub-
ject that speaks a language that is increasingly her own. 
Significantly, while in Hegel’s system the logical language and the 
logical grammar constitute the underlying universal language of its 
different spheres, the logical language is not the language that the 

 
24 Ivi, p. 7. 
25 Ivi, p. 8. 
26 Ivi, p. 10. 
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logical idea ‘masters’ within the Logic27. This language is ultimately 
meaningless in its indeterminate universality until it is translated 
into the plurilingualism of the world. It is only in its journey 
through nature and spirit that the idea learns how to master the 
logical language. Recall what Hegel says of one’s mastery of a lan-
guage: to «the person who has mastered a language and is also 
acquainted with other languages with which to compare it, is given the ca-
pacity to feel in the grammar of the language the spirit and culture 
of a people; the same rules and forms now have an enriched, living 
value» (TW 5, 53 – my emphasis). Monolingualism yields to pluri-
lingualism and to the necessity of translation as the systematic and 
dynamic interconnection of the idea’s manifold languages. The di-
alectical tension that inhabits the Untranslatable (as logical 
language enclosed within the Logic) gives rise to translation, i.e., to 
the movement of the logical language out of itself in the spheres 
of nature and spirit. 

 
27 The logical language, then, is not the «master» language or the «language of 
the master»: see Ivi, p. 23 (indeed, «the master is nothing»). 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Finito di stampare 

nel mese di ottobre 2020 
dalla Digitalandcopy S.a.s., Vignate (Mi) 


