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				There are not many manifest reasons to think about Hegel and love together. First of all, Hegel is hardly lovable to most people; many readers do not want to take the time to sort out those sentences. Second, the language of love is usually understood to be a direct proclamation or a lyrical expression of some kind. Third, love has a relation to images and motions, to what we imagine time and again or, rather, to a form of imagining and moving that seems to take us up into its repetitions and elaborations. So the topic of love seems an odd way to approach to Hegel, whose language is dense, who explicitly devalues non-linguistic forms of art, and for whom direct address and lyrical style seem equally remote. And yet it was a topic to which he turned in his early work, where “love” is the name for what animates and what deadens, and his views have clear implications for thinking about the senses and aesthetics more generally. In the years prior to writing The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), for example, Hegel wrote a short essay called “Love” (1797–98), a fragment of which remains.1 And we find further remarks in a small piece now called “Fragment of a System” (1800).2 Later, it seems, love falls away, or is pushed away, or becomes silently absorbed into his writing on spirit.

				How do we read Hegel reading love? Is there love in his language? His early writing pushes forward with declarative sentences. This is not simply because he knows the truth and declares it with great confidence, but because the declarative sentence is a way of pushing forward and pushing off. One sentence lays the groundwork for the next, and an idea is probed or developed without precisely being derived in a sequential way. In fact, although we could try, as readers of Hegel surely have, to extract the propositions from his writings, organize them into arguments that rely on primary and secondary premises and logically derived conclusions, I want to suggest that something else is happening here. When a sentence is declared, or arrives in the form of a declaration, something is being shown, a particular way of looking at the world is instated, a certain way of taking a stance is enacted. We might say that a point of view is enacted in the sentence form. So when the next sentence follows, it is not always an amplification of that same point of view. Sometimes it is another point of view that critically comments on the first, or shows us an unexpected consequence of the first. Sometimes that can happen over the course of a few sentences, or even a paragraph or two, and we remain pondering within the terms of that framework being enacted for that time. But then a certain turn takes place—sometimes it is within a subordinate clause, or sometimes it takes place through a shift in tone or modulation of voice. At such a point we see that the original point of view that was confidently declared within a single or short series of propositions has slowly been called into question. For that particular claim to be called into question is not quite the same as exposing a basic corrosion within the propositional or the declarative sequence, and yet something of the confidence of the initial sequence is rattled by what comes next. And what has come next actually seems to follow from what came before, which means that the seeds of unrest—what Hegel time and again called Unruhe—were there from the start; they were simply unseen or set aside at the beginning of the exposition. So this unsettling happens, but neither as the sudden outbreak of nihilism nor as the violent renunciation of what came before. In the midst of the development of the exposition, the declarative form has lost its confidence. This can happen simply by a repetition of the declarative form in a similarly confident mode, at which point the reader is confronted by two competing claims articulated with equal confidence. At such junctures, we might ask, does the authorial voice retain control over its material? Or is there something about the material itself, its very elaboration, that involves a reversal? The voice has reversed itself without exactly vilifying itself, and without exactly repudiating what has come before. What, we might ask, do such convolutions have to do with love?

				Hegel enacts a reversal in his exposition of love that belongs as much to the topic as to its exposition. We might say that now we understand that something in the nature of love is reversible, or reverses itself, and we have to find a mode of writing that acknowledges or explains that reversibility. The mode of presentation has to conform to the demands of what is presented; what “is” requires its presentation in order to be at all. In other words, the presentation of love is a development or temporal elaboration of the object of love, so we cannot rightly distinguish love itself as an object, theme, or problem from its presentation (which does not mean that the object is reducible to how it is presented, only that the object only becomes available through that presentation). Love cannot remain a mute and internal feeling, but requires the presentation of love in some way. I do not mean that all love must be confessed or declared to qualify as love, but only that the declarative mode is not simply an idiosyncratic way of approaching the problem of love for the Hegel of 1797. Love has to develop in time; it has to take on a certain shape or form that cannot be restricted to a single proposition. There has to be something like a chain of sentences, declarative and interrogative, that not only records a growing confidence and its undoing but initiates unexpected modes of arrival, all as ways of enacting those movements as part of the phenomenon itself. After all, the phenomenon of love, no matter how mute or vociferous, no matter how inward or outward, has something of its own logic—one that unfolds or develops in time, and which, as we shall see, never actually blossoms into final form, but remains defined by its indefinite openness. 

				One perhaps expects a totalizing system from Hegel, but that error has outlived its time. In The Phenomenology, he establishes this openness in his analysis of how indexicals work.3 In relation to the “now,” that most immediate moment, it turned out that the “now” was always past by the time we referred to it. We lost the “now”—or saw it vanish—at the moment of pointing to it, which means that acts of reference do not precisely capture their referent. Indeed, the temporal problem that emerges when anyone tries to point to the “now” establishes a belatedness that affects all referentiality. The problem was not that pointing to the “now” pushed it back into the “then,” but that the act of pointing, the act of indicating, was always belated, and that only when the “now” becomes “then” can it become reflected on as a “now.” A temporal lag separates the language that seeks to indicate the “now” from the moment indicated, and so there is a difference between the time of the indication and the time of what is indicated. In this way, language always misses its mark, and has to, in order to refer to that time at all. In this sense, the “now” is invariably “then” by the time it becomes available to us in language (which is, by the way, the only way it becomes available, since there is no unmediated relation to the “now”). Hegel is no vitalist; neither does he believe that the immediate is available to us without mediation, even though time and again he will consider those experiences that seem to us to be most immediate, most clearly without mediation. “Mediation” has at least two different meanings here: first, whatever becomes available to us within experience has been rendered external and has been reflected back to us by some external medium; second, whatever becomes available to us, in passing through or being reflected back to us by what is external, is always at a distance from its original location and its original time. In other words, a certain displacement in time and space constitutes the condition of knowing, what Hegel often refers to as a “return” of the object. The object must leave, become something other, over and against me, and it must also return, become something indissociable from me, however foreign. How it returns is invariably different from how it leaves, so it never quite returns to the same place, which means that its “return” is something of a misnomer. 

				As we think about the “now,” there is always some operation of time that exceeds what we call the “now,” and without which we would not be able to name the “now” at all.
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