
Hegel and the Idea 
of the Dialectic

Week 1.     9th January 2017
Introduction



What do you know about Hegel, and what would you like to get from the course? 
Talk to your neighbour, then introduce them to the class.





‘the astonishing stroke of Hegel, who … 
dared to teach that species of concepts 
develop out of each other’ 
– Nietzsche, The Gay Science

‘Hegel ... destroyed the illusion of the 
subject’s being-in-itself and showed 
that the subject is itself an aspect of 
social objectivity.’
- Adorno, Lectures on Negative 
Dialectics

‘If I were to say that the so-called 
philosophy of this fellow Hegel is a 
colossal piece of mystification which will 
yet provide posterity with an 
inexhaustible theme for laughter at our 
times, that it is a pseudo-philosophy 
paralyzing all mental powers, stifling all 
real thinking, and, by the most 
outrageous misuse of language, putting in 
its place the hollowest, most senseless, 
thoughtless, and, as is confirmed by its 
success, most stupefying verbiage, I 
should be quite right.’

- Arthur Schopenhauer, On the Basis of 
Morality (1840)



Hegel in a nutshell
• German philosopher, 1770-1831

• Drew on Kantian critical philosophy and Romanticism to 
become the most systematic figure of ‘German Idealism’

• Produced a systematic but notoriously difficult 
philosophy, both in terms of its concepts and its language

• Famous for his account of the dialectic running through 
history

• Major influences on Marxism, existentialism and 
subsequent thought

• Few modern philosophers have attracted more vitriol

• Before condemning him, our task will be to read and 
understand him



Class aims

• Introduce the course aims, outline and reading

• Learn about Hegel’s life and context

• Introduce the ‘dialectic’ and mind/spirit (Geist)

• Complete pre-course paperwork and begin 
discussing his philosophy



Course aims

• Understand the context, aims and core arguments 
of Hegel’s ambitious and difficult systematic 
philosophy

• Grasp and explain key concepts like the dialectic, 
being, negation, sublation (aufhebung), mind/spirit 
(geist), the Absolute

• Work through Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, one 
of the most important and difficult works in the 
history of philosophy



Course aims (an ambitious course…!)

• Gain familiarity with Hegel’s arguments about philosophy 
and speculative logic, politics, ethical life, and the 
progress of human history in the Science of Logic, 
Philosophy of Right and Lectures on the Philosophy of 
History

• Determine for yourself the extent to which Hegel’s vast 
project for human freedom succeeds in its aims, and 
how it might enrich your own thought

• Learn about the legacies it has left in Marxism, 
existentialism, aesthetics, pragmaticism, and post-war 
French philosophy (Deleuze, Derrida, et al.)



Course outline
• Wk 2. 16th Jan Character of Hegel’s thought Phenomenology, Preface

• Wk 3. 23rd Jan Sense-certainty and consciousness Phenomenology, Intro, Ch1

• Wk 4. 30th Jan Three modes of consciousness Phenomenology, chs. 2-3

• Wk 5. 6th Feb Self-consciousness and recognition Phenomenology, ch. 4

• Wk 6. 13th Feb Reason and Spirit Phenomenology, chs. 5-6 

• Wk 7. 20th Feb Religion and Absolute Knowledge Phenomenology, chs. 7-8

• Wk 8. 27th Feb Being-nothing-becoming Science of Logic (excerpts)

• Wk 9. 6th Mar Speculative logic Science of Logic (excerpts)

• Wk 10. 13th Mar Politics and ethical life Philosophy of Right

• Wk 11. 20th Mar   Historicising Philosophy Philosophy of History 

• Wk 12. 27th Mar Legacies of Hegelianism



What you’ll need….
• Moodle login

- all texts will be available electronically, with print-outs 
of key excerpts circulated the week before

• Phenomenology of Spirit – translation by A.V. Miller 
recommended (Oxford University Press, 1977)

• The Hegel Reader, ed. Stephen Houlgate (Blackwell, 
1988), which contains most of the course reading



Moodle login

Username: firstnamelastname

Password: FirstNameInitial (capitals)

E.g. Georg Hegel

Username: georghegel

Password: GEORGH



What you’ll need….
• Study guides recommended:

- Peter Singer, Hegel: A Very Short Introduction (OUP, 2001)

- Stephen Houlgate, An Introduction to Hegel: Freedom, Truth and 
History (Blackwell, 2005)

- Robert Stern, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Hegel and the 
Phenomenology of Spirit (Routledge, 2002)

- Michael Inwood, The Hegel Dictionary (Blackwell, 1992)

- Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy: www.plato.stanford.edu

http://www.plato.stanford.edu/


Course paperwork

• Before going to break, please take a moment to complete the course 
forms

• Reflect to yourself, and perhaps discuss with your neighbour, what 
you’d like to get most out of the course

• If there’s any questions come and talk to me during the break or note 
my email down for later: Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk


Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 1770-1831



Upbringing and life
• Born 27th August 1770 in Stuttgart in south-western Germany, the first of seven 

children. His father, Georg Ludwig Hegel, was secretary to the revenue office at 
the court of the Duke of Wurttemberg; his mother, Maria Magdalena Louisa (nee 
Fromm) was the well-educated daughter of a lawyer at the High Court of Justice 
at the Wurttemburg court, who dies when Hegel is aged 13). 

• He has one sister, Christiane Luise (later committed to an asylum, and drowning 
herself in 1832 after Hegel’s death) and one younger brother, Georg Ludwig, who 
dies in Napoleon’s Russian campaign of 1812 (the others die in infancy).

• From the outset Hegel is a very bright and well-read student, reading Homer, 
Shakespeare, Sophocles, Euripides, Goethe and Schiller as a child, learning Latin, 
Hebrew, Greek, French and English. From 1785 he keeps a diary in Latin, for 
around 18 months. 

• He would dedicate Saturday and Sunday mornings to trigonometry. He also 
enjoyed the company of young women and loved to dance, but was an ‘awkward’ 
dancer according to his sister, and also had a lifelong enjoyment of playing cards.





Letter to Schelling, April 1795

• ‘From the Kantian system and its highest completion I expect a 
revolution in Germany. It will proceed from principles that are present 
and that only need to be elaborated generally and applied to all 
hitherto existing knowledge … I believe that there is no better sign of 
the times than this, that mankind is being presented as so worthy of 
respect in itself. It is proof that the aura of prestige surrounding the 
heads of the oppressors and gods of this earth is disappearing. The 
philosophers are proving the dignity of man. The peoples will learn to 
feel it.’



• Hegel studies at the Tübingener Stift, a Protestant seminar attached to the 
University of Tübingen in philosophy, then theology, over 1788-1793. 

• He becomes close friends with the future romantic poet Friedrich Hölderlin
(1770-1843) and philosopher Friedrich von Schelling (1775-1854), friendships 
which have a major philosophical influence on him. They all share a room (but 
there are also 7 other students in it too). All have an enthusiasm for Plato, 
Rousseau, Lessing, Jacobi’s letters On the Doctrine of Spinoza, and all share a 
dislike of the restrictive environment of the seminary. 

• They become inspired by the French Revolution – for Hegel it seemed to signal a 
‘moral and spiritual renewal’ and the overthrow of theological orthodoxy, and the 
critical philosophy of Kant, particularly that of practical reason, against the 
orthodoxy of the seminary. 

• After graduation in 1893 he works as a family tutor in Bern, and from 1797 in 
Frankfurt. 



Jena and early development



I saw the Emperor – this world-
spirit – riding out of the city on 
reconnaissance. It is indeed a 
wonderful sensation to see such 
an individual, who, 
concentrated here at a single 
point, astride a horse, reaches 
out over the world and masters 
it. 
– Hegel, letter to Niethammer, 
13 October 1806



Jena
• Up to 1800 he works on religious and social ideas, possibly seeing himself as a 

modernising and reforming educator like Lessing. But through the influence of his 
two key friends, he turns to issues arising in the Critical Philosophy of Kant and 
developed by Fichte (1762-1814). 

• He moves to Jena in 1801, whose university had become a centre for the 
development of critical philosophy through the presence of K.L. Reinhold (1757-
1823) and later Fichte (1794-1799?), ultimately dismissed on charges of atheism. 

• Schelling had already joined the university as an Extraordinary Professor, and at 
first Hegel is an unsalaried lecturer, giving classes in logic, metaphysics, natural 
law, philosophy of nature, philosophy of spirit, and the history of philosophy. 

• In 1801 Hegel produces his first philosophical work, The Difference Between 
Fichte’s and Schelling’s Systems of Philosophy, arguing that only the latter had 
succeeded in systematising Kant’s transcendental idealism. Over 1802-3 Hegel 
and Schelling edit the Critical Journal of Philosophy together, and Hegel would 
later be dismissed as a mere follower of Schelling for this association.



Napoleon

• In 1805 Hegel is promoted to the still-unsalaried position of 
Extraordinary Professor. In 1806, via becoming friends with Goethe, 
he finally earns a small salary, but his father’s inheritance is spent. 
Under financial pressure, in 1807 the Phenomenology of Spirit is 
published. The manuscript is completed shortly before Napoleon 
defeats Prussia at the Battle of Jena in October 1806, and Hegel had 
to send the manuscript to Bamberg through French lines. 

• He writes to his friend Immanuel Niethammer: ‘Should a part of the 
manuscript be lost, I would scarcely know what to do. I would be able 
to reproduce it only with difficulty.’ 





An uneven career development
• The Phenomenology is less Schelling-influenced, and he takes great offence 

at a barbed comment in its Preface and ends their friendship (he had left 
Jena in 1803). 

• Jena is occupied by Napoleon while the manuscript is being finished in 
1807, and the university was closed. The same year, Hegel has an 
illegitimate son, Georg Ludwig Friedrich Fischer, with his landlady 
Christiana Burkhardt, who had been abandoned by her husband. 

• Hegel worked as a newspaper editor in Bamberg until 1808, then from 
1808-15 as a headteacher and philosophy teacher at a high school in 
Nuremberg. In 1811 he marries Marie Helena Susanna von Tucher, and has 
two sons, Karl Friedrich Wilhelm in 1813 (who would later edit the second 
edition of Hegel’s Lectures on the philosophy of world history in 1840), and 
Immanuel Thomas Christian in 1814, and his illegitimate son Ludwig 
Fischer joins the household in 1817, having become orphaned. 

• He publishes the Science of Logic in three volumes over 1812, 1813 and 
1816. 





Heidelberg and Berlin
• In 1816 he restarts his academic career, taking the chair in philosophy at the 

University of Heidelberg (refused by Spinoza), and then in 1818 the chair in 
philosophy at the University of Berlin, the highest position in the German 
philosophical world. 

• While at Heidelberg he produces the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences, 
a systematic work in which an abbreviated version of the Science of Logic is 
followed by an application of its principles to the philosophy of nature and spirit. 
In 1821 he produces Elements of the Philosophy of Right, on political philosophy, 
and grounded on his earlier account of objective spirit in the Encyclopaedia. 
Thereafter he is famed in Berlin, producing subsequent editions of the 
Encyclopaedia. 

• He is appointed Rector of the University in 1830, and receives the Red Eagle award 
(third class) from King Friedrich Wilhelm III for his service to the Prussian state in 
1831. He dies in Berlin on 14 November 1831 during a cholera epidemic, which 
Schopenhauer had fled from. Posthumous editions of his lectures on aesthetics, 
philosophy of history and religion, and history of philosophy are published.



The Dialectic



‘The bud disappears when the blossom breaks through, and we might 
say that the former is refuted by the latter; in the same way when the 
fruit comes, the blossom may be explained to be a false form of the 
plant’s existence, for the fruit appears as its true nature in place of the 
blossom. The ceaseless activity of their own inherent nature makes 
these stages moments of an organic unity, where they not merely do 
not contradict one another, but where one is as necessary as the other; 
and constitutes thereby the life of the whole.’

- From the Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit



What is the dialectic?
• Hegel establishes a new way of thinking, the dialectic, in which thinking 

advances by overcoming and incorporating its contradictions into a greater 
whole

• Hegel is concerned with how thought strives towards totality through a 
continual, dynamic practice or activity of thinking through and beyond its 
contradictions

• Thus a concept collides with its negation, resulting in its overcoming and 
resolution as sublation (aufhebung)

• Before Hegel, dialectic referred to the Socratic process of argument, in 
which critical questions revealed contradictions in a given argument, 
enabling a closer account of the truth through first principles

• But Hegel doesn’t seek first principles. He instead takes thought to be 
intrinsically social and historical, with concepts having an objective 
existence beyond individual human minds



Geist



Geist (Spirit, mind)
• Hegel is an Idealist like Kant, and takes that we do not perceive the 

world directly, only through our ideas of it

• Unlike Kant, he rejects the noumena/phenomena distinction, and 
thinks we can have objective knowledge of the world through our 
ideas

• Unlike Kant, these ideas are inherently social, shaped by the ideas 
others possess, and influencing through language, custom, religious 
and cultural institutions, etc.

• These exist as ‘Geist’ (mind or spirit, but also with the religious 
connotations of ‘ghost’), the collective consciousness of a given 
society, which is given particular form by individuals. Geist is the 
common culture and self-consciousness of a community



Geist (Spirit, mind)
• The movement of Geist is the movement of progress in history

• Geist develops and transforms dialectically through history, striving 
through particular cultures towards its end point in Absolute 
Knowledge, but by way of failure and collapse

• The form of this ‘End of History’ is highly debatable but influential…

• But it need not be mysterious: Geist is our understanding of 
ourselves, and the dialectic is the process of us working out what we 
are for ourselves

• Hence Geist is ultimately freedom, the process of self-determination

• Hegel is ultimately concerned with the conditions for human freedom



Next week…

• For next week, please read sections 11-15 of “Lesser Logic”, which is a 
condensed version of Hegel’s ‘Logic’ (which is for him philosophy) 
found in the Encyclopaedia. We’ll discuss this in class

• Please also read one of the Introductions to Hegel’s life, either that in 
Singer’s Very Short Introduction, or Houlgate’s Hegel Reader

• Next week we will discuss the character of Hegel’s thought, including 
its influences, key concepts, and notorious difficulty

• This will give us a foundation from which to begin reading the texts in 
the following weeks



Class aims

• Introduce the course aims, outline and reading

• Learn about Hegel’s life and context

• Introduce the ‘dialectic’ and Geist

• Complete pre-course paperwork and begin 
discussing his philosophy


