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Class aims

• Introduce Hegel’s politics of human freedom in 
the Philosophy of Right

• Identify his dialectical progress of freedom from 
minimal abstraction to abstract right

• Evaluate his arguments for free will, choice and 
right

• Discuss Hegel in a broader context of political 
philosophers on freedom and self-determination



Class recap

• Recap on the development of the Phenomenology

• Discuss the essential features of Hegel’s Idealism

• Introduce the Science of Logic

• Evaluate the dialectical method in concepts

• Get to the heart of the fundamental link between 
freedom and thought in Hegel’s mind





Recap: New era of freedom
• Phenomenology: ‘It is not difficult to see that ours is a time of birth and 

transition to a new era. Spirit has broken with the world it has hitherto 
inhabited and imagined, and stands prepared to submerge it in the past 
and in the labour of its own transformation.’

• Science of Logic: the ‘new spirit which has arisen in science no less than in 
actuality’. 

• A new spirit and consciousness of freedom and self-determination is being 
realised in society, politics, aesthetics and philosophy

• This freedom is founded on our consciousness of being free and self-
determining…

• Therefore metaphysics can clarify our consciousness of our own freedom

• Thus a new Logic explaining how thought self-determines can be of service 
to this new era of freedom



Recap: How does the Logic work?

• The Logic is Thought’s knowledge of its own essence, the essence 
which exists concretely in the process of reality. 

• It begins with what is indeterminate and without presuppositions

• Being: the first concept, is thought in which nothing is determined. 

• Thought always is, prior to or abstracted of every other aspect of it 
(think of Descartes’ cogito). 

• Being must think of something – but as it is indeterminate, what it 
thinks of is Nothing.

• Starting with being, Hegel’s logic passes through a necessary 
succession of concepts leading to the Absolute Idea (self knowledge).



Recap: Thinking through contradictions

• The mind passes from being to not-being and not-being back to being –
and this movement between the two is Becoming.

• Becoming is the synthesis of being and not being – i.e. it is their truth. 

• At each stage, thought thinks through contradictions in its concepts by 
discovering their complexity. It develops, identifying determinacy in quality, 
quantity, specificity, form, content, possibility, actuality, and necessity, etc. 

• In the last part of the Logic, on the ‘logic of the concept’, determinacy lies 
in having a rational or conceptual structure. 

• The categories of thought are not merely determinations of determinate 
being, but determinations of thought. 

• The absolute idea thus emerges as the concept of self-determining reason 
itself



The idea of freedom

• The Philosophy of Right and, to an extent, the Phenomenology of 
Spirit, perform a similar process of self-determination as occurs for 
Thought in the Science of Logic

• This time, the “Idea” to be developed is that of “freedom” itself

• That is, we let the idea of freedom develop itself dialectically – and 
this is itself a process of “free self-determination”



The Philosophy of Right



The Philosophy of Right

‘What is rational is actual; and what is actual is rational.’

What does Hegel mean by this?

Let’s get started by discussing his possible intentions and ideas in 
groups of 2-3.



The Philosophy of Right
• Concerned with the objective conditions of human freedom, 

understood as self-determination in thought.

• Hegel’s philosophy is concerned with the true character of being, with 
the underlying assumption that thought is capable of understanding 
on its own, a priori, the true character of being. 

• Philosophy is therefore not an empirical comprehension of nature 
and human life, but instead discovers (and is able to discover) the 
fundamental character of being through examining the concept of 
being itself. 

• Thus §2 Remark: ‘The truth is that in philosophical knowledge the 
necessity of a concept is the principal thing.’



The Philosophy of Right - Preface

• Hegel is resisting the superficiality and subjectivity to which existing 
political discourse has been reduced to. 

• Concepts of truth and ethical life have become ‘nothing more than 
opinions and subjective convictions’ he fears, hence his desire for a 
normative theory. 

• Philosophy is the ‘exploration of the rational’, which is to say, of ‘the 
comprehension of the present and the actual’. 

• Thus his utterance ‘What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational.’ 
Reason is an actual power in the world, working to create the institutions 
of human freedom. 

• This isn’t to claim that everything in the world is rational. Reason does not 
attain actuality until it passes into existence and becomes something 
objective e.g. institutions, churches, states. Thus ‘nothing is actual except 
the Idea’.



The Philosophy of Right - Preface

• Book’s aim is to ‘apprehend and present the state as something 
inherently rational’. 

• It is not involved in saying what the state ought to be, but rather how 
the state logically develops out of freedom’s inherent dialectical 
development towards its own objective realisation. 

• He also remarks that his philosophy, like any, is historically shaped, a 
‘child of its time’. Indeed ‘philosophy too is its own time apprehended 
in thoughts’. 

• The conscious identity of form and content, its unity, is in the Idea. 
Echoing Francis Bacon, ‘a half-philosophy leads away from God’ but 
‘true philosophy leads to God’, so a philosophy of the state will not 
end up highly critical of it, but will supply genuine knowledge of how 
it objectifies human freedom. 



The Idea – PoR’s place in Hegel’s system
• While Absolute Idealism may seem unacceptable to ordinary 

consciousness, the Phenomenology has sought to show that ordinary 
consciousness logically and necessarily leads to a philosophical one 
through its contradictions. 

• Thought is what ‘ultimately opens the world – or ‘being’ – to view’ 
(Houlgate). 

• In the Science of Logic, the fundamental categories of thought are 
presented. It culminates in the thought that being is the rational process of 
self-determination, a process he calls ‘the Idea’. 

• Being as a whole is ‘Idea’, as it has no transcendent creator, and particular 
forms of life are ‘Idea’ too, insofar as they are self-determining. 

• Thus in his philosophy of nature, animals embody the ‘Idea’ most closely 
for this reason; in the philosophy of subjective spirit, human life or ‘spirit’ 
embodies the Idea in its conscious self-determination. 



Concepts and Ideas
• For Hegel, a thought is a determinant: it determines itself. 

• The essence of thought is its concreteness, and the concrete thought 
is ‘the concept’ (Begriff). 

• Understood philosophically, the thought of a thing is inherently 
concrete, possessing a content which it has given itself. 

• The concept is thought in its activity, in its determining itself. It is a 
universal that particularises itself. It is the inward living principle of all 
reality. The thought of a thing, viewed concretely, is the concept. 

• The concept viewed concretely i.e. in its full development or truth is 
the Idea (Idee) – the concept insofar as it gives reality and existence 
to itself.



Purpose of Philosophy of Right
• It is in the philosophy of objective spirit, which the PoR and Philosophy of 

History form, that Hegel turns to the various objective forms that human 
freedom must adopt. 

• He explores what it means to be free, and what objective structures are 
necessitated (e.g. civil society and the state) by such freedom. 

• The PoR therefore aims to provide an a priori justification of right, property, 
moral conscience, family life, civil society, and the state.

• In each form, being is the process of self-determination, the Idea, and 
through this process being develops from simple nature to self-conscious 
spirit. 

• This spirit is human self-consciousness, which is in turn characterised by 
freedom – of imagination, thought, and of will. 



Purpose of Philosophy of Right
• The PoR accounts for the various objective forms (judicial, moral, social and 

political) that human freedom must take on if it is to be genuine freedom. 

• It is therefore a normative account of what freedom should be like, and 
how it should objectify itself… 

• To show what freedom is in truth, according to its own nature or concept. 

• Such freedom cannot just be in arbitrary self-will, but must objectify itself 
in laws, rights and institutions. 

• Thus §4: ‘the system of right is the realm of freedom made actual, the 
world of spirit [Geist] brought forth out of itself as a second nature’.

• He seeks to identify what freedom should be objectively, in its concept –
and then uses its historical and current manifestations to explore how it 
has best been embodied, drawing on modern Germany, France and Britain.



Underlying question: are we free?

Take a look at Section 4 of the Introduction, and this line:

‘The will is free, so that freedom is both its substance and its goal, 
while the system of right is the realm of freedom made actual, the 
world of spirit [Geist] brought forth out of itself as a second nature.’

Politics as the realm of freedom made actual…

- what kind of argument for freedom is Hegel trying to establish?

- Can making the centrality of freedom as self-determination satisfy 
you that Hegel has done enough to answer the challenges facing any 
political philosophy?



Are we free?
• Hegel begins with a minimal sort of freedom: freedom as the simple 

ability to abstract from all that is given to us. 

• He then dialectically unfolds what is implicit in the model, rendering it 
explicit as it becomes a more concrete form of freedom e.g. the state 
emerges from civil society. 

• This process Hegel refers to as §2 ‘the proper immanent development 
of the thing itself’

• It is not a historical method but a logical one, as freedom goes from 
abstract to concrete, determining itself. 

• From the outset, freedom is already present as the ‘Idea’, and comes 
into being through its very self-determination, developing from a 
weak undeveloped abstract into a concrete Idea of freedom. 



Are we free?
• This self-determination begins with free will, or §27 ‘the abstract 

concept of the Idea of the will’.

• … And follows how this free will comes explicitly to be the Idea or free 
self-determination, through the state, ‘the actuality of the ethical 
Idea’ (§257). 

• The state is the most concrete and self-determining realisation of 
human freedom. 

• Hegel §28: ‘a development through which the concrete determines 
the Idea, itself at first abstract, until it becomes a systematized 
whole’.



Negative freedom

• The account of freedom begins with negative freedom, ‘my ability to free 
myself from everything … abstract myself from everything’ (§5 Addition). 

• It is akin to Rawls’ Original Position, wherein we set aside what defines and 
‘limits’ us, be it age, sex, needs, desires (akin to Rawls’ ‘veil of ignorance’), 
and just think of ourselves as a pure I, an I exists through its ability to think. 

• In Rawls this is the fair, impartial point in which people imagine themselves 
as free and equal, and commit to a common principle of justice, aided by 
the ‘veil of ignorance’ in which they are somehow deprived knowledge of 
their own personal characteristics and socio-historic circumstances, and so 
represent what Kant would recognise as the universal. 

• Is such a possibility viable – what do you think?



Choice (or caprice…?)
• Hegel emphasises the power of thought. It enables one to free oneself 

from all that it is given by nature to be – it introduces self-determination, in 
other words. 

• From negative, this early abstract freedom also has a positive ability to 
assign itself a particular ‘content and object’ §6, i.e. to affirm a specific 
desire as its own. 

• I do not consider the desire naturally determined e.g. hunger, but affirmed 
and willed as mine, and as a pure I, with the power to retract a desire and 
withdraw at any time. It is §7 ‘a mere possibility … in which it [the will] is 
confined only because it has put itself in it’. 

• This is the act of freely choosing, and this freedom of choice is §15 Remark 
‘the idea which people most commonly have of freedom’. 

• This is freedom of ‘arbitrariness’ or ‘caprice’.



Critique of free will
• Hegel argues that this conception is limited, as we can freely choose 

only from what desires are given to us. 

• Our choice is grounded in the ‘indeterminacy’ of the I, that as a pure I 
we have no intrinsic content or needs, just a capacity to choose. We 
cannot determine what we get to choose from – the range of desires 
are given by nature. 

• Herein is the necessary ‘contradiction’ §15 of ‘arbitrariness’ – nature 
and later others determine the range of our needs and desires.

• Dialectically, freedom is demonstrated to be a form of dependence…





A political dialectic

Take a look at this passage from Section 4:

‘The buds have the tree implicit within them and contain the tree’s 
whole strength, although they are not yet the tree itself. The tree 
corresponds in detail to the simple image of the bud. If the body does 
not match the soul, it is a poor sort of thing. The unity of determinate 
existence and the concept, of body and soul, is the Idea.’

What does this image of the bud – of the unity of determinate existence 
and concept – tell us about Hegel’s method?



‘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



A political dialectic

‘I am about to be fifty years old, and I have spent thirty of these fifty 
years in these ever-unrestful times of hope and fear. I had hoped that 
for once we might be done with it. Now I must confess that things 
continue as ever. Indeed, in one’s darker hours it seems they are 
getting ever worse.’



Context
• The PoR is published in 1820 but dated 1821. 

• After SoL, he was appointed to a salaried professorship at the 
University of Heidelberg (Spinoza refused 140 years or so earlier), and 
published his first edition of the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical 
Sciences (1817) and lectured on natural law. 

• In 1818 he receives a professorship at the University of Berlin by the 
reform-minded Prussian Minister Altenstein. 

• In Berlin he becomes influential as a public teacher, becoming 
acquaintances with Wilhelm von Humboldt and closer to Goethe. 

• The PoR comes out, as do two further editions of the Encyclopaedia 
(1827, 1830). He gave a full course on ‘natural law and political 
science or the philosophy of right’ five times between 1818-25. 



Context: 1819 repression
• German nationalism had been increasing since the wars of liberation 

against Napoleon, expressed in student societies, often with anti-Semitism. 
The Civil Code was burned at one event in 1817. 

• The playwright August von Kotzebue was murdered in 1819 by Karl Ludwig 
Sand; by late 1819 governments in Austria and Germany pass the Karlsbad

• Decrees imposing greater repressive scrutiny on universities, and 
censorship increased. Hegel and his students were briefly under suspicion, 
with one student, Leopold von Henning imprisoned for seven weeks (Hegel 
and his students row out on the Spree to his window, and assure him in 
Latin to avoid being understood by guards that they are doing everything 
to prove his innocence). 

• Hegel’s choice of teaching assistant, Friedrich Wilhelm Carové is 
denounced by Count Wittgenstein as a subversive in December 1819, and 
is advised by Altenstein to leave Berlin. 



Context: 1819 Repression

Against anti-Semitism, Hegel writes (PoR §270 Remark):

‘the fierce outcry raised against the Jews [...] ignores the fact that they 
are, above all, human beings; and humanity, so far from being a mere 
superficial, abstract quality [. . .], is on the contrary itself the basis of 
the fact that civil rights arouse in their possessors the feeling of oneself 
as counting in civil society as a person with rights’.



Freedom of the will
• From the dialectical dependence of freedom  as choice’s dependence on 

nature, Hegel then seems to backtrack. 

• In willing a particular (determined) desire, I also affirm the power of my 
own will itself, my freedom of choice. 

• The next stage is for the will to make itself the explicit object of its own 
affirmation, through which it becomes truly free. 

• This is somewhat Kantian: freedom is in the self-willing will which is aware 
of itself. 

• Thus ‘the free will which wills the free will’ is truly free §27, because it no 
longer depends on nature but on itself. It is ‘related to nothing except itself 
and so is released from every relation of dependence on anything else’. 

• The will is then true, or rather truth itself’ §23. 



Emergence of Right
• Necessity is crucial: the will must will itself, in order to be free and 

independent – it is motivated by an ‘absolute impulse … of the free 
spirit’ or determination §27, through which Right emerges.

• The idea of right is generated internally by the idea of freedom. Right 
involves necessity: the free choice will felt unbounded by necessity, it 
felt it could choose from options without being necessitated to. 

• The truly free will recognises however that it must affirm its own will 
if it is to be free. Freedom necessitates willing one’s own freedom –
freedom requires affirmation, a respect or recognition of itself. 



The World of Right
• It first requires consciousness of our own freedom, in order to bear 

rights – those that do not, like animals, do not have rights, for Hegel. 

• Each stage of freedom is accompanied by a stage of right (‘every stage 
in the development of the Idea of freedom has its own special right, 
since it is the existence of freedom in one of its own determinations’ 
§30 Remark). 

• Each stage of freedom is necessitated logically as a becoming explicit 
of what is implicit and restricted in the previous, and each has a 
corresponding state of right.

• Its first form is abstract right: right to be treated as a bearer of rights 
or ‘person’ (§36), belonging immediately to those who know 
themselves as free beings. 



Abstract Right
• Abstract right encompasses the right to own property (§45), exchange 

property and make contracts with others (§72), and right not to be 
injured or enslaved (§48 Remark), and respecting others: we cannot 
take the property of what belongs to another (§50). 

• But dialectically abstract right leads to crime or wrong, as it is 
contingent whether others will choose to respect each other’s rights, 
regardless of whether they are already free. 

• The criminal’s violation requires that right be restored through 
punishment and retribution. In this minimal stage this occurs through 
revenge (§102). 

• Right is given clear priority over individual will through punishment. 

• This is explicitly recognises and internalised by the will, which 
becomes a moral will (§104), and so moral right emerges.



Class recap

• Introduce Hegel’s politics of human freedom in 
the Philosophy of Right

• Identify his dialectical progress of freedom from 
minimal abstraction to abstract right

• Evaluate his arguments for free will, choice and 
right

• Discuss Hegel in a broader context of political 
philosophers on freedom and self-determination: 
Rawls, Kant and Spinoza



Next week
• Next week, we will turn to the Philosophy of Right, Books Two and 

Three

• We’ll focus on excerpts from Book Three, Ethical Life

• Please read a good secondary guide! 
• Singer, Hegel: Short Introduction, Chapter 2

• Houlgate, Hegel: A Short Introduction, Chapter 8

• Thom Brooks, “Political Philosophy” in Hegel: Key Concepts, ed. Baur, Ch5

• Houlgate, Introduction to Hegel, Outlines of the Philosophy of Right

• Any questions? Please email dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

