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Lecture on Hegel 
 

I. Introduction to Hegel 

• Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), German. 

• Born in Stuttgart as the eldest son of a low-level government official.  

• He attended University and graduated in 1793.  

• He was a tutor at several different schools. 

• In 1816 he secured a chair in philosophy at the University of Heidelberg, where 
he remained until his death from cholera in 1831.  

• His most important work was The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) (German: 
Phänomenologie des Geistes) which can also be translated as The 
Phenomenology of Mind.  

• He then wrote a number of other works which are basically applications of the 
theory he developed in the Phenomenology to a variety of other fields such as 
History, Logic, Religion, Art, etc.  

• He is generally considered the most important philosopher of the 19th Century 
and he was the biggest influence on Marx and his coauthor Friedrich Engels.  

II. Historical Context 

• The end of the 18th century and beginning of the 19th were enormously 
tumultuous times. 

• The most world-shattering event at this time was the French Revolution which 
really begins with the storming f the Bastille on July 14, 1789.  

• Of particular interest is that the revolutionaries attempt to establish a new 
French State on atheistic, rationalist grounds. Among other things they try to 
change the names of the months, establish a secular religion with the 
personification of Reason as the supreme deity, adopt the metric system, and a 
variety of other radical reforms.  

• This develops into the Reign of Terror in which around 40,000 are murdered or 
executed by guillotine, this leads to a variety of coups and wars culminating with 
Napoleon seizing power, getting a dessert named after him, and establishing 
himself as Emperor of France.  

• This seemed like something new in the European scene, and people like Hegel 
(who was a teenager at the time) had a sense that they were observing history 
unfold and develop in new ways in real time.  

• A second important cultural development was the rise of Romanticism, which 
was a literary and artistic movement that turned away from the cold, dry 
rationality of the Enlightenment in favor of feeling and imagination and a focus 
on intuition, love, and passion.   

• The Romantics were the first Goths (that weren’t the actual historical Goths) or 
Emo’s. 

• We can see them responding to Kant’s attempts to divorce morality from feeling, 
and they sought to reunify these factors as they turned back to a more Ancient 
Greek model of the self.  
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III. Key Concepts and Ideas for Hegel 

• Perhaps the most significant idea that Hegel brings to philosophy is the 
introduction of a historical element to human ideas. 

• That is, Hegel does not see human nature of human ideas as static, but as 
developing or unfolding or evolving over time. Quote 497 (Hegel on the French 
Revolution). 

• This is in sharp contrast with every other thinking we have been studying. Kant, 
for example, sees rationality as a static entity that even transcends human 
consciousness. As we have discussed, Kant thinks that Reason will be the same 
wherever it appears, even in non-human aliens. 

• By contrast, Hegel sees reason as developing over time with a history and 
conditioned by that historical development.  

• This is the main theme of the Phenomenology of Spirit which sketches out the 
history and development of consciousness from its animal beginnings to its 
culmination in 19th Century Prussian culture.  

• A fundamental problem for Hegel, which he identifies in Kant is that we are using 
reason to study reason, and this raises the question of whether or not reason is 
adequate to the task. Quote 498. 

• Hegel’s historical method is his attempt to address this problem.  

• He argues that consciousness moves through a variety of stages. This movement 
is a necessary movement as earlier stages are inadequate to their task in various 
ways, and these inadequacies propel consciousness to more and more adequate 
stages. 

• This is Phenomenology: to observe the internal dialectic through which 
consciousness moves towards ever more satisfactory relations with its objects.  

• A key point for Hegel is that as consciousness develops its relationship to objects 
consciousness’ relationship to itself develops as well. Quote 500.  

• This is what is meant by Idealism: there can be no object without a subject. 

• We saw a version of this with Berkeley, and this description also fits Kant. It is 
the Kantian version which gives rise to a philosophical tradition known as 
German Idealism, of which Hegel is the most prominent exemplar.  

• These “inadequacies” I mentioned earlier are the recognition by consciousness 
that there is a discrepancy between the object and consciousness’ awareness of 
the object. As consciousness corrects itself to make its awareness more 
adequate, the object of consciousness also changes. 

• This process then repeats itself numerous times, but for Hegel, each iteration of 
this process gets us closer and closer to what he calls Absolute Knowledge: a 
state in which consciousness is perfectly adequate to its object, and what is real 
is what is rational and what is rational is what is real.  

• This story that Hegel tells in the Phenomenology of Spirit is twofold: 
i. It is the story of the development of consciousness with the individual 

(birth, toddler, child, tween, teen, young adult, middle age, old person) 
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ii. A story of the development of the World Spirit, i.e. the development of 
consciousness in humanity from its most primitive, pre-human, animal 
origins, to its culmination in 19th Century Prussian society. 

• It is important to note that as consciousness moves through these stages, earlier 
stages are not abandoned or rejected. They have certain insights or truths within 
them, and as an earlier stage is left behind, what was true in that earlier stage is 
maintained and carried forward into the new stages as the process repeats itself.  

IV. Hegel’s Dialectic 

• For Hegel, spirit develops and unpacks it own internal principles through a 
process he called dialectic.  

• This is often described as a thesis/antithesis/synthesis structure, but this is a bit 
of an oversimplification in my opinion. 

• The best way to see this dialectical process at work is through the most famous 
passage in The Phenomenology called the Master/Slave Dialectic.  

• We imagine two self-conscious individuals confronting each other.  

• Each of these individuals will seek to prove his own self-mastery by attempting 
to impose himself on the other, leading to a struggle to the death. 

• This can end either with one killing the other, or with one surrendering to the 
other. 

• In the second case, this result in the establishment of a master-slave relationship 
where the master assert himself through dominance over the slave, and the 
slave subsumes himself under the master.  

• However, the master only exists through his relationship with the slave and the 
slave only exists through his relationship with the master. In effect, each 
depends on the other for existence.  

• In the beginning, the master displays his dominance by forcing the slave to work 
to satisfy the needs and desires of the master.  

• However, over time, as the slave works more and more with nature, shaping it to 
meet the needs of the master, the slave begins to grow in confidence and begins 
to see himself and his own self-consciousness reflected in the products he 
creates for the master.  

• At this point, the slave begins to achieve a kind of freedom because he 
recognizes himself in the world that he has created; a world that is the product 
of his labor. So, the slave achieves freedom, but the master becomes enslaved by 
the labor of his slave.  

• So, we see how this relationship is created, but also how the relationship is 
unstable, with each party to that relationship transforming into his opposite. This 
tension that we see at work here is, for Hegel, the driving force behind all of 
reality and the development of Absolute Spirit. 

V. Hegel and Kant 

• As Hegel develops his account, he can also provide a response to issues we saw 
in Kant.  
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• To recall, for Kant Reason is seeking the unconditioned, but in the phenomenal 
realm this can never be accomplished because we can’t ever access the 
noumenal realm. Thus, reasons quest will remain forever unsatisfied. 

• This concern was what animated many of the German Idealists, and Hegel thinks 
he his account provides a solution to this problem. 

• Quote 510. Essentially, Hegel is arguing that a fully developed consciousness is 
all of reality.  

• Here we get back to the idea of the World Spirit or Absolute Spirit. Quote 511. 

• How does this happen? It occurs on a societal level through the institutions of 
culture—art, religion, family structures, legal structures, etc.  

• In effect, the individual can only be fully realized through a properly constructed 
society. Contra Kant, Descartes, and others, we can’t comprehend the individual 
as an isolated entity, we can only make sense of the individual in the context of 
society, and we only reach the fullest expression of ourselves in this context. 
Quote 515.  


