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It is very difficult to render GWF Hegel accessible to the layman. While one of the most significant philosophers in modern history, Hegel is extremely difficult to read and understand. This paper strives to give a glimpse as to why this very work became so famous. Because of his difficulty, many myths have grown up around his name. A few are: that he was a “teacher” of Karl Marx; that his “dialectic” is in reality a totalitarian political program; that “the state” was a “god on earth;” that he was a precursor to “communism” and many other equally absurd slogans. Hegel's vocabulary is totally his own, so when he uses terms such as “reason,” “slave,” “Stoic” or “the state,” he does not mean what anyone else means by these terms, not even at the time. Hopefully, this paper will clarify at least a few issues in understanding Hegel's profound approach to the world. It remains, however, a work in progress and might soon be the nucleus of a future book.

Hegel's purpose in philosophy is to understand the parameters of knowledge and their foundations, then attach them to the social world that helps create them. He is trying to build a comprehensive and holistic approach to human life. His essential argument is that the mind does not immediately understand (or even perceive) anything, but partially constructs them, as purely subjective knowledge is impossible. Immanuel Kant altered the history of metaphysics with the argument that things in the world come from concepts that stand between mind and “external” matter, or the world around us. In other words, reality is constructed by concepts in the mind, rather than from immediately perceived sense data. The information entering the mind from the report of the senses is always mediated by concepts rather than concepts being the result of the report of the senses. “Concepts” in this case are things like “number,” “quality” or “quantity,” and these are the necessary mental tools for perceiving anything in that they exist prior to our perception. For Kant, these ideas exist in the mind (rather than the external world). From here, Hegel begins. 


In the first part of the Phenomenology, Hegel deals with the origin of these concepts and thus challenges Kant, who was  by far the most famous philosopher of the time. Importantly, Hegel's position is that the mind is the result of cultural and national history and not a “thinking faculty” in the abstract; in fact, nothing exists in the abstract. Tension exists between an individual's grasp of things around him and the universal requirement that truth be known with certainty. Truth has to be both understood and recognized as true. 


Understanding is broken down into modes whereby things are built conceptually: the first being “sense certainty,” or the mind's empirical attempt to understand things, but such direct perception can only be idiosyncratic. It cannot be systematized nor even placed into language. In other words, the very act of seeing something is a highly complex set of mental actions that take the entire society into account. Objects are not just simple things, but require deeper knowledge to grasp fully.


The truth requirement breaks down “sense certainty” and this breakdown leads to the second moment, or “perception.” This is the realization that the self is hardly passive in perception, but actively constructs the external world. Consciousness is searching for reliable foundations for understanding the world around it. Subjective perception does not make sense (it is a contradiction), since it requires a social context to function and objects do not exist in isolation. The mind reaches usable categories ultimately based on social and cultural history. The ideas used to describe things are shaped by language and its context, so the names of things are worked out culturally and thus, the objects themselves. Still, there is a problem, since it is not yet objective, as intersubjectivity is not objectivity. 


Consciousness is always pulled in these two different directions: subjectivity and a faux objectivity. That which we subjectively understand must be able to justify itself through publicly known arguments and a broadly accepted sense of reality. The opposite of this is schizophrenia. Our senses tell us things, but what it reports to us is constructed by a mental apparatus that exists both in the mind and in the social world as a whole, synthesizing both objective and subjective. These forces then lead to more comprehensive categories expressed in language. The fact that these two are different means that a more fundamental foundation must be discovered that can accommodate both subjective and objective as one object.


Hegel begins his Science of Logic by demonstrating that Kant's categories of thought are not stable, not even the category of “Being.” Famously, Hegel says that the concept of “Being” is itself a problem because it always implies nothingness (what is something so abstract as being?), so the difference between the two is vague. When something is said “to be,” that it might not be is implied; being and nothingness imply each other. Being is only understood through its opposite. This dual implication is the main issue Hegel takes with modern philosophy at this point. Consciousness experiences this contradiction and is forced to solve it. 


The third category created between “Being” and “nothing” is  “becoming,” which synthesizes both. This is an example of the dialectical process, and demonstrates how thought changes over time to make greater sense out of the world even at this fundamental level. Consciousness lays out a category of thought, but this always comes with its opposite, rendering it unstable. As the concept disintegrates, the mind seeks something that can unify the two pieces, something more complex and comprehensive than either. Of course, this new composite category soon shows its own contradiction and the process continues. In the same way, the individual and the society imply each other, since individuals can not exist on their own, while society is made up of individuals. A third object must be found that unifies them both.


These examples show that mere duality is not knowledge. “Essence” is another concept, a more complex means by which consciousness comes to understand objects. Consciousness fails to deal with x/not-x dichotomy because it is too simple. The concept of essence (something that defines a thing) has to move the mind beyond x/not-x, to the idea of “quality.” Instead of the simple x/not-x, essences are things that manifest differently in different objects. “Love,” for example, can only be known if its opposite is known, but the concept of “essence” states that the very idea of love exists by itself, but is then manifest in specific acts of love. In an important way, the essence of love is both one and many at the same time, with both being equally true (which can't be).


Ivan Ilyin, in his work on Hegel, says that “essence” is that which exists without accident, that is, qualities not critical for understanding a thing (e.g. a man is still a man no matter his hair color, the color is an accident or a quality, while man is the essential thing). The Real is that which has been freed from such accidents, or subjective qualities, making it autonomous, that is, standing on its own. It is essential Form (man) released from matter (height, color, etc), but man comes to be understood for what it is only because it exists in individual forms perceived. Thus, man is both one and many, but this has to be explained.


Subjective logic seeks ideal properties of knowledge, those deriving from mental products which make up the third and highest level of the mind's development. It is this level that both subjective understanding and objective truth are unified, for example, “love” is understood in itself as well as how it manifests itself both individually and socially. This is “metaphysics,” where the interrelation of consciousness and sense data are brought together in “material objectivity.” In the Phenomenology, Hegel says that this very dialectical unfolding is part of human nature and governs history. It is the key to unlocking the truth about the world.


In the Logic, the dialectic is a phenomena of ideas, but the objective dimension of reality and our subjective, mental grasp of it are difficult to distinguish. The world is created by concepts, but this gets messy when one perceives these concepts as static and objective and hence, exist externally to the individual without existing in the subjective understanding as well. Both subjective and objective must become a single thing. Such terms belong to a common cultural understanding manifesting things like “man” or “love” in different ways. There must be a social dimension of truth before the individual comes to know truth for himself. There cannot be a “personal truth,” since that would not matter to anyone else and make zero sense. 


In the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel then traces the development of consciousness from the struggle to grasp external things through the senses to more sophisticated ways of relating to the world. Sense data does not mean anything unless such data can be grouped into categories that themselves are part of this very reality. It finally reaches the level of “Spirit” where contradictions cease. Here, the mind understands that men are bound to other men in a single culture, or the nation. Spirit is this very communal consciousness from which individuals are created with their differences and similarities.


Hegel along with Kant, realizes the importance of the fact that the consciousness of anything implies a personality (a self) that is doing the thinking. Automatically, two things exist: the knower and the thing known. This is incomplete, because something must connect the two. Men are not only conscious of objects, but of themselves as knowers, a critical distinction in Hegel's thought that the simple empirical method does not understand. Hegel makes the logical next step by saying that self-consciousness involves not only subject and object, but also other subjects (the ground of community), providing yet another dimension to knowledge. It must include a nation (not an abstract “society”) without which nothing can be known or communicated. Men become aware of themselves through the eyes of others and can only become a “person” in this way. True self-consciousness is a cultural process and must involve the mutual identification with others, which is why nations (that is, ethnic groups) are essential. Consciousness of self is always consciousness of another, mediated by the history and culture of a people. There is no awareness of a “self” unless there are others to whom our own awareness and existence can be contrasted. The individual self in the abstract does not and can not exist.


Hegel believed that the ideas we have of the world are social, which is to say that the ideas that we possess individually are shaped by the ideas of others within our group. If this is not the case, then any argument we might make is purely subjective and no one else would understand it, let alone accept it. The mind is shaped by the actions of others via language, traditions and rules of the community, or the nation, which is Spirit, Hegel’s name for this collective consciousness in any given nation, which shapes the individual. In turn, this individual will help shape society. One cannot exist without the other, but the two opposing concepts must resolve themselves into a third. 


Spirit develops by the same pattern in which ideas might develop in an argument—namely, the dialectic. Hegel posits societies germinating in the same way that an argument between two rational people might. An ethnic group starts with one idea about the world, which naturally and irresistibly evolves into a succession of assorted ideas deriving from it driven by historical changes that it must assimilate. Since Hegel argues that this is the very social foundation of logic, secular history is then meaningful and understandable.


The project of Hegel’s Phenomenology is to prove that reason makes experience possible, not the reverse. Once any logical proof is found, it makes sense to discover the logical structure that undergirds it, or the nature of the axioms that make any proof possible at all. A proof is one thing, the world-view that makes it a “proof” at all is another.


Reason demands and compels men to make reasoned claims about what is true and right, meaning that such arguments are rationally binding (which is what reason does). Statements without logical basis, or positions put forth that do not “make sense,” cannot stand for long. Men do not form groups solely because humanity has a biological demand for survival, since reason does not stop at mere biological sustenance. Reason requires group identities mediated through language, the foundation of the ethno-nation. Reason is inherently social since it derives from a people's long experience and tradition, but this is the convergence of shared outlooks and goals (relative to the specifics of their environment). Thus, the nation is not only natural, it is the basis of the language by which any logic is possible.  Ultimately, it is the synthesis of the I/we dilemma that ideologies like liberalism cannot solve.


Logic cannot tolerate inconsistency or cognitive dissonance for long, so the mind demands the creation of a consensus – another important pillar of the nation. It implies that, intrinsic to the very structure of logical experience, logic is partly grounded by an acceptance of logical rules within the community, since no discussion is possible otherwise. Insofar as men are engaged in the project of justifying various claims of truth, these competing concepts and arguments confront one another so that these differences are overcome and an understanding that satisfies all specific problems comes into being. These understandings are not only the debates themselves, but all the things that must be agreed upon first before any debate can begin. A fact never exists in isolation, but only in that it satisfies both the basic laws of logic as well as social necessity over time.


The experience of freedom is the gateway to political maturity, and in fact, is almost synonymous with it. Hegel argues that the rational nature of experience must be preceded by freedom, since it has no reason to exist otherwise. Reason and freedom are two sides of the same coin, since without freedom, reason does not make sense. To the extent that men are rational and instinctively demand that social beliefs be justified through logic, the ethno-nation, unified by a language, must exist (not to mention the spiritual world). Consequently, the entirety of experience is a product of deliberation rather than an empiric, mechanistic consequence of isolated observations. Deliberation itself is a social and historical product. 


“Spirit” is the ground of the ethical order, the realm of the laws and customs part of Natural Law and inherent to the mind. Individuals interpret these laws and customs, but always within the communal consensus. Spirit is Hegel's term used to denote the collective consciousness of a society – the nation seen as subjective, that is, citizens come to realize they are part of the community. The communal dimension of consciousness is expressed in the ethnic culture, itself only partly expressed in physical forms. Spirit is located neither in objects nor in the mind, but in a non-material realm of Forms that are the immaterial fullness of a people. Its early stage was “essence,” as mentioned above.


Self-awareness comes into existence because the world contains not just things to perceive, but also other perceivers. The self can reflect on its own thought and action and is thus aware of the fact that others can see it too. As nothing exists in isolation, the community, at its root, derives from the realization that one is not alone and cannot be alone. This is the origin of what Hegel terms the “struggle of recognition.” This abstract struggle is between two opposing tendencies arising in and from self-consciousness:  

1. The moment when the self and the other meet, which makes self-consciousness possible. In other words, that any claim to knowledge must be recognized by others; 

2. The moment where one is conscious of the other as a perceiver, not just another object. Otherness and pure self-consciousness are mutually opposed moments in the struggle for (mutual) recognition. This tension between selves and others – between mutual identification and alienation from it – is the foundation of social and civic life. 



This is a struggle for recognition between two selves. Man's first reaction to the awareness of others is to dominate them and render them harmless. One person becomes “enslaved” while the other becomes the master, since domination is built into the mind as a way of assimilating the world to ourselves. At this stage, the mind only sees the other as an object, not a subject. This is the primordial relation between two selves, and at this primitive stage, freedom and equality do not exist; these are the result of struggle.


The dialectical form of thought brings Hegel to argue that reason involves a self-conscious individual struggling to assimilate objects in the world while also having to fend off other selves – selves seen as a threat. Reason brings consciousness to “fit” particular phenomena into the categories mentioned above, but this process also contains an aspect of uncertainty because things exist within a spectrum of variations that are not easily placed into simple categories. This means that categories themselves require a logical foundation.


Within the Phenomenology, the argument is that the self gains self-consciousness as an autonomous agent only by interacting with other autonomous agents. In his early writings, Hegel expands the idea of the Hobbesian war of all against all, but this exists in the arena of thought, not survival. In Hegel’s rejection of the “state of nature,” social relationships are inherent to the mind in that no human being can exist without society for the same reason that a “fact” can exist outside of a logical structure that makes it a fact. By fighting against others, the selves involved soon realize just how dependent they are. Fighting is the expression of one's autonomy, but it cannot last, since it cannot achieve mutual recognition. That is, either one of the combatants is killed or becomes a slave to the victor. 


In relationships of dependence, the subordinate self must be conscious of his position, especially in how that is perceived by others. In a dependent relationship, the master creates a world based on his ability to subordinate others. However, in doing so, the dominating self is forced to understand that the slave is a necessary part of the master's life. He is as dependent as the slave is. 


This first dialectical clash proves that the master-slave system is unstable and unsatisfying. “Stoicism” is the result, or the retreat of the mind into itself in a state of fear, which itself morphs into skepticism, or the denial of reason itself, which soon shows itself as equally unstable. Hegel uses the term “Stoicism” in a way specific to him, and is not meant to be a summary of the old Roman system of ethics. In fact, his entire philosophical vocabulary is idiosyncratic and should be understood only in the context of his overall system. In Hegel's version, Stoicism is a system of thought that attempts to negate the external world because only “pure thought” is the goal of life without any dependency on anyone else. However, another dialectical impasse is created because such a man cannot claim to be free of the external world because this sense of self is based on the negation of just that – the external world. This means it is always present to him, driving his desire to live in a rarefied realm of thought. The very engine for Stoicism turns out to be the the world itself. Like the Master-Slave dialectic, the Stoic is forced to recognize the external world it is trying to forget precisely because he is trying to forget it. It can never be cognized into oblivion because it is the foundation of the ideology. The post-slavery mind, though these dialectical realizations, turn out to be delusions based on fear.


Due to these failed ideologies, the self eventually discovers that adequate recognition can only be achieved within an institutionalized order of rights that secures genuinely mutual recognition. This system of recognition, of course, is the national culture. Slavery and “Stoicism” are dependent on what they are attempting to nullify, while skepticism rejects the very rejection. In other words, the master cannot find his position consistent because he can only function through the agency of the slave (or worker). The contradiction of these ideological defense mechanisms is that the very thing from which the self is trying to negate comes to define him. His negation does not force these things to go away. More generally, the imposition of ideology to satisfy the reasonable demands of the unhappy and incomplete man can never work, since ideas must be a part of the broader society and its virtues, not abstractions.


Hegel then describes the next stage, the equally famous “unhappy consciousness.” All of these struggles arise because people demand recognition of themselves as subjects (rather than be perceived as objects). These stages that precede the nation are drives to achieve that by force. The unhappy self asserts that by turning toward a transcendent idea such as “god” or a perfect ideological abstraction, the idea of pure self recognition can be found, since God cognizes himself only through himself, not through anyone else. This is hardly “religion” in the normal sense, but refers to the pathological drive to externalize one's desires and sense of alienation onto an external object which is then granted all the qualities sought in themselves: power, independence and autonomy. Hegel is anything but an atheist, but as always, he has his own definitions of these terms within the system. This attempt fails for a similar reason as the others: the notion of self-fulfillment is projected onto an ideological abstraction rather than the real society with its tradition and history. In this case, the alienated self is constructing a dream world, but sooner or later, the fantasy will be interrupted. 


Ethical life is what results when all the above have failed. It is a given cultural expression of Spirit, or the collective entity that transcends all egocentric motives and determines a society's beliefs and actions, grounded in reason. Ethnic culture contains examples of virtues to create and explicate the consensus that such development has engendered. The nation, in other words, transcends the basic contradictions of self/others, private/public or freedom/order. Ethical life reflects the fundamental interdependence that a group has carved out of the world via its language and customs. This is the foundation for Hegel's rejection of the mainstream of Enlightenment thought. Before the Enlightenment, Hegel argues that men were generally considered in terms of how they fit into social hierarchies and communal institutions, but following the revolutionary thought of Locke, Hobbes, Rousseau or Kant, the abstract individual was placed at the center. This itself created a social contradiction. 


What are the grounds by which one can rationally chose one view over another? Just as human beings come to realize that they are dependent on each other for all the goods of life, the abstract individual turns out to be a myth, just another abstraction that corresponds to no reality. No human being can live in total isolation from society, language or the skills social life makes possible. No infant would survive birth if the family did not exist to care for it. None of the gods of ideology such as equality, individualism or a classlessness are real. They exist only as an ideal on paper, but when these fantasies are physically imposed on society, they fail. They require violence to impose on a social world, and that requires endless compromises with the ideology's opposite. 


In its pure form, liberalism's ruling principle is an abstract and ideal individualism which leads to a contradiction. How can individualism be true when the very explication of that ideology requires all the language, logic and education that only a society can provide? If one tries to deny reason, he still needs to use it in constructing his denial. This proves that reason cannot be denied; it is an absurdity and a contradiction. After events such as the French Revolution, political life is no longer a true expression of a common tradition. Rather, social life is forced into an abstract blueprint at the barrel of a gun. As a result, once the community is damaged by such ideologies, factions merely pretending to represent the popular will enforce their rule through terror. This does not just affect social life, but it affects what we know as well. “Science” becomes just another intellectual faction ruling through force.


Self-consciousness soon moves to the rational life. Whereas the earlier forms of consciousness conceptualize the external world as something to be overcome and use fantasy and abstraction as a foundation, true reason manifests itself within an actually existing social history. The old distinction between self/others finds a new synthesis in the national community. The nation's laws and customs are anything but alien impositions on the purported “freedom” of the self, but rather, such restrictions in a healthy society are guards against irrational behavior. Laws in this sense do not function as arbitrary, external limits, but make it possible to express reason. 
Crime is the attempt to claim that the will does not need the communal order, which is a contradiction. A society based on criminal bands, for this reason, cannot last. Laws are protections, not impositions. The ignorant self would see laws as oppressive limits on his abstract conception of freedom, but this is based on the unsupportable claim that the individual will is more important than the community that created it. The simplifications of empiricism, Nominalism or individualism cannot stand against actual experience. 


Freedom in Hegel's idiosyncratic sense is the realization that laws derive from human nature and one's own society's history. The very concept of freedom is a communal creation and thus, can only exist within its traditional parameters. Freedom is not the ability to do what one pleases, but rather it is to work for the common good in his chosen area of expertise.


Every person belongs to a nation and the various economic sub-communities that always exist within it such as unions, guilds or professional specialties. These are the locus of identity within the broader national community that unifies them all. Since each specialty aims at fulfilling a social important need, they soon realize that all these fields need each other, or they all fail. This, in Hegel's Philosophy of Right, becomes the realization of the linguistic community as the very expression of individual freedom. This is how Hegel can argue that both the laws of thought and the laws of civic life are analogous to each other since all is social. People in a functional and natural community perceive law, whether of thought or social life, not as alien facts but as tools needed to live a rational life. Law must, in a sense, derive from human nature, that is, as something that both expresses and completes reason itself. 


Absolute Knowledge for Hegel is the full realization of this synthesis and the fact that it is the purpose of secular history itself. Consciousness successfully combines subjective aspiration and action within the realm of objective truth. Spirit becomes aware of its inherent limitations and seeks to correct its contradictions and inadequacies by moving to a more comprehensive stage of understanding. Absolute Knowledge amounts to a fully conscious and intellectually critical engagement with the world as sets of communal units in that man can now rationally justify its rules of thought, civic action and economic development. This is the standpoint of “science” and becomes the starting point of all philosophical work, not its end.


Hegel was a part of the Romantic movement, despite himself, or the modern philosophy of nationalism and community within which reason can reach its full maturity. German Romantic philosophers such as Johann Herder rejected the simplistic image of the self that Kant and his students promoted. The rationalists of the Enlightenment sought to present their version of reason as a universal foundation of knowledge without any connection to history or society. For them, only one form of development was possible for the whole world. In response, the Romantics properly argued that Enlightenment ideology was incapable of grasping the connection between laws of thought and national culture, part of the reason why their very simplified “rational realm” is false and oversimplified. They posit an abstraction, not a concrete reality. Hegel's importance was to synthesize both approaches and argue that the human mind strives for stable categories of thought that can justify themselves by referencing the common interpretations and customs of social life. In other words, the self approaches the world through a common, social mind which is both the product of and consequence of reason. If logic needs language to function, then language (the locus of the nation) is equally as important as scientific reason.


Before Hegel, the word “dialectic” referred to the process of argument and counter-argument through which philosophy seeks truth. Plato systematized this approach and Hegel added the historical and social dimension. The older idea of dialectics in Plato presented one of Socrates' opponents advancing a belief, while Socrates refutes it through reason which then clears the way for a better, more convincing and comprehensive idea as a result. Before Hegel, the point of dialectical reasoning was to strip away common misconceptions and arrive at the foundation of the Real, that is, the basic axioms outside of which reason cannot function. This becomes Aristotle's arche. Descartes’ famous principle of cogito ergo sum is another classic example, however problematic it is.


Hegel laid out a systematic conception of the spiritual life. The great Russian philosopher Ivan Ilyin interpreted his philosophical system as a Christian and nationalist metaphysics. He stresses that the “Real” is that which exists without accident, as an “accident” is connected to subjectivity, not objective truth, mentioned above. In other words, the Real is Logos, but the “accident” is the root of the nominal and the origin of the passions.


The Real is the synthesis of both meaning and thought. Logic is ontology, and this lies at the root of the whole Phenomenology. The objective is the representation under a historically treated concept, or a category deriving from the history of a nation or civilization. Still, categories are aspects of being and not essentially conventional. What is moral, of course, must be from the Real, from autonomy. Ilyin's view is that the Real is God's presence. 


His conception of dialectics is distinctive. It is between the “inner” and “outer” content of a thing. Form, or the concept, imposes itself on abstract thought and seeks to liberate it from its purely ideal form. However, matter always seeks to escape from Form as a type of rebellion against the monarchy of Spirit. Balance is achieved over time.


Dialectic, differing from the typical interpretation, is in truth God's method of purification. “Negation” is an aspect of the ascetic life, it is the energy that drives the mind towards perfection or completion. It is a method of transfiguration. Form, or the “limit,” will emerge from chaotic sense data as the inherent organizing principle of the world. The empirical mind is primitive: it is only the arrangement of sense data into simple and conventional categories based on utility. Logic is the first phase of the divine life. The general merges with the specific, taking elements from both, creating the “concrete universal.” Linear logic, the thought of the Nominalist or the empiricist, separates Form from the object. In itself, the “object” is nothing, the concept, over time, is the sole presence of anything since it is a synthesis of form and matter, each correcting the other in its historical development. 


For Hegel, the “abstract” is incomplete, that which exists prior to being placed in a rational and all-encompassing category. The abstraction is the same as ignorance, and is the realm of the subconscious. Reason then becomes the method by which the subjective is joined and transfigured within the Real, as both must be in balance. This would also suggest that the truth is not found in mere correspondence of the idea with the object, but the all-encompassing coherence within objective logical categories purified over time. The term “Idea” is the union of the concept with subjectivity, as both are necessary. Truth must also be believed and accepted as true. Then Absolute Knowing proceeds via historical practice and the institutions that give truth a physical presence. As said above, reason is inherently social. 


When the individual subject conceives itself without reference to the national community, it conceives itself as a being of pure self-interest. One can imagine the subject pursuing its self-interest, but the problem is that this pursuit is not freedom. The subject’s interests—even up to its interest in its own survival—are given to it by the society and the natural world in which the subject emerges. Hence, as Hegel sees it, self-interest has nothing to do with the subject’s freedom, but rather the self is alienating itself from the interests that society and nature have given it. 
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