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Abstract

Human life is characterized by a threefold determination: the natural, the spiritual, and the social.
Natural life is the individual’s self-contained and spontaneous existence as a being of desire, sus-
tained without need of external mediation. Spiritual life, by contrast, enables the human being to
transcend mere animality and become a free, self-conscious being; yet spiritual life is not naturally
given but is established only through Bildung, on the premise of the sublation (Aufhebung) of the
arbitrariness (Willkiir) proper to natural life. In the Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Hegel
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discloses, through the moments of purpose (Vorsatz), intention (Absicht), and conscience (Gewis-
sen), how the subjective will accomplishes—by way of Bildung—its transition from natural life to
spiritual and moral life. Further, within the moment of ethical life (Sittlichkeit), the individual’s par-
ticular will attains identity with the universality of the community; natural life and spiritual life
thereby achieve a concrete, actual unity, and the social essence of the human being is realized. Tak-
ing Hegel’s dialectic of life as its guiding thread, and drawing on Marx’s account of the human es-
sence as “the ensemble of the social relations,” this article expounds the philosophical logic
whereby natural life dialectically gives rise to spiritual life and ultimately attains identity within
the ethical community.
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