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The ideas of Hegel, as of any other political philosopher, can be discussed in a 
variety of ways. One can approach the ideas genetically, tracing their evolution 
from the earliest, generally simple, and often rather different formulations in 
some youthful work through various intermediate works to the author's chef-
d' oeuvre. One can take an idea or a cluster of ideas of a political philosopher and 
trace its development in the history of political philosophy. One can compare the 
ideas of one thinker with those of another or several others. One can look at 
political ideas as reflections of broad currents of thought or of contemporary con-
troversies; as a thinker's responses to the social processes or political events of 
his time and place; as expressions of mainly individual factors such as personal 
prejudices or escapist flights from the unpleasant realities of the historical situa-
tion. Or one can look at ideas simply as they are stated and developed in one 
particular work, especially a work that is the most authoritative or mature expres-
sion of a political philosopher's position, without asking how or why it was that 
he came to have them. All these approaches are perfectly legitimate; all have 
their limitations; they are all - as it happens - represented in this volume of essays. 
They reflect the personal interests and predilections of their authors, and also the 
intellectual traditions to which they belong. 

However, if the study of past political philosophers is, so to speak, to earn its 
keep in the field of political and social science, rather than history of philosophy 
or general intellectual history, it must have some: relevance to the concerns of 
political and social theorists of our own time. It need not necessarily influence 
their theorizing though it sometimes may do so by suggesting concepts, models 
or approaches. But it should at least illuminate their own activity by showing 
them the failures and successes of other minds grappling with similar problems. 
It is probably the last of the approaches just mentioned - the examination of 
ideas for their own sake, irrespective: of their origin and background - which is 
then the most valuable:. But one should not be too dogmatic about procedures; 
:a.ny one which promises results may be fruitfully combined with the narrow 
analytical approach. One other condition, however, must be satisfied before the 
full benefit of such an approach can be gained. The: concepts, arguments or 
theories of past political philosophers must be translated into a language which 
contemporary political and social theorists will understand. In the case of Hegel 
this is a particularly difficult task: both because: his political philosophy is a 
part of a general philosophical system, and because modern political and social 
theory is committed to logical and empirical thinking, while Hegel, at least at 
first sight, appears to have nothing but contempt for empiricism and non-
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dialectical logic. That such a reinterpretative approach to Hegel is nonetheless 
possible has been shown by at least one political theorist, and one can only wish 
that more would follow a similar path.1 

I 
In this essay I wish to examine one of the most important, and at the same time 
most obscure and controversial of Hegel's political ideas - his concept of the 
state. There is little need to stress its importance. The fundamental concept of 
any political philosophy is the concept of the body politic. There are few, if any, 
problems in political philosophy which do not, sooner or later, raise the question 
what sort of thing the body politic is. Problems of political obligation, of the 
rights of subjects against the government, of citizens' rights to political participa-
tion, and of the proper end or scope of governmental action necessarily involve 
some conception of the political entity within which they arise. But although 
Hegel's concept of the state has all these ramifications, my primary purpose is 
to discover what Hegel actually means by ' the state ', to express its meaning and 
to discuss the use he makes of it in terms which should be intelligible to social 
and political theorists, and to suggest the reasons which may have prompted him 
to adopt the concept of the state as we find it in the Philosophy of Right. It is my 
belief that by his concept of the state Hegel hoped to convey something about 
social and political reality which was original and important, and that his concept 
is obscure because he tried to put more meaning into it than it is safe for any 
single concept to carry. It is only when one' decomposes' it (to use a term which 
Max Weber employed) into its constituent elements that one does justice to it, 
and also removes a large part of the obscurity which surrounds it. 

Clarity and simplicity are obviously great virtues in political philosophy, and 
one might venture to guess that a large part of the current and almost obsessive 
preoccupation with Hobbes' political philosophy, despite its numerous and 
patent defects,2 is due to the clarity of Hobbes' concept of the' commonwealth', 
and in fact to the clarity of his argument as a whole. But the price of clarity may 
be shallowness, and this is something which Hegel certainly escapes. 

It is noteworthy that the concept of the state as Hegel first elaborated it has all 
the clarity and simplicity of Hobbes' 'commonwealth' without several of its. 
defects. In his unpublished essay ?n the German constitution,3 he was concerned 

1 See J. Plamenatz's essay in this collection and his Man and Society (2 vols., London, 1963). 
2 A brief list would include Hobbes' untenable materialistic philosophy, the belief that Gallilean 

geometry can be usefully applied to politics, the notion of the contract, the ambiguity about the 
basis of political obligation (force, prudence, natural law or the command of God), the thoroughly 
ahistorical and asocial conception of political life, and the long argument ( occupying half of The 
Leviathan) that the conclusions of his political philosophy coincide with the Christian Bible. 

3 Written at the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but first published by G. Mallat 
in 1893. Translated into English by T. M, Knox and published in Hi:gt:l'r PolitiC"al Writings, 
with an introductory essay by Z. A. Pelczynski (Oxford, 1964). 
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to show that, contrary to the contention of many karned jurists and widespread 
illusions of ordinary Germans, the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation 
was no longer a state. 
A multitude of human beings can only call itself a state if i.t be united for the common 
defence of the entirety of its property. What is self-explanatory in this proposition 
must nonetheless be stated, namely that this union has not merely the intention of 
defending itself; the point is that it defends itself by actual arms, be its power and its 
success what they may ... If a multitude is to form a state, then it must form a 
common military and public authority.4 

What distinguishes a people which is a state from one which is part of a state or 
forms a collection of separate states - the latter, Hegel maintains, is virtually the 
position of the German nation - is its subjection to a common supreme public 
authority or state power (Staatsgewalt or Staatsmaclzt in the original). This 
authority is organized according to a constitution, and exercised through rules 
or orders possessing a universally binding character. Hegel insists in his essay that 
the commands of the public authority must be enforceable, must actually pro-
duce the intended results, and hence must be backed by all sorts of organized 
power (military, £seal, legislative, etc.). Only then do the commands deserve the 
name of laws, the organization of the public authority the name of constitution, 
and the people united in allegiance the name of the state. 

Although Hegel stresses force or power (Macht or Gewalt) as the necessary 
prerequisite of a state, there is nothing in the essay to substantiate the view that 
for Hegel force rather than law is the essence of the state (in German termin-
ology that he subscribes to a Machts~aat rather than a Rechtsstaat conception of 
the state).5 The supreme state power acts through universal laws within its. 
territory. It is organized into separate bodies or authorities according to constitu-
tional laws, and in contemporary Europe typically consists of a limited, con-
stitutional monarchy and a representative body voting taxes and sharing in the 
monarch's legislative power. 6 What Hegel advocates (while doubting whether it 
can be achieved without forcible reunification) is precisely the replacement of 
power politics by the rule of law between the various parts of the disintegrating 
German Empire. 

Although Hegel defines the state as merely a union of men for communal 
self-defence, even at this early stage of his political thinking he is quite clear that 

I bid. pp. 153, 154. 
s The charge was first made in H. Haller, Hegd und de1· 11atiot1ale Machtstaatsgedanke in Deutscli-

land (Leipzig-Berlin, r92r) and repeated in F. Meinecke, Machiavellism : The Doctrine of Raison 
d'Etat and Its Place fo Modem History (London, 1957). It is true, however, that Hegel's views on 
international affairs in that early work are already marked hy a thoroughgoing realism. He denies 
that there is any system of law or morality which effectively regulates relations between states and 
can achieve the Kantian ideal of ' perpetual peace •. (Cf. Political Writings, p. 208 and footnote.) 
The subject is discussed in D. P. Verene's essay, pp. 168-80. 

6 Cf. Political Writings, pp, 150, 160, 201, 202, :w6, 217, 234, 235, 241. 
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such political union is not a contract of previously independent individuals 
motivated by fear or enlightened self-interest. It is the result of an evolution of 
generations of individuals forming a historical community; it is the product of 
their communal life, developed gradually in response to changing circumstances, 
and bearing the stamp of past crises. 1 A people or a nation, in the course of 
history, develops and perfects a machinery for common defence and for the regu-
lation of its internal affairs. The state power is thus the creation of a nation, and 
the nation, through its subjection to that power and through common historical 
experience, is welded into a political community. The misfortune of Germany, 
Italy and Poland (Hegel points out), in contrast to England, France and Spain, 
was to fail to adapt their feudal public authorities to the needs of the modern 
world. As a result the first two disintegrated into separate states, and the third 
was partitioned by neighbouring powers. Hegel does not share Burke's optimism 
that a nation can find in its political tradition the necessary answers to all its 
pressing political problems. But he fully shares Burke's scepticism about the 
possibility of building a stable state on a priori principles, divorced from the 
historical experiences and traditional values of a people. 8 

What is nonetheless striking is that Hegel prefers to conceive the state in the 
narrowest possible way, as the legal and political framework of a community 
( which he generally called Volk, occasionally Nation). The specific characteristics 
of the community - its social structure, ethnic divisions, religious beliefs, 
customs and morals - while they may and do influence the constitution of the 
central public authority and the nature and degree of popular participation in 
government - fall outside his concept of the state. On the one hand there is the 
people, nation or community with all its manifold characteristics and ' internal 
social arrangements ... made by the free action of the citizens '. 9 On the other 
hand there is its political organization - the supreme public authority. with its 
specialized component bodies, and the laws and institutions emanating from it, 
by virtue of which the people, nation or community constitute a political union 
or a state. The two are conceptually separate and distinct, although socially and 
historically intertwined and interdependent. This way of looking at the state the 
Hegel of The German Constitution, unlike the Hegel of the Philosophy of 

1 Nowhere in the work is this better expressed than in the following passage (ibid. p. 146): 
' The organisation of this body called the German constitution was built up in a life totally 

different from the life it had later and has now. The justice and power, the wisdom and oouragc 
of times past; the honour and blood, the well-being and distress of generations long dead; and the 
relationships and manners which have perished with them; all these are expressed in the form of 
that body.' 

8 Sec ibid. pp, r6r-4. A detailed comparison of Hegel's and Burke's ideas on revolution and tradi-
tion will be found in J.-F. Suter's essay, pp. 52-72. 

• Political Writings, p. r6r. This and some other passages in the work anticipate Hegel's later 
concept of ' civil society '. 
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Right, shares with most subsequent political theorists, including contemporary 
ones.10 

II 
Why then did Hegel later abandon this conception of the state? Why did he 
find the concept of the people so thoroughly unsatisfactory that in the Philosophy 
of Right he treats it with the utmost contempt? 11 Why did he replace it with 
the concepts of 'civil society' and 'the state', and give to the latter a meaning 
different from that it had in the early essay? It is beyond the scope of this essay to 
trace in any detail the development of his thinking about the state between The 
German Constitution and the Philosophy of Right. This much, however, may 
be said. Soon after writing the draft of the essay Hegel went to teach at Jena 
University, and it was during the so-called Jena period of his life that he both 
rethought his political ideas and formulated his own philosophical system in 
conscious opposition to his previous philosophical masters: Kant, Fichte and. 
Schelling. 12 Hegel became deeply dissatisfied with the individualistic conceptions 
of natural law and morality, and with the corresponding views about human 
nature, of his philosophical predecessors, who seemed to him unable to do justice 
to important aspects of ethical, social and political life, and he turned again to 
the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle and the examination of the Greek polis and 
its culture.13 The insight which he gained from the analysis of ancient Greek 

1° Compare, for example, the definitions of ' state ', ' nation ', ' community ' and ' society ' in 
Ernest Barker, Reflections on Government (Oxford, 1942), pp. xv, xvi. 

11 Cf. Hegel's Philosophy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford, 1942), pp. 182-3, 195-6, 198. 
12 The various stages of the development of his political thought are reflected in an essay on natural 

law (published as an article in 1802-3), a roughly contemporary draft of ethical theory published 
posthumously under the title System der Sittlichkeit, two courses of university lectures delivered 
in 1803-4 and 1805-6 and published posthumously under the title Ji:11i:11ser Realphilosophie 1 and 
u, and Hegel's first published book, The Phenomenology of Mind (1807). The development was 
completed in the Science of Logic published 1812-16 and in The Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical 
Sciences published in 1817, The Philosophy of Right (published in 1821) was an expanded version 
of the part of the Encyclopaedia dealing with ' Objective Spirit'. M. Riedel's and J.-F. Suter's 
essays deal with some aspects of Hegel's philosophical development during those years. A fuller 
treatment of its ethical, political and social aspects can be found in M. Riedel 's collection of 
essays, St11dien zu Hegels Rechtsphilosophie (Frankfurt am Main, 1969). For the most recent 
English study of Hegel's philosophical development, see Walter Kaufmann, Hegel: Reinterpre-
tation, Texts and Commentary (Garden City, New York, r965; London, 1966), which includes an 
excellent chronology and bibliography of Hegel's works. A shorter account of the development of 
the Hegelian system up to the Logic is in I. Soll, An Introduction to Hegel's Metapliysics (Chicago-
London, 1969). Some aspects of Hegel's philosophy which bear on his political thought are ex-
plored in G. A. Kelly, Idealism, Politics and History: Sources of Hegelian Thought (Camb. r969). 

1 3 His interest in ancient Greece was even earlier than the Jena period as is shown by his so-called 
early theological writings. But only in Jena did Hegel achieve a synthesis of the ancient and modern 
philosophical traditions, which was the hallmark of his own mature philosophy. 

For the powerful impact of Greek thought on him at the time of the Phenomenology, see J. N. 
Shklar's essay; for the analysis of the final si•nthesis in Hegel's Philosophy of Right, see K,-H. 
II ting's essay. 
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phllosophy, history and literature was that men form genuine communities only 
when they share the same conceptions of the good life, and identify themselves 
wholeheartedly with the basic moral ideals of their country or culture. These 
shared and universally accepted conceptions and values, which are alive and 
operative in actions and attitudes of community members, and (so to say) incap-
sulated in the customs, laws and institutions which regulate their relations, Hegel 
calls Sittlichkeit (usually translated into English as' ethical life',' social ethics', 
' concrete ethics ' or ' social morality '). 14 Hence a people or a nation form a 
genuine community when and in so far as their interrelations are animated and 
pervaded by Sittlichkeit, Greek political institutions were not something apart 
from the ethos of the polis, but part and parcel of its ethical life, indeed almost 
its most important part. A polis was an ethical community which had a political 
aspect, not a community on which political institutions were so to speak super-
imposed from outside. Laws and government were only some of the many bonds 
linking a people into a community. This idea of polis as an ethical community 
Hegel applied to the modern state during the Jena period. 

Although Hegel's conception of ethical life and the model of the state as an 
ethical and not merely political community were derived from Greek antiquity, 
he is well aware of some fundamental differences between the ancient Greek and 
the modern European cultures.15 Indeed he takes great care to emphasize the 
differences in his writings, and always insists that the modern state cannot be 
conceived simply in terms of the polis, whose speciE.c ethical ideas and social and 
political institutions are simply inapplicable to the modern world. One obvious 
difference, which he noted early, is the vastly increased size of modern nation-
states and their vastly more complex system of economic and social relations. 
These factors necessitate the existence of a permanent, specialized and highly 
organized system of governmental bodies - the supreme public authority or state 
power (Staatsgewalt). Unlike the amateurish and direct involvement of the 
citizens of ancient Greece in the public life of the polis, the government of the 
modern state permits popular participation only through representative institu-
tions, and requires that a large part of its work is carried on by full-time politicians 
and professional administrators.18 

But an even more important difference lay in the nature of the ethical bond 
between the individual and the community which is typical of the two cultures. 
The Greek polis absorbed its members so completely and its ethos was so sacro-

1, The French translations of Sittlichkt:it, some of which stress another aspect of the concept, are 
ethique, morale vivante, and morale realisee. The word Sittlichkeit comes from Sitte (custom, 
ethos). 

1s A culture, called ' realm ' or ' empire' (Reich) by Hegel, was a collection of communities which, 
though distinct, shared the same basic values. There was thus a family resemblance between the 
ethical life of all communities within a culture although historical influences gave each community 
a characteristic configuration of ethical concepts and values. 

1 6 See Political Writings, pp. 158, 160, 202-3, 2o6. 
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sanct that it was inconceivable to them to question the fundamental principles 
of the polis or to assert any claims to the satisfaction of their own particular 
interests when they participated in politics. Moreover, the citizens' identification 
with the community was unconscious and spontaneous. It was brought about by 
customs, traditions and civic education, and reinforced by art, literature, philo-
sophy and religion, which were all integral parts of the Greek way of life or ' the 
spirit of the people '. 17 

The peculiarity of modern European culture, on the other hand, largely due 
to -Roman law and modern natural law doctrines, is that men conceive themselves 
not just as members of communities but also - and sometimes primarily - as 
bearers of private rights against the state and possessors of legitimate particular 
and group interests. In Hegel's view Christianity had an equally profound effect 
on European culture, especially after it had been developed by the Reformation 
and secularized by the Enlightenment. Under its influence men came to regard 
themselves as moral agents, acknowledging no higher authority than their own· 
conscience or reason. Hegel calls the first tendency ' particularity ' and the second 
' subjectivity '; the two together constitute the peculiarly modern and European 
phenomenon of individualism. While individualism had very deep roots, it was 
only since the French Revolution that it has taken on the form of a dominant 
cultural force and begun reshaping social and political reality. Hegel was con-
vinced that the influence of the Revolution was inescapable although he recog-
nized that there were parts of Europe where its effects were still rather slight in 
the early nineteenth century. Even in the three most advanced countries -France, 
England and Germany - some sections of the population were far more affected 
by the spirit of individualism than others. Long before Tocqueville and Marx, 
Hegel perceived that it was the bourgeoisie which formed the chief social base 
of individualism and through whom the traditional, community-conscious 
Europe of the Middle Ages had been undermined. 18 

What Hegel in the Philosophy of Right calls ' civil society ' is the positive 
creation of individualism, and he specifically calls it the achievement of the 
modern world.19 It represents the growing recognition by the community that 
its members have legitimate rights and interests also as particular, private 

17 Hegel more than once acknowledged his debt to Montesquieu for making him sec laws and 
political institutions as something intimately bound up with and expressive of the spiritual life 
of a people. Cf. Philosophy of Right, pp, 16, 161, 177-8. 

J 8 In The German Constitution Hegel speaks of ' the bo11rgeois sense, which cares only for an 
individual and not self-subsistent end and has no regard for the whole '. When the bourgeoisie 
became a political power through the growth of imperial cities its spirit became one of the main 
causes of the decline of the German Empire. Cf. Political Writings, pp. 190, 191. 

19 Cf. Philosophy of Right, § 182 Addition, In § 185 and Addition Hegel contrasts the recognition 
of particularity in the modern world with its denial by Plato (whose R~p11blic he regards as an 
interpretation of Greek ethical life; Philosophy of Right, p. 10). In the same paragraph Hegel 
mentions Roman law and Christianity as the ultimate causes of individualism. 
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individuals and not merely as members of one of the traditional groupings of 
the community. It also represents the recognition that individuals have personal 
opinions on a wide range of issues which are entitled to respect and to free 
expression even when they are different from the established beliefs and values. 
Indeed to be acceptable to the modern man those traditional principles must 
take the form of a rational but subjective conviction, just as ethical life must 
appear to the individual not as something alien and hostile to his particular 
interest, but as something which is inextricably bound up with it, and on which 
indeed his private interest in the last resort depends. Indeed it is a moral as well 
as a prudential duty of the supreme public authority, in whosever hands it is 
placed, to further the satisfaction of particular interests and to permit the expres-
sion of subjective opinions and wishes.20 

In his writings after the Jena period Hegel sharply differentiates ethical life 
and relations from other kinds of normative principles and rules which regulate 
human conduct in modern society. In particular he distinguishes Sittlichkeit 
from Recht and Momlitat. By abstraktes Recht he means the general principles 
of law concerning such personal rights as the right to life and property, and 
various personal liberties. Derived from Roman law and developed and ration-
alized by generations of later jurists and exponents of natural law it forms, Hegel 
believes, a body of abstract principles which necessarily underlies all positive 
legal systems of civilized countries in so far as the systems are rational.21 By 
M oralitat Hegel means the Kantian type of morality in which the value of a 
man's action depends on the goodness of his motive, and the conscience of the 
individual in the last resort determines how he should treat other individuals. 22 

While the sphere of right is objective and concerned with the conformity of 
external conduct to the letter of the law, irrespective of motive, morality is a 
sphere where the personal judgement of a moral subject has primacy over the 
requirements of the kind of rules with which the individual is faced in his social 
life (conventional morality, customary law or state legislation). Hegel recognizes 
the validity of both kinds of normative orders in certain limited spheres, but he 
is convinced that by themselves they are unable to bind individuals into a cohesive 
and lasting community. The law-abiding citizen can legitimately contract out of 
civil society when the principle of reciprocity is violated or his inter~st unreason-
ably neglected or sacrificed. The moralistic individual (like an extreme type of 
contemporary conscientious objector) can question all of society's or the state's 

2° For an anticipation of this point of view in The German Co11stit11tion, see Political Writings, 
pp• I 59--04-

21 The Hegelian concept of Recht (usually translated as • right ' rather than ' law ', as in the 
P/1ilosophy of Rig/it) is discussed in the essays of G. Heiman, K.-H. Ilting and M. Rieqd, 

22 K.-H. Ilting's essay deals also with Hegel's concept of ' morality ' and some of its political con-
sequences. For a recent analysis of Hegel's ethical views and especially his critique of Kantian 
morality, see W. H. Walsh, Hegdian Ethics (London-New York, 1969). 
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rules.23 The ethical man, the member of a true community, can and will do 
neither since he recognizes no other values than those of his community and 
culture which have passed the test of rational scrutiny. Only ethical as opposed 
to juristic and moralistic ties are capable of forming the basis of a true com-
munity. Neither a society of reasonable men restricting their selfish actions for 
the sake of peaceful coexistence, nor a society of moral agents guided by their 
individu_al consciences, but only a society of men sharing in, and guided by, a 
common ethical life can therefore properly speaking be considered a community. 
Hegel in fact believes that ethical life, although not always in its fully conscious 
form, is the actual, operative mode of human conduct, and that abstract right 
and morality are merely one-sided abstractions into which the critical philosophy 
of the Enlightenment has dissolved the concrete social ethics. 

Corresponding to the three types of normative order Hegel distinguishes three 
types of freedom. In fact the problem of freedom was in the forefront of his 
mind when he was formulating his ethical, social and political theory. In the 
sphere of right a man is free when he can do what he wants provided he respects 
the same right in other men, that is, acts within the limits of reciprocity. In the 
sphere of morality freedom consists in the autonomy of the individual conscience 
vis-a-vis all the external rules and standards which demand conformity. The 
highest type of freedom -freedom in the ethical sphere -is the guidance of one's 
actions by the living, actual principles of qne's community, clearly understood 
and deliberately accepted, and in secure confidence that other community 
members will act in the same way.24 

III 
Hegel's political and social concepts are obscure and difficult to grasp beca,use 
they are immensely complex. This complexity is the result of his conception of 
the true philosophical method, which ought to conceptualize various forms of 
human experience and relate them to each other as necessarily connected. A 
concept (Begriff) in Hegel's own, special sense is necessarily complex because it 
is a dialectical synthesis of contrary forms of experience. 25 His concept of the 
state, therefore, as we find it in its mature form in the Philosophy of Right, con-

23 A striking example of such e.,treme non-conformity, produced by a reaction against Hegel's own 
ideas, is discussed in E. Fleischmann's essay on Stimer, Marx and Hegel. 

2 4 J. Plammatz in his essay explores fully the Hegelian concept of freedom and its relation to the 
social and historical context of ethical action. The connection between freedom and rational law 
in Hegel's thought it discussed by M. Riedel. 

25 For a brief exposition of the nature of Hegel's philosophical concepts, see the essays of D. P. 
Verene, pp. 173--5 and R. N. Berki, pp. 200-1. A brief explanation of Hegel's philosophical 
methodology is to be found in the translator's foreword to T. M. Knox's translation of the 
Philosophy of Right, A more detailed recent account is J. N. Findlay, Hege[: .A Re-examination 
(London, 1958). Unfortunately, Findley's views on Hegel's politi~al philosophy are remarkably 
superficial and show a lack of proper appreciation of Hegel's passionate interest in, and wide-
ranging knowledge of, man's political experience, 
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tains, in a highly condensed way, diverse experiences, observations, intellectual 
influences and so on, some of which have been already outlined. It is this mature 
and highly complex concept of the state which I now wish to analyse and then 
use to illuminate certain features of Hegel's political theory. The subject will be 
approached by considering two concepts which Hegel explicitly distinguishes, 
and then subdividing the second further into two distinct concepts, which Hegel 
distinguishes only incidentally and often not at all. 

In the Philosophy of Right Hegel makes a basic distinction between. 'civil 
society' 2 • and' the state'. The former is also a kind of state or rather an aspect 
of the state; in Hegel's own words, it 'may be prima facie regarded as the 
external state, the state based on need, the state as the Understanding envisages 
it '. 21 Civil society is the modern state.conceived as a system of public authorities 
and autonomous bodies existing to further the private interests of individuals or 
their more or less organized groups, to protect their legal rights of person, 
property, contract, and so on, and to enforce their mutual obligations. But it is 
also a network of spontaneous, private relations established within the frame-
work of the law by individuals pursuing their particular ends (' the system of 
needs '), which Hegel considers to be an essential aspect of ' civil society '. 

To say that 'civil society ' is 'the state as the Understanding envisages it' is a 
Hegelian way of saying that there is another, more adequate mode of conceiving. 
the state. The complex of activities, attitudes, rules and institutions which make 
up ' civil society ' is only one aspect of political and social life ' abstracted ' from 
a wider, richer or more ' concrete ' system by a process of formal, abstract think-
ing which Hegel calls the understanding.28 The 'abstract' character of 'civil 
society' can be appreciated without a thorough grasp of Hegel's terminology. 
The laws guaranteeing individual rights to life, liberty and property, which are 
the normative basis of ' civil society ', presuppose a person or body of persons 
who enact them - a legislator or a legislative assembly. The regulatory and 
welfare functions of the public authority active in ' civil society ' presuppose a 
superior public authority which determines the scope of these functions, lays 
down structures and procedures, appoints and supervises their personnel, and 
so on. The associations of individuals formed in ' civil society ' (' corporations ' 
and 'estates') likewise presuppose at least the recognition of their autonomy or 
privileges by some higher body. Finally there are certain vital political activities, 
such as foreign relations, defence and the maintenance of colonies, which ' civil 

2 8 The term ' civil society ' had been used by writers such as Locke, Hume, Smith and Ferguson, 
as well as by some of their contempararics in France, whom Hegel had read. Ultimately it is 
traceable to Aristotle's koinonia politike and Cicero's societas civilis. See 'Der Begriff der 
" Biirgerlichen Gescllschaft " und das Problem $eines geschichtlicben Ursprungs ' in Riedel, 
Studien z11 Hegels Rechtsphilosophie. 

2 7 Philosophy of Right, § 183. 
28 See ibid., translator's· foreword, pp. vii, viii, x, xi, for the technical difference between 'under-

standing' and 'reason ' in Hegel's philomphy. 
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society ' is not organized to perform, and which therefore fall outside its scope. 
All those activities and institutions which transcend ' civil society ' come within 
the scope of' the state' or rather (as Hegel puts it in§ 267 of the Philosophy of 
Right) within ' the strictly political state and its constitution'. 

The chief organs of this ' political state ' arc the ' crown ' (hereditary 
monarchy), a collective executive (cabinet) appointed by and responsible to the 
monarch~ and a representative body (' the Assembly of Estates ') which shares 
the monarch's legislative, fiscal and supervisory powers. Together they form the 
supreme public authority (Staatsgewalt) which Hegel had already distinguished 
in his essay on the constitution of the German Empire. But an essential part of 
the ' political state ' is also public opinion, that is, the ensemble of views and 
beliefs about the state, its organization, functioning, policies, and so on, which 
are held and expressed by the subjects of the public authority. Political opinion 
represents what Hegel calls the' moment of subjectivity' in the' political state', 
and is guaranteed by laws permitting free speech, freedom of the press and 
publishing, and freedom of assembly for purposes of political discussion.20 

In two respects Hegel's distinction between 'civil society' and the 'political 
state' is open to criticism. It involves splitting up the public authority, which 
forms a highly integrated system of bodies and individuals acting in an official 
capacity, into two separate spheres: the supreme public authority of the' political 
state', and the law courts and the 'police·' (subordinate public authorities) of 
' civil society '. It could have been possible, indeed it would be more natural, to 
view the two sets of authorities as just two parts of one and the same system of 
public authority, just as their activities could be viewed as phases or stages of the 
same governmental process. (Thus, for example, laws enacted by the monarch 
and the Estates in the ' political state ' are enforced by law courts and various 
administrative authorities, which are organs of ' civil society '.) Hegel in fact 
admits that in practice the two sets of institutions are 'organically connected', 
that is, interacting and interdependent. But ' organism ' implies also differentia-
tion or ' articulation ', and it is because the purposes which they serve seem so 
different to him that the two kinds of authorities, and the two areas of activity, 
are so sharply distinguished by Hegel. Civil authorities serve primarily individual 
or group purposes; political authorities primarily those of the people as a whole. 
This difference determines differences not just on the institutional level, but also 
differences in outlook, qualifications, the character of rights and duties, their 
universality, and so on, of the men who act in both spheres. The membership 
of 'civil society' is equally open to all sane adults; that of the' political state' (as 
Hegel conceives it) selective and hierarchical. A property owner is free to dispose 
of his property as he thinks fit, at least within wide limits; the law allows him to 
be silly or capricious in his action. Those who participate in the political process 

2 9 Ibid. § § 315-20 and Additions. 
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are on the contrary expected to show a sense of responsibility and a devotion to 
public good. 

The other questionable feature of Hegel's distinction is that it is not just a 
distinction between two kinds of public authorities and relations regulated by 
law. ' Civil society ' and 'political state ' are areas of activity which include the 
private actions and subjective attitudes of their respective members, as well as 
objective laws and institutions. They are thus both manifestations of ethical life, 
and although Hegel tries to contrast the two spheres sharply, the distinction 
becomes rather blurred in the end. For instance, Hegel speaks of' civil society' 
as the antithesis of ethical life; but at other times he admits that it produces and 
encourages at least some ethical attitudes. 30 Similarly the ' political state ' is not 
an exclusive preserve of ethical attitudes since, as we have seen, public opinion is 
essentially subjective and capricious.· At least one class of 'civil society', the 
' universal estate ' of civil servants, finds in public service the satisfaction of their 
particular needs and interests in the sense that they derive their income and social 
prestige from public service. Hence in the non-institutional respect there is also 
no clear-cut separation of the two spheres. 

Hegel stresses heavily one other difference between the 'political state' and 
'civil society', but again fails to draw a logically tight distinction. Both are 
systems or orders of activity which produce, on the one hand, specific results (for 
example, security of property or national independence), and on the other, a 
certain kind of unity or cohesion or (in the language of modern sociology) social 
integration. As Hegel points out the unity of ' civil society ' is of a rather low 
kind because of the individualism dominant in it. ' Individuals in their capacity 
of burghers in this " civil state " are private persons whose end is their own 
interest.' 31 Moreover, such unity as 'civil society ' possesses comes about largely 
unconsciously and automatically. Men are linked together by the production 
and exchange of goods and services, by taking part in the social process of the 
division of labour. Although they aim directly at their own interest, they 
indirectly promote the interest of other members of' civil society'. Hegel accepts 
the 'invisible hand' theory of Adam Smith only partially because he sees that 
public authorities must intervene into the operation of the market and into social 
life in general, when automatic processes fail to produce the expected results. 
Unlike civil (or social) order, political order is brought about largely consciously 
and deliberate! y, by rules and institutions adopted for this end, manipulated by 
men whose interest and duty lie in promoting national unity and cohesion.32 

3° Cf. Philosophy of Right, § 184: ' it is the system of ethical order, split into its extremes and lost ' 
and in which ' particularity , .• [has] the right to develop and launch forth in all directions ', 
Yet in § 254 Hegel calls the corporation ' the second ethical root of the state ', and compares its 
influence to that of the first root, the family. 31 Ibid. § 187. 

•• • The state knows .. , what it wills and knows it in its universality. Hence it works and acts by 
reference to consciomly adopted ends, known principles and laws which are not merely implicit 
but are actually present to consciousness; and further it acts with precise knowledge of existing 
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The effect of these rules and institutions, Hegel adds, is reinforced by spontaneous 
patriotism or' political sentiment' (politische Gesinnung), which may vary from 
mere' trust' to' educated insight'. These feelings, ideas and attitudes make the 
ordinary citizens, and especially those with a significant share of' state power', 
identify their private interest with the public good. 33 In both spheres, therefore, 
integration is promoted by a mixture of conscious and deliberate actions of 
the public authorities, and of spontaneous feelings and activities of private 
individuals, although the proportion of both elements is different in each sphere. 

It is in the same§ 267 of the Philosophy of Right, in which Hegel distinguishes 
the subjective nature of patriotism and the ' objective world ' of laws and institu-
tions as two complementary aspects of the state, that he uses the expression ' the 
strictly political state and its constitution'. The original German phrase 'der 
politische Staat ' is al~o used by Hegel in §§ 273 and 276 of the book, but is 
rendered as' the state as a political entity' in Knox's translation. The seemingly 
odd phrase ' political state ' is of the utmost importance in understanding the 
Hegelian conception of the state. It suggests that apart from ' civil society ' (' the 
state as the Understanding envisages it') and 'the strictly political state '(which, 
though more adequate, is still an abstract concept) Hegel has yet another, even 
more complex concept of the state, 'state' sans phrase, 'state' without any 
qualification, ' state' properly so called. It is this state which Hegel calls 'the 
actuality of the ethical Idea ' 34 or ' the actuality of concrete freedom ', and on 
which he heaps all the seemingly exaggerated superlatives for which the Philo-
sophy of Right is notorious. The state in this sense means the whole population 
of an independent, politically and ' civilly' organized country in so far as it is 
permeated by ' ethical life ' and forms an ' ethical order ' or • ethical com-
munity'. Within this wide ('universal') community to which· all inhabitants 
qua ethical beings belong, there are what Hegel calls in § 145 of the Philosophy 
of Right separate 'moments', aspects or spheres of 'ethical life'. These 
• moments are the ethical powers which regulate the life of individuals '; they 
are the family, 'civil society' and the state by which Hegel presumably means 
the state in the strictly political sense(' political state'). Through the framework 
of rules and authorities of the ' political state ' the nation-wide ethical community 
acquires a stable, structured political form, an orderly system acting on the 
historical world within and outside its borders, and an individuality vis-a-vis 
other national communities. In§ 267 Hegel calls 'the strictly political state and 
its constitution'' the organism of the state'. But this organism or organization 35 

conditions and circumstances, inasmuch as its actions have a bearing on these.' Ibid. § 270. But 
this can also be said of the activities of law courts and the ' police '. 

33 Ibid. §§ 267-8 and Additions. 
3 ' In S 257 and 260 of the Philosophy of Right respectively. 
35 Hegel largely equates the two. See Knox's note 9 to § 267, ibid. p. 364, where Knox also stresses 

the distinction just made and defines ' state proper ' as ' the totality of human life so far as it is 
the life of moral beings united in a community by tradition, religion, moral convictions, etc.' 
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must not be confused with the-· state ' as such; a part or aspect of a whole, how-
ever vital, is still just a part. Hegel has been so frequently misunderstood because 
he fails to make a clear and explicit distinction between ' the state ' in the com-
prehensive sense and 'the strictly political state', and because he uses the single 
term ' state ' both when he has only the political aspect in mind, and when he 
thinks of the political together with the ethical aspect. While it is true, as Knox 
writes, 36 that ' failure to realise this [distinction] has been responsible for 
numerous misrepresentations of Hegel's position and his attitude to "the 
state"', surely a large part of the blame must rest on the shoulders of Hegel 
himself. 

IV 
It is possible to express the various ideas that make up Hegel's conception of the 
state in the following way. Men form communities of various kinds in which 
they find - or rather achieve by more or less conscious endeavour - the satisfac-
tion of their physical needs and the needs of their spiritual nature, that is, their 
nature as creatures capable of thinking and willing. Among these communities, 
one in particular, the state, is of paramount importance to them. Looked at in 
one way a state is merely a certain population settled within a definite territory 
and subject to the rules and commands of men in authority, who themselves 
acknowledge no superior authority within or outside the borders of the state. 
Thus one essential bond between members of the state is their common subjection 
to a supreme and independent public authority. This authority generally acts 
through statutes, but sometimes through prerogative orders which, like statutes, 
have universal legal validity within the confines of the state. It may also possess 
various subordinate authorities for carrying out its orders or applying its laws in 
various special - local or functional - spheres. In other words, legal rules and 
commands enforced by authorities are one way in which the population of the 
state is integrated into a community. 

But though this is a very important bond, it is not the only one. Members of 
the state establish and maintain by their own free activity a nexus of relations, 
which though regulated by law, is in no way a direct product of the legal order. 
These relations are the result of individual decisions motivated by self-interest or 
at least some private conception of what is good for men. They may be once-for-
all exchanges or repeated transactions or more or less permanent institutions such 
as marriage or the corporation. 37 In contrast to the first or political bond Hegel 
would call this bond 'civil ', but we would prefer to call it social. 

There is finally a third kind of bond, the ethical one. In so far as the members 
of the state share the same concepts, principles or ideals of the good life, which 

3 6 In his note to § 267 quoted above. 
37 The social relations also give rise to classes, but Hegel is not concerned with them unless they 

have acquired an official status in the eyes of the public authority, in which case they become 
estates'. 
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have been handed down from generation to generation (though not necessarily 
in an unchanged way), they form a community in a third sense, an ethical 
community.38 In addition to ethical concepts there are other 'spiritual' factors 
such as common language, culture, religion or national consciousness, which 
may bind the members of the state when all of them share them, but also divide 
them when they do not. And these same forces may bring all or some members 
of different states together into a wider, more diffuse kind of community. But 
whatever their effect Hegel does not attach as much importance to them as to the 
other types of integration. This ought perhaps to be qualified in the case of 
religion for Hegel sees the Christian religion as closely connected with ethical 
life, strengthening it when it is protestant and militating against it when it is 
Roman catholic. 

The three kinds of communal bond Hegel takes into account, although con-
ceptually distinct, do ·not operate independently of each other. He believes that 
they are interdependent and organically connected. Laws further the interests of 
society members and they express ethical convictions of community members. 
The bonds as they exist in practice can also work against each other, and pro-
duce social disharmony, political instability, as well as confusion and uncertainty 
in individual minds. This state of affairs is something of which men as rational 
beings strongly disapprove and seek to avoid. They try to adjust ethical attitudes, 
social relations, and legal and political institutions in such a way that the 
maximum of harmony is achieved in the national community. But the only form 
of integration which is subject to deliberate and direct manipulation is the legal 
or political order. It is laws and the authorities which issue and enforce them 
which are under the direct control of men, who of course may vary from a small 
minority to the majority of the population according to the character of ·the 
public authority. 'Civil' activities of state members, although regulated by law, 
depend in the last resort on their own subjective opinions and desires, and cannot 
be directly influenced. The ethical order changes slowly and its change depends 
on wider cultural developments, which proceed according to their own laws of 
development; in the short run it has to be taken for granted and may only be 
made more explicit and effective through deliberate action. The political order 
is thus the most controllable form of social integration; the community which 
possesses a supreme public authority with all its necessary powers will be in 
a better position to maintain the harmony and the stability of its communal life, 
and to rationalize ethical and social relations, than a community which is either 
wider or narrower than the state, and hence deprived of such advantages. It is 
11 Within this state-wide community there arc many narrower ones like families, corporations and 

churches. There may also be wider and looser ethical ' families ' consisting of members of 
independent countries who belong to the same culture or civilization and accept similar ethical 
values. Also the social and economic relations typical of ' civil society ' sometimes transcend state 
boundaries and connect members of different states into a loosely textured network of relations. 
Hegel ignores this aspect, which has become increasingly important since his time. 
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therefore reasonable for men to want to form politically organized communities, 
to accept the sacrifices and restrictions which membership of the state involves, 
and to strive to the utmost to improve its organization and to preserve its inde-
pendence and integrity. This, I believe, is the gist of the Hegelian conception of 
the state. It is not expressed in the way Hegel expresses it in his major political 
work, but it remains faithful to the spirit of his political theory and it enables us 
to see more clearly some of the things which are obscured by Hegel's use of two 
rather than three basic concepts. 

V 
In § 26o of the Philosophy of Right Hegel states his view that the modern state 
is a synthesis of two opposing tendencies within modern society and concludes 
as follows: 
The modern state has prodigious strength and depth because it allows the principle of 
subjectivity to progress to its culmination in the extreme of self-subsistent personal 
particularity, and yet at the same time brings it back to the substantive unity and so 
maintains this unity in the principle of subjectivity itself. 

In this passage Hegel makes a point that is both original and important. The 
modern state as an ethical, civil and political community draws strength from 
two separate and incompatible sources. One is the universal and objective ethical 
life (an 'ethical substance') which faces the individual as something given and 
inescapable, the world of historically evolved values and ideals into which he is 
incorporated whether he wants it or not through the operation of ethical institu-
tions such as the family, corporations, estates, and so on. In so far as the supreme 
authorities of the ' political state ' express this ethical life in their rules and 
activities, and are seen as its preservers and defenders, they enjoy far more 
support than they would if, for instance, they were thought to be merely the 
product of a natural lust for power by some men over others or just an instrument 
of domination over the mass of the people by some privileged and powerful 
minority. The second source of strength are the twin tendencies of ' subjectivity ' 
and' particularity', which nowadays we would describe simply as individualism. 
This is the tendency of men in modern times to look at all social values, rules 
and institutions as derived from the agreement of individuals, and existing for 
the sake of purely individual self-satisfaction and self-assertion. These two 
separate and antithetical tendencies are balanced, harmonized and integrated 
into a social synthesis by and within the 'political state'. Thus the Hegelian 
conception of the state combines the liberal conception of the state as the servant 
of individuals with the very different conception of the state as the guardian of 
the community. The' ethical community' and' civil society' may be conceived 
as dialectical opposites which are reconciled by the institutions, laws and actions 
of the state power - the supreme public authority of the' political state '. 39 

39 Cf. K.-H. Ilting's essay for a similar conclusion reached by a somewhat different route. 
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For cultural and historical reasons which have already been mentioned modern 
man finds repugnant the total and blind surrender to the community which in 
Hegel's view was typical of earlier ages and civilizations. Nor does modern man 
accept values, however ancient and hallowed by tradition, without question. 
His conscience refuses to abdicate moral judgement, and his ego rejects the idea 
of one-sided self-sacrifice. Man's relation to the ' ethical whole ' is now or rather 
tends increasingly to become self-conscious, it is mediated by his reason and 
will. Hence a compromise - or in Hegel's language a dialectical solution - is 
reached. Through the organs of ' civil society ' the state recognizes and promotes 
private interests, but in the process individuals learn to recognize public interests 
as their own basic interests and acquire the will to promote' the universal' even 
when it negates 'the particular'. The process of political education (Bi/dung) 
begins in ' civil society ' and continues in the ' political state '. Its organs and the 
methods of their operation - especially the Assembly of Estates, and its elections, 
publicity of debates, freedom of the press and public opinion, rationalization 
(that is, codification) of laws, and so on - offer citizens the chance of gaining 
insight into the ethical basis of policies and legislation and thus of voluntary 
submission to what the citizens now perceive as right and necessary. The result 
will be a widespread conviction of their righteousness and necessity, and a will-
ing acceptance of sacrifices or restrictions. But it is also possible that the opposite 
will result. The people, their representativ~s, and the journalists, pamphleteers, 
writers and so on, who express and articulate public opinion, might disapprove 
of some measures, reject them as unjustified and actually resist them in practice. 
In an extreme case (as happened in France in 1789) the whole fabric of society 
and government might be condemned and overthrown. 

The words ' strength and depth ' in the passage from the Philosophy of Right 
quoted above give us a clue to a major, perhaps the fundamental, political con-
cern of Hegel. Living in an age in which states and empires rose; and fell, some 
disintegrated while others were welded successfully together, and when some 
governments embarked on ' tremendous political experiments ' ' 0 while others 
stubbornly clung to traditional institutions, Hegel sought to work out a political 
theory which would reveal the secret of the strength and stability of the modern 
state. The particular structure of the modern state - ' the strictly political state 
and its constitution ' mentioned in § 267 of the Philosophy of Right - must be 
understood as Hegel's attempt to do justice to the two tendencies inherent in 
modern society: the mainly integrating one of shared ethical life, and the mainly 
disintegrating one of 'subjectivity' and 'particularity '.' 1 It is worth while 
40 Political Writings, p. 159. 
' 1 It would be misleading and oversimplified to characterize the two tendencies in too sweeping a 

manner. Ethical life integrates in so far as men are conscious of shared ideals and assent to them. 
But it may also divide and separate when the community (like the France of the ancien regime 
analysed in Tocqueville"s masterpiece) is ridden with ancient laws, traditional privileges, out-of-
date social hierarchies and so on, which are felt to have lost their validity. The individualism 
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looking briefly at some of the features of the constitutional structure of the 
'political state' from this point of view, and emphasizing those of its elements 
which are shaped by the one or the other tendency. 

VI 
There are, Hegel maintains, three dangers which can threaten the ' ethical com-
munity ' and which it is the function of the supreme public authority - the 
organized state power - to repel. The first is its disintegration into a number of 
separate and independent communities as happened in the case of the Holy 
Roman Empire of the German Nation. It collapsed and dissolved because the 
bulk of politically conscious Germans had ceased in practice to regard them-
selves as belonging to one German nation, one German community, and the 
supreme public authority, despite an ancient and elaborate constitutional frame-
work, was powerless to prevent it. Hegel believed that the process had become 
irreversible, but he nevertheless sketched out a constitutional plan for the empire 
consisting of an effective supreme public authority combined with a federal 
structure, which would allow the provinces to enjoy far-reaching autonomy in 
matters not of universal concern. 4.2 The preservation of the ' ethical community ' 
within the· framework of one state, therefore, does not in the least exclude the 
existence of particular communities with far-reaching autonomy, provided they 
do not have the power to press their particular interests and viewpoints to the 
point of endangering the political unity of the wider community. 

The second danger is the loss of political independence, and therefore of the 
ethical individuality of a nation. As a collection of private individuals the people 
may have nothing to lose if their country is conquered and forcibly annexed by 
another state, provided their civil liberties are respected and continue to be 
protected by the new central government. But its basic ethical values, moulded 
and developed by diverse historical influences peculiar to itself, might well be 
imperilled by incorporation into another ethical community. This, however, 
need not necessarily happen. If the conquering country belongs to the same 
culture and shares broadly similar ethical values, and if it also provides a large 
measure of autonomy for the newly acquired territory, it is difficult to see why 
the loss of independence must be ethically disastrous. 

It is in the context of independence that Hegel propounds his view that wars 
are a test of the ethical soundness of a people. The supreme public authority 
presumably might be able to defend the country in wars of some kind or in the 

underlying • civil society ', on the other hand, turns into its dialectical opposite by bringing about 
a network of relations, a system of interdependence, created by men who have to cooperate to 
satisfy their needs, This network forces them to pursue trades and professions for which there is a 
social demand; it transforms particular individuals into 2ctors of social roles, and educates them 
to recognize that they are members of society and not merely individuals. 

<2 Political Writings, pp. 23~42. 
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early stages of any war even when the nation was apathetic or unpatriotic, but 
Hegel doubts whether in the long run, and in conditions of international anarchy, 
a state can survive as an independent political entity unless it has the inner 
strength which comes from being all ethical community as well. ' 3 

Hegel's concern with the strength of the state power as a guardian of national 
independence explains the peculiar status of the military in his political theory. 
Not only are the armed forces placed under the command of the monarch and 
insulated from the politu::al influence of particular interests entrenched in the 
representative body. Military service itself is treated by Hegel as a particularly 
lofty occupation, loftier even than that of the 'universal class' of professional 
civil servants. For in wartime, while ordinary citizens normally have to forego 
only some of their liberty and property, the military are called upon to risk and 
sacrifice life itself!• By doing so voluntarily and showing courage in the face of 
death they do more than set an example of patriotism to their fellow-citizens. 
They confirm in deeds (' actualize ') the superiority of the ethical values of their 
community over the private and mainly material concerns of its members.45 

The third danger to the ethical community is that the objective side of ethical 
life stagnates and ossifies in customs, laws and institutions, which get out of tune 
with new ethical demands and ideals. The function of the supreme public 
authority is to adjust the old external structure to the new subjective attitudes. 
If they fail to do so, as the ancien regime did in France, the new ideals will 
become formulated by ideologues and demagogues without practical political 
knowledge, and will tend to assume the form of abstract, a priori ideas. The more 
they are opposed by the established public authority, the more they will tend to 
develop into the criticism or rejection of the whole political and social status quo, 
together with the traditional ethical life embodied in old customs, laws and 
institutions. 46 This aspect of the interaction between the ethical commu_nity and 
the system of political power deserves special attention. 

' 3 In his early years Hegel had doubts about the viability of Prussia as a state, and viewed it as an 
artificial creation of a monarch of genius, and devoid of an ethical basis. (Cf. ibid. pp. 163, 164.) 
His view was at first confirmed by the shattering defeat of the Prussians at Jena by Napoleon, 
backed by the ethically regenerated French people. The thoroughgoing reforms introduced in 
Prussia by the Stein ministry after the defeat, and the subsequent military recovery of Prussia, 
made Hegel change his mind after 1815. Hegel explained the collapse of the Napoleonic system 
in France and other Latin countries by the incompatibility of the rational principles of the French 
Re,·olution with catholicism; in his view political and ethical emancipation presupposed religious 
emancipation. (See Lectures on the Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (New York, 1944), 
pp. 452-3.) For Hegel's protestant prejudice in his philosophy of history, see the essay by W. H. 
Walsh. " Cf. Philosophy of Right, Addition to § 327. 

' 5 Hegel's views on war and the military are discussed at length in D. P. Verene's essay. 
H Cf. Hegel's fragment on Wurtemberg where the cleavage between the established, ' positive' 

constitution and popular attitudes is particularly well expressed (Political Writings, pp. 242-5). 
Cf. further his comments on France and England, ibid. pp. 325, 328-30; on the French 178g and 
1830 revolutions in Philosophy of History, pp. 446 ff., 449-52; and on the former in Philosophy of 
Right, p. 157. 
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VII 
It will be remembered that ethical life in Hegel's conception is a complex of 
concepts, rules and principles which, as it were, pervade the minds of community 
members. Those who share a common ethical life are related to each other rather 
like members of a linguistic community who have been born into it, and taught 
to use its language in order to communicate with each other. Ethical life, like 
language, is not the product or property of single individuals, but of the com-
munity as a whole. Like language, ethical life may develop and be transmitted 
in an almost unconscious way, as something customary, traditional or' positive' 
(to use Hegel's favourite expression). Nevertheless it has a peculiar logic and 
structure of which men, as rational ·beings, sooner or later become conscious. In 
the process of becoming conscious of the concepts, rules or principles of their 
ethical community, men also become aware of contradictions, incongruities and 
ambiguities within the structure, and since reason abhors contradiction and 
obscurity they strive to remove them, to refine or formulate ideas, and to give 
unity and clarity to the whole. This is the peculiar task of intellectuals : journalists 
and pamphleteers, authors of historical, scientific and literary works, and above 
all philosophers, whose proper vocation is to express the ethical and other ideas 
of their age and culture in a systematic and intellectually satisfying way.47 It is 
most im~rtant that their activities should influence and shape public opinion at 
large and for this reason Hegel advocates freedom of speech and publication.0 

But the impact of intellectuals is naturally greatest and most direct on the 
educated sections of the community, which include among them the men who 
exercise authority in the ' political state ' - the monarch, ministers, civil servants 
and Estates deputies. 

The organization of the state power and the functioning of public authorities 
plays a crucial role in the process of communication, clarification and systematiza-
tion of ethical life. Bills prepared by the executive and the civil service, and 
submitted to the legislature for approval, frequently raise ethical issues; debates 
in representative institutions help to make them explicit and thus perform 
important educative functions. Public debates of government policies may also 
give rise to new ethical claims, and they generally involve the justification (or 
condemnation) of measures in terms of generally accepted values. Hence the 
Estates Assembly is a vital part of the modern state power since 'it is through 
" the Estates " that the state enters the subjective consciousness of the people; 
and ... the people begins to participate in the state '.49 By becoming more fully 
4 7 Hegel clearly believes that his Philosophy of Right is a significant theoretical contribution to 

the task: see the preface. But he nowhere states that a perfect harmony of ethical principles has 
been achieved in practice anywhere or that it will be achieved anywhere in the future. As 
rational beings men can, and indeed must, strive for unity of their ethical life; whether they 
succeed or how far they succeed only history can show ex post facto. 

48 Cf. ibid. §§ 314-20 and Additions. 
<9 Ibid. Addition to § 3m. See also Addition to § 315. 
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aware of the ethical principles of their community men become more conscious 
and involved members of it. 

The organs of the ' political state ' perform a perhaps even more important 
function with regard to what Hegel calls the' objective side of ethic.al life', that 
is, laws and institutions. Ethical life is never wholly static. It changes and develops 
as circumstances change; traditional values become extended to new situations 
or categories of people; new ethical principles become appreciated and gradually 
accepted. Some of the established customs, laws and institutions are now seen as 
untenable and requiring reform. But they seldom, if ever, just wither away to 
make room for new ones, which are more in accord with the changed demands 
of ethical life. Their resistance to reform is all the greater when they are buttressed 
by vested interests of privileged classes, religious bigotry, national pride in 
ancient institutions (' the wisdom of forefathers') or simply prejudices of an 
ignorant, uneducated multitude, sometimes economically or socially dominated 
by the privileged minorities. In such circumstances the resort to state power is 
the only satisfactory way to get rid of the ballast of the past, and to give actuality 
to new ethical concepts or principles. This can be done either by the exercise of 
royal prerogative, say, issuing a decree abolishing serfdom or authorizing a new 
civil or criminal code, or by the enactment of the measure by a representative 
body acting in the name of the people.50 By bringing laws and institutions into 
line with concepts and attitudes the public ;mthority plays a crucial role in mak-
ing the ethical life of the community more coherent and systematic, and hence 
more rational. 

It is, then, in Hegel's view, a part of man's rational nature, at least at some 
stage of mankind's development, to strive to grasp ethical principles theoretically, 
to be guided by them rather than simply by tradition or fiats of political 
authorities, and to make external circumstances correspond to those principles. 
Hegel believes that after the outbreak of the French Revolution European 
countries entered a new stage of development in their laws and institutions. 
Instead of the occasional intervention of the public authority to remove some 
glaring injustice or abuse, the continental states led by France embarked on a 
policy of transforming their constitutional and legal structure into intelligible 
and internally consistent systems of rules derived from fundamental principles. 
Although it was the French Estates General which initiated the change by its 
declaration of the rights of man and citizen and the adoption of a new constitu-
tion, the lead in France and elsewhere soon passed into the hands of the executive, 
which was dependent on more or less authoritarian monarchs. In 1831 Hegel 
so The second alternative would seem preferable since it was nearer the ideal of a conscious and 

deliberate act of the ethical community as a whole. But as Professor II ting points out in his essay, 
while the logic of Hegel's conception of the ethical community, and the ancient Greek source 
from which he derived it, would seem to lead to that conclusion, Hegel argues instead that in 
this, as in various other public matters, the community acts through the monarch as the apex of 
the constitutional structure of the • political state '. 
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attributed the backwardness of Britain in respect of constitutional and legal 
reform primarily to the weakness of the monarchical element vis-a-vis Parlia-
ment, in which a privileged landed class was strongly entrenched. A secondary 
factor was the lack of a class of professional administrators marked by ' theoretical 
study, scientific education, practice and experience in affairs '."1 ·Hegel regards 
a professional civil service as an absolutely necessary institution of the modern 
state. Only where a class of public administrators exists, does the community 
possess a body of its most educated members who are specially trained and main-
tained at public expense to serve the community as their primary social function. 
Hegel stresses that' knowledge and proof of ability', are 'the sole condition of 
appointment ' and ' [guarantee] to every citizen the chance of joining the class 
of civil servants '. 52 The higher educational background of the civil servants 
enables them to grasp the fundamental principles of ethical life which they 
combine with practical experience of legislative and administrative requirements. 
They are thus well equipped for the task of constant re-examination and revision 
of laws and institutions in the post-revolutionary age. 

VIII 
As has already been mentioned, the 'ethical life' affects not only the' political 
state' but also 'civil society'. It does so at first without men's knowledge and 
consent, by forcing them, on penalty of legal and moral sanctions, to play social 
roles prescribed by the system of needs and their satisfaction. In the process they 
learn the value of co-operation and recognize their mutual interdependence. 
This process of education is also carried on by other means. The publicity of 
judicial proceedings and the jury system enable members of 'civil society', 
including those who are found guilty of crimes and punished, to uphold the 
majesty of law and of the ethical life of which it is an expression. 53 In the agri-
cultural estate individuals learn to submit to a higher (although merely natural) 
necessity, while as administrators, local officials or officers of corporations they 
acquire 'political consciousness'."' As ordinary members of corporations men 
learn the concept of a limited common good, and of the need to make sacrifices 
on its behalf. 65 And yet Hegel believes that all those influences are insufficient 
and have to be supplemented by the deliberate intervention of the public authority 

51 Political Writings, p. 3m. See also ibid. pp. 300, 330. Hegel has in mind Napolcon·s reforms 
and German practice. 

52 Philosophy of Right, § 29r. Cf. also ibid. § 205 and Addition to § 297 where Hegel admits that 
in practice the bulk of the civil service will be recruited from the middle class. 

5 ·1 For an analysis of Hegel's theory of punishment, sec the essay by D. E. Cooper. 
5 ' For a narrow definition of ' political consciousness ', see Political Writings, p. 257. A rather 

wider conception is put forward in Philosophy of Right, § 268. 
55 The ethical influence of the corporation membership is dealt with at length in G. Heiman ·s essay, 

PP· 124-9· 
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to solve problems which 'civil society' is incapable of solving or which it tries 
to solve by methods that contradict the principles of ethical life.56 

The task of keeping ' civil society ' within its proper bounds as one ' moment ' 
of the ethical whole thus ultimately devolves on the political organization of the 
'ethical community'. This organization has to be responsive to the legitimate 
claims of ' particularity ' and ' subjectivity ', yet independent and strong enough 
to resist their excessive pressure and escape the danger of being dominated by 
them. At first Hegel was chiefly pre-occupied with the strength of particular 
interests as they had developed over the ages and had acquired a host of tradi-
tional, outdated privileges. 57 While he remained aware of this to the end of his 
life, Hegel seems to have become increasingly sensitive to a different danger that 
' civil society ' entails. He views its development in the contemporary European 
countries as a dynamic historical process which not on! y transforms legal relations 
of a traditional, sometimes feudal, kind in the social and economic sphere 
(which he wholeheartedly welcomes), but which also so to speak invades the 
political sphere and affects men's political relations. This is dangerous because 
if the individualistic point of view characteristic of ' civil society ' gains too 
strong a foothold in the' political state', the state power may cease functioning 
as the guardian of the community, ethical life may become subordinated to the 
free play of particular interests and subjective opinions of individual citizens, 
and the state-wide ' ethical community ' may eventually dissolve into the much 
looser kind typical of ' civil society '. 

Hegel's fears can be illustrated by a passage in his Proceedings of the Estates 
Assembly in Wurtemberg 1815-1816 (published in 1817). Virtually the only 
thing which he criticizes in the constitutional charter submitted by the king to 
the Estates for approval is the voting qualifications for election to the Wurtem-
berg Diet, which consisted simply of a minimum age and income qualifications. 
The most striking thing about it is that, according to such dry, abstract provisions 
as both of those cited, the electors appear otherwise in no bond or connection with 
the civil order and the organisation of the state as a whole. The citizens come on the 
stage as isolated atoms, and the electoral assemblies as unordered inorganic aggregates; 
the people as a whole is dissolved into a heap. This is a form in tvhich the community 
should never have appeared at all in undertaking any enterprise; it is a form most 
unworthy of the community and most in contradiction with its concept of a spiritual 
order. Age and property are qualities affecting only the individual himself, not 
characteristics constituting his worth in the civil order . . . Atomistic principles of 
that sort spell, in science as in politics, death to every rational concept, organisation 
and life.58 

51 Cf. especially the section on ' Police ' in Philosophy of Right, §§ 231-48; also Political Writings, 
pp. 160-1, 261-3, and ' The English Reform Bill ', ibid. passim. 

57 This aspect is pronounced in the minor political works. Cf. passages in Political Writings 
mentioned in the previous note. 

58 Ibid. pp. 262-3 (my italics). 
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Hegel thus saw post-Napeolonic France as the hotbed of individualism, which 
in this respect had spread to his native country. By the time the July 1830 French 
Revolution occurred, and another one seemed to threaten in Britain over the 
parliamentary reform bill, Hegel became convinced that 'the French abstrac-
tions ' and ' atomistic principles ' had become a militant bourgeois ideology, 
which undermined the stability and strength of the state power, and threatened 
the cohesion of the community itself. The overcoming of the influence of that 
ideology in theory and practice seemed to him the chief historical problem of his 
own time and the future. 59 

In the light of these quotations it is easy to understand Hegel's views on the 
rational organization of the supreme authority, and his determination, on the 
one hand, to insulate it from too much influence of ' civil society ', and on the 
other, to strengthen the communal elements in its structure. One may begin 
with the Assembly of Estates, which is the main link between 'civil society' 
and the 'political state'. The agricultural estate, by which in the Philosophy of 
Right Hegel seems to mean landed nobility with entailep estates, is exempt from 
election and given a chamber of its own on the ground \hat their ' ethical life is 
natural', that is, that the method of inheritance, the family responsibilities, and 
the entailed ownership of land curb their ' particularity ' and make them more 
community-minded. 60 The other chamber is the domain of the middle class, in 
which this most individualistic element in civil society is represented by deputies. 
But the deputies are not elected by, and do not represent, numerical groups of 
individuals, but' circles of associations ... [which] are already communities'. 
Since these deputies are the deputies of civil society, it follows as a direct consequence 
that their appointment is made by society as a society. That is to say •.• articulated 
into associations, communities and corporations, which although constituted already 
for other purposes, acquire in this way a connection with politics.61 

'' 9 Cf. ibid. pp. 313, 315, 324-6, 329-30, 299-300. In his Philosophy of History (p. 452), Hegel 
equates the bourgeois ideology with liberalism: ' Not satisfied with the establishment of rational 
rights, with freedom of person and property, with the existence of a political organisation in 
which are to be found various circles of civil life each having its own functions to perform, and 
with that influence over the people which is exercised by the intelligent members of the com-
munity, and the confidence that is felt in them, " Liberalism " sets up in opposition to all this 
the atomic principle, that which insists upon the sway of individual wills; maintaining that all 
government should emanate from their express power and have their express sanction. Asserting 
this formal side of freedom - this abstraction - the party in question allows no political organisa-
tion to be firmly established ... Thus agitation and unrest are perpetuated. This collision, this 
nodus, this problem is that with which history is now occupied, and whose solution it has to 
work out in the future.' 

Cp. with this passage the end of the ' English Reform Bill ', Political Writings, pp. 328-30, 
which was also written under the impact of the July Revolution. 

60 See §§ 305-7. In his other works he recognizes that peasant farmer, may also deserve representa-
tion. Cf. Political Writings, pp. 313-14. 

61 Philosophy of Right, § 308. The phrase just before that comes from § 303. Cf. also Political 
Writings, pp. 262-3. 
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Moreover, the lower chamber's 'political consciousness' is increased by the 
presence of corporation officials, town councillors and civil servants whom Hegel 
expects to form a significant proportion of deputies. 62 

The hereditary character of the monarchy and the power of the crown in the 
constitution of the supreme public authority also become more intelligible now. 
Hegel's metaphysical deduction of the necessity of hereditary succession is both 
obscure and implausible.83 What seems to lie behind it, however, is the desire to 
anchor one element of the public authority to something independent of choice, 
and therefore make it immune to arbitrary subjective opinions and the influence 
of ' particularity '. By leaving the designation of the person of the monarch to the 
natural phenomenon of birth, the constitution guarantees an indispensable 
minimum of stability· and security within the public authority. Hegel regards 
elective monarchy as.' the worst of institutions ' because ' the nature of the rela-
tion between king and people implies that the ultimate decision is left with the 
particular will, and hence the constitution becomes a Compact of Election, i.e. a 
surrender of the power of the state at the discretion of the particular will '. 0 Hegel 
justifies in a similar way his vesting of the ultimate constitutional authority in 
the monarch rather than in a representative assembly or the whole citizen body. 
The constitution - the organization of the ' political state ' - is thus taken out 
of the arena in which particular interests can play their dangerous games and 
weaken the state power at its source. It also apparently acquires sanctity by being 
lifted out of the category of things which can be manufactured at will. 65 The 
monarch's exclusive prerogatives over the executive, the civil service and the 
armed forces, and his right to veto the Estates' legislative proposals, are all 
explicable by Hegel's eagerness to prevent their domination by the forces of 
'particularity' and 'subjectivity', and by his belief that only the monarch's 
ultimate personal control can guarantee that they all remain first and foremost 
org~ns of the ' ethical community '. 68 

62 Cf. Political Writings, pp. 255-62, where Hegel discusses the subject at length. Although civil 
servants come from the middle class, their recruitment, training, organization and esprit de corps 
all bias them towards ' the state's • rather than 'civil society's • point of view. Their main 
sphere of influence is, of course, the executive. Cf. Philosophy of Right, §§ 29<>-7. 

63 On this subject, see Marx's scathing critique, discussed in R. N. Berki's essay, p. 218. 
64 Philosophy of Right, § 281. Hegel was profoundly intluenced by the demise of two great political 

entities with elective monarchs, which he witnessed during his early years, viz. the Kingdom of 
Poland and Lithuania and the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. 

65 Cf. ibid. §§ 273, 274 Addition. This is inconsistent with Hegel's general position that laws and 
institutions should not be seen as ' natural ', but as creations of the human spirit. 

86 Th~ connection between the authoritarian character of the political system outlined in the 
Philosophy of Right and the antagonistic features of Hegel's ' civil society • was pointed out by 
Herbert Marcuse in his Reason and Revolution : Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory (London, 
1941; 2nd ed., London, 1955): cf. 2nd ed., ch. 6, especially pp. 202 ff. However, Marcuse seems 
to me to exaggerate the conservative role of the Hegelian state towards ' civil society •, and fails 
to distinguish the two senses of ' the state ' in Hegel. 
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IX 
Because Hegel patently does not mean by ' the state ' what ordinary men as 
well as social and political theorists normally mean by this term, 11 he is immune 
from many of the criticisms which are traditionally levied against him. It is worth 
considering three of them. The target of one of the major criticisms has been 
the Hegelian notion of freedom as obedience to the state. If the ' state • in the 
proper or main sense of the word means for him not just a ' political entity ', 
but a peculiar kind of ' ethical community ' a great deal of what Hegel says 
about the ' state ' makes perfectly good sense. ' The individual finds his liberation 
in duty [ to the state] ' because ' 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'. 68 

It is a truism that ' the state in and by itself is the ethical whole, the actualization 
of freedom '. 89 Hegel of course conceives• freedom' in a special sense, different 
from mere absence of restraints, and there may be good arguments against his 
usage. 7° That true freedom is to be found in ' the state ' ( conceived as a kind of 
'ethical community') is a completely different proposition from one that equates 
freedom with subjection to the 'political state', its supreme authority and laws 
or the lesser public authorities and their orders. Hegel's concept of 'freedom' 
17 C. J. Friedrich is one of the few interpreters of Hegel who have clearly seen and emphatically 

stressed the point : 
' Hegel's view on law and ethics, involving as it docs also his view on politics and history, is 

basically at variance with prevailing views, the concept of the state being that of the community 
rather than of an institution (Anstalt). The failure to grasp this divergence of the concept of the 
state, as Hegel uses it, has been the source of most of the misunderstandings. For if the prevailing 
modern concept of the state as primarily a government, an institutional manifold comprising those 
who exercise command functions in the community is substituted for Hegel's essentially Aris-
totelian conception of the state as the highest community, there arise immediately authoritarian, 
not to say totalitarian implications which are far removed from the essential liberalism of Hegel's 
conceptions.' 

See the Introduction to The Philosophy of Hegel (New York, 1953), p. xliv. The communal 
character of the Hegelian state is also recognized by J. Plamenatz. Cf. his essay in this book, 
and Man and Sodety, vol. 11. The Aristotelian influence on Hegel's concept of the state is 
discussed by K.-H. llting, pp. 99-10.2. 

63 Philosophy of Right, §§ 149, 150, 
69 Ibid. Addition to § 258. 
70 Cf. I. Berlin, 'Two concepts of liberty' in his Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford, 1969) and W. L. 

Weinstein's discussion of the Hegelian concept of freedom with reference to T. H. Green in 
' The concept of liberty in nineteenth century English political thought ', Political Studies, xn 
(191>5). A defence of the Hegelian concept of freedom from a non-Hegelian viewpoint may be 
found also in H. J. McCloskey, ' A critique of the ideals of liberty ', Mind, Lxx1v (191>5); G. C. 
MacCallum Jr, ' Negative and positive freedom', The Philosophical Review, LXXVI (191>7); and 
S. I. Benn and W. L. Weinstein, 'Being free to act and being a free man', Mind, LXXX (1971). 
For a discussion of Hegel's concept of freedom from the standpoint of his philosophy, see R. N. 
Berki, 'Political freedom and Hegelian metaphysics ', Political Studies, xvi (1968). J. Plamenatz's 
essay in this book is an exposition and a qualified defence of the Hegelian notion of freedom 
from a non-Hegelian point of view. 
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is as complex and rich in meaning as his concept of' the state', and it includes 
one idea which is more frequently associated with Marx than with Hegel. This 
is the idea that to be really free a community of men must have the means of so 
ordering their relations that they correspond to their rationally held conceptions 
of ethical life. This power men acquire by having a properly organized public 
authority, which can further their ethical ideals as well as particular interests, 
that is, by being not merely an' ethical community' or' civil society' but also a 
'political state'. But this authority (the' political state') must not only exist, but 
it must also act in a certain way. To be compatible with freedom, or rather to 
constitute freedom in another Hegelian sense, the laws, customs and institutions 
of the ' political state ' and the actions of those acting on its behalf must corres-
pond, and must be seen to correspond, to the principles of ethical life. This is 
precisely the ground on which Hegel denies that the British of his day are truly 
free while admitting that they enjoy wider freedom of political speech, writing 
and action, and more freedom from the central government's intervention in 
social and local affairs than any other nation in Europe.11 

It is another misconception that Hegel's view of the state involves an uncondi-
tional duty to obey whatever the government commands. The' political state', 
its ruling bodies and laws, of course possess legal, 'positive' authority; whether 
they also possess authority in some other, moral, sense is open to question. 
People do often obey on the assumption that ' positive ' laws correspond to 
' rational ' laws, that is, such as would be seen to be compatible with ethical life 
when examined, but Hegel frequently stresses that the rationality of positive laws 
should never be taken for granted, and may in fact be often lacking.12 Hence 
while Hegel admits that law abiding, like patriotism, is in many cases a matter 
of ' sentiment ' or ' trust ' rather than ' educated insight ', it is the latter which 
produces firm conviction that, say, a governmental action actualizes ethical values 
or serves the interest of the 'ethical community' in a specific way.18 The fact 
that the supreme public authority possesses a capital of trust and sentiment does 
not mean that it will or should always be obeyed. When it becomes self-interested, 
corrupt and generally unethical, it loses its moral legitimacy. Hegel is no more 
able to specify when precisely it is right to rebel than other political philosophers, 
but, he quite clearly recognizes the right to rebel in certain circumstances: 
reputedly to the end of his life he drank a toast on the anniversary of the storming 
of the Bastille. a Men have definite moral rights against the ' political state ' and 
' civil society ', first and foremost to be treated as members of the ethical com-

71 Cf. Political Writings, 'The English Reform Bill ', pp. 300, 310--12, 324--5, 330. 
72 Cf. ibid. • The Wurtemberg Estates ', pp. 281-3. 
73 Cf. Philosophy of Right, § 268. Interestingly Hegel denies that patriotism means only • readiness 

for exceptional sacrifices and actions '. • Essentially ... it is the sentiment which, in the relation-
ships of our ordinary life and under ordinary conditions, habitually recognizes that the com-
munity is one's substantive groundwork and end.' 

74 Cf. Philosophy of History, p. 447 on his eulogy of the outbreak of the French Revolution. 
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munity. It is the duty of those exercising public authority, supreme or subor-
dinate, to treat subjects in that way and themselves to behave as ethical men. 
Men's obligation to the 'political state ' and 'civil society ' is conditional, not 
absolute - as indeed most other political philosophers have maintained. 

Within the terms of reference of the Hegelian concept of ethical life the ques-
tion whether an individual has any right to disobey or question the fundamental 
ethical principles of the state(' the ethical order ') is far more difficult to answer. 
One can certainly question particular principles on the ground that they are 
incompatible with others, which are universally held valid in a community. 
Thus slavery in the southern states of the United States could have been said to 
contradict the preamble of the Constitution that all men were created equal. 
But only an ethical genius, such as Socrates or Jesus, can question all the basic 
values of a community and thus transcend its ethical life. 75 

A third, and as far as this essay is concerned, final misconception should be 
cleared. Hegel's conception of the state as the highest form of human community 
has sometimes been criticized for having the effect of arresting the moral progress 
of humanity at the level of the nation-state, and for being incompatible with a 
supra-national conception of morality. But it has already been pointed out that 
Hegel does recognize a wider, if rather looser, ethical community of countries 
belonging to the same culture.76 The fact that he frequently compares Germany, 
France and Britain, and criticizes their practices, laws and institutions, implies 
that he has an ethical yardstick which he believes can be applied to all of them. 
He sees these countries as belonging to an ethical family, and although such 
relationship does not eliminate armed conflicts between sovereign political com-
muaities, it does in his view modify their severity and impose certain standards 
of behaviour in war. Hegel's conception of the nation-state as the highest com-
munity does not exclude the possibility of a federation of states belonging to the 
same civilization and sharing ,similar interests. It only excludes the union of 
states at different stages of civilization or embodying radically different ethical 
ideals. Hegel would not deny that such a union was intrinsically impossible 
since it could be achieved by force. But he would argue that it was undesirable 
and probably could not endure for long without collapsing or damaging the 
ethical life of some of the states.77 

What Hegel insists on is that ethical communities must be states if they are to 
protect and perfect their ethical life; he does not say that they must coincide with 
nations as one normally understands the term. Hegel's Sittlichkeit may have 
some resemblance to national consciousness or nationalism, but in fact is quite 

75 For a discussion of this problem, see Walsh, Hegelian Ethics. 
71 Cf. Philosophy of Right, Addition to § 339: ' The European peoples form a family in accordance 

with the universal principles underlying their legal codes, their customs, and their civilisation.' 
7 7 The possession of colonies could be justified on Hegelian principles when the dominant country 

thereby raised the subject ones to a higher level of civilization and ethical life. 
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dulerent from it. Nationalism presupposes a linguistic, ethnic or cultural unity 
or at least a fervent belief that a given people has or constitutes such a unity. 
Being a belief it is liable to be justified or supported by irrational myths, and in 
general it tries to appeal to various deep-seated emotional forces. Hegel's ethical 
life may start as something not fully rational, as a mere trust or sentiment in 
favour of concepts, values or ideals which are traditional in a given nation, 
coupled with a spontaneous sympathy and preference for those men who happen 
to share them. But it is capable of becoming a rational insight, and indeed only 
when it has become such an insight does it cease to be a mere custom or ethos 
(Sitte) and become true ethical life (Sittlichkeit). What welds an ethical com-
munity into a stro!1g and stable unity is political life and political institutions, 
the experience of belonging to the same state and sharing its historical fortunes. 
But this experience is quite different from the experience of belonging to a nation. 
The experience of ethical life is possible in a multi-national state or in a state that 
is only a part of a nation; it is thus quite independent of national consciousness. 
Hegel was very familiar with the strident nationalism which swept through 
Germany at the end of the Napoleonic period. Privately, in his correspondence, 
as well as publicly, in the preface to the Philosophy of Right, he expressed the 
deepest contempt for it. Although a Swabian by birth Hegel became a Prussian 
patriot by conviction; he was never, however, a German nationalist.7 8 One can 
question the extent to which contemporary modern states are in fact ethical 
communities, just as one can question the extent to which individuals - con-
sciously or unconsciously - share an ethical life. What one cannot do, in my 
opinion, is to read a sinister, nationalist meaning into the concept of Sittlichkeit. 

71 Cf. S. Avineri, 'Hegel and Nationalism', The Review of Politics, n1v (1962), reprinted in W. 
Kaufman (ed.), Hegel's Political Philosophy (New York, 1970). 
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