
9

G. W. F. Hegel

HEGEL ’S LIFE AND WORKS

G. W. F. Hegel was born in Stuttgart in 1770.1 While attending the University
of Tubingen, he became close friends with major figures of the German
Romantic movement, including the poet Friedrich Holderlin and the philoso-
pher Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling. After University, he secured a position as a
tutor in a private household, before beginning to teach philosophy at the
University of Jena. Hegel was on the verge of completing his first major
work, Phenomenology of Spirit, in 1807, when Napoleon smashed the armies
of Prussia at the Battle of Jena, thereby putting an end to the Holy Roman
Empire, which dated back a thousand years to the time of Charlemagne. With
the University closed, as Napoleon occupied the city, Hegel left Jena and was
forced to edit a newspaper for a year before securing a position as rector of a
boys’ school in Nuremburg. He remained in this position until 1816, when he
received a professorship in philosophy at the University of Heidelberg. His
most important work during this period was his Logic, published in 1812–
1813. At Heidelberg he published his Encyclopedia, before moving to the
University of Berlin, in 1818, where he remained for the rest of his life.
Philosophy of Right (1821), the most important work published during this
period, is Hegel’s main work in political philosophy and the last book pub-
lished during his lifetime. While at Berlin, Hegel was generally viewed as the
greatest philosopher in Germany. For reasons we will discuss, Philosophy of
Right was widely considered the all but official political philosophy of the
Prussian state.

The two works on which we will concentrate in this chapter are Philosophy
of Right and Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, which was assembled
from Hegel’s lecture notes and some taken by students who attended his

1 For biographical information, I follow T. Pinkard, Hegel: A Biography (Cambridge, 2001)
and W. Kaufmann, Hegel: A Reinterpretation (Garden City, NY, 1965); these works are cited in
the text by author’s name.
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lectures and published after his death.2 Philosophy of Right was also delivered
in the form of lectures, and Hegel’s text is supplemented with “Additions”
from his students, which illuminate many obscure points.3

Hegel is a notoriously difficult thinker, clearly the most difficult encoun-
tered in this book and one of the most difficult in the history of political
theory. To a certain extent, the obscurity of his prose can be explained as what
was expected of a philosopher writing in Germany at that time. Hegel’s
language is often impossibly vague and abstract. A representative passage
from the Phenomenology is as follows:

The spiritual alone is the actual; it is essence, or that which has being in itself; it is
that which relates itself to itself and is determinate, it is other-being and being-for-
self, and in this determinateness, or in its self-externality, abides within itself; in
other words, it is in and for itself.—But this being-in-and-for-itself is at first only
for us, or in itself, it is spiritual Substance. It must also be this for itself, it must be
the knowledge of the spiritual, and the knowledge of itself as Spirit, i.e., it must be
an object to itself, but just as immediately a sublated object, reflected into itself. It
is for itself only for us, in so far as its spiritual content is generated by itself. But in
so far as it is also for itself for its own self, this self-generation, this pure Notion, is
for it the objective element in which it has its existence, and it is in this way, in its
existence for itself, an object reflected into itself.4

As one can see from this perhaps unusual but by no means extreme example,
Hegel’s writing is riddled with forbidding technical jargon. When a number of
such terms appear in a single sentence, or even a single paragraph, obscurity
can thicken into impenetrability. It is not surprising that J. N. Findlay, a
distinguished Hegel scholar and editor of the Phenomenology, says that in
reading the work Hegel’s style “makes one at times only sure that he is saying
something immeasurably profound and important, but not exactly what it is.”5

2 For the composition of this work, see J. Hoffmeister, Preface to Lectures on the Philosophy of
World History: Introduction: Reason in History, H. Nisbet, trans. (Cambridge, 1975). This work
will be cited in the text as Reason in History, according to page number. Hegel’s Philosophy of
History, is cited in the text as Phil. Hist., according to page number; full reference below under
Texts Cited.

3 See T. M. Knox, ed. and trans., Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (Oxford, 1952), v; along with
“Additions,” Philosophy of Right also contains “remarks,” which Hegel himself appended to the
text, and are printed by Knox in smaller type. This work will be cited in parentheses in the text
according to paragraph number and page number in this edition. Remarks will not be identified
as such, but for additions, paragraph numbers will be followed by “A.” Knox’s translations are
occasionally slightly altered. Additional translations of Philosophy of Right and others of Hegel’s
works that are used will be indicated; full references are found below under Texts Cited.

4 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, Preface, 14; this work is cited hereafter as Phenomenology in
parentheses in the text, according to paragraph and page number; full reference below under
Texts Cited. All italics in this passage and other quotations from Hegel are his, unless otherwise
noted.

5 J. N. Findlay, Foreword to Phenomenology of Spirit, by Hegel, xiii; full reference below,
under Texts Cited.
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According to (untrue) legend, Hegel’s last words, on his deathbed, were: “Only
one man has understood me, and he has not understood me either” (Kauf-
mann, p. 108).

In the case of the Phenomenology, Hegel’s obscurity is to some extent
explained by external factors. Not only does the work contain difficult and
complex ideas, which Hegel was presenting in developed form for the first
time, but it was written under tremendous pressure. Victorious in the Battle of
Jena, Napoleon occupied the city on October 13, 1807, the very day Hegel
completed his manuscript. In order to secure Hegel a badly needed advance,
one of his friends had offered to pay a severe penalty if Hegel did not meet a
firm deadline, and so Hegel was forced to mail the manuscript to his publisher
under these tumultuous circumstances, with no guarantee it would not be lost
in the mail (Kaufmann, pp. 90–1).6 In order to finish on time, Hegel wrote the
work in a rush. Simply to copy it would take almost as long as it took him to
write it (Kaufmann, p. 90, n. 5). To make matters worse, during the time Hegel
was completing the Phenomenology, he discovered he had impregnated the
abandoned wife of a servant, who had already produced two illegitimate
children (Kaufmann, pp. 91–94). (Hegel’s illegitimate child, Ludwig, was
born in February 1808.) As Kaufmann remarks, the circumstances under
which Hegel wrote what many regard as his greatest work were akin to
those in a Dostoyevsky novel (pp. 90–91).

There is a more important reason for Hegel’s obscurity, which also helps
explain his jargon-ridden language. Hegel believed philosophical truth could
be expressed only in the form of a developed system, which encompassed
literally everything. As he says in the Phenomenology: “The True is the whole”
(Pref., p. 11). Hegel expresses this idea more fully as follows:

Among the various consequences that follow from what has just been said, this
one in particular can be stressed, that knowledge is only actual, and can only be
expounded, as Science or as a system; and furthermore, that a so-called basic
proposition or principle of philosophy, if true, is also false, just because it is only a
principle. It is, therefore, easy to refute it. (Phenomenology, Pref., p. 13)

Hegel believes a statement can be fully true only if it is integrated into a
complete system. The implication is that all truth is organically bound up in a
single system that encompasses everything. A statement that has the appear-
ance of truth, which we would be likely to accept as true, cannot be entirely
true unless it is part of such a philosophical system. In saying such a statement
is partly false, Hegel means it is necessarily one-sided. To refute it, one can
show this, thereby demonstrating its incompleteness.

6 Although this is true of the Phenomenology as a whole, the Preface, from which the above
quotation is taken, was written under less pressing circumstances a few months later (Kaufmann,
p. 90). But again, the difficulty of the quoted passage is typical of much of the work.
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The system Hegel produced is one of the great undertakings in the history
of philosophy, encompassing logic and metaphysics, the natural world, and
the human world, including art, religion, philosophy, political and social
forms, and the history of each of these subjects. Hegel contends that the
different parts of his system are necessarily interconnected, so each is presup-
posed by the system as a whole and can be understood only in its light. It
follows that proper appreciation of any aspect of one of Hegel’s works
presupposes comprehension of the entire system. An attempt to browse
through one of his works at random is not likely to succeed—as the above
passage illustrates. The jargon that riddles his philosophical works is the
language of his system, which is constantly drawn upon in exposition of its
parts. It is reported that when someone asked Hegel for a concise statement of
his philosophy, he replied that some things cannot be explained succinctly.7

Because Hegel’s political philosophy is also part of his system, it too is often
obscure, its language riddled with technical jargon. On first encountering the
Philosophy of Right, the reader is often at a loss. Hegel opens the work by
noting that “philosophy’s mode of progression from one topic to another and
its mode of scientific proof—this whole speculative way of knowing—is
essentially distinct from any other way of knowing” (Preface, pp. 1–2). He
notes that the method he follows is that expounded in his Logic, acquaintance
with which is presupposed (p. 2). Exactly what this distinctive way of knowing
is is a complex subject into which we will enter only as necessary. On the
whole, I will attempt to present important themes in Hegel’s political theory in
remove from his overall system—though Hegel would not accept these ideas
as entirely true expounded in this way.
In his masterful study of Hegel’s philosophy, Charles Taylor notes that

commentators generally approach Hegel’s thought in two basic ways. Some
put a premium on intelligibility, and so attempt to be terribly clear. But this
risks over-simplification; oftentimes, the result does not sound like Hegel. The
alternative, as Taylor says, is that the commentator “can remain faithful but
impenetrable, so that in the end readers will turn with relief to the text in order
to understand the commentary.”8

In regard to Hegel’s political philosophy, the first alternative amounts to
abstracting the political ideas from their place in the system and examining
them on their own.9 The other possibility is tackling the system head-on and
attempting the daunting task of presenting Hegel’s political philosophy in its

7 R. Plant, Hegel (London, 1973), 124, n.1; this work is cited in parentheses in the text, by
author’s name.

8 C. Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge, 1975), vii; this work is cited in parentheses in the text, by
author’s name.

9 In discussing Hegel’s political theory, this approach is followed, for example, by S. Avineri,
Hegel’s Theory of the Modern State (Cambridge, 1972); in regard to his philosophy as a whole,
Kaufmann pursues a similar course.
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place in the system, which it presupposes. The problem with this, of course, is
that, presented in this fashion, Hegel’s political theory is forbiddingly abstract
and obscure. Accordingly, once again, the approach pursued in this chapter is
the former. We will examine central themes in Hegel’s political philosophy
with relatively little attention to other aspects of his philosophy. The one
unavoidable exception is his philosophy of world history, with which his
political philosophy is intimately connected. Thus we will discuss the Philoso-
phy of History as well as the Philosophy of Right. Fortunately, the former is
among the most accessible of Hegel’s works.

In spite of the difficulty of Hegel’s thought, it is arguable that no philoso-
pher has been more influential in shaping our understanding of the modern
world, and so also the world itself. Major nineteenth- and twentieth-century
philosophical movements were deeply influenced by Hegel, including existen-
tialism, phenomenology, and, most obviously, Marxism. In Capital, Marx
openly proclaims himself “the pupil of that mighty thinker.”10 In regard to
political philosophy, we will see that Hegel presents important critiques of
central elements of liberal political theory, especially the closely linked liberal
conceptions of freedom and the state. In many ways Hegel builds on themes
presented by Rousseau and Burke—in spite of the dissimilarities between these
two thinkers and the fact that Hegel goes much farther than either of them.
The resulting doctrine is widely believed to lay the groundwork for modern
theories of the totalitarian state. The validity of this assessment will be
discussed in the concluding section of this chapter.

HEGEL ’S ORIENTATION

Throughout his life, a central aim of Hegel’s philosophy was to recreate the
possibility of meaningful life. Believing religion was no longer able to accom-
plish this, he attempted to solve this problem through reconceptualization of
the state. Hegel sought a situation in which individuals could be reintegrated
into the state, achieving a semblance of the fulfilled life that existed in the
Greek polis. His concerns along these lines were common to many figures of
his time, for instance the poet Friedrich Schiller, who contrasted the harmoni-
ous life of the classical Greeks with fractured existence in modern society (see
Kaufmann, Chap. 1). For Hegel, the polis was a political community that
provided a unified focus for man’s highest aspirations. In the words of one
commentator:

10 K. Marx, Capital, 3 vols., S. Moore and E. Aveling, trans. (New York, 1967), I, 20
(Afterword to the Second German Edition).

452 Modern Political Theory

Klosko, George. History of Political Theory : An Introduction to Modern Political Theory, Oxford University Press,
         Incorporated, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1132326.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 09:02:37.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
, I

nc
or

po
ra

te
d.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Hegel never for a moment forgot or abandoned his view that the ideal of human
existence was the life achieved in the Greek cities, and especially in Periclean
Athens. . . .He knew it was through the work of his older contemporaries,
Rousseau, Lessing, Mendelssohn, Kant, Fichte, and Schiller that he had been
placed in a position to appreciate the Greek achievement as he did; and he
believed that through the right “application” of their theories the wholeness of
life could be restored.11

Aristotle had captured the essence of Greek political life in describing man as a
“political animal,” because a person’s moral and intellectual faculties can be
developed fully only as a member of a polis.12 Hegel was well aware that the
age of the polis had passed, and that reintegration into a modern state must be
on somewhat different lines. But throughout his political writings, recapturing
a semblance of what life was like in a Greek polis was one of his central goals.
In view of his concern to reintegrate the individual into society, Hegel’s

standpoint is immediately different from that of classical liberal theorists,
whose main concern is protecting the individual from encroachments of
society. Classical liberals wish to preserve an area of freedom (negative
freedom) in which the individual will be able to pursue his own ends without
worrying about other people. Instead of protecting individuals from the state,
Hegel wishes to draw them into it. Thus it is not surprising that he has been
criticized for being a “totalitarian,” for wishing to erode the essential zone of
private life that classical liberalism defends. To this criticism we will return.
To appreciate Hegel’s view, we must note some important differences

between his conception of the state and the liberal state. As we have seen in
previous chapters, for liberal theorists, the state is nothing more than a
collection of individuals, united in pursuit of their interests. Hegel views the
state differently; like the Greeks, he believes the political community is a moral
association. In order to refer to this, I will generally use the term “ethical
order,” although for reasons of convenience, I will also use “state” and
“society” on occasion. In Philosophy of Right, Hegel refers to “the strictly
political state and its constitution” (Par. 267, p. 163). This sense, which is
narrower than his general usage, is in reference to the political institutions that
constitute government and coincides roughly with the “state” as discussed by
liberal theorists. But in general, in discussing the “state,” Hegel means much
more than this. It encompasses not only political institutions but the moral,
religious, and cultural life these institutions protect and make possible. In
attempting to reintegrate the individual into this broader conception of the
state, Hegel is obviously doing something quite different from subordinating
the individual to the state (in its narrow, institutional sense). It is more correct

11 H. S. Harris, Hegel’s Development (Oxford, 1972), 231.
12 For the polis, see Vol. I, 9 ff.; for Aristotle, see esp. Vol. I, 126 ff. For fuller discussions of

Hegel’s concern with integration, see Plant, Hegel, and Kaufmann, Hegel, to both of which I am
indebted.
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to say that he wishes for individuals to realize themselves as members of their
civilizations.

Hegel’s broader conception of politics shows up in the title of his major
political work. Philosophy of Right is the usual translation of the German
Philosophie des Rechts. Recht, like the French droit, can be translated as both
“right” and “law.” Carl Friedrich, a distinguished historian of political theory,
translates the title of the work as Philosophy of Right and Law in his edition of
selections from Hegel’s works.13 While judging from its title, Philosophy of
Right might seem to be a book about morality, that is, the right thing to do,
Recht has legal as well as moral connotations, in keeping with Hegel’s belief
that a person can lead a truly ethical life only by participating in a political
community. In Philosophy of Right, Hegel quotes a remark of an unnamed
Pythagorean philosopher. Upon being asked what was the best education for
one’s son, the philosopher replied: “Make him the citizen of a state with good
laws” (Par. 153, p. 109).

Hegel’s break with the liberal view of politics is seen in his fundamental
distinction between the state and what he calls “civil society.” The latter is
comprised mainly of economic relationships. Throughout much of society,
people interact in the economic marketplace out of mutual self-interest. In
Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith classically writes:

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we
expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address
ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of
our own necessities but of their advantages. Nobody but a beggar chooses to
depend chiefly upon the benevolence of his fellow citizens.14

In the marketplace, people attempt to make exchanges that are mutually
beneficial. I give you what you want in return for what I want: “it is by treaty,
by barter, and by purchase that we obtain from one another the greater part of
those mutual good offices which we stand in need of.”15

Relationships such as these are prototypically instrumental. I view other
people as means to satisfy my own needs; they view me in a similar light.
Because an association comprised of such relationships is not an end in itself,
Hegel refers to civil society as a “system of needs”:

In the course of the actual attainment of selfish ends . . . there is formed a system
of complete interdependence, wherein the livelihood, happiness, and legal status
of one man is interwoven with the livelihood, happiness, and rights of all. On this
system, individual happiness, &c., depend, and only in this connected system are
they actualized and secured. (Philosophy of Right, Par. 183, p. 123)

13 C. Friedrich, ed., The Philosophy of Hegel (New York, 1953).
14 A. Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, E. Cannan, ed.

(New York, 1937), Bk. I, Chap. 2, p. 14.
15 Smith, Wealth of Nations, Bk. I, Chap. 2, p. 15.
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This set of relationships, “the state based on need” (p. 123), is closely related to
the instrumental state as envisioned by liberal theorists. The liberal state exists
to aid in the satisfaction of preexisting aims. For Hegel, once again, the state is
far more than this. Although civil society performs the essential task of moving
people beyond their family spheres and so relating them to one another, the
selfish relationships it establishes are based on an undeveloped moral
principle. Self-interest divides people while it brings them together. In a
properly constituted state, in contrast, instrumental relationships are over-
come and people reintegrated. Hegel views such a state as a moral community,
the concrete embodiment of the ethical order.
Hegel’s view of the state as the ethical whole leads him beyond liberal

theory’s emphasis on the individual. His philosophy makes an important
contribution to the concepts of the nation and nationalism, which became
increasingly important in Europe in the years following the French Revolu-
tion. In viewing a civilization as the focus of people’s aspirations, Hegel calls
attention to phenomena such as culture and traditions that classical liberal
theorists tend not to discuss—although these matters receive considerable
attention from Montesquieu and Burke, whom Hegel acknowledges as prede-
cessors. To use Friedrich’s words, Hegel is “the philosopher of the French
revolutionary goals of a secular nation state in which the citizen is the loyal
participant.”16 Hegel’s belief in the need for immersion in the culture and
traditions of one’s nation helps account for his influence on a wide variety of
political movements that exalt the state, including both Fascism and Com-
munism—although he undoubtedly would have abhorred both of these.
The great wealth of Hegel’s philosophy confronts the commentator with the

need to choose a limited set of central themes on which to concentrate. I will
focus on his closely linked conceptions of freedom, the individual, and the
state, which are central to his political philosophy. In view of significant
differences between Hegel’s goals and those of liberal theory, it is only natural
that his analyses of these concepts differ as well. We may begin with Hegel’s
fundamental criticisms of the liberal perspective that led him to work out his
own position.

HEGEL AND LIBERAL POLITICAL THEORY

As we have noted, liberal political theory conceives of the state primarily in
instrumental terms. Political activity is not good in itself but is a means to the
attainment of other goods. Several theorists we have examined argue that

16 Friedrich, ed. Philosophy of Hegel, xv.
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people have goals or projects which they are not able to satisfy without the
state’s assistance. For instance, Locke argues that man in the state of nature is
plagued by inconveniences. Although he has natural rights, these are
threatened by the lack of a neutral judge to settle disputes and by the threat
of unscrupulous others. Thus people are willing to cede certain rights to
political authority in order to protect others. However, they do not do this
because they view the state as good in itself but because it is necessary for
attaining ends they already have. To be as clear as possible, we may say the
state is instrumental when the ends it is intended to achieve exist apart from it
and are not brought into being through its agency. This is clearly true in the
case of Locke, as natural rights are given by God. In the case of Bentham,
people desire to maximize their pleasure. Neither the desire for pleasure nor
the form this desire assumes is determined by the state. Rather, the state helps
people satisfy specific desires for pleasure they already have without reference
to it. As we saw in the last section, Hegel views civil society in similar terms.
People enter into social relationships in order to satisfy preexisting needs.

As we have also seen, the liberal conception of freedom is negative freedom,
freedom from coercive interference by other people. In general, liberal theor-
ists hold that people can effectively attain their ends only if they are protected
from others. According to Hobbes and Locke, the state is erected to protect
people from others in the state of nature. Mill states this idea especially clearly:
“All that makes existence valuable to anyone, depends on the enforcement of
restraints upon the actions of other people.”17 Because the state also threatens
to impinge on people’s liberty, it must be limited as well. Carving out a
protected sphere for people’s activities, into which neither other people nor
the state may enter, is a central concern of liberal theorists.

In concentrating on a protected sphere for individual activity, liberal theor-
ists leave themselves open to an important line of criticism. Although the
questions they address are obviously significant, there are others to which they
pay insufficient attention, especially the nature of the individual and how he
will use his freedom, that is, the ends he will choose to pursue. In placing the
individual and his aims, whatever they happen to be, at the center of their
theory, liberal theorists accord great weight to the satisfaction of desires,
without making sure these desires will not be arbitrary or unworthy. In spite
of its obvious merits, the liberal conception of freedom may promote un-
worthy ends.

As we have seen (above, p. 285) the concept of freedom centers on a three-
part relationship:

A is free from X to do Y.

17 J. S. Mill, On Liberty (Indianapolis, IN, 1978), Chap. 1, p. 5.
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Liberal theorists concentrate on the X term, making sure the individual, A, is
not interfered with as she pursues her ends. But the Y term, the nature of the
ends in question, is not adequately explored. On the whole, liberal theorists
leave this to the individual to decide for herself. As we have seen, Bentham
argues that the individual is the best judge of her own interests. Government
interference is likely to be either useless or harmful. Although Mill, unlike
Bentham, distinguishes between pleasures in terms of higher and lower
quality, he too is against government interference: “The only freedom which
deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own good in our own way.”18

The main problem with non-interference is that individuals may use their
liberty to choose wrongly. We have discussed Rousseau’s argument that
people in existing societies have corrupt, artificial desires and so will use
their liberty to pursue harmful ends. Hegel’s view is similar, although he is
less concerned with people making incorrect choices than with providing a
framework of political and social institutions within which they can choose
properly and so be truly free. Thus in addition to being concerned with non-
interference (that A is free from X), Hegel is deeply concerned with the
question of how this negative freedom will be used (ensuring A will choose
the proper Y).
Hegel criticizes the liberal conception of freedom in Philosophy of Right.

Liberal theorists argue that, by removing constraints upon the individual’s
ability to choose what he wants, we make him free. Hegel rejects this idea out
of hand: “If we hear it said that the definition of freedom is ability to do what
we please, such an idea can only be taken to reveal an utter immaturity of
thought” (Par. 15, p. 27). Left to his own devices, the individual is likely to
choose on the basis of desire or caprice. Because these are not proper bases of
choice, this is not true freedom. Although the individual will choose according
to his own desires, rather than being forced to conform to those of arbitrary
rulers or other people, this is not an overwhelming improvement, because his
own desires are likely to be similarly arbitrary and irrational.
Hegel believes the essence of freedom is self-determination, an absence of

dependence on factors outside one’s self: “For if I am dependent, I am
beholden to something other than myself, and cannot exist without this
external point of reference. If, however, I am self-sufficient, I am also free”
(Reason in History, p. 48). To be self-determined, to act on the basis of one’s
own will, entails an absence of dependence on irrational elements within
oneself as well as on other people. “Only in freedom of this kind is the will
by itself without qualification, because then it is related to nothing except itself
and so is released from every tie of dependence on anything else” (Philosophy
of Right, Par. 23, p. 30). The central claim of Hegel’s doctrine of freedom, and

18 Mill, On Liberty, Chap. 1, p. 12.
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of his political philosophy as a whole, is that the all-important self-determin-
ation can be attained only in a properly organized state: “The state is the
actuality of concrete freedom” (Philosophy of Right, Par. 260, p. 160). It is to
the network of ideas underlying this formidable conception that we turn.

HEGEL ’S VIEW OF FREEDOM

We saw in the last section that Hegel views freedom as self-determination, as
an absence of dependence on anything outside the self. In order to understand
his view, we must look into what it is to be determined by one’s self and how
this differs from determination by other factors. In exploring this topic, we will
see that Hegel displays greater interest in the nature of the self than one finds
in liberal theories.

We may begin with the liberal conception of the self. If one thinks about the
liberal theories discussed in previous chapters, one will note that relatively
little attention is paid to the choosing agent. Because of their concern with
negative freedom, liberal theorists focus on ensuring that individuals are
protected from coercive pressures. But in regard to how this freedom will be
used, they are generally content simply to say that people should be free to
choose what they want, to pursue their own good in their own way. Bentham is
striking in this respect. He holds that it really does not matter what a person
chooses, as long as it gives him pleasure, and does not unduly lessen the
pleasures of other people. Although more extreme than the views of other
liberal thinkers, Bentham’s position does not differ greatly in its overall thrust.
Criticisms of this view have been noted. Failure to discriminate among
different ways individual discretion can be used opens the possibility that
people will choose badly, whether from the corrupt, artificial values excoriated
by Rousseau, or from momentary whims that are not integral parts of people’s
characters. This last concern exercises Hegel. We may call a desire that is not
integrated into the overall structure of an individual’s personality a whim or
impulse. In Hegel’s eyes, liberal theory allows choices to be made on the basis
of whims. In other words, liberal theory does not distinguish between import-
ant, stable desires that are central to an individual’s personality, to her self, and
mere whims or impulses. When a person chooses from desires of the latter
sort, she is determined by factors external to her self and so is not truly free.

Obviously, to become clear about Hegel’s meaning, we must examine his
view of the self. Hegel’s preferred method of approaching such questions is
genetically. He traces the series of steps—whether temporal or logical—
through which the concept in question comes into existence. Accordingly,
we may examine the process through which a person’s conception of herself
develops. We begin with an infant, completely dominated by impulses and
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appetites. This view of the infant is familiar and need not be discussed in
detail. During her first days, the infant is entirely dominated by appetites, for
nourishment, for warmth, sleep, and so on.When she requires satisfaction, she
signifies discomfort by crying, until what she wants is provided. As the infant
progresses through childhood, she is taught to suppress certain appetites and
to schedule satisfaction of others. She must eat at certain times, and not
between meals. Her parents do not allow her to eat bags of candy but insist
that what she eats be nourishing. Toilet training is a clear case, as the child is
taught to use the toilet and not to soil her diapers. At this stage, the process of
ordering the child’s desires is imposed from without, by her parents or other
authorities. But as the child develops, she increasingly takes over this responsi-
bility herself. At first, her parents prevent her from eating between meals.
At this stage, she is clearly not free in Hegel’s sense, as her will is determined
by factors outside of her, that is, by other people. As time passes and she
assumes control of her own appetites, she moves closer to the ideal of self-
determination.
A crucial stage in the process of development is when the person—probably

no longer a young child—is able to pursue complex, long-range goals, which
involve detailed balancing of desires. Perhaps she decides to become a doctor,
which entails rigorous studying, and so must deny satisfaction to certain urges.
For example, on a nice day, she might like to go for a walk, but she stays in and
works on a report. She carefully develops a strategy according to which she will
take the courses required for admission to medical school, and subordinates
her other interests to doing well in them.
The need to arrange one’s desires in an ordered structure is familiar. People

do this all the time, whenever they go to work, or get out of bed in the morning
though they would prefer to sleep in. For Hegel, there is an important
distinction between different ways in which a person may schedule desires.
Most simply, a person may do this to maximize her happiness. After receiving
three pieces of candy, she may decide the order in which to eat them for
greatest enjoyment. Thus the urge to cram all three pieces into her mouth at
once is fought off for the sake of overall pleasure. Or perhaps she knows that
eating all three pieces at once will give her a stomachache, and so she decides
to wait between pieces. A more sophisticated form of arranging desires is when
a person does this in order to advance some conception of herself. Our
example of the aspiring doctor is a case in point. This person does not merely
schedule her desires to increase happiness (although on a more advanced level,
something like this is involved). She does this in order to realize a particular
conception of herself; that is, she sees herself as a doctor and arranges her life
in order to make this vision a reality. Desires and inclinations that do not fit
into this overall plan are necessarily thrust aside.
If we consider such a person’s overall goals, we may distinguish between

desires that are consistent with her plan to be a physician and others that are
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not. Obvious examples of desires that are central to her plans are those to work
hard, to keep her appointments, to get along with her fellow students and
teachers. Not to do any of these things could damage her plans. Thus desires to
do them are necessary components of her overall desire to be a doctor. Desires
that do not fall inside her overall plan are what we have referred to as whims.
These may be harmless. Perhaps she is feeling down and decides to buy a book
or a picture for her wall. Whether or not she makes this purchase will not
affect her plan to become a doctor. Other whims may be less innocuous.
Perhaps she feels like purchasing an expensive car that has caught her eye but
she cannot afford. To make the payments, she would have to take on a part-
time job which would interfere with her studies. This sort of whim is inconsist-
ent with her overall plans and must be combatted if she is to succeed. For ease
of reference, we may refer to whims of the first sort as “harmless whims,” and
those that are damaging to a person’s long-term goals as “harmful whims.”
Deciding to buy an inexpensive book is ordinarily a harmless whim; deciding
to buy a Porsche is often a harmful whim.

In our case of the aspiring doctor, then, we can distinguish desires that are
consistent with her conception of herself, which she intends to realize in her
actions, and others that fall outside this self-conception. If, as Hegel argues,
freedom is self-determination, then in order to be free, a person’s choices must
be dictated by desires that are bound up with her self-conception, rather than
by whims, which fall outside this. To keep things relatively simple, we may set
aside harmless whims and concentrate on harmful. Clearly, Hegel believes that
to give in to desires of this kind is to make choices that are not determined by
one’s self, which are in fact (by definition) damaging to one’s self. When one
chooses on the basis of these desires, one is not self-determined and so not
free.

Accordingly, as we noted in the last section, it is overly simple to believe
freedom is mere non-interference. The simple absence of restrictions allows
domination by whims as well as by the more important desires of one’s self.
Hegel believes freedom requires restrictions on whims:

To regard freedom in a purely formal and subjective sense, abstracted from its
absolutely essential objects and aims, is a perennial misunderstanding; for it
means that impulses, desires, and passions—which pertain by their nature exclu-
sively to the particular individual—and arbitrariness and random inclinations are
identified with freedom, and that any restrictions imposed upon these are seen as
restrictions on freedom itself. On the contrary, such restrictions are the indis-
pensable conditions of liberation. (Reason in History, p. 99)

As this passage continues, Hegel argues for a source of preferred desires higher
than the self. But this additional theme depends on additional points we must
develop.
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Having looked briefly at Hegel’s view of the self, and so the distinction
between desires consistent and inconsistent with one’s self, we may examine
how this is tied in with freedom in more detail. We have seen that Hegel views
self-determination as the essence of freedom. But the nature of self-determin-
ation may be further developed. Hegel believes there are two immediate
conditions that must be satisfied if an individual is to be self-determined,
and so free. These bear on how a person chooses and what he chooses; the free
person must choose in a certain way, and must make choices with particular
contents. In accordance with longstanding usage, we may refer to the former
as the form of a given choice and the latter as its content (see above, p. 283).
The former concerns qualities of the person—or his will—as he makes a given
choice. The latter concerns the nature of what he chooses.
To begin with the former, there are clear restrictions on how free choices

are made. In accordance with what we have seen, whims are desires that a
person happens to have, in contrast with desires that are central to his self-
conception. Desires of the latter sort are results of deliberation, not only about
the nature of the overall end in question but about how particular desires are
consistent and inconsistent with this. In order to achieve a complex, long-term
goal, a person’s life must be subjected to a certain order, which may be
described as rational. In previous chapters we have seen that the concept of
rationality is bound up with selecting the most appropriate means to attain a
given end. Clearly, at minimum, if a person is to be self-determined, other
aims and projects must be subordinated to the more important aspirations
that are central to his self-conception. If the overall goal is complex, this may
require achieving a series of lesser, subsidiary goals, which are means to it. For
example, to become a doctor, one must complete medical school. This in turn
requires that one be admitted to medical school, and so one must do well in
certain courses in college. Accomplishing any or all of these goals requires that
certain desires be cast aside and others have satisfaction postponed. Thus the
raw material of a person’s motivations must be shaped by the agency of reason
if her goals are to be accomplished and her self is to emerge. Although this is
clear if the goals in question are complex and long-term, it is equally true of
simpler goals. In any given case, reason must exercise a supervisory capacity
over the person’s aims and desires to make sure those that are acted on are
consistent with her sense of self. Desires themselves are unable to determine
this: “An impulse is simply a uni-directional urge and thus has no measuring-
rod in itself ” (Philosophy of Right, Par. 17, p. 29). Deciding whether or not a
desire is to be satisfied falls to a faculty outside of it, the person’s rational or
deliberative capacities: “When reflection is brought to bear on impulses, they
are imaged, estimated, compared with one another, with their means of
satisfaction and their consequences, &c., and with a sum of satisfaction (i.e.,
with happiness). In this way reflection invests this material with abstract
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universality and in this external manner purifies it from its crudity and
barbarity” (Par. 20, p. 29).

There are clear requirements reason must satisfy in assessing desires.
Obviously, it must do this in a deliberate, careful way. Desires must be
examined to see if they are consistent with one’s sense of self. Desires that
do not fit in must be suppressed, while others must be assigned appropriate
satisfaction. As choices that proceed from impulses or arbitrary desires are not
free, so self-determination requires that choices not be arbitrary or capricious.
Careful, deliberate choices, however, are not enough. Not all senses of self are
equally appropriate bases for self-determination. The particular example on
which we have focused appears a suitable case. Choosing to be a doctor is a
sensible, respectable thing to do. But is this also true of choosing to be a
gambler, or a drug dealer, or an axe murderer? In each case, successful
realization of a certain conception of the self requires suppressing desires
and scheduling the satisfaction of others. But in these cases, the plans them-
selves are based on the satisfaction of obviously questionable desires. Can one
pursue a course of life devoted to the satisfaction of such aims and still be free?

It appears that certain conceptions of the self are inherently flawed and so
disqualified from being bases of actions that are self-determined and so free.
But unacceptable conceptions cannot be weeded out simply on the basis of
their lack of rationality. It is entirely possible that a person may choose to be a
drug dealer after carefully weighing her options, fully aware of what this
entails. In accordance with this aim, she will suppress certain desires and
rearrange others. The resulting structure of purposes and desires will have
qualities of rationality and deliberateness similar to those associated with the
choice to become a doctor. Accordingly, we must go beyond the consistency of
a person’s aims and the care with which they are chosen in order to determine
if they are a suitable basis for freedom.

Hegel argues along these lines in Philosophy of Right, in criticizing the moral
views of his great predecessor, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804). Briefly and
simply, Kant argues that the essence of a moral action is its rationality. Kant
attempts to move from the requirement of rationality to a developed moral
system solely on the basis of rationality’s demand for consistency. He argues
that, if Jones is to act rationally, he must follow a rule or principle he is willing
to have consistently applied, and so one he would allow others—all others—to
use as a basis for their actions as well. Not to do so would be inconsistent and
so irrational. Thus when Jones acts, he in effect represents all people. In
choosing a maxim of action for himself, he also chooses it for everyone else.
Therefore, he should not choose to do X unless he is willing to have all other
people do X as well. Kant’s basic moral precept, his “categorical imperative,” is
as follows:
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I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim should
become a universal law.19

Arguing that rationality alone is an adequate basis for morality, Kant is
unwilling to appeal to the consequences of acts. For example, assume that
Jones borrows money, promising to pay it back, although he knows he will not
be able to do so. In performing this action, Jones declares his willingness to
allow everyone else to break their promises as well. Kant believes this is
obviously absurd, and so Jones’s action is irrational. But in regard to why
this is irrational, Kant is not entirely convincing.20 Obviously, Kant believes it
is a contradiction for Jones to act on the basis of a rule he would not allow for
others. However, it is not clear exactly why Jones would not permit others to
act on this rule.
Confronted with an example of this sort, we would probably say that Jones

is unwilling to allow everyone to break their promises because he recognizes
the importance of the institution of promising and so would not allow it to be
undermined. If everyone broke promises, it would be impossible to rely on
other people; contracts would not exist, to say nothing of informal agreements
between people and such things as marriage vows. The result would be a more
difficult life for everyone. In contrast with Kant’s view, we would attribute
Jones’s inconsistency not to inherent self-contradiction but to his concern for
the maintenance of important social rules.
In criticizing Kant, Hegel builds on this line of argument. Very briefly, he

argues that consistency alone is not an adequate basis for moral rules. He
believes Kant’s arguments appear to go through only because Kant covertly
appeals to consequences in demonstrating the impossibility of irrational
behavior. According to Hegel, any principle can be acceptable as a universal
maxim for action, if one does not care about the consequences. In the example
we have noted, Kant argues for the absurdity of the false promise as follows:

For the universality of a law that every one believing himself to be in need can
make any promise he pleases with intention not to keep it would make promising,
and the very purpose of promising, itself impossible, since no one would believe
he was being promised anything, but would laugh at utterances of this kind as
empty shams. (Groundwork, Chap. 2, p. 90)

While Kant apparently views this situation as involving a logical absurdity,
Hegel believes the absurdity of the promise stems from our unwillingness to
accept the severe consequences involved. If Jones were willing to live without
the institution of promising, he would allow other people to follow the same
moral rule he assigns to himself and so would not be inconsistent.

19 I. Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, Chap. 1, p. 70; full reference below under
Texts Cited. This work is cited hereafter in the text as Groundwork.

20 For Kant’s discussion of this example, see Groundwork, Chap. 2, pp. 89–90.
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Hegel criticizes Kant’s view in the second Part of Philosophy of Right, which
he calls “Morality.”He believes a great advantage of Kant’s view is its ability to
establish the morality of actions solely on the basis of the individual’s own will.
What any one of us is able to will rationally and so consistently is moral,
without reference to any further standard. However, Hegel characterizes
Kant’s view as “the pure unconditioned self-determination of the will,” and
dismisses it as “empty formalism” (Philosophy of Right, Par. 135, pp. 89–90),
because Kant gives substantial guidance as to how we should will, but is less
helpful in regard to what we should will. Because any maxim can be acted
upon as long as one is willing to accept the consequences of allowing everyone
else to follow it, Hegel argues that moral actions must rest on something
beyond the individual’s will. While he agrees with Kant’s claim that moral
actions must be rational in form, he believes rationality alone cannot provide
their content. In order to explain why a given action is unacceptable, we must
appeal to social rules and institutions we are unwilling to do without:

The absence of property contains in itself just as little contradiction as the non-
existence of this or that nation, family, &c., or the death of the whole human race.
But if it is already established on other grounds and presupposed that property
and human life are to exist and be respected, then indeed it is a contradiction to
commit theft or murder; a contradiction must be a contradiction of something,
i.e., of some content presupposed from the start as a fixed principle. It is to a
principle of that kind alone, therefore, that an action can be related either by
correspondence or contradiction. (Philosophy of Right, Par. 135, p. 90)

Hegel’s distinctive position is that the necessary content of moral actions must
be supplied by an existing society and state. He refers to the network of rules
established in a given society as the “ethical order” or “ethical life.” The
German word he uses is Sittlichkeit, which derives from Sitte, which means
“custom.” In using the term Sittlichkeit, Hegel does not refer to customs alone.
Rather, he means “the laws and institutions of a social, cultural, and legal
nature that inform the life of a people.”21 In Charles Taylor’s words: “Sit-
tlichkeit refers to the moral obligations I have to an ongoing community of
which I am part. These obligations are based on established norms and uses”
(Taylor, p. 376). The need to conform to an existing ethical order is the heart
of Hegel’s argument that full freedom can be attained only through the agency
of the state.

There is something strongly counterintuitive in the claim that freedom
consists in the requirement, the duty, to conform to the dictates of an ethical
order. Because freedom is self-determination, this appears not to exist if the
individual must submit to rules and institutions external to himself. But in

21 R. Schacht, “Hegel on Freedom,” in Hegel: A Collection of Critical Essays, A. MacIntyre, ed.
(Garden City, NY, 1972), 317.
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accordance with what we have seen in this section, we can make sense of
Hegel’s view. To act in accordance with the ethical order is to be governed by
rational norms, which are chosen rationally. Hegel’s view of the substantive
rationality of existing norms is a subject to which we will return. But it is clear
immediately that behaving in this way liberates the individual from two
impediments to freedom: the dictates of whims and impulses, and the empty
formalism of trying to ground one’s actions solely on one’s own will. To
choose the norms of one’s society is a self-conscious act, while these rules
give content to one’s choices. In Hegel’s words:

The bond of duty can appear as a restriction only on indeterminate subjectivity or
abstract freedom, and on the impulses either of the natural will or of the moral
will which determines its indeterminate good arbitrarily. The truth is, however,
that in duty the individual finds his liberation; first, liberation from dependence
on mere natural impulse and from the depression which as a particular subject he
cannot escape in his moral reflections on what ought to be and what might be;
secondly, liberation from the indeterminate subjectivity which, never reaching
reality or the objective determinacy of action, remains self-enclosed and devoid of
actuality. In duty the individual acquires his substantive freedom. (Philosophy of
Right, Par. 149, p. 107)

However, even if we grant that acceptance of the ethical order liberates the
individual from these impediments to freedom, it is not clear that this
submission is an improvement. The ethical order still appears to be external
to the individual. It is not clear how submission to such rules can be reconciled
with self-determination. We will examine this claim in the following section.
To close this section, we should note that Hegel’s realization of the distance

between his own and the traditional liberal conception of freedom, which he
calls “abstract freedom,” is clear in his embrace of “positive freedom”:

Duty is a restriction only on the self-will of subjectivity. It stands in the way only
of that abstract good to which subjectivity adheres. When we say: ‘We want to be
free,’ the primary meaning of the word is simply: ‘We want abstract freedom,’ and
every institution and every organ of the state passes as a restriction on freedom of
that kind. Thus duty is not a restriction on freedom, but only on freedom in the
abstract, i.e., on unfreedom. Duty is the attainment of our essence, the winning of
positive freedom. (Philosophy of Right, Par. 149A, pp. 259–60)

SOCIAL CONSTITUTION OF THE SELF

Hegel is able to argue that freedom lies in acting in accordance with the rules
of the ethical order, because he does not view this as standing in opposition to
the individual inhabitants of the state. Hegel’s view, which may be described as
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the social constitution of the self, stands in sharp opposition to major currents
in liberal political theory. The liberal theorists we have examined posit a
separation between the individual and society. Society is generally viewed as
nothing but a collection of individuals, who come together out of self-interest,
in order to achieve ends they have prior to entering it. The distance between
the individual and society is most apparent in the state of nature theories of
Hobbes and Locke. Although Rousseau criticizes Hobbes for reading qualities
of social man back into the state of nature, the Hobbesian individual is in
important respects an asocial, creature, intent on satisfying his own desires.
For Hobbes and Locke, and other liberal theorists, the individual attains his
identity from sources other than society. The views of liberal theorists con-
cerning the source of identity parallel those concerning desires and interests
discussed in the previous section.

Hegel’s far-reaching inquiry into the nature of the self gives rise to a more
searching account of the relationship between the individual and society. His
view of the social constitution of the self centers on the close relationship
between the individual and the society to which he belongs. In our discussion
of Montesquieu in Chapter 5, we saw that each culture has distinctive charac-
teristics, and so individuals who are raised in different cultures differ as well.
Hegel believes Montesquieu’s analysis is “thorough and profound” (Reason in
History, p. 27). But Hegel takes this line of analysis much farther, exploring
just how the institutions and practices of a society shape individual identity.
He believes the abstract individual in the state of nature discussed by liberal
theorists has no basis in reality. We have noted repeatedly that the individual
is necessarily born into a society—and so the claim that political relationships
rest on voluntary choices is a myth. More than this, the individual does not
create his identity out of whole cloth, but becomes the person he is through the
agency of society. In his Introduction to the Philosophy of History, Hegel
writes: “Each individual is the son of his own nation at a specific stage in
this nation’s development. No one can escape from the spirit of his nation, any
more than he can escape from the earth itself” (Reason in History, p. 81).
Hegel’s claim is obviously true in regard to language. According to liberal
theory, the individual is above all a rational, thinking being. But the language
in which he thinks is that of his society, which he learns by living in it. There
can be no thought without language—the particular language of a particular
society. Thus individual identity is not chosen in the abstract. “The individual
does not invent his content, but merely activates the substantial content which
is already present within him” (Reason in History, p. 81). Taylor makes this
point clearly:

We can think that the individual is what he is in abstraction from his community
only if we are thinking of him qua organism. But when we think of a human
being, we do not simply mean a living organism, but a being who can think, feel,
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decide, be moved, respond, enter into relations with others; and all this implies a
language, a related set of ways of experiencing the world, of interpreting his
feelings, understanding his relation to others, to the past, the future, the absolute,
and so on. It is the particular way he situates himself within this cultural world
that we call his identity. (p. 380)

To carry this line of thought an additional step farther, Hegel also believes
individual identity is built up from a series of roles provided by society.
It is possible for an individual to minimize his contact with society, most

obviously by living reclusively. But a life of this sort is limiting. An individual
living outside society is unlikely to develop all his capacities. As Aristotle says
in the Politics, the individual who can realize all his powers apart from society
must be either more than or less than human, either a beast or a god.22 Outside
society, the individual “is like the war-mad man condemned in Homer’s words
as ‘having no family, no law, no home.’ ”23 In discussing freedom, Hegel speaks
of “indeterminate subjectivity which, never reaching reality or the objective
determinacy of action, remains self-enclosed and devoid of actuality” (Phil-
osophy of Right, Par. 149, p. 107). In order to avoid this undeveloped condi-
tion, a person must live as a member of his society. Not to do so is to remain
indeterminate, self-enclosed, and devoid of reality. The crucial connection
between individual and society lies in the fact that the range of options from
which one can choose is provided by society. Just as the words and concepts
with which one thinks are those of the language of one’s culture, so one creates
his identity by assuming a series of roles that are similarly supplied. An
individual is able to develop his full potential—and so to become fully
human—only by entering into specific relationships with other members of
society. These relationships are conducted according to socially defined rules,
which the individual must internalize. As he takes these into himself, they
become constitutive of his identity.
Hegel’s point may be illustrated by examining the identity of a typical (or, at

least, not atypical) member of society. Let us imagine Smith, who is a married
man, with children. He works as a teacher, and has been employed in that
capacity for many years. There are of course other aspects of his identity, but
we may concentrate on these. Let us assume Smith is having an extremely bad
day. He yells at his students and storms out of the lecture hall. His students are
likely to think he is not himself today. Similarly, upon arriving at home, he
ignores his children to go work on some hobby. When the children seek his
attention, he yells at them too. They too are likely to think he is not himself
today, as will his wife if he picks a fight with her.

22 Aristotle, Politics, Bk. I, Chap. 2 (1253a1–4); revised ed., T. Sinclair and T. Saunders, trans.
(Harmondsworth, 1981). For discussion, see Vol. I, 128.

23 Aristotle, Politics, Bk. I, Chap. 2 (1253a5–6).
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The point here is that people with whom Smith regularly interacts build up
expectations in regard to his behavior. They are able to do so because his
conduct is generally in accord with rules and standards which both he and
they are able to understand. When he behaves in an unusual or abnormal
manner, and they respond that he is not being himself, he is not behaving in
accordance with these rules and so with the expectations of other people. The
rules he generally follows but flouts on this particular day are the established
norms of the social roles he occupies.

Accordingly, the expectations held by the people with whom Smith inter-
acts are not arbitrary or simply dreamed up by them. They are built into the
fabric of society. For example, Smith’s students expect competent instruction
from him. But teaching them properly is not something he just happens to do.
He has not invented his repertoire of pedagogical techniques. Rather, these
had to be learned, through both training and experience. Over the years, he
has acquired a collection of techniques which he has found to be especially
effective. Not surprisingly, these are similar to techniques other teachers have
learned or discovered, which are common throughout the teaching profession.

Now, contrast Smith’s normal, carefully rehearsed classroom performance
with how he would behave in the throes of some mental illness or other
circumstance that affected his ability to function. He would not be able to
lecture or control his class; rather, he might behave irrationally, raving
and carrying on. Or he might not be able to stand before his class at all and
run out of the room. We have noted that in engaging in these aberrant
forms of behavior, Smith is not being himself. What is crucial to note is that
he is himself in following the norms of the teaching profession. Because many
people have been teaching for centuries, a store of knowledge has been built up
about what works and does not work, and this knowledge has been incorpor-
ated into society’s expectations about teachers’ performance. A good teacher
stays within established guidelines—although perhaps deviating in particular
respects in accordance with his own proclivities. Thus as Smith conducts
himself in accordance with the carefully rehearsed rules he has learned
through experience, he occupies the socially defined role of effective teacher.
In doing so, he realizes his professional ambitions and so a central aspect of
himself.

What is true of Smith’s behavior as a teacher also holds in other aspects of
his life, in regard to his activities as husband, father, and so on. In each case,
effective performance of the role requires behavior according to a textured
framework of rules that define normal performance. In choosing to occupy a
given role, Smith also accepts these rules. When he gets married, he assumes
duties to love, honor, and cherish his wife, as behavior of this kind is necessary
to a successful marriage. Rules of this sort, although not always easy to
formulate explicitly, ground moral duties, because success in an area of life
depends on them.
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Hegel believes the substance of a person’s life is the set of roles he occupies.
His life is built upon such roles, with each particular role in turn structured
according to the traditions of his society and the expectations grown up
around them. In occupying each of his major roles, a persons’ behavior is
largely in conformity with societal norms. But this does not make it less central
to his identity—just as the fact that his thoughts are in his society’s language
does not make them less his own. The set of roles a person occupies gives
structure to his life, defining his identity in his own eyes and those of other
people. Thus Hegel writes of the rules of the ethical order:

[T]hey are not something alien to the subject. On the contrary, his spirit bears
witness to them as to its own essence, the essence in which he has a feeling of his
selfhood, and in which he lives as in his own element which is not distinguished
from himself. The subject is thus directly linked to the ethical order by a relation
which is more like an identity than even the relation of faith or trust. (Philosophy
of Right, Par. 147, p. 106)

Hegel’s close association of the individual and society runs counter to
common liberal convictions. To people with liberal political ideas, it seems
odd to speak of freedom as conformity to social rules, which one has had no
part in making. Deeply imbedded in the liberal tradition are values of indi-
vidualism and spontaneity. Freedom, according to the liberal conception,
includes the notion of doing as one pleases. This in turn is widely viewed as
including the ability to act against stodgy traditions. Hegel’s response to this
claim has been seen in the previous section. He would of course argue that
acting from momentary feelings or inclinations is not consistent with self-
determination. As for conforming to traditions, this is an important compon-
ent of most people’s lives. A life of opposition to existing society, like that of
a recluse, is largely devoid of substance, in comparison to full participation
in different aspects of society. Someone who only opposes the practices of
others without creating his own alternative way of life will lead a life of
“indeterminacy.”
Although indeterminacy preserves the possibility of spontaneity, it pre-

cludes significant action. Every time a person chooses, something is lost.
At one point, a young man is free to marry any woman in the world. Then
he chooses a particular woman, and all other options are closed. In choosing
a single woman, he renounces innumerable others. But the implication here
is that the freedom to marry whomever one chooses survives only as long as it
is not exercised. Hegel believes the individual is truly free only when he
exercises the freedom to choose, and so takes on a network of social rules
and customs. In the words of one commentator: “Then and only then is his
will free not merely potentially, and free not merely in the abstract and
negative sense of pure indeterminateness, but free actually and in a concrete
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and positive sense.”24 To preserve the freedom to choose—by not exercising
it—is to retain only the illusion of freedom.

Although freedom requires assuming a range of pre-existing social roles,
individual choice is not eliminated entirely. This is true most obviously in
modern societies. Such a society offers a range of options in regard to career,
family, and other aspects of life. In the example discussed above, Smith is
himself and self-determined when he acts according to the rules that dictate
the conduct of teachers. But he might have chosen to be a lawyer, a pharma-
cist, or an engineer. In each of these cases, he would have chosen to assume a
range of established rules along with his choice of profession. In each of these
cases, he would have learned—and internalized—the norms of his profession
through professional training. Although there is an element of discretion in
regard to which norms he will assume, even in this case it is clear that a
person’s options are limited by the range of possible careers offered in his
society. Smith cannot choose to be a nuclear physicist unless the study of
nuclear physics has been established. The rules and customs of modern society
are such that he cannot choose to be an alchemist. Although the individual has
some discretion in choosing particular social roles, this does not alter the fact
that he comes to be defined by existing norms in his society.

We can see why Hegel believes established social rules have greater sub-
stance than what an individual can create for himself by looking briefly at the
institution of marriage. According to the popular view, marriage is a relation-
ship built on love. This view emerged relatively recently along with the
practice of voluntary marriage, according to which a man and woman could
marry because they wished to do so, rather than because their parents or other
people believed they made a good match. The popular view of marriage places
emotion at its center. People should not get married unless they are in love,
with the unhappy implication that if they fall out of love or otherwise grow
apart, they may divorce. This view of marriage is obviously closely related to
the liberal conception of the state as a union of individuals, joined out of self-
interest. According to liberal political theory, when political relationships no
longer serve their function—when the contract of government is broken, or
the state does more harm than good—they too may be dissolved.

Hegel believes emotion, caprice, is not a sufficient basis for a substantial
moral relationship. If marriage is based on love, this has the potential to leave
the individual hostage to his emotions. Dependence on how one feels, as we
have seen, is not self-determination, and so not freedom. Hegel believes the
marriage relationship becomes fully real only through its connection with the
ethical order. While sentiment, even love, is subject to change, the ethical
order is permanent. In taking their wedding vows, a man and woman unite

24 Schacht, “Hegel on Freedom,” 311.
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their wills with the will of the state. In Hegel’s words: “the spiritual bond of
union secures its rights as the substance of marriage and thus rises, inherently
indissoluble, to a plane above the contingency of passion and the transience of
particular caprice” (Philosophy of Right, Par. 163, p. 112). After the wedding
vows have been taken, the rights and obligations of marriage are placed
beyond the feelings of the people involved. The responsibilities of each partner
are spelled out in the norms of society, which exist in the ethical order, in
permanent, concrete form. To fulfill one’s ethical obligations in marriage, one
has only to follow these rules. Both life and literature are replete with tales of
married people whose feelings change, often with tragic results. This possibil-
ity is foreclosed as man and woman solidify their relationship in the ethical
order, becoming husband and wife, and achieving security from the tyranny of
feeling. This “eliminates from marriage the transient, fickle, and purely sub-
jective aspects of love” (Philosophy of Right, Par. 161A, p. 262). The ceremonial
aspects of marriage signify its ethical reality:

[T]he solemn declaration by the parties of their consent to enter the ethical bond
of marriage, and its corresponding recognition and confirmation by their family
and community, constitutes the formal completion and actuality of marriage. The
knot is tied and made ethical only after this ceremony, whereby . . . the substantial
thing in the marriage is brought completely into being. As a result, the sensuous
moment, the one proper to physical life, is put into its ethical place as something
only consequential and accidental, belonging to the external embodiment of the
ethical bond, which indeed can subsist exclusively in reciprocal love and support.
(Philosophy of Right, Par. 164, p. 113)

If marriage is taken so seriously, it follows that divorce must be difficult to
obtain. One implication of the popular view of marriage is that people should
not be forced to stay married if they are no longer in love. Because he elevates
marriage above the realm of feelings, Hegel does not believe feelings should
justify ending a marriage: “Marriage is not to be dissolved because of passion,
since passion is subordinate to it.” In making divorce as difficult as possible,
lawgivers preserve marriage’s sacred character, and so “uphold the right of the
ethical order against caprice” (Par. 163A, pp. 262–63).
As depicted here, marriage is representative of the ethical order as a whole.

As husband and wife fulfill their moral obligations through this institution, the
same is true in other spheres of life. Rather than following one’s own will or
inclinations, one should be guided by the rules of the existing ethical order. “In
an ethical community, it is easy to say what man must do, what are the duties
he has to fulfill in order to be virtuous: he has simply to follow the well-known
and explicit rules of his own situation” (Philosophy of Right, Par. 150, p. 107).
In adhering to social norms, a person does not subordinate himself to some-
thing outside himself; he becomes himself.
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Although Hegel views adherence to social norms as rational life, this does
not rule out other aspects of one’s personality, for example, feelings, or spon-
taneity. Adherence to social norms takes precedence over these elements; it is
within the structure of defined roles that these other factors should take shape.
Whims, impulses, emotions should not stand apart from one’s social identity
but be focused by it. In attempting to harmonize reason and feeling in this
way, Hegel stands opposed to common liberal conceptions. According to him,
the liberal view unduly emphasizes discretion, the ability to choose what one
wants. Hegel of course rejects this view because he sees feeling as an inad-
equate basis for action. But in spite of his opposition to feeling in this respect, a
central theme of his philosophy is the need to integrate feeling and reason
harmoniously. This is accomplished in the ethical order. In pursuing his career
as a teacher, Smith should not pursue the norms of his profession, which are
rationally grounded, rather than passion. His feeling should be invested in the
stable framework of his role as a teacher—instead of being the sole basis for his
conduct. Similarly, although his relationship with his wife should not have
feeling for its main support, Hegel of course does not believe Smith should not
love his wife. Rather, love should grow within the stable framework provided
by the institution of marriage. Instead of wishing to eliminate feeling from
ethical life—which is an error he attributes to Kant—Hegel wishes to situate it
properly within the ethical order. Only in this way, he believes, can all human
faculties be integrated in fully harmonious lives.

WORLD HISTORY AND THE STATE

Hegel’s claim that freedom is union with the ethical order of an existing
society is plausible only if the ethical order is in fact rational. If the institutions
of one’s society are grossly evil or immoral, one could hardly behave rationally
in accepting them. Fortunately, as far as Hegel is concerned, the situation in
his society is not of this kind. He views the Germanic world as essentially
rational. In the Preface to Philosophy of Right, he expresses the conviction:
“What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational” (p. 10). By this he
means that what exists is inherently rational, because it is the product of
purposive historical development. In this respect, Hegel’s view is similar to
those of Burke and Montesquieu, who explain existing conditions as produced
by fundamental underlying processes. Hegel’s view, however, is more com-
plex. He not only sees what is as the result of rational processes, but also
believes these processes are impelled to realize themselves in the world—to
give rise to something actual. Hegel believes the Germanic realm represents
the culmination of the overall process that constitutes world history. This
realm’s privileged place in world history is central to his Philosophy of History.
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The main theme of the Philosophy of History is the process of world history
as progressive, moving in the direction of increasing rationality and freedom.
This is fairly straightforward, and Hegel illustrates this theme with a wealth of
supporting material. His reasons for viewing history in this light, however, are
complicated, and will be only touched on here. Hegel’s belief in the rationality
of the ethical order depends on his understanding of the modern state’s place
in world history. His distinctive view is that world history is not only rational
but the unfolding of divine Reason.
Hegel’s conception of world history is essentially a religious view. But in his

thought, theology and philosophy are one. While religion studies God through
images and representations, philosophy apprehends God’s nature by means of
concepts, through the medium of rational thought. Thus Hegel argues that
“the distinction between faith and knowledge is in fact an empty one” (Reason
in History, p. 41). In the same way God reveals himself in the form of the
Christian religion, wherein he can be apprehended by faith, he also reveals
himself to human reason through his works in the world. There is an inner
logic to the course of history, which can be rationally understood. But more
than this, Hegel believes the historical process discloses not only God’s plan
but his essence.
Hegel’s idea of God is unusual. He does not believe God is, from the

beginning, perfect and transcendent; rather, God requires the opposition of
the external world to realize these attributes. In other words, it is only through
history that God becomes God. As Plant says, Hegel’s God “is not to be
conceived as in the Judaic religion as the perfect, self-sufficient sovereign
lord of the Universe, but rather in a deep sense dependent on his creation as
the medium of his own development, a development which by taking place in
the world can be comprehended by the philosopher” (p. 137). If God were
perfect, he would have had no reason to create the world. “If God is all-
sufficient and lacks nothing, why does he disclose himself in the sheer other of
Himself?” (Hegel, quoted by Plant, p. 136).
Hegel believes God requires the world so that, in overcoming its opposition

to himself, he can achieve self-knowledge. The essence of God—otherwise
identified as Spirit, the Idea, or the World Spirit—is freedom. We have seen
that Hegel views freedom as self-determination. Because God is a perfect
being, he cannot be dependent on anything outside himself. But because all
knowledge requires an object, God’s self-knowledge can be gained only by
reflecting on his apprehension of some object. For God this purpose is served
by the world. Hegel accepts the Aristotelian teaching that God is thought
which has itself as its object. God can only have himself as an object of
knowledge by reflecting on the process through which he apprehends an
object outside himself, the world, which he creates for this purpose, through
an act of self-externalization. God’s self-knowledge, then, develops over time
through the process by which he apprehends the world, which is history.

G. W. F. Hegel 473

Klosko, George. History of Political Theory : An Introduction to Modern Political Theory, Oxford University Press,
         Incorporated, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1132326.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 09:02:37.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
, I

nc
or

po
ra

te
d.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



At the beginning of time, God stands opposed to the world. The vehicle
through which the world is apprehended and God’s self-knowledge progresses
is the consciousness of human beings. “The world spirit is the spirit of the
world as it reveals itself through the human consciousness; the relationship of
men to it is that of single parts to the whole which is their substance” (Reason
in History, p. 52).

Hegel’s notion of “Spirit” is elusive. As he argues in the Phenomenology, this
should be understood as the consciousness of human beings, in a collective
sense. He describes Spirit as “this absolute substance which is the unity of the
different independent self-consciousnesses . . . ‘I’ that is ‘We’ and ‘We’ that is
I” (Phenomenology, B. IV, p. 110).25 Briefly, an important implication of his
view of Spirit is identification of the consciousness of human beings and of
God. Throughout the course of history, human beings attain self-knowledge.
In coming to know themselves as beings whose purpose it is to know them-
selves, they achieve self-determination and so freedom in Hegel’s sense.
Through this process, God attains self-knowledge and realizes himself as
God. In world history freedom and consciousness develop in tandem:
“World history is the progress of the consciousness of freedom—a progress
whose necessity it is our business to comprehend” (Reason in History, p. 54).

Regardless of the extent to which this complex web of ideas can be clearly
grasped, the overall direction of history is, again, straightforward. Civilizations
are the vehicles through which history develops. Hegel depicts these as links in
a chain, reaching towards the full flowering of freedom realized in his own
society. The main civilizations he discusses are the Oriental world, Greece,
Rome, and the Germanic world, by which he means Protestant Northern
Europe since the Reformation. His basic position is that the consciousness
of freedom develops to a certain point in a given civilization. At that point,
having exhausted the possibilities of that stage of development, the spirit of
freedom leaves it behind to move on to the next stage. The process is cruel, as
innumerable individuals are ruthlessly sacrificed to the demands of the evolv-
ing World Spirit. History is a “slaughter-bench,” on which “the happiness of
nations, the wisdom of states, and the virtue of individuals” meet their end
(Phil. Hist., p. 21; Reason in History, p. 69). Although the growth of reason
cannot pause to consider the welfare of individuals, Hegel’s overall vision is a
theodicy, a justification of the evils of the world. The suffering of single
individuals is compensated by the growth of freedom produced by the histor-
ical process as a whole.

Hegel believes the main civilizations that arose in world history represent
different stages of progress towards freedom. He describes the stages as
follows:

25 For a good brief discussion of Spirit, see J. N. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-examination (Oxford,
1958), Chap. 2.
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The East knew and the present day knows only that One is Free; the Greek and
Roman world, that some are free; the German World knows that All are free. The
first political form therefore which we observe in History, is Despotism, the
second Democracy and Aristocracy, the third Monarchy. (Phil. Hist., p. 104)

Hegel’s depiction of monarchy (rather than democracy) as the highest form of
state in which all are free must strike us as surprising. Although he has in mind
a specific form of monarchy, akin to that of Prussia in his own day, this still
raises the question whether his political theory is skewed to justify the Prussian
state. We will return to this important question in our final section.
There is an obvious logic to history’s overall pattern. Freedom, as we have

seen, is self-determination. In Oriental society, all people live under the sway
of a despot’s will. Only the despot himself is determined by his own will, and
so may be considered free. “The glory of Oriental conception is the One
Individual as that substantial being to which all belongs, so that no other
individual has a separate existence, or mirrors himself in his subjective
freedom” (Phil. Hist., p. 105). In a larger sense, however, even the despot is
not free, as his will is dominated by brutal passions rather than reason. Hegel
discusses various Oriental despotisms—China, India, Egypt, Persia—but all
are relatively undeveloped in regard to freedom. Comparing the development
of Spirit in different societies to the stages of a person’s life, Hegel describes the
Oriental stage as “the childhood of History” (Phil. Hist., p. 105).
In Greek society, the “adolescence” of History (p. 108), a higher stage is

achieved, as people are able to live according to their own wills. But this is a
right reserved for the few, because the institution of slavery precludes freedom
for all men (Reason in History, p. 54). In addition, the freedom of the
privileged few is not fully realized. In the Greek mind, individual wills are
united with important abstract moral norms such as justice, but the union is
unconscious:

Of the Greeks in the first and genuine form of their Freedom, we may assert, that
they had no conscience; the habit of living for their country without further
reflection, was the principle dominant among them. (Phil. Hist., p. 253)

Thus when Socrates inaugurated the practice of questioning one’s moral
convictions and so getting people to think critically about them, this was a
significant threat to Greek morality. In condemning Socrates to death, the
Athenians were justified: “the sentence bears on the one hand the aspect of
unimpeachable rectitude—inasmuch as the Athenian people condemns its
deadliest foe.” But simply stopping Socrates could not halt the rising historical
tide of individualism that had begun to sweep the Greek world. The essence of
Greek morality, full integration into society and acceptance of its norms, was
irrevocably changed by the emergence of self-conscious thought. “Spirit had
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acquired the propensity to gain satisfaction for itself—to reflect” (Phil. Hist.,
pp. 269–70).

The Roman stage is the manhood of History (p. 107). This surpasses the
Greek level in extent; in the Roman state, individuals unite with something
universal, and are rewarded with legal rights. These represent a development
past the Greek stage, as they are secured by positive law, and so distinct from
morality (p. 289). But here too government is according to the whims of a
single despot.

Finally, the German phase represents the full flowering of Spirit, its old age.
But Hegel adds that this is not a debilitated condition, as Spirit, unlike the
individual, does not perish. Rather, it is old age as increased maturity. The key
to this stage is freedom of conscience, won by the Reformation. This estab-
lished subjectivity as “the common property of all mankind.” The subject
himself judges religious truth, choosing the principles to which he will surren-
der, and in the process making the truth his own: “the banner of Free Spirit,
independent, though finding its life in the Truth, and enjoying independence
only in it. This is the banner under which we serve, and which we bear.” The
Reformation declares its essential principle: “Man is in his very nature des-
tined to be free” (Phil. Hist., pp. 416–17).

Hegel describes the different stages of history in considerable detail. Al-
though the vehicle of historical progress is the state, at each stage an entire
civilization is built up around it. Especially important are the components of
what Hegel calls Absolute Spirit, each civilization’s art, religion, and philoso-
phy. These elements are organically connected; all represent a particular point
in the development of Spirit, which is visible in all of its aspects. For instance,
the stage of development represented by the Greek mind is evident in its
anthropomorphic conception of the gods, which indicates the value the
Greeks place on the human individual. This obviously contrasts with the
Oriental world which associated the gods with forces of nature. But although
the Greek conception moves beyond the Oriental, it is still imperfect: “the
divinity of the Greeks is not yet the absolute, free Spirit, but Spirit in a
particular mode, fettered by the limitations of humanity—still dependent as
a determinate individuality on external conditions.” The limitations of this
conception are apparent if we look forward to the bodiless, universal God of
Christianity. Thus the Greeks’ lack of self-consciousness about themselves
shows up in their religion: “since they did not yet realize Spirit in its Univer-
sality—[they] had not the idea of man and the essential unity of the divine and
human nature according to the Christian view” (Phil. Hist., pp. 244, 250). The
relatively undeveloped consciousness of the Oriental stage is apparent
throughout its culture. In different areas, one can literally see Spirit just
beginning to emerge from nature:
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Of the representations which Egyptian Antiquity presents us with, one figure
must be especially noticed, viz. the Sphinx—in itself a riddle—an ambiguous
form, half brute, half human. The Sphinx may be regarded as a symbol of the
Egyptian Spirit. The human head looking out from the brute body, exhibits Spirit
as it begins to emerge from the merely Natural—to tear itself loose therefrom and
already to look more freely around it; without, however, entirely freeing itself
from the fetters Nature had imposed. The innumerable edifices of the Egyptians
are half below the ground, and half rise above it into the air. The whole land is
divided into a kingdom of life and a kingdom of death . . .Written language is still
a hieroglyphic; and its basis is only the sensuous image, not the letter itself. (Phil.
Hist., p. 199)26

More than the details of the specific stages of historical development, Hegel is
concerned to demonstrate the progress of Spirit towards self-consciousness
and freedom. Although human societies are the vehicles through which Spirit
develops, its progress follows its own logic, which is beyond the capacity of
historical actors to grasp. It is only in retrospect, looking backward after the
development of a specific stage is complete, that one can make out its role in
the course of world history’s “long and laborious journey” (Phenomenology,
Pref., p. 88, Baillie trans.). Hegel describes philosophy as “its own time
apprehended in thoughts” (Philosophy of Right, Pref. p. 11). Philosophy
cannot move beyond the confines of the society in which it exists in order to
predict the future or to make moral recommendations that outstrip the
development of its place in the progress of civilization. Philosophy’s task is
to grasp what the process of history has brought forth: “To comprehend what
is, this is the task of philosophy, because what is is reason” (Philosophy of
Right, Pref., p. 11). But to understand what is, one must examine how it came
to be. Looking back over the development of world history, the philosopher is
able to grasp its inevitable path, in a way that transcends the understanding of
people who were involved in historical events. Just as philosophy cannot
project itself beyond the framework of its own time into the future, so
historical actors are bound by their own time. This is true even of the great
men who are responsible for the epochal events through which history moves
forward.
Hegel’s account of the role of great men in history is one of the best known

aspects of his theory. He refers to important actors as “world historical
individuals.” Examples are Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, men
whose actions brought about monumental changes in their civilizations.
During Hegel’s own time, the most striking example was Napoleon. Hegel,
who supported the spread of the ideals of the French Revolution, which

26 The illustrative value of this passage is suggested by G. A. Cohen, Marx’s Concept of
History: A Defence (Princeton, 1979), 11; I am indebted to Cohen’s excellent, brief account of
Hegel’s view of history (Chap. 1).
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Napoleon facilitated, was greatly impressed at seeing Napoleon ride through
Jena after his great victory in the battle of Jena. In a famous letter, he wrote:

The Emperor—this world soul—I saw riding through the city to a review of his
troops; it is indeed a wonderful feeling to see such an individual who, here
concentrated in a single point, sitting on a horse, reaches out over the world
and dominates it. (in Kaufmann, pp. 318–19)

Similarly important individuals who have emerged since Hegel’s time are
Lenin, Hitler, Gandhi, and Mao Tse-tung. As a rule, such people are not
outstanding from a moral point of view (although Gandhi would be an
exception). In fact, one of their vital functions is to burst the constraints of
the moral systems of their societies—in order to help inaugurate new ones.
Their actions bring about widespread suffering: “A mighty figure must
trample many an innocent flower underfoot, and destroy much that lies in
its path” (Reason in History, p. 89). By seizing upon the historical potential
present in a given moment, they are able to move the process forward.

The great individuals of world history, therefore, are those who seize upon this
higher universal and make it their own end. It is they who realize the end
appropriate to the higher concept of the spirit. (Reason in History, pp. 82–83)

In their actions, however, these people do not have the goals of world history
in view. Rather, they are men of passion, moved by their own particular
interests. Because of their political acumen and power, they are able to
accomplish great deeds. But in spite of their own designs, the ends they
accomplish are not the ones they set for themselves, but the purposes of the
World Spirit, which unbeknownst to them, governs their situation: “Caesar
had to do what was necessary to overthrow the decaying freedom of Rome; he
himself met his end in the struggle, but necessity triumphed” (p. 89).

Hegel refers to the World Spirit’s ability to use the passions of people
toward its own ends as “the cunning of reason.” Through this means, history
“sets the passions to work in its service, so that the agent by which it gives itself
existence must pay the penalty and suffer the loss” (p. 89). Thus history works
through a law of unanticipated consequences. Great men act to achieve
specific purposes, to which they dedicate their lives and with which they
identify themselves (p. 86). Through their actions, great things are indeed
brought about, but not the ones conceived by their limited vision. History sees
farther than any individual actor. Although great men are necessary for
historical movement, they occupy the stage only until history is done with
them, at which point “they fall aside like empty husks” (p. 85).

Because of the limitations inherent at each stage of historical development,
the inhabitants of a given civilization can see no farther than its horizons. In
one of his most famous pronouncements, in the Preface to the Philosophy of
Right, Hegel describes this limitation:
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One word more about giving instruction as to what the world ought to be.
Philosophy in any case always comes on the scene too late to give it. As the
thought of the world, it appears only when actuality is already there cut and dried
after its process of formation has been completed. The teaching of the concept,
which is also history’s inescapable lesson, is that it is only when actuality is
mature that the ideal first appears over against the real and that the ideal
apprehends this same real world in its substance and builds it up for itself into
the shape of an intellectual realm. When philosophy paints its grey in grey, then
has a shape of life grown old. By philosophy’s grey in grey it cannot be rejuven-
ated but only understood. The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the
falling of the dusk. (pp. 12–13)

The reference to “grey in grey” is to Goethe; Hegel is referring to the idea that
philosophy paints the grey of theory against the background of a greying—or
aging—world.27 The owl is the symbol of the goddess Minerva (Athena),
goddess of wisdom. Thus Hegel holds that philosophy can describe only
what exists before it at a particular time, in the light of the past events that
have brought it about. Limited by the perspective of his time, the philosopher
can theorize only upon the development of civilization up until his time. It
follows that the full import of an historical stage can be understood and
captured in a philosophical system only when it has realized its full potential
and so exhausted its capacity for further progress. Hegel believes his own
position is privileged. Obviously he has the great advantage over previous
philosophers of coming after them and so being able to see farther ahead. But
he also believes history has reached its culmination in his own stage of
civilization. In the civilization of Germany (again, Protestant Northern
Europe), the World Spirit has realized its full potential. Through the media
of Germanic art, religion, and philosophy it has come to understand the
reason for its long travails; in understanding itself, it is now self-conscious
and free. In Germany, as we have seen, all are free. Hegel believes he is the
philosopher of Germanic freedom, and so of the full development of Spirit. In
his philosophy, Spirit has achieved self-consciousness and is able to look back
on the great distance it has had to travel in order to realize itself.
Through its historical journey, Spirit has refashioned the world after its own

image. The world no longer stands opposed to Spirit as something external to
it, but in the external world, Spirit is able to recognize itself. Because the
vehicle through which Spirit moves forward is human consciousness, man
now recognizes himself in the ethical order, and so is at home in what was
once external to him. Hegel notes that in earlier stages of historical develop-
ment, before human beings achieved full self-consciousness, moral norms
were accepted without self-consciousness. As we have seen, this was a crucial
feature of Greek society. Although the Greeks achieved a level of significant

27 Knox, ed., Philosophy of Right, note, p. 304.

G. W. F. Hegel 479

Klosko, George. History of Political Theory : An Introduction to Modern Political Theory, Oxford University Press,
         Incorporated, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1132326.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 09:02:37.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
, I

nc
or

po
ra

te
d.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



moral development, the norms to which they adhered were regarded as given
and were accepted without criticism. Hegel illustrates this point with reference
to Sophocles’ play Antigone. “If we consider ethical life from the objective
standpoint, we may say that in it we are ethical unselfconsciously. In this
sense, Antigone proclaims that ‘no one knows whence the laws come; they are
everlasting’ ” (Philosophy of Right, 144A, p. 259).

In Germanic society, Spirit has moved to a higher level. For full freedom to
be realized, moral norms must be rational, so that in obeying them, the
individual behaves rationally, as opposed to following the caprice of appetite.
In addition, if complete freedom is self-determination, in obeying the rules of
the ethical order, the individual must obey only himself. In one sense, this
condition is met, as long as the ethical order is rational. For the essence of man
is rationality; in obeying the ethical order, the individual adheres to principles
that embody his own essential nature. Hegel takes this line of argument an
additional stage farther. The fully self-conscious individual recognizes that the
rules of the ethical order are rational and so not only consistent with his
nature, but because they were created by Spirit, they are a projection of his
nature. The rules of the ethical order do not stand opposed to the self-
conscious man; they are a part of him. To repeat a passage quoted above:

[T]hey are not something alien to the subject. On the contrary, his spirit bears
witness to them as to its own essence, the essence in which he has a feeling of his
selfhood, and in which he lives as in his own element which is not distinguished
from himself. The subject is thus directly linked to the ethical order by a relation
which is more like an identity than even the relation of faith or trust. (Philosophy
of Right, Sec. 147, p. 106)

The completion of history is the creation of an ethical order which is fully
rational and recognized as such. Since rationality is the essence of human
nature, the fully conscious man can subject the rules and norms of his society
to critical scrutiny and accept them. In comporting his conduct in accordance
with them, he obeys only what is rational and so only himself. In Taylor’s
words:

There is nothing in it which is not transparently dictated by reason itself. It is thus
not an order beyond man which he must simply accept. Rather it is one which
flows from his own nature properly understood. Hence it is centered on auton-
omy, since to be governed by a law which emanates from oneself is to be free.
(Taylor, p. 374)

For self-consciousness to emerge, both the process of history and the ration-
ality of the moral order it has brought forth must be understood. In expound-
ing on these matters in his philosophical works, Hegel is moved by a
conviction that rational necessity rules the world. The course of world history
is laid bare in his Philosophy of History, while the rationality of the ethical
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order is a central theme of his political theory. As he says at the outset of
Philosophy of Right, his aim in the work is “to apprehend and portray the state
as something inherently rational” (Pref., p. 11).

THE PRUSSIAN STATE

Hegel believes freedom can be achieved in a state along the lines of Prussia,
which is the highest stage yet reached. For the most part, his discussion
corresponds to the Prussian state of his own time, which he describes as the
inevitable product of the World Spirit’s development. There are, however,
significant departures from the Prussian state, which we will discuss.
We may identify three main principles of Hegel’s state. First, it is what

Germans call a Rechtsstaat, a state ruled by fixed laws, within the confines of
which individual rights are securely established. Second, although the state is
intended to preserve individual liberty, it is also anti-individualistic and anti-
democratic in important respects. Finally, the state is intended to have im-
portant functions that are absent from liberal political theory—or from the
liberal theories of Hegel’s day. In the same sense Hegel’s conceptions of
freedom and the self carry him beyond the confines of liberal political theory,
his view of the state departs from liberal assumptions.
We may begin with the first point. The constitution Hegel posits is based on

familiar principles of separation of powers and checks and balances. He
envisions a constitutional monarchy. There is a king and a legislature. The
legislative body, which has the power to make the laws, is to be divided
between two houses. The upper, like the English House of Lords, is hereditary,
given over to large landowners. The lower is elected, although as we will see,
not by direct popular vote. The powers of the monarch, like those of the
contemporary Queen of England, are largely ceremonial. The third major
feature of the constitution is the bureaucracy or civil service. No doubt influ-
enced by the strong tradition of Prussian bureaucratic administration, Hegel
accords the bureaucracy considerable power. Although Hegel’s state is a
monarchy, it differs sharply from despotic, one-man rule. The monarch
holds authority by hereditary right, according to the laws of primogeniture
(Par. 286), but he has little discretionary authority. In fact, he verges on being a
symbol. Hegel insists on the need for a monarch, as the visible embodiment of
the will of the state. A law obtains binding force only when it is willed, which
comes about when the monarch says, “I will” (Par. 279). But in affixing the
stamp of his will to a piece of legislation the monarch cannot resist the
decision of his counselors, the chief officials of the executive departments
(Par. 279A). “In a completely organized state, it is only a question of the
culminating point of formal decision . . . he has only to say ‘yes’ and dot the ‘i,’
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because the throne should be such that the significant thing in its holder is not
his particular make-up” (Par. 280A, pp. 288–89).

The legislative body, the Estates, stands as a mediating link between the
government and society, which is broken into individual people and associ-
ations (Par. 302). Membership of the first house is based on hereditary landed
property. This has the advantage of freeing its members from ties of depend-
ence, from having to rely on either payment by the state or the uncertainty of
the business world. Its members are also freed from the temptation to misuse
their own property, as this must be handed down to their children. Because of
these advantages, members of this class hold their seats by right: “this class is
summoned and entitled to its political vocation by birth without the hazards of
election” (Par. 307, p. 199; Pars. 305–7) Members of the lower house come
from the business world. They are elected, but not by citizens voting as
individuals. Rather, they represent the corporations or associations into
which society is divided, which naturally grow up around different economic
and social interests. Selecting members in this way ensures direct representa-
tion of the main branches of society (e.g., trade, manufacture) (Par. 311).
Dividing the legislature between two chambers has an important checking
function, in making bad decisions more difficult to put into law. In addition,
with the upper chamber like the monarch holding power from heredity,
divisiveness between monarch and legislature will be lessened (Par. 313).
The legislature’s main function is of course making laws. But it does this
primarily by drawing on the expertise of the civil service, whose work it
supervises (Par. 301). The Estates also perform an important function by
debating public issues. This helps bring these matters to public attention,
while public concern with affairs of state integrates individuals and the
community as a whole (Pars. 314–18).

The third major component of the constitution is the bureaucracy. Hegel
calls this the “universal class,” because it is especially well positioned to
promote the interest of society as a whole. “The universal class, or, more
precisely, the class of civil servants, must, purely in virtue of its character as
universal, have the universal as the end of its essential activity” (Par. 303). Its
primary function is to apply the law to particular cases. Because the laws are
made by others, it can perform this function with an element of objectivity,
and Hegel provides means to ensure impartial decisions. Officials are to be
appointed on the basis of merit, rather than birth or “native personal gifts”
(Par. 291, p. 190), and guaranteed a secure livelihood. Freed from concern
with their own particular interests, they will be able to concentrate on the good
of the state (Par. 294).

More important than the details of Hegel’s constitution is the state’s regular,
legal character. The stability of the whole and the freedom of the citizens are
guaranteed by the institutions of a rational constitution. Hegel refers to these
as “mutually conditioning moments, organically interconnected” (Par. 286).
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We have noted the separation of powers between monarch, bureaucracy, and
Estates, with the last in turn divided between two bodies. The legislature is
explicitly enjoined to oversee the bureaucracy, while the independence of the
landed upper house frees it from possible sources of temptation and influence.
Within this framework individuals are guaranteed essential rights. Although
Hegel does not believe negative freedom should be the state’s main goal, he
does not overlook its importance. He says, “the right of subjective freedom” is
the chief difference between antiquity and modern times (Philosophy of Right,
Par. 124, p. 84). Subjective freedom, what we refer to as negative freedom, is an
essential product of history’s development, which Hegel wishes to preserve.
Like Burke, he believes this is best accomplished in the form of rights guaran-
teed by the institutions of a stable political system: “[I]f I have a right, it must
at the same time be a right posited in law. I must be able to explain and prove
it, and its validity can only be recognized in society if its rightness in principle
is also made a posited rightness in law” (Par. 222A, p. 274). Hegel believes in a
series of inalienable rights. These include “my personality as such, my univer-
sal freedom of will, my ethical life, my religion” (Par. 66, p. 53). Accordingly,
institutions such as slavery and serfdom, which require that one person be in
another’s possession, are illegitimate (Par. 66). Along similar lines, moral
freedom requires that religious freedom be respected:

A religious feeling which is partly in control of someone else is no proper religious
feeling at all. The spirit is always one and single and should dwell in me. I am
entitled to the union of my potential and my actual being. (Par. 66A, p. 241)

Government is by law, and people have the right to have their cases judged
according to precise procedures. This is necessary because “a trial is implicitly
an event of universal validity, and although the particular content of the action
affects the interests of the parties alone, its universal content, that is, the right
at issue and the judgment thereon, affects the interests of everybody” (Par.
224, p. 142). Other important rights include those to fair legal proceedings,
including trial by jury (Par. 228), freedom of the press, and freedom to say and
think what one pleases. These liberties are, however, restricted by strong laws
against libel and falsely criticizing the government and the monarch (Pars.
318–19). The laws of the state are to be administered impartially, and all
people stand before them as equals: “A man counts as a man in virtue of his
manhood alone, not because he is a Jew, Catholic, Protestant, German, Italian,
&c.” (Par. 209, p. 134).
Although Hegel upholds important rights, protected by law and consti-

tutional government, he does not support democracy, if we include in this
notion direct popular participation in government. In this sense he is like two
other conservative thinkers we have discussed, Montesquieu and Burke. His
reasons for opposing the extension of democracy are similar to Burke’s,
mainly fear of its disruptive potential. But in Hegel’s case, this position is
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somewhat surprising. We have noted his belief that history moves in the
direction of increasing freedom. One might expect that progress from Oriental
despotism, in which one is free, to the modern state in which all are free, would
be realized in democracy, government by all. However, Hegel retreats from
this view, arguing that all are free under monarchy, which is the culminating
political form. Non-democratic elements of the state include the hereditary
positions of the monarch and upper house of the estates. More important,
Hegel resists democracy because he believes it entails the breakdown of society
into isolated, atomistic individuals. He views the state as naturally built up
from lesser groups, first the family, then economic and other associations. The
people as they exist outside such groups are cause for alarm:

The Many, as units—a congenial interpretation of “people,” are of course some-
thing connected, but they are connected only as an aggregate, a formless mass
whose commotion and activity could therefore only be elementary, irrational,
barbarous, and frightful. (Par. 303, p. 198)

This view justifies appointing members of the upper house without elections.
Although the lower house is elected, this is not by direct popular vote. Instead,
members of this house represent particular groups, which Hegel calls “corpor-
ations” or “organizations” and are to be chosen by them. Corporations are
described by Shlomo Avineri as “voluntary organizations into which persons
organize themselves according to their professions, trades and interests.”28

Members thus represent specific organized interests, and are thoroughly
conversant with their concerns. Ensuring all organized interests are repre-
sented is too important to leave to chance (Par. 311). Hegel also believes that
choosing the lower house through these groups is preferable to allowing “the
democratic element without any rational form” to take part in political affairs
(Par. 308, p. 200). He views popular suffrage as counterproductive. To allow
people to vote directly “leads inevitably to electoral indifference, since the
casting of a single vote is of no significance where there is a multitude of
electors” (Par. 311, pp. 202–3). Voting through organized groups overcomes
this problem; the associations perform a mediating function between the
isolated individual and the distant, abstract state.

Closely related to his rejection of direct democracy is Hegel’s opposition to
individualism in other respects. He believes the basic units of society are not
individuals but the groups they naturally fall into, first the family, then
corporations: “Unless he is a member of an authorized Corporation . . . an
individual is without rank or dignity, his isolation reduces his business to mere
self-seeking, and his livelihood and satisfaction become insecure” (Par. 253,
p. 153). Hegel describes the corporation as a “second family for its members.”

28 Avineri, Hegel’s Theory of the Modern State, 164; this work cited hereafter by author’s
name, in text.
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Among its responsibilities is providing education for its members and pro-
tecting them against misfortune, including poverty (Par. 252, p. 153). Within
the corporation, economic assistance “loses its accidental character and the
humiliation wrongfully associated with it.” The wealthy take care of the poor
because it is their duty to do so (Par. 253, p. 154). Group membership gives
people identity, and unites them in a common endeavor. Membership in a
corporation differs from membership in the state mainly in that the former
encompasses only certain people, while the latter includes everyone—and so
also all organizations in the state—within its domain.
As in liberal political theory, Hegel’s state is the ultimate form of associ-

ation. It has the functions ascribed to the liberal state, protecting citizens and
their rights, and national defense. Hegel goes beyond liberal political theory in
requiring that it protect its inhabitants in additional ways, especially from the
unpredictable ravages of the emerging modern economy.
The problem of economic instability arose with complex market societies.

In a complex economy, people do not produce in order to satisfy their own
needs. They work on specialized products, often in large factories, along with
large numbers of similarly placed others, while their products are often sold to
distant customers. Disruptions in the marketplace, though no fault of their
own, can have severe consequences for large numbers of workers. The clearest
cases concern the obsolescence of a product on which large numbers work. For
instance, although the electric typewriter is not completely outmoded at the
present time, the emergence of the personal computer severely lessened
demand for it. Similarly, because of the invention of cassette tapes then
compact discs, and digital music, few vinyl records are now produced, while
streaming music and movies over the internet are making CDs and DVDs
outmoded. Under circumstances such as these, people working on the old
product are suddenly uprooted. Because of forces beyond their control, they
are laid off as demand for their products fall. Or entire factories close,
throwing hundreds or thousands of workers onto the street.
Circumstances along these lines first began to arise on a large scale in

Europe in the late eighteenth century, along with the incipient industrial
revolution. Thus it is not surprising that Hobbes and Locke are not concerned
with them. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, their effects were
visible, especially in Britain, and Hegel takes them into account in drawing
up the functions of his state. A typical passage is as follows:

Not only caprice, however but also contingencies, physical conditions, and factors
grounded in external circumstances (see Paragraph 200) may reduce men to
poverty. The poor still have the needs common to civil society, and yet since
society has withdrawn from them the natural means of acquisition . . . their
poverty leaves them more or less deprived of all the advantages of society, of
the opportunity of acquiring skill or education of any kind, as well as of the
administration of justice, the public health services, and often even of the consola-
tions of religion, and so forth. (Par. 241, pp. 148–49)
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Although charitable giving may remedy this condition to an extent, it is not
sufficiently reliable. Alleviating the effects of economic upheavals is a task for
the state. This is necessary, not only for humanitarian reasons, but because
poverty has deleterious social effects. People thrown into poverty are often
deprived of more than their livelihoods. They can lose all sense of right and
wrong, becoming a “rabble of paupers” (Par. 244, p. 150). Poverty alone does
not necessarily make people a rabble, but must be accompanied by certain
attitudes. Membership in corporations plays an important role in shielding
people from harmful psychological effects. Thus corporations provide moral
as well as economic assistance, but they cannot do enough. Understanding and
alleviating the causes of impoverishment is a crucial function of the state.

As Hegel confronts the modern world, he moves beyond the liberal con-
ception of the state. Not only does the state provide the moral arena necessary
for the rise of freedom, but it fulfills functions beyond those typically assigned
to the liberal state. We have seen that the state envisioned by liberal theorists is
intended to provide two sources of protection: from other people and from the
misuse of governmental power. But with the rise of complex economies, the
need for protection from impersonal economic forces also becomes apparent.
Hegel assigns this task to the state, in full awareness of its complexity. He
recognizes that relieving the misery of impoverished masses may be assigned
to the wealthy, or to public sources of wealth. Corporations may also contrib-
ute, as we have noted. Another means of dealing with poverty is to set people
to work. But there is a problem with this remedy, as overproduction is the
immediate cause of economic dislocations, and so poverty. “In this event the
volume of production would be increased, but the evil consists precisely in an
excess of production and in the lack of a proportionate number of consumers
who are themselves also producers, and thus it is simply intensified” by the
methods sought to deal with it (Par. 245, p. 150). In order to alleviate the
pressure of poverty, the state may be driven to expand overseas: “to push
beyond its own limits and seek markets, and so its necessary means of
subsistence, in other lands which are either deficient in the good it has
overproduced, or else generally backward in industry, &c.” (Par. 246, p. 151).

The connections Hegel draws between economic conditions at home and
the need for expansion abroad are remarkably farsighted. As Avineri says:
“Few people around 1820 grasped in such depth the predicament of modern
industrial society and the future course of nineteenth-century European
history” (p. 154). But in spite of his attempt to find solutions to emerging
economic problems, Hegel clearly perceives their complexity. “The important
question of how poverty is to be abolished is one of the most disturbing
problems which agitate modern society” (Par. 244A, p. 278). But he does
not have ready answers. As Avineri notes, Hegel leaves no other problem so
open (p. 154).
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WAR

Hegel’s analysis of politics carries him beyond the purview of the state into the
arena of international affairs, where states confront each other as individuals.
One might suppose that the development of the World Spirit would culminate
in a situation in which all states were finally joined together in a single world-
state, in which everyone could be free. But Hegel pursues quite a different
course, extolling the value of conflict between states: “War is not to be
regarded as an absolute evil and a purely external accident” (Par. 324,
p. 209). Rather, it is necessary for the progress of the World Spirit. Hegel
makes two main points in favor of war: that it tests a country’s mettle, and that
it is a means through which rising states, which represent the progress of the
World Spirit, are able to push aside others, whose time has passed. These
arguments are among the most notorious features of Hegel’s philosophy.
Hegel believes war invigorates the patriotism and virtue of a country’s

population. It forces people to turn aside from their usual care for life and
property, “the vanity of temporal goods and concerns,” to focus on what is
really important, the survival of the state (Par. 324, pp. 209–10). When the
safety of the state is threatened, all other considerations must give way:

It is the moment wherein the substance of the state—i.e., its absolute power
against everything individual and particular, against life, property, and their
rights, even against societies and associations—makes the nullity of these finite
things an accomplished fact and brings it home to consciousness. (Philosophy of
Right, Par. 323, p. 209)

Clearly, warfare requires enormous sacrifice. People must subordinate their
own concerns to the good of the state, recapturing the virtuous spirit extolled
by Rousseau and other proponents of the virtue of ancient republics. Thus
the shock of war can prevent people from becoming morally stagnant. As
“the blowing of the winds preserves the sea from the foulness which would be
the result of prolonged calm, so also corruption in nations” would result from
prolonged peace (Par. 324, p. 210). In his work, Perpetual Peace, Kant looks
forward to peaceful relations between states as they become democracies. But
Hegel rejects this idea as morally enervating.
In the light of modern warfare and its horrors, Hegel’s arguments may

strike us as both intellectually and morally dubious. To some extent this can be
explained by the simpler time in which he wrote. Warfare at the end of the
eighteenth century was on a much smaller scale, and tended to involve
combatants alone, sparing civilian populations. This sort of warfare has been
described as “limited conflict between rival professional armies of states that
were allied at least by common conceptions of ‘civilized’ warfare and in
general were conscious of being part of a larger European or Western
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Civilization.”29 But it should be noted that the French Revolution inaugurated
the modern era of total war. Hegel was not only familiar with this, but he had
been directly affected by the Napoleonic wars. However, innovations in
warfare between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries seem not to have
affected his philosophy. His account of the extent of the nation’s moral claim
upon its citizens during war must strike us as harsh:

The intrinsic worth of courage as a disposition of mind is to be found in the
genuine, absolute, final end, the sovereignty of the state. The work of courage is to
actualize this final end, and the means to this is the sacrifice of personal actuality.
This form of experience thus contains the harshness of extreme contradictions: a
self-sacrifice which yet is the real existence of one’s freedom; the maximum self-
subsistence of individuality, yet only as a cog playing its part in the mechanism of
an external organization; absolute obedience, renunciation of personal opinions
and reasonings, in fact complete absence of mind, coupled with the most intense
and comprehensive presence of mind and decision in the moment of acting; the
most hostile and so most personal action against individuals, coupled with an
attitude of complete indifference or even liking towards them as individuals. (Par.
328, p. 211)

Hegel recognizes that states may be able to settle their differences through
international law. But the possibilities here are limited. The main principle of
international law is that agreements between states should be kept (Par. 333).
However, in the absence of a sovereign authority to enforce obedience, when
states disagree and cannot be brought to agree, their controversies can be
settled only by war (Par. 334).

Hegel believes wars advance the course of world history. Once again, the
consequences of wars are justified by the overall logic of the historical process
he discusses in his Philosophy of History, while Philosophy of Right ends with a
capsule summary of important themes of that work. We saw in Philosophy of
History that Hegel views his philosophy as a theodicy, a justification of the
suffering apparent throughout history as in accordance with God’s plan. War
plays a crucial role in this. States enjoy moments of historical prominence
during their life cycles. After they have risen and exhausted the possibilities
latent in their times, the World Spirit casts them aside. This can be done
through warfare, which expresses History’s judgment of the finitude of states.
Hegel remarks upon “ ‘the history of the world, which is the world’s court of
judgment’ ” (Par. 341, p. 216, quoting Schiller).

When history is through with a particular state, defeat in war is the means
through which it is passed over. Although great suffering may be incurred, this
is a necessary consequence of the rise of a new state:

29 D. Germino, Machiavelli to Marx (Chicago, IL, 1972), 339. My points in this paragraph
follow Germino’s discussion.
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In contrast with this . . . present stage in the World Spirit’s development, the
spirits of other nations are without rights (rechtlos), and they, along with those
whose hour has struck already, count no longer in world history. (Par. 347,
p. 218)

Although warfare between states is a Darwinian struggle through which the
stronger states advance and the weaker are left behind, the process accords
with the ends of the World Spirit. More than brute force is involved: “world
history is not the verdict of mere might, that is, the abstract and non-rational
inevitability of a blind destiny” (Par. 342, p. 216). The course of war, as part of
the overall course of historical development, is guided by providential reason
and so is part of the World Spirit’s march to self-consciousness.

ASSESSMENT

Since Hegel’s own time, his political theory has been the subject of enormous
controversy. A wide variety of opinions have been advanced, depicting Hegel
as everything from an important critic of liberalism to the intellectual god-
father of Nazism. As Avineri says, “almost everyone writing on modern
intellectual life has his own image of Hegel.”30 Disagreements arose during
Hegel’s lifetime. While he was widely viewed as the greatest philosopher of his
time, he was also accused of being a paid agent of the Prussian state, hired to
provide a theoretical justification for the regime.31 As one scholar says, the
traditional view of Hegel is as a “reactionary, absolutist, totalitarian.”32

A typical expression of this point of view is given by Bertrand Russell:

It follows from his metaphysics that true liberty consists in obedience to an
arbitrary authority, that free speech is an evil, that absolute monarchy is good,
that the Prussian state was the best existing at the time when he wrote, that war is
good, and that an international organization for the peaceful settlement of
disputes would be a misfortune . . .What he admired were . . . order, system,
regulation and intensity of governmental control.33

30 Avineri, “Hegel Revisited,” in Hegel, MacIntyre, ed., 329.
31 The view of Hegel as paid agent was held by Arthur Schopenhauer, who was Hegel’s

philosophical rival and detested him (K. Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, 2 vols. 5th ed.
[Princeton, NJ, 1966], II, 33; on Schopenhauer’s competition with Hegel, see Kaufmann,
pp. 229–30). For assessments of Hegel by his contemporaries and immediate successors, see
Avineri, “Hegel Revisited.”

32 A. Wood, Introduction to Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right (Cambridge, 1991),
xxvii.

33 Quoted by Avineri, Hegel’s Theory of the Modern State, 239.
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It would be possible endlessly to multiply quotations and authorities in
support of this view. Its most important recent proponent is probably Karl
Popper, in his influential book The Open Society and Its Enemies.34

The gist of Popper’s argument is that Hegel not only provided the intellec-
tual justification for twentieth-century totalitarianism but did so for ulterior
reasons, because he had been hired to do so (Popper, pp. 32–33). The latter
charge need not be taken seriously, but the former is important. We can
identify three distinct claims here, that Hegel is a totalitarian, a reactionary,
and extols the values of war and conquest. We may begin with the charge that
Hegel glorifies war.

There is no doubt that the language in Philosophy of Right appears to glorify
war. Especially troubling is Hegel’s view that during any given historical
period, certain civilizations are rising and others falling, and that the latter
have no rights against the tide of history (Philosophy of Right, Par. 347). As one
would expect, Popper makes much of this, arguing that Hegel’s view amounts
to historical justification of the existing order: “History is our judge. Since
History and Providence have brought the existing powers into being, their
might must be right, even Divine right” (Popper, p. 49). The implication one
might draw from this is that if country A conquers and destroys country B,
this is acceptable as willed by the World Spirit. From this, it is a short step to
allowing leaders in country A who covet the riches of country B, and believe
A is stronger than B, to justify attacking B on the grounds that this is
acceptable to history. The fact that they are able to destroy B means that
history intends for them to do so. After they have invaded and conquered,
their victory justifies their aggression. Hegel would undoubtedly dispute this
interpretation. Not only does he say “world history is not the verdict of mere
might” (Philosophy of Right, Par. 342, p. 216), but he explicitly attacks the view
that might makes right. He harshly criticizes Ludwig Von Haller (1768–1854),
who did uphold such a view. Hegel dismisses Haller’s theory as a “welter of
incredible crudity” (Philosophy of Right, 258, p. 160 n.). But in spite of Hegel’s
protestations, it remains to be seen how his view can avoid such implications.
This will become clear as we proceed.

The core of the claim that Hegel is a totalitarian is that his extollation of the
state and the importance he ascribes to its historical role, justifies denying
individuals all rights and negative freedom. There is no question that Hegel
criticizes traditional liberal values. Much of this chapter has explored aspects
of his critique. Unlike liberal individualists, Hegel sees the individual as
constituted by the society to which he belongs, and argues that true freedom
lies in adherence to the practices of an ongoing community. We have

34 Popper, Open Society, Vol. II; cited hereafter in text as Popper. For a withering critique of
Popper’s interpretation of Hegel, see Kaufmann, “The Hegel Myth and Its Method,” in Hegel,
MacIntyre, ed.
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discussed reasons for Hegel’s high opinion of the state in previous sections.
But one is still startled to read statements such as the following:

The march of God in the world, that is what the state is. (Philosophy of Right, Par.
258A, p. 279)

The state is the world which mind has made for itself; its march, therefore, is on
lines that are fixed and absolute . . .Man must therefore venerate the state as a
secular deity, and observe that if it is difficult to comprehend nature, it is infinitely
harder to understand the state. (Par. 272A, p. 285)

Similarly, in the Philosophy of History:

The State is the Divine Idea as it exists on Earth. (Phil. Hist., p. 39)

This language, however, is suspect. The first quotation, which is the most
notorious, is an obvious mistranslation. The translation Popper presents is
similar: “The state is the march of God through the world” (p. 31). In spite
of the similarities between this rendering and the standard translation of
Knox, the proper translation is actually: “It is the way of God with the world
that there should be the state.”35 It must also be noted that this passage, along
with the others Popper presents from Philosophy of Right and Philosophy of
History (on p. 31), are all from notes on Hegel’s lectures taken by his students.
(The Additions in Philosophy of Right, as one will recall, are taken from
Hegel’s students’ notes to his lectures.) None is in Hegel’s own words.36

More important than Hegel’s inflammatory language in particular passages,
whether or not it reflects his fully considered views, are his views themselves.
From a liberal perspective, totalitarian theory is objectionable because it
supports erosion of the dividing line between the individual and the state,
between private and public. Individual rights are disregarded in the face of the
supreme moral claims of the state. The main question, then, is whether Hegel
holds such a view. Does he deny individual rights and so improperly subordin-
ate the individual to the state? We have seen clear language to this effect in
regard to times of war, and Hegel makes similar statements in other contexts.
For instance:

The state does not exist for the sake of the citizens; it might rather be said that
the state is the end and the citizens are its instruments. (Reason in History,
pp. 94–95)

However, Hegel continues that “this relation of ends and means is not at all
appropriate in the present context.” There is no opposition between individuals

35 The original reads: “Es ist der gang Gottes in der Welt, dass der Staat ist.” For the
translation, see Kaufmann, Introduction to Hegel’s Political Philosophy, Kaufmann, ed. (New
York, 1970), 4. Surprisingly, Nisbet’s recent translation in Wood, ed., Elements of the Philosophy
of Right, is similar to Knox’s: “The state consists in the march of God in the world” (p. 279).

36 Kaufmann, Introduction, Hegel’s Political Philosophy, 4.
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and the community, because individuals are organic constituents of the
whole (p. 95). In Philosophy of Right we find the following:

This substantial unity [the state] is an absolute unmoved end in itself, in which
freedom comes into its supreme right. On the other hand this final end has
supreme right over the individual, whose supreme duty is to be a member of the
state. (Philosophy of Right, Par. 258, p. 156)

Whether the individual exists or not is all one to the objective ethical order. It
alone is permanent and is the power regulating the life of individuals. (Par. 145A,
p. 259)

Mind has actuality, and individuals are accidents of this actuality. Thus in dealing
with ethical life, only two views are possible: either we start from the substantial-
ity of the ethical order, or else we proceed atomistically and build on the basis of
single individuals. This second point of view excludes mind because it leads only
to a juxtaposition. (Par. 156A, p. 261)

Similar passages from both Hegel himself and his students’ notes could be
added. Clearly, such language supports the view that Hegel believes the state is
everything and the individual is nothing. But this interpretation must be
strongly qualified.

Although Hegel is not a liberal theorist, he does not entirely reject liberal
values. Rather, he believes these can be secured only in a stable political
system. As we saw above, although Hegel departs from strict democracy,
negative freedom, in the form of a sphere of protected rights, is a central
feature of his political order. Individuals in Hegel’s preferred state enjoy
freedom of religion, thought, and speech; they may not be subjected to
serfdom or slavery; all people stand equal before the law, and legal actions
against individuals must be conducted according to strict procedures. Al-
though Hegel places great weight on non-individualist aspects of society,
especially corporations, among important functions he assigns these are caring
for needy individuals and mediating between isolated individuals and the
state. As we have seen, Hegel believes the value accorded individual rights is
a crucial respect in which modern society differs from ancient society.

In addition to these considerations, we have also seen that Hegel criticizes
negative freedom as insufficient to guarantee true freedom and a moral life.
Like Rousseau, he believes true freedom can be attained only in unity with
society as a whole. We have explored his reasons for this position at length.
But this important theme in his philosophy should not blind us to the fact that
even in union with society, the individual enjoys an area of protected space.

There is also strong evidence against the view that Hegel is a reactionary or
a simple ideologue of the Prussian state. The claim that Hegel is a reactionary
is based on his attempt to justify the existing order as the product of rational
necessity. To quote a crucial sentence once again: “What is rational is actual
and what is actual is rational” (Philosophy of Right, Pref., p. 10). According to a
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longstanding interpretation, Hegel believes the historical process, which is
governed by rational necessity, has borne fruit in the Germanic state. It follows
that if the existing Prussian regime is the product of divine reason, then
attempts to reform it cannot be justified. Obviously, this is why the Prussian
state would support his views and regard him as its official spokesman. Hegel
is often interpreted along these lines. For instance, his philosophy was de-
nounced as “the scientific domicile of the spirit of Prussian reaction,” by the
important nineteenth-century scholar, Rudolf Haym:

As far as I can see, in comparison with the famous saying about the rationality of
the actual in the sense of Hegel’s Preface, everything Hobbes and Filmer, Haller or
Stahl, have taught is relatively liberal doctrine. The theory of God’s grace and the
theory of absolute obedience are innocent and harmless in comparison with that
frightful dogma pronouncing the existing as existing to be holy.

Haym contends that Hegel’s view, correctly understood, leads to “the absolute
formula of political conservatism.”37

There is, however, a fundamental problem with this interpretation—and
with the related claim that, because the state is divine, the individual has no
rights against it. These conclusions hold only if Hegel intended to identify an
existing state, Prussia, with the realization of the divine plan. This is a question
upon which scholars have held different views. But the strong consensus of
recent scholars is that Hegel did not believe the Prussian state that existed
during his time was rationally justified in all its aspects.
In Philosophy of Right, Hegel makes a crucial distinction between actual or

existing states and the Idea of the state, by which he means the state as an
instrument of the World Spirit in its progress towards freedom. It is not
entirely clear how the Idea of the state relates to actual states. But it seems
that this refers to actual states viewed in the perspective of long-term historical
developments. We know the state is an instrument of progress, but exactly
how it functions in this regard can be understood only from the perspective of
world history. In the Introduction to the Philosophy of History, Hegel writes:

The sole aim of philosophical enquiry is to eliminate the contingent. Contingency
is the same as external necessity, that is, a necessity which originates in causes
which are themselves no more than external circumstances. (Reason in History,
p. 28)

At any given time, the political order combines the contingent and the
necessary. Obviously, what is rationally necessary cannot be tampered with.
But Hegel offers no guidance for distinguishing the necessary and contingent.
It seems that he believes this determination can be made only in retrospect,
from the perspective of the historian, once a civilization’s time has passed. In

37 Quoted by Wood, Introduction to Elements of the Philosophy of Right, xxx, n. 5.
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Philosophy of Right, he says philosophy does not give instruction as to what the
world ought to be (Pref., p. 12). This includes instruction that the world ought
to be exactly as it is. In this work he says his pronouncements apply only to the
Idea of the state and not to any existing state:

In considering the Idea of the state, we must not have our eyes on particular states
or on particular institutions. Instead we must consider the Idea, this actual God,
by itself. (Par. 258A, p. 279)

[A]ll these questions are no concern of the state. We are here dealing exclusively
with the philosophic science of the state, and from that point of view all these things
are mere appearance and therefore matters for history. (Par. 258, p. 156)

It is interesting that the first of these passages follows Hegel’s notorious
language concerning the state and the march of God in the world discussed
above (after the intervention of one sentence).

Strong evidence that Hegel wishes to distinguish the existing Prussian state
from the Idea of the state is a series of discrepancies between the state
described in Philosophy of Right and the Prussian state of his time. Four
important differences may be noted.38 First, while Hegel’s monarch has little
power and is to rubber-stamp laws put before him, Frederick William III of
Prussia had considerable power and discretion. Second, although the Estates is
an essential feature of Hegel’s state, Prussia had no functioning parliament.
Third, while Hegel’s state guarantees freedom of the press, this right had been
removed by reactionary forces in the Prussian government. Finally, while
Hegel’s state has trial by jury, this was absent from the Prussian state. These
differences prove that Haym and other critics of Hegel’s reactionary politics
are simply wrong. As T. M. Knox says, although Philosophy of Right is often
interpreted as a defense of the existing Prussian order, “the differences are so
striking . . . that no contemporary of Hegel’s could reasonably have made such
an assertion.”39

It appears that Hegel’s state is intended to serve as a standard against which
the Prussian state should be assessed. Rather than preaching reaction, Philoso-
phy of Right actually preaches reform. This interpretation is supported by the
facts of Hegel’s life. As is seen in numerous political writings outside Philoso-
phy of Right, throughout his life, Hegel was not a reactionary. He criticized
aspects of his society and was a proponent of “peaceful, gradual, and consti-
tutional reform.”40 In Hegel’s early political writings, reform is a recurrent
theme, while he was a staunch supporter of the French Revolution throughout

38 Knox, “Hegel and Prussianism,” in Kaufmann, ed., Hegel’s Political Philosophy, 21–22; see
also the exchange between Knox and E. F. Carritt in that volume.

39 Knox, “Hegel’s Prussianism,” 18.
40 Z. A. Pelczynski, Introduction to Hegel’s Political Writings, Pelczynski, ed. (Oxford, 1964),

53. See the writings collected here, and Pelczynski’s valuable introduction.
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his life. Each year, he drank a toast to the French Revolution.41 In Philosophy
of History, he writes of it in rapturous terms:

The conception, the idea of Right asserted its authority all at once, and the old
framework of injustice could offer no resistance to its onslaught. A constitution,
therefore, was established in harmony with the conception of Right, and on this
foundation all future legislation was to be based. Never since the sun had stood in
the firmament and the planets revolved around him had it been perceived that
man’s existence centers in his head, i.e., in Thought, inspired by which he builds
up the world of reality . . .This was accordingly a glorious mental dawn. All
thinking beings shared in the jubilation of this epoch. (p. 447)

The allegation that Philosophy of Right was written from the perspective of
Hegel’s official chair in Berlin, in order to support the government he repre-
sented, is proved false by the fact that many of the work’s ideas are recurrent
themes in Hegel’s political writings and are present in his early works.42

A further indication that Philosophy of Right was not intended to extol the
existing Prussian state is that Hegel withheld the manuscript from publication
for a time, because of fear of official censorship.43

The fact that Hegel does not support all aspects of the existing political
order suggests a different interpretation of his claim that the rational is the
actual and the actual is the rational. We have seen that influential scholars
view this as a statement of fact about the identity of these two orders, and so
infer the requirement to submit to the existing order, which is rationally
necessary. This is the basis for the reactionary political implications drawn
by Haym and other scholars. However, if we equate the rational order with the
Idea of the state rather than an existing state, the identification of the actual
and the rational becomes a demand to bring the existing political order into
closer accord with the Idea of the state, and so with what is rational. Within
the existing order at any given time, the rational and the contingent exist
together. Through reform, the latter can be weeded out. It is likely Hegel
viewed his political theory in this light. However, although he supported
political reform, his profound appreciation of world history and the organic
interconnectedness of the political world steered him in the direction of
cautious, gradual reform, and the strong requirement that changes be in
accord with a country’s overall spirit. Not surprisingly, these views are similar
to those of the other great conservative thinkers we have discussed, Montes-
quieu and Burke.
There are additional reasons why Hegel limited his aspirations to moderate

change. Anything beyond this entails looking into the future, and this

41 Knox, “Hegel’s Prussianism,” 20.
42 Pelczynski, Introduction to Hegel’s Political Writings.
43 Knox, “Hegel’s Prussianism,” 16.
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philosophy cannot do. As the product of its time, philosophy always comes
upon the scene too late to offer guidance—including guidance that a particular
state would be justified in historical terms in waging war against some other.
Philosophy gives forth its meaning over the long run, in retrospect.

Although Hegel is often viewed as a reactionary, it is of great importance for
the history of political theory that his demand that the existing order be
brought into accord with reason lends itself to quite a different interpretation.
If reason’s requirements can somehow be known, this will create a moral
imperative to overturn the existing order in the interest of rationality. Setting
aside the question how we can know what reason commands, if we discover
this, it will constitute a standard with absolute moral force. Against the claims
of reason, no other claims can stand. In the hands of Hegel’s most influential
follower, this line of interpretation gave rise to a demand for revolutionary
change, for “a ruthless criticism of everything existing.”44
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