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BEISPIEL | BY-PLAY IN HEGEL'S WRITINGS

by Jakub Macha

Abstract. In the sense-certainty chapter of the Phenomenology of Spirit, we find
one of Hegel’s famons puns, which utilizes bomophonic affinities and differences
between the verb betherspielen and the nonn Beispiel. I argue that the effect of this
pun is that the word Beispiel acquires, beyond its usunal meaning of ‘example’ or
Instance’, the meaning of a play of something inessential, a play in passing. After
reviewing all available translations into English, 1 suggest that, in order to preserve
this wordplay, one can translate Beispiel as ‘by-play’. Furthermore, I analyse other
occurrences of the word beiherspielen 7n the Phenomenology and elsewhere in
Hegel's texts. Next, I focus on the crucial importance of this pun for Derrida’s
interpretation and critique of Hegel’s dialectic. Only for a certain loose transiation of
beiherspielen does Derrida’s reasoning appear plausible. 1 conclude with a
discussion of the ideal of terminological uniformity in translating Hegel's texts. In
preserving the wordplay by translating Beispiel as ‘by-play’, one is forced to sacrifice
the uniformity of translation.

Keywords. Hegel; transiation; pun; example; by-play

The classical definition of a pun is «to treat homonyms as
synonyms»'. Hegel is well known for his creative use of language,
especially for his puns or wordplays®. These puns make substantial
use of the intricacies of the German language. They serve not only
to poetically enliven an otherwise ponderous text, but also as
rhetorical devices, usually expressing a philosophical point.
Obviously, such linguistic and philosophical factors may pose

* Masatyk University

1'W. Redfern, Puns, London, Blackwell, 1984, p. 17.

2 On his university webpage, Marshall Brown provides a useful list of these puns
in Hegel’s Phenomenology: http:/ /faculty.washington.edu/mbrown/hegel.puns.pdf
(accessed 29 Sep. 2019).
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228 Jakub Macha Effects of Translation

challenges for translators. In this article, I want to closely look at
one of these puns, which utilizes homophonic affinities and
differences between the verb beiberspielen and the noun Beispiel. We
find this pun in the sense-certainty chapter of the Phenomenology of
Spirit, but there are echoes elsewhere in the Phenomenology and in the
Lectures on Aesthetics. My aim here is twofold. Firstly, I will present,
compare and evaluate available English translations of the passages
in question. Secondly, I will discuss the philosophical relevance of
this pun for our understanding of the sense-certainty chapter and
other passages in Hegel’s work. Moreover, I will consider modern
deconstructive interpretations of Hegel’s system which draw on
this specific pun.

1. Betherspielen and Beispiel in the Phenomenology of Spirit
Let me begin with the original passage from the Phenomenology*:

§ 92 An dem reinen Sein aber, welches das Wesen dieser Ge-
wiBheit ausmacht, und welches sie als ihre Wahrheit
aussagt, spielt, wenn wir zusehen, noch vieles andere bei-
her. Eine wirkliche sinnliche Gewil3heit ist nicht nur diese
reine Unmittelbarkeit, sondern ein Bersprel derselbens.

3 One may wonder whether there is any etymological connection between these
terms. It must be stressed that any suggested etymological link is highly tenuous.
The German word Beispie/ does not detive from Spie/, but rather from the old
German root *gpe/ which means ‘narrative’, ‘saying’ or ‘tale’. We can recognize
the same root in the English words ‘spell’, ‘spelling’ or even ‘gospel’
(God’s/good stoty). The connection between Spie/ and Beispie/ comes only from
Middle High German. An etymologically proper translation of Beispie/ would be
‘by-spell’. Ct. Beispiel, in W. Pfeifer et al., Etymologisches Worterbuch des Dentschen,
1993, https:/ /www.dwds.de/wb/Beispiel (accessed 2 Oct. 2019).

4 Italics are always original; I have highlighted in bold the expressions that make
up the relevant pun, and I shall follow this convention throughout this article. I
refer to the Phenomenology by paragraph (§) number and insert such numbers even
in editions where they originally do not appeat.

> G.W.F. Hegel, Phdanomenologie des Geistes, in Gesammelte Werke, vol. 9, ed. by W.
Bonsiepen and R. Heede, Hambutg, Meiner, 1980, p. 64.
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The core of the first sentence is: «An dem reinen Sein [...]
spielt [...] noch vieles andere beiher». The verb beiberspielen is a
compound of the preposition besber and the main verb spielen. In
most contexts, spzelen can be unproblematically rendered as ‘to
play’. The preposition beiber is, however, rather peculiar and un-
common, and was in Hegel’s time too’. There are a few
occurrences in Lessing’ in the sense of ‘something inessential in
addition to’. There is also the compound besbersagen, which means
‘to say something in passing’. The usual translation of Beispie/ is
‘example’. However, given this specific context, the word Beispie/
acquires, beyond its usual meaning, the meaning of the substantiv-
ized form of beiberspielen, that is, as we will see later, das
Beiberspielende: a play of something inessential, a play in passing, a
by-play. This is confirmed in the next paragraph, where Hegel
makes a distinction between Wesen and Beispiel:

§ 93 Diesen Unterschied des Wesens und des Beispiels,
der Unmittelbarkeit und der Vermittlung, machen nicht nur
wir, sondern wir finden ihn an der sinnlichen GewilB3heit

selbst [...]5.

The distinction between Wesen/essence and Beispie/ makes
sense only if Beispie/ expresses something inessential, possibly in
addition to its usual meaning of instance’. The word Beispie/ ac-
quires in itself a certain dialectical opposition between an instance

¢ More common German prepositions with similar meanings are nebenbei and
nebenber. The latter is closer to bezher, whereas nebenbei has devaluating connota-
tions which bezber does not.

7 In Nathan der Weise, 2.2 and Ewmilia Galotti, 4.7.
8 Hegel, Phéanomenologie des Geistes, p. 64.

9 Warminski thinks that, on later occasions, Hegel uses Beispiel as ‘instance’, i.e.
in its normal usage: «That ‘an actual sense-certainty is not only this pure imme-
diacy, but an example (Beispiel) of it’ means both ‘by-play’ — particular, inessential
and so on — and ‘example’ as it later appears in the text (and as in its ‘normal’
usage)» (A. Warminski, Readings in Interpretation: Holderlin, Hegel, Heidegger, Minne-
apolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1987, p. 177). I think, in contrast, that
Beispiel appears in both meanings in § 93.
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of essence and a play of something inessential. The challenge for a
translator is to preserve this dialectical tension.

1.1. Translations into English

There are two older translations of the Phenomenology: James
Baillie’s from 1910 and Arnold Millet’s from 1970. Moreovet, there
are three recent translations: Terry Pinkard’s from 2018 (drafts of
this translation have been available online since 2008), Michael
Inwood’s from 2018 and Peter Fuss and John Dobbins’s from
2019. Beside these, there is a translation of the section on
consciousness by Kenneth Westphal from 2016 and a translation
of the sense-certainty chapter by Kenley Dove from 2001". Here
are the translations of the passage in question:

Baillie (1910):

§ 92 But, when we look closely, there is a good deal more
implied in that bare pure being, which constitutes the kernel
of this form of certainty, and is given out by it as its truth. A
concrete actual certainty of sense is not merely this pure im-
mediacy, but an example, an instance, of that immediacy.
[-..]

§ 93 It is not only we who make this distinction of essential
truth and particular example, of essence and instance, im-
mediacy and mediation; we find it in sense-certainty itself

[.]-
Miller (1970):

§ 92 But when we look carefully at this pure being which con-
stitutes the essence of this certainty, and which this

10T have tried as far as possible to list and consider all translations of the Phenomse-
nology ot at least of the sense-certainty chapter. There are many more translations
of these paragraphs spread throughout Hegel scholarship. Cf., for example, H.S.
Harris’s translation and commentary in Hege/ss Ladder (I: The Pilgrimage of Reason,
Indianapolis, Hackett, 1997, p. 213) where the pun is preserved, or Derrida’s trans-
lation, discussed below. I cannot consider all such translations here.
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certainty pronounces to be its truth, we see that much more
is involved. An actual sense-certainty is not merely this
pure immediacy, but an instance of it.

[-..]

§ 93 It is not just we who make this distinction between
essence and instance, between immediacy and mediation;
on the contrary, we find it within sense-certainty itself [...].

Dove (2001):

§ 92 In pure being, however, which constitutes the essence of
this certainty and which this mode of knowing claims as its
truth, there is a good deal more at play when we look on.
An actual case of sense-certainty not only is this pure imme-
diacy, but also plays the role of being an exarnple of it.
[-..]

§ 93 This distinction of essence and example, of immedi-
acy and mediation, is not merely one that we make; we find
it in sense-certainty itself |[...].

Westphal (2016):

§ 92 If we look closely, however, much more is involved in
this pure being which constitutes the essence of this certainty,
and which it pronounces as its truth. An actual sense cer-
tainty is not only this pure immediacy, but an example of it.
[...]

§ 93 This difference between essence and example, be-
tween immediacy and mediation, isn’t made just by us,
rather we find it within sense certainty itself [...].

Inwood (2018):

§ 92 But in this pure Being, which constitutes the essence of
this certainty, and which this certainty claims to be its truth,
much more comes into play, if we look. An actual sensory
certainty is not just this pure immediacy, but an
exemplitying by-play of it.
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