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Our approach to Hegel
• The scope of Hegel’s work is intimidating: World history, the spirit of 

the ages, the ultimate destination of humanity, a theory of mind, a new 
form of logic, absolute freedom and absolute knowledge, etc.
• Hegel’s style is daunting as well. His language is dark, hermetic, reclusive. He 

oscillates between hyper-technical jargon and powerful poetic imagery. Reading 
Hegel is hard work—but it is rewarding, because as your mind parses Hegel’s 
compressed code, you will think surprising things. (In parts, however, Hegel is 
just plain obscure.)

• We will focus on three concepts that will help unlock Hegel’s system: 
The Idea, which is the foundation of Hegel’s philosophy; the Mind, 
which is the entity generating, evolving, and realizing Ideas; and the 
Dialectic, which is the process by which the Mind generates, evolves 
and realizes Ideas (and itself) over time.



Idea = Concept + Realization

• When we speak of ideas, we usually mean considered thoughts in our heads. 
Hegel calls those ideas concepts. For him, an Idea is more than a thought.

• For Hegel, humans are creatures that have thoughts (= concepts) and realize 
them in the world. As we change the world by realizing our thoughts, the world 
changes us and our thoughts.

• Ideas are often (1) incomplete and (2) unintelligible until we realize them. 
Conceptual flaws in an idea often reveal themselves only in the expression of the 
idea. For example: 
• I have a vague idea for a class on Hegel. I sit down and prepare slides (= realize the idea), 

and in the process of doing so, my thoughts become clearer. As I type this deck (many 
drafts later), I finally have a decent idea of what I want to talk about.

• An engineer designs (= concept) and builds a bridge (= realization). The bridge looks great 
but collapses after a month, because the load calculations were wrong (= flawed idea).

“The subject-matter of the philosophical science [] is the Idea [], i.e., the 
concept [] together with the actualization of that concept.”, PoR, Intro, Para. 1



Idea: Consequences and conjectures (*)

• Reality is an artifact; we made it
• Mind and matter are not categorically separated ≠ dualism

• Reality is intelligible (we made it, so we can understand it)

• We created institutions to change reality at scale (global economy)

• If we made reality, then are we responsible for it? (≠ nature)

• We are artifacts; reality made us
• IVF, CRISPR, medicine; language, the ZIP code we grew up in, LJCDS, etc.

• We become what we pay attention to—which (in large part) our environment controls

• How deep does this go? 3D space construction (e.g., learning to decode vanishing point 
perspective)? Wanting what we want? Time?

• From Descartes’ “maîtres et possesseurs de la nature” via Kant’s “transcendental 
unity of apperception” to a feedback loop between mind and world

(*) Somewhat overstated for dramatic effect; use with caution

“What is rational is real, and what is real is rational.” PoR, 10



Mind (0 → 1)

• Knowledge of the world requires self-knowledge of the mind. How do I get to know 
myself/my mind? 
• Descartes, Kant: Through (various forms of) introspection, because the mind is transparent to the 

mind

• Hegel: But the mind is not fully transparent to itself, because it makes and is made by the world

• Introspection alone does not give me the concepts or the language for introspection. 
The moment I think “I”, I am already using a resource that I did not make—one that 
preceded and shaped my mind. We are social before we are ourselves.

• The presence of other minds in the world has further consequences: I am not only 
what I say “I” to, but also what you say “you” to. I need your help to understand and 
fully become myself and vice versa.

• The process of rising to full self-awareness only works if I treat you as an equal. Two 
consciousnesses “recognize themselves as mutually recognizing another.” PhM, 112

“Self-consciousness achieves its satisfaction only in another self-consciousness.” 
PhM, 110. “Each [consciousness] is for the other the medium through which each 

mediates itself with itself and unites with itself.” PhM, 112.



Minds (1 → n)

• The requirement of mutual recognition is a highly original aspect of 
Hegel’s philosophy. Equality, respect and dignity are preconditions for 
knowledge. Ethics is the foundation of epistemology.

• Recognition begins with but is not limited to one-on-one interactions. 
Recognition is scaleable. The more people recognize each other, the 
greater our collective power to understand ourselves and, thus, the world.

• How should we imagine a mind that consists of or emerges from millions 
of people recognizing each other?
• Cities, cultures, mobs, Zeitgeist?

• Do those meta-minds think their own thoughts? Are we their ideas? Can we 
understand the thoughts of a meta-mind?

"What still lies ahead for consciousness is the experience of what mind [spirit] is—this 
absolute substance which is the unity of the different independent self-consciousnesses 

which, in their opposition, enjoy perfect freedom and independence: "I" that is "we" and "we" 
that is "I." PhM, 110



Freedom, made real

• Classical liberalism: I am free if I get to do what I desire (≠ constraint)
• Problem: My desires are shaped by society, advertising, social media, etc.

• Doing what I desire is not freedom but submission to desires I did not choose.

• Solution 1 (Kant): Eliminate all desires. Act only according to formal principles of 
reason: Only want what any rational being must assent to. 
• I am free when I am doing my duty for duty’s sake.

• Problem: Too abstract to be useful. Reason vs desire dualism sets up internal conflict.

• Solution 2 (Hegel): Make the entire world rational. If everything that shapes my 
mind and my desires is rational, then I am able to choose rationally without being 
coerced. The internal and external alignment of reason is freedom made real.
• We become free through rational relationships and institutions (= state), not despite them

• Problem: If the state is the realization of freedom, what should we make of political opposition?

“The state is the reality of concrete freedom.”, PoR, 282. “The state is the actuality of the 
ethical idea []. The state is [] the rational in and for itself.”, PoR, 275.



Process, Progress, and History

• Hegel’s philosophy describes a process with a direction (towards freedom) and an 
end point (absolute freedom). Hegel’s system is radically dynamic.

• The self progresses from a state of pre-self consciousness to self-consciousness to the 
scaling-up of mutual recognition to encompass all minds; the mind’s subjective quest 
is expressed in the (mind-shaped and mind shaping) objective world as world history. 

• Once every human recognizes everyone else as equal and every human attains perfect 
freedom, once all of the social institutions created by humanity reflect such perfect 
freedom, then we have attained Absolute Freedom and Absolute Knowledge.

• But how exactly does history move from state n to state n+1? Darwin answered that 
question for the natural sciences: descent with random modification, survival of the 
fittest, and long timescales. Hegel answered it with a directed theory of forward 
motion: the historical dialectic.

“World history is the progress of the consciousness of freedom—a progress whose necessity 
we have to recognize.” PoH, 122; “[T]he goal is as necessarily fixed for knowledge as the 
serial progression; it is the point where knowledge no longer needs to go beyond itself, 

where knowledge finds itself." PhM, 51



The Dialectic Engine
• The dialectic method is the engine of Hegel’s philosophy. It propels the thought process of the 

mind (and thus the world) forward.
• Hegel never uses the “thesis → antithesis → synthesis” formula. Neither will we.

• The core operation is to push an idea to the point that it collapses under its own internal 
contradictions. We then examine how and why the idea collapsed. That will point us to the next 
idea, commonly the opposite of the first idea. We then push that new idea too far, etc. The 
dialectic swings from one extreme to another, but as we remember our prior failures directionally 
the process results in “forward fails” towards higher-levels of understanding.

• Example:
• I resolve to “party all the time” in my first year of college. I take the idea seriously, which results in failing 

grades. I flunk out. Nobody invites me anymore. The party idea collapsed under its internal contradiction. I 
learn from failure and fully realize my new idea (at my new college): “Study all the time.” Grades go up, but 
there is no time to socialize at all, and the striving for As eventually leaves me an exhausted wreck. Another 
idea collapsed under its internal contradiction. New idea: “Both in moderation,” which works reasonably 
well, but I find myself surrounded by extremely boring people who do everything in moderation. I stagnate, 
which undermines the whole point of going to college, etc.

• Questions:
• Is learning from prior failures sufficient to give the process a direction towards freedom?

• Isn’t pushing every new idea to the point of failure unbelievably inefficient?



Master/Servant (1)
• The master/servant dialectic illustrates how difficult it is for self-conscious 

individuals (A and B) to achieve mutual recognition.

• For A, the universe initially consists of A and non-A. A is the infinite “I” and 
everything else is non-A. A takes it for granted that he can understand himself by 
introspection.

• A observes B and classifies B as another animal and thus part of non-A. But B acts in 
ways that don’t fit the usual categories. In fact, B’s conduct can only be explained if 
he’s “like A!” [Note: I added this step; it is not in the PhM.]

• That creates a crisis for A, because so far, there is one master (A) and the world is 
his dominion. If there is another master (B), then he might mistake A for some kind 
of animal under his dominion. What’s more, A is no longer fully able to understand 
himself, because it matters to A’s self-image whether B views A as an object or a 
subject. A must therefore assert his status (“I am not an object”) vis-a-vis B.

• But how? By challenging B to a fight to the death—not to win, but to demonstrate a 
genuine willingness by A to sacrifice his own life to make a point. No mere animal 
would do that.



Master/Servant (2)
• If A kills B or B kills A, the most likely outcome, then the recognition fails. If A 

overcomes B and makes him his servant, then the following ensues:
• B works for A, plows A’s fields, builds furniture for A’s use, etc. This is good for A, because he 

gets to enjoy the fruits of B’s (alienated) labor.

• But it also creates a problem for A, because he cannot get the recognition from B that he craves. 
Only an equal can give him that. “The outcome is a recognition that is one-sided and unequal.” 
PhM, 116

• As time goes on, A becomes ever more dependent on B, while B realizes himself (to a point) in 
the world through his labor. Eventually, “[t]hrough work, [B] comes conscious of what he truly 
is.” PhM, 118. 

• B has gained a richer self-understanding through labor, but he has not achieved 
recognition by an equal. Neither has A. The dialectic has advanced — but it has not 
resolved. This is why the Phenomenology keeps going.

• Is a death-defying contest the best way to send a “I am free, no mere animal” signal? 
What would humans do in a first-contact scenario?

• Why did Hegel not include an offramp at the first encounter? A and B, exhausted 
from the fight, both recognize each other? 



Before you move on to Marx

• Athena's owl = symbol of wisdom

• How does that fit with Hegel’s claim that history is moving towards 
absolute freedom?

• “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the 
point is to change it.” Karl Marx, 11. Thesis on Feuerbach

“The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of the dusk.”, PoR, 13.


