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Introduction: Why Read Hegel Today?





The question may seem provocative: why devote time and energy to reading a German philosopher from the early 19th century, renowned for the obscurity of his writing and the complexity of his concepts? At a time when information circulates at breakneck speed, when quick answers are favoured, when thought itself seems subject to the urgency of the moment, what possible interest could there be in delving into the intricacies of Hegelian dialectics? 

The answer is twofold: on the one hand, Hegel remains indispensable for understanding our present; on the other, his thought offers powerful conceptual tools for analysing the transformations of our world. Far from being a dusty relic of the history of philosophy, Hegel remains a living interlocutor, whose fundamental insights still inform our most contemporary debates.



A philosophy that shapes our modernity

To grasp Hegel’s relevance today, we must first recognise the extent to which his thought has shaped the intellectual landscape in which we operate, often without our realising it. Whether we know it or not, whether we have read him or not, we think *with* Hegel or *against* him, but rarely *without* him.

Hegel’s influence runs through the major philosophical currents of the last two centuries. Marx’s historical materialism is unthinkable without Hegelian dialectics, even though he claims to ‘set it back on its feet’. French existentialism, from Sartre to Beauvoir, was built in constant dialogue with the *Phenomenology of Spirit*. Contemporary political philosophy, from Fukuyama to Honneth, continues to grapple with Hegelian concepts of recognition, freedom and history. Even the most radical critics of Hegel — from Kierkegaard to Deleuze — bear witness, through the very vehemence of their criticism, to the centrality of his thought.

This omnipresence is no historical accident. It stems from the boundless ambition of the Hegelian project: to conceive of the totality of reality in its movement, to grasp the profound unity of thought and being, to understand how the human spirit develops throughout history. Hegel sought to construct a system capable of encompassing all aspects of experience—logic, nature, consciousness, art, religion, politics—within a coherent and dynamic vision. Few philosophers have dared to undertake such a project since.

Beyond this historical influence, Hegel offers operational concepts for thinking about our times. The foremost of these is undoubtedly dialectics itself: this logic of movement that rejects fixed oppositions and conceives of reality as a process.

In a world characterised by accelerating change, apparent contradictions and multiple crises, dialectical thinking regains a singular relevance. It invites us not to be satisfied with immediate appearances, to seek in contradictions not dead ends, but engines of transformation. Where common sense sees sterile oppositions — individual and society, freedom and constraint, tradition and progress — Hegel teaches us to grasp fruitful tensions, movements that carry within them the possibility of transcendence.

Let us take a contemporary example: the relationship between individual freedom and social structures. Public debate often swings between two caricatured positions: on the one hand, a radical individualism that sees every institution as a hindrance to freedom; on the other, a collectivism that dissolves the individual into the group. Hegel offers us a third way: authentic freedom is not opposed to institutions; it is realised *through* them. Social structures are not external obstacles to be circumvented, but the very conditions for the effective exercise of our freedom.

This dialectical perspective allows us to move beyond the false dichotomies that often paralyse democratic debate. It helps us to think together about what our usual categories artificially separate.



The question of history and meaning

Another fundamental aspect of Hegel’s relevance today concerns our relationship with history. Hegel was one of the first philosophers to treat history not merely as a narrative of events, but as a philosophical subject in its own right. For him, history is not a chaotic succession of contingent facts: it possesses an intelligibility, an internal logic that the mind can grasp.

This assertion may seem strange, even disturbing, in our age marked by scepticism towards ‘grand narratives’. We have learnt to be wary of philosophies of history that claim to decipher the ultimate meaning of events or to herald the end of history. And Hegel does indeed bear some responsibility for this tradition.

Yet the question he poses remains relevant: does human history have a meaning, an intelligible direction? Or is it merely a ‘tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury’? Between the myth of linear and automatic progress and the cynicism of absolute chaos, Hegel proposes a middle way: history as a contradictory process, made up of progress and regression, but oriented towards an ever-richer awareness of freedom.



Recognition as a contemporary issue

Among the Hegelian concepts that have experienced a remarkable revival in recent decades, that of *recognition* (*Anerkennung*) occupies a central place. Developed in the *Phenomenology of Spirit* through the famous master-slave dialectic, this concept now permeates the social sciences, political philosophy and psychology.

Hegel’s insight is powerful: self-consciousness is not constructed in solitude, but in relation to others. I only become fully conscious of myself through the gaze of the other who recognises me. This recognition is not merely a psychological bonus, but a constitutive dimension of our humanity. Without it, the subject remains incomplete, alienated.

This idea sheds light on many contemporary debates. The struggles for recognition — whether concerning ethnic minorities, gender, sexual orientation or social class — are not merely about the redistribution of material resources, but about dignity, identity and the right to exist fully in the eyes of society. The Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor has shown how the ‘politics of recognition’ structures our multicultural democracies. Axel Honneth, in Germany, has built an entire social theory around this concept.

Social media itself, with its economy of ‘likes’ and visibility, illustrates this quest for recognition in ways that are sometimes caricatural. Of course, Hegel could not have foreseen Instagram or Twitter. But his understanding of the fundamental desire to be recognised, validated and affirmed in one’s existence through the gaze of others offers a striking framework for interpreting our digital behaviours.

More profoundly, the concept of recognition allows us to reflect on contemporary social pathologies: resentment, identity-based rage and communal withdrawal can be interpreted as symptoms of a deficit in recognition. Conversely, the construction of fairer social relations requires structures of mutual and symmetrical recognition.



Freedom and institutions: reflecting on the modern state

Hegel’s political philosophy, set out notably in *The Philosophy of Right*, offers another remarkably relevant perspective. Contrary to classical liberal theories that pit the individual against the state, Hegel conceives of freedom as being effectively realised through institutions.

This position led to accusations, sometimes justified, that he was justifying the Prussian state of his time. But beyond these debates, his reflection on the relationship between subjective freedom and objective ethical life remains disturbingly relevant.

This paradox permeates our contemporary debates. How can we reconcile individual autonomy with the need for collective regulation? How can we guarantee subjective rights whilst preserving social cohesion? How can we reconcile entrepreneurial freedom with economic justice? Hegel does not ‘resolve’ these questions in the sense of a magic formula, but he provides us with tools to think them through in their dialectical complexity.

His critique of abstract individualism resonates particularly strongly today. The idea that an individual could be free outside any social or institutional framework is an illusion. Real freedom requires material, legal and cultural conditions that can only be produced collectively. At the same time, Hegel recognises the modern legitimacy of individual subjectivity, the right of everyone to pursue their own ends.

This dual requirement—neither atomised individualism nor crushing collectivism—outlines a middle path that we need to think through our contemporary democracies.



Reason in history: optimism or resignation?

One of Hegel’s most famous and controversial statements asserts that ‘whatever is rational is real, and whatever is real is rational’. This proposition has given rise to diametrically opposed interpretations.

For some, it expresses a metaphysical optimism: reality is fundamentally rational, history has meaning, and that meaning points towards the fulfilment of freedom and reason. This interpretation would justify a form of quietism: since reality is rational, we must accept it as it is.

For others, it signifies something more subtle: only that which is truly rational possesses a lasting reality; that which is irrational is destined to disappear. From this perspective, the formula becomes critical: it allows us to distinguish between superficial appearance and profound reality, between what is merely posited and what possesses a rational necessity.

This tension runs through Hegel’s entire work: is he a conservative thinker who legitimises the existing order, or a critical thinker who reveals the contradictions destined to be overcome? The answer is probably: both, depending on the moments and aspects of his thought.

It is this very ambiguity that makes Hegel particularly interesting today. We live in an age where ideological certainties are crumbling, where neither naïve progressivism nor resigned conservatism seem, at first , up to the task of meeting our challenges. Hegel teaches us to consider, in tandem, the necessity of understanding the present in its own rationality, and the possibility of identifying the contradictions that herald future transformations.



The Absolute and finitude: a metaphysics for our times?

The concept of the Absolute runs through the whole of Hegelian philosophy. It denotes that living totality in which thought and being, subject and object, finite and infinite are reconciled. The Absolute is not a transcendent God situated beyond the world, but the very process by which the spirit realises itself through history, nature and thought.

This metaphysical dimension of Hegelian thought may seem the most outdated, the furthest removed from our contemporary concerns. Our age, marked by pluralism, relativism and mistrust of grand systems, seems largely unreceptive to the idea of an Absolute.

Yet, one can also see in it a response to a contemporary malaise: the loss of meaning, the fragmentation of experience, the impression that everything is of equal value and that nothing holds together. In the face of postmodern nihilism, Hegel asserts that there is a profound coherence to reality, that thought can grasp this coherence, and that this understanding is itself an essential dimension of what it means to be human.

The Hegelian Absolute is not an escape from the world, but a way of conceiving unity within multiplicity, meaning within becoming, and rationality within history. In this, it responds to a fundamental philosophical need: to find a vantage point from which fragmented experience can be reclaimed in its meaningful totality.

Of course, one might dismiss this ambition as excessive or illusory. But one might also recognise in it a legitimate demand of thought: not to resign oneself to the fragmentation of meaning, but to continue seeking the connections, the unities, the coherences that structure our world.



The education of consciousness

An often-overlooked aspect of Hegel’s relevance today concerns his conception of education (*Bildung*). The *Phenomenology of Spirit* presents itself as an educational journey: consciousness passes through different stages, experiences its limits, confronts contradictions, and through these trials, rises to richer forms of understanding.

This vision of education as a dialectical process, made up of fruitful errors and successive transcendences, resonates with our contemporary pedagogical questions. Hegel reminds us that learning is not a linear accumulation of knowledge, but a transformation of consciousness itself.

This conception stands in opposition both to an encyclopaedic approach that accumulates knowledge without integrating it, and to a scepticism that renounces any claim to truth. For Hegel, truth exists, but it is not given from the outset: it is the result of a journey, the fruit of a maturing process.

In an educational context marked by the issues of skills, critical thinking and the formation of judgement, this Hegelian perspective offers valuable insights. It invites us to think of education not as the transmission of information, but as the formation of a consciousness capable of thinking for itself because it has experienced contradictions and overcome them.



Art, religion, philosophy: the forms of the mind

In the Hegelian system, art, religion and philosophy are not separate and equivalent activities: they represent three successive stages in the spirit’s self-understanding. Art expresses truth in a sensory form, religion in a representational form, and philosophy in a conceptual form.

This hierarchy may seem debatable — why should philosophy be ‘superior’ to art? — but it raises an interesting question: how do the different dimensions of human culture interrelate? What is the relationship between aesthetic experience, religious belief and rational understanding?

Hegel’s analysis of art remains particularly stimulating. For him, art is not mere entertainment or subjective expression: it is a form of truth. Through the work of art, the mind takes on a sensory form; it objectifies itself in a form that can be contemplated and understood.

But Hegel also identifies a ‘past-oriented nature of art’. In modernity, art can no longer play the central role it occupied in ancient societies, where it immediately expressed the truth of a culture. Modern art becomes reflexive, critical, and aware of its own limitations.

This diagnosis foreshadows contemporary debates on the end of art, the museum, and the commodification of culture. It helps us understand why modern art is often characterised by self-reference, deconstruction, and the questioning of its own conditions of possibility.



Hegel and the Criticism of His Time

Reading Hegel today also means inheriting two centuries of criticism, appropriation and refutation. Marx ‘overthrew’ him, Kierkegaard accused him of dissolving concrete existence into conceptual abstraction, Nietzsche rejected his dialectic as a symptom of decadence, and Heidegger situated him as the culmination of Western metaphysics that needed to be transcended.

This contradictory reception is part of Hegel’s contemporary relevance. To read Hegel today is necessarily to read him through these layers of interpretation, polemics and reappropriations. It is to engage in dialogue with Marx, who retains the dialectic but rejects idealism; with Honneth, who brings recognition to the fore; and with Žižek, who detects in Hegel a thinker more radical and subversive than his academic reputation suggests.



A demand for rigour

Beyond these specific philosophical contents, Hegel also embodies a certain intellectual rigour that deserves to be reaffirmed today. At a time when quick thinking, shortcuts and slogans tend to dominate, Hegel reminds us that certain complex ideas demand patient development, rigorous argumentation and a serious engagement with difficulties.

His legendary ‘difficulty’ is not an intellectual affectation. It stems from his ambition: to think the very movement of thought, to grasp becoming conceptually, to express contradiction rigorously. Certain things cannot be stated simply because they are not simple.

This does not mean that we should cultivate obscurity for its own sake, or confuse complexity with confusion. But it reminds us that between popularisation, which oversimplifies, and jargon, which obscures, there is a space for thought that is demanding yet accessible, rigorous yet open.

To read Hegel today is to accept the need to slow down, to reread, to allow concepts to unfold gradually. It is to recognise that authentic philosophical understanding requires effort, but that this effort is rewarded by a transformation in the way we see the world.



The courage of totality

Finally, and perhaps above all, Hegel inspires us through his very ambition. In an age marked by disciplinary specialisation, the fragmentation of knowledge and a distrust of synthesis, he dared to conceive of totality.

This ambition may seem excessive, even dangerous. Have not totalising philosophies led to the worst forms of totalitarianism? Is not the claim to grasp the whole a form of intellectual hubris?

These objections deserve to be taken seriously. But they must not cause us to abandon the demand for coherence, the search for connections, or the attempt to understand how the different dimensions of our experience interrelate.

In a world where technical hyper-connectivity coexists with growing cognitive fragmentation, where we accumulate information without necessarily weaving it into coherent knowledge, the Hegelian approach regains a unique relevance. Not to impose a closed system, but to uphold the demand for coherence, the search for overarching meaning, and the refusal to resign ourselves to the fragmentary.



Conclusion: a necessary encounter

Why read Hegel today? Because his thought remains alive, operative, provocative. Because it still largely structures our intellectual world. Because it offers powerful conceptual tools for thinking about our contradictory present. Because it maintains standards—of rigour, coherence, depth—that we need.

Reading Hegel does not require complete adherence to his ideas, nor does it mean becoming a ‘Hegelian’. It simply requires a willingness to engage seriously with one of the most ambitious and rich bodies of thought in the philosophical tradition. It involves overcoming the initial apprehension caused by the text’s difficulty, in order to gradually discover the power of his insights.

This book aims to guide you through this encounter. Not by artificially simplifying a complex body of thought, but by making it accessible through a carefully structured progression, clear explanations and concrete examples. The aim is not to spare you the effort—Hegelian philosophy demands it—but to guide you so that this effort bears fruit.

In the chapters that follow, we shall explore together the major dimensions of this philosophy: its dialectical method, its analysis of consciousness, its speculative logic, and its political philosophy. We shall read texts that have shaped our modernity, and follow the development of a philosophy that seeks to grasp reality in its becoming.

It will be demanding, sometimes bewildering, always stimulating. For Hegel does not offer us the comfort of ready-made answers: he teaches us to think differently, to see contradictions not as dead ends but as engines of transformation, to grasp the profound rationality of a world that often seems chaotic.

Prepare yourself for an encounter with the Absolute. Not as a distant and abstract entity, but as the very movement through which the mind—your mind, our collective mind—understands itself through history, culture and thought. It is a demanding philosophical journey, but one from which you will emerge transformed.
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Life and Intellectual Context





Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel was born on 27 August 1770 in Stuttgart, in the Duchy of Württemberg, into a family of the Protestant administrative bourgeoisie.¹ His father, Georg Ludwig Hegel, was secretary to the ducal finance chamber, a respectable post that ensured the family a stable social position, though not a distinguished one.² His mother, Maria Magdalena Louisa Fromm, took particular care in her children’s upbringing. She died when Georg Wilhelm was only thirteen, leaving a lasting mark on his sensibility.³ This bourgeois and Protestant background would profoundly shape Hegel’s thinking: throughout his life he retained a certain sense of order, duty and administrative rationality, whilst developing a philosophy that sought to transcend the limits of private subjectivity in order to attain a universal understanding of reality.⁴ 

Hegel’s childhood unfolded in a Germany fragmented into numerous principalities, still far from constituting a unified nation.⁵ The Holy Roman Empire was a complex political mosaic in which declining feudal structures coexisted with the first manifestations of administrative modernity.⁶ This particular political situation would significantly influence Hegel’s thinking on the state, the nation and history. Unlike centralised France or insular England, Hegel’s Germany was a fragmented political landscape, which acutely raised the question of unity in diversity—a problem that would become central to his philosophy.⁷

The young Hegel received a thorough education, first at the Stuttgart Gymnasium, where he proved to be a studious and diligent pupil rather than a brilliant one.⁸ He showed a keen interest in reading from an early age and, from his teenage years onwards, kept notebooks in which he recorded extracts from his reading, personal reflections and observations on a variety of subjects.⁹ This habit of methodical annotation, systematic note-taking and organised reflection would characterise his entire intellectual life. Hegel’s youth notebooks, partially preserved, reveal a curious, methodical mind, keen to understand and classify knowledge.¹⁰ They contain notes on classical literature, mathematics, ancient history and geography, as well as reflections on religion and morality. This encyclopaedic concern, this determination not to let any available knowledge slip by, foreshadows the systematic ambition of his mature philosophy.¹¹

These three young men shared a room at the Stift, and their late-night discussions centred on the most fundamental questions: freedom, religion, the nature of the absolute, the meaning of history, and the possibility of humanity’s regeneration.¹² According to legend, they planted a ‘tree of liberty’ together in honour of the French Revolution, thus demonstrating their enthusiasm for the upheavals underway.¹³ Whether accurate or embellished, this anecdote bears witness to the intellectual and political climate prevailing at the Stift: these young theologians were revolutionaries at heart, fascinated by the promises of emancipation brought by the events in Paris.¹⁴ They read the newspapers avidly, commented on the decrees of the National Assembly, and debated the possibility of a radical transformation of society and human consciousness.¹⁵

The theological training Hegel received at the Stift was rigorous and demanding. It included an in-depth study of the Scriptures, Hebrew and Greek, Church history, and Protestant dogmatics.¹⁶ But Hegel, like many of his fellow students, did not confine himself to the official curriculum. He immersed himself in the works of the philosophers, particularly Kant, whose three Critiques had just revolutionised European thought.¹⁷ Kantian critical philosophy, with its distinction between phenomenon and thing-in-itself, between understanding and reason, and between the hypothetical and categorical imperatives, opened up dizzying horizons for these young minds.¹⁸ It raises the fundamental question of the limits of human knowledge and the conditions of possibility for moral freedom. For Hegel’s generation, Kant represented both an achievement and a challenge: how might one transcend the dualisms he had established? How might one reconcile nature and freedom, the sensible and the intelligible, the finite and the infinite?¹⁹

It was also at the Stift that Hegel grappled intensely with the religious question that would occupy a central place in his philosophy.²⁰ How is Christianity to be understood? Is it a religion of freedom or of alienation? What is the philosophical significance of the Incarnation and the Resurrection? How should one conceive of the relationship between faith and reason? These questions, inherited from the Protestant Reformation but revitalised by the Enlightenment, deeply preoccupied Hegel. Unlike many of his contemporaries who simply rejected religion in the name of reason, Hegel would always seek to understand the philosophical truth contained within religious representations.²¹ This approach, which rejected both dogmatic orthodoxy and atheistic rejection, characterised his unique position within the intellectual landscape of his time.²²

From 1793 to 1796, Hegel worked as a tutor in Bern, Switzerland, for the family of the patrician Karl Friedrich Steiger.²³ This period in Bern was marked by intense reflection and writing, even though Hegel published nothing. He drafted several important manuscripts, now known as the ‘early theological writings’, in which he developed a critique of positive religion—that is, of institutionalised religion, an authority  external to the consciousness of individuals.²⁴ Influenced by Rousseau and Kant, Hegel contrasts the living, inner, moral religion of the early Christians with the dead, dogmatic, hierarchical religion that historical Christianity had become.²⁵ These texts bear witness to a period when Hegel had not yet found his own philosophical voice: he drew heavily on Kant and the Enlightenment, and his critique of positive religion remains fairly conventional. Yet a concern is already taking shape that would never leave him: how can freedom and life become frozen in dead institutions? How does that which was alive become alienated?²⁶

The Bern period also allowed Hegel to discover Switzerland, its republican institutions and its alpine landscapes. He undertook several excursions into the mountains, visited historical sites and observed the political customs of a patrician republic.²⁷ This encounter with a political reality different from that of absolutist Germany fuelled his reflections on forms of government and the nature of political freedom. However, Hegel remained intellectually isolated, removed from the philosophical debates animating German universities. His correspondence with friends, notably with Schelling who was pursuing a brilliant academic career, reveals a certain frustration and a sense of having been left behind.²⁸

In 1797, thanks to the intervention of Hölderlin, who himself held a position as a tutor in Frankfurt, Hegel secured a similar post in the city, with the family of the merchant Johann Noë Gogel.²⁹ His stay in Frankfurt, from 1797 to 1800, marked an important stage in Hegel’s intellectual development. He was once again in close proximity to Hölderlin, and their philosophical and poetic exchanges were intense.³⁰ Hölderlin was then working on his novel Hyperion and his great hymns, conveying a vision of the lost unity between man and nature, between the finite and the infinite—a vision he expressed in poetic language of great intensity.³¹ Hegel was deeply influenced by this idea of primordial unity and tragic separation. It was in Frankfurt that he began to develop what would become dialectics, this logic of movement that enables us to conceive of how unity divides and how division can be overcome in a higher unity.³²

In 1799, the death of Hegel’s father left him a small inheritance which, whilst not making him rich, afforded him a degree of financial independence.³³ This financial windfall enabled him to consider leaving his position as a tutor to devote himself fully to philosophy. In early 1801, encouraged by Schelling, who was now a professor at the University of Jena, Hegel decided to take the plunge.³⁴ He left Frankfurt for Jena, a small university town in Thuringia which was then the most vibrant centre of German philosophy. This departure truly marked the beginning of his public philosophical career. He was thirty years old, a late age to begin an academic career, and he had not yet published anything. But the years of quiet maturation were now to bear fruit.³⁵

Jena, at the turn of the century, was an extraordinary intellectual hub. Despite its modest size, this university town was a hub of unparalleled philosophical, literary and scientific activity.³⁶ The Schlegel brothers led the Romantic movement there; Fichte taught there until his departure in 1799 following the ‘atheism controversy’; and Schelling developed his philosophy of nature and identity there.³⁷ The University of Jena, under the patronage of the Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, offered a degree of intellectual freedom that attracted the most daring minds. It was within this stimulating context that Hegel was finally able to develop his own thought and engage with the philosophical debates of his time.³⁸

To gain access to university teaching, Hegel first had to obtain his habilitation, that is, the right to teach as a Privatdozent, a private lecturer paid directly by the students who enrolled in his courses.³⁹ He quickly wrote a dissertation, *De orbitis planetarum*, on the orbits of the planets, which blended philosophical speculation with scientific considerations.⁴⁰ This text, now best known for an unfortunate assertion that seemed to rule out the existence of planets between Mars and Jupiter just as the first asteroid was being discovered, bears witness to Hegel’s ambition to think philosophically about nature itself. Hegel obtained his habilitation and began teaching in the autumn of 1801.⁴¹

His early years in Jena were marked by close collaboration with Schelling. The two friends from the Stift, reunited after years apart, decided to found a philosophical journal together, the Critical Journal of Philosophy (Kritisches Journal der Philosophie), of which they published two volumes in 1802–1803.⁴² This journal aimed to defend and promote speculative idealism against its critics and misrepresentations. In it, Hegel published several important articles in which he defined what true philosophy ought to be: a knowledge of the Absolute that transcends the rigid oppositions of ordinary thought.⁴³ At this time, Hegel still largely presented himself as a disciple of Schelling, defending the philosophy of identity which affirms the fundamental unity of nature and spirit, of subject and object, in the Absolute.⁴⁴

During the Jena period, from 1801 to 1807, Hegel worked with extraordinary intensity. He taught courses on various branches of philosophy: logic and metaphysics, philosophy of nature, philosophy of mind, and history of philosophy.⁴⁵ These teachings compelled him to systematise his thought and to develop the links within his system. At the same time, he wrote several texts that laid the groundwork for his major works. The Jena period was the time when the Hegelian system was actually developed.⁴⁶ It was here that Hegel developed his conception of dialectics, his speculative logic, and his understanding of history and the spirit. The manuscripts from this period, published only in the 20th century, reveal a philosopher at work, trying out different structures and formulations, seeking the best way to express his vision.⁴⁷

Hegel’s financial situation in Jena remained precarious. His lectures attracted only a small number of students, overshadowed by Schelling’s fame and later by other professors who were more eloquent in speech.⁴⁸ Hegel was not a charismatic speaker; his teaching was reputed to be difficult, dense, and at times hesitant in expression.⁴⁹ He had to supplement his meagre income as a lecturer with other activities. His personal life was also complicated: he had an affair with his landlady, Christiana Burkhardt, with whom he had an illegitimate son, Ludwig, in 1807.⁵⁰ Hegel acknowledged the child and took charge of his upbringing, but this irregular situation reflects a certain bohemian streak in his private life, contrasting with his later image as a respectable, settled professor.⁵¹

These years in Jena unfolded against a backdrop of major historical events. The French Revolution, which had fired the imagination of the young Hegel, culminated in the Consulate and then the Napoleonic Empire. Napoleon thus embodied a paradoxical figure: a tyrant to some, an agent of universal history and propagator of revolutionary principles to others.⁵² The Napoleonic Wars shook Europe, and Germany in particular. The Holy Roman Empire, that medieval structure which had survived for nearly a millennium, was dissolved in 1806.⁵³ The German states were reorganised, some enlarged, others abolished. For Hegel, these profound political transformations were not mere vicissitudes: they were the manifestation of the spirit of the age, the Zeitgeist, which works to realise freedom in history.⁵⁴

The Battle of Jena had direct consequences for Hegel. The city was occupied by French troops, the university was in disarray, and the students scattered.⁵⁵ Amid this chaos, Hegel feverishly completed the drafting of a work on which he had been labouring for several years and which he regarded as the necessary introduction to his system: The Phenomenology of Spirit.⁵⁶ The manuscript was completed under dramatic circumstances, whilst fighting raged around the city. Hegel dispatched the final pages to his publisher a few days after the battle.⁵⁷ This dense and difficult work, which traces the journey of consciousness from its most immediate forms to absolute knowledge, constitutes one of the most original and enigmatic contributions in the entire history of philosophy.⁵⁸

Following the publication of the Phenomenology in 1807, Hegel’s situation in Jena became untenable. The university was in crisis, the students had left, and his income had dried up.⁵⁹ Schelling had left Jena in 1803; their friendship had cooled following the publication of the Phenomenology, whose preface contained barely veiled criticisms of Schellingian philosophy.⁶⁰ Hegel, now aged thirty-seven, still had no stable academic post and had to look for work. Thanks to the intervention of his friend Niethammer, he secured a post as editor-in-chief of the Bamberg Gazette, a local newspaper in Bavaria.⁶¹ This temporary switch to journalism, from 1807 to 1808, was a difficult period for Hegel. He faced censorship, the constraints of a daily publication, and his removal from the philosophical world. It was not his calling, and he actively sought to return to teaching.⁶²

In 1808, again thanks to Niethammer, who had become a senior education official in Bavaria, Hegel was appointed headmaster of the Nuremberg Gymnasium.⁶³ This post as headmaster of a grammar school may seem modest for a philosopher of his stature, but it offered material stability and a framework in which to continue his philosophical work. Hegel carried out his administrative and teaching duties conscientiously. He taught philosophy to the upper classes of the gymnasium, which required him to clarify his thinking and present it in a more accessible manner.⁶⁴ He wrote compendia for his pupils—summary textbooks of his philosophy—which are invaluable documents for understanding the genesis of his system.⁶⁵ This period in Nuremberg, from 1808 to 1816, was one of peaceful and industrious maturity.⁶⁶

In 1811, Hegel married Marie von Tucher, from a patrician family in Nuremberg, twenty years his junior.⁶⁷ This marriage brought Hegel the domestic stability he had been lacking. The couple had two legitimate sons, Karl and Immanuel. Hegel brought his illegitimate son Ludwig to live with him and attempted to integrate him into the family, though not without difficulty.⁶⁸ Hegel’s life in Nuremberg was that of a provincial notable: he participated in the city’s social life, frequented cultured circles, and fulfilled his responsibilities as head of the institution. But most of his energy was devoted to the development of his great work on logic.⁶⁹

The publication of The Science of Logic opened the doors of academia to Hegel.⁷⁰ In 1816, he received two offers of professorships, one in Erlangen and the other in Heidelberg.⁷¹ He chose Heidelberg, the more prestigious university situated in south-west Germany. His time in Heidelberg, from 1816 to 1818, was brief but significant. There, for the first time, he taught his entire system to an academic audience.⁷² In 1817, he published the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences, a comprehensive presentation of his entire philosophical , organised into three parts: Logic, Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy of Mind.⁷³ This Encyclopaedia, which was reprinted and expanded twice (in 1827 and 1830), constitutes the most systematic exposition of Hegelian philosophy. It was conceived as a textbook to accompany his lectures, with each paragraph providing the framework for an oral presentation.⁷⁴ From his time in Heidelberg, Hegel began to attract brilliant students, fascinated by the scope and rigour of his system.⁷⁵

In 1818, Hegel received the most prestigious offer possible for a German philosopher: the chair of philosophy at the University of Berlin, a chair previously held by Fichte until his death in 1814.⁷⁶ Berlin was then the capital of the Kingdom of Prussia, a state undergoing rapid modernisation following the Napoleonic defeats. The University of Berlin, founded in 1810 according to the principles of Wilhelm von Humboldt, aspired to become the intellectual centre of Germany.⁷⁷ Hegel’s appointment was part of this policy of prestige. He accepted eagerly and settled in Berlin in October 1818. This appointment marked the beginning of the most glorious and controversial period of his career.⁷⁸

In Berlin, Hegel quickly became the official philosopher of the Prussian kingdom, a position that would earn him the harshest criticism from those who saw him as the intellectual servant of political reaction.⁷⁹ It is true that Hegel maintained close ties with the Prussian administration, that he enjoyed the government’s favour, and that he defended the Prussian constitutional monarchy as an advanced realisation of the rational state.⁸⁰ His Philosophy of Right, published in 1821 under the title Principles of the Philosophy of Right or, in short, Natural Law and the Science of the State, is often read as a justification of the established order, particularly because of his famous dictum: ‘What is rational is real, and what is real is rational.’⁸¹

His years in Berlin were those of his consecration. Hegel taught to packed lecture theatres, attracting students from all over Germany and abroad.⁸² His lectures on the history of philosophy, aesthetics, the philosophy of history and the philosophy of religion constitute impressive works that were published posthumously by his disciples.⁸³ He trained a whole generation of thinkers who would go on to hold important positions in German academia and administration. A veritable Hegelian school formed around him, with its own publications, internal debates and growing influence.⁸⁴ Hegel became a central figure in the German intellectual landscape, celebrated by some, fiercely criticised by others.⁸⁵

Yet this period of glory was not without tension and controversy. As early as the 1820s, voices were raised against Hegelian dominance. Arthur Schopenhauer, who also taught in Berlin, deliberately scheduled his lectures at the same times as Hegel’s as a sign of defiance, but he attracted only a handful of listeners compared to the crowds attending Hegel’s lectures.⁸⁶ He harboured a deep-seated hatred for Hegel, denouncing his philosophy as obscure verbiage in the service of power.⁸⁷ Protestant theologians were concerned about the implications of Hegelian philosophy for the Christian faith: did the reduction of religious content to philosophical concepts not threaten the autonomy of revelation?⁸⁸ Political liberals criticised Hegel for his complacency towards the Prussian monarchy and his apparent resignation in the face of restrictions on political freedoms.⁸⁹

These criticisms came to a head during several public controversies. One of these pitted Hegel against the proponents of positive philosophy, sentiment and immediate intuition, represented in particular by Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi and later by Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling himself, the former friend turned rival.⁹⁰ Schelling, who had fallen out of favour in the 1810s, was quietly developing a philosophy that he set against Hegel’s, accusing the latter of having developed a purely negative philosophy, incapable of grasping real existence and authentic freedom.⁹¹ This criticism would only be fully developed after Hegel’s death, but it was already taking shape in the 1820s.⁹²

Another, more political controversy erupted in 1830–1831 concerning electoral reform in Britain. Hegel commented on current British politics in his lectures, defending a moderate position that displeased both hardline Conservatives and radical Liberals.⁹³ These debates show that, despite his reputation as an abstract and systematic philosopher, Hegel remained deeply engaged with the political issues of his time, attentive to the currents of contemporary history, and keen to understand how the principles of modern freedom were being realised—or failing to be realised.⁹⁴

By the turn of the 1830s, Hegel enjoyed unchallenged intellectual authority. He was appointed rector of the University of Berlin in 1829–1830, an honour that crowned his career.⁹⁵ He revised his Encyclopaedia for a third edition, published in 1830. He prepared a new edition of The Science of Logic. He continued to teach regularly, attracting ever-increasing numbers of students. Everything seemed to point to many more years of philosophical output. But death struck suddenly.⁹⁶

In August 1831, a cholera epidemic originating in Asia reached Berlin, causing panic among the population. Hegel prudently left the city to take refuge in the countryside for the summer.⁹⁷ He returned to Berlin in October, believing the danger had passed. But on 14 November 1831, he suddenly fell ill. He died the following day, 14 November, probably of cholera, although the diagnosis is not entirely certain.⁹⁸ Some biographers have suggested an aggravated chronic gastric condition.⁹⁹ Whatever the case, his death was swift and unexpected, leaving several philosophical projects unfinished. He was buried in Berlin, in accordance with his wishes, alongside Fichte, thus symbolising the continuity of German idealism.¹⁰⁰

News of Hegel’s death spread rapidly throughout Germany and intellectual Europe. Reactions were mixed: his disciples were devastated, his opponents relieved, and many acknowledged the loss of a major philosophical figure, regardless of their disagreements.¹⁰¹ Official tributes highlighted his role in elevating German philosophy to the forefront of European thought. But very soon, debates began on Hegel’s legacy: what to retain, what to reject? How to interpret the master’s work?¹⁰² The Hegelian school split into a conservative right wing and a critical left wing, foreshadowing the immense controversies of the 19th century surrounding Hegel’s philosophical, political and religious legacy.¹⁰³

To understand the origins of Hegelian philosophy, it must therefore be placed within the extraordinarily rich intellectual context of Germany between 1770 and 1831. Hegel belonged to a generation that witnessed unprecedented historical upheavals: the French Revolution and its aftermath, the Napoleonic Wars, the complete restructuring of Europe, the beginnings of industrialisation, the rise of nationalism, and the transformation of social and political structures.¹⁰⁴ For him, these events were not merely external circumstances, but the very manifestation of the spirit of the age, the movement through which history fulfils its meaning.¹⁰⁵ His philosophy is profoundly historical, not only because it reflects on history, but because it understands itself as the conceptual self-consciousness of its era.¹⁰⁶

Fichte, in his Doctrine of Science, offers an initial attempt: to derive all reality, including nature, from the autonomous activity of the Absolute I.¹⁰⁷ But this solution strikes Hegel as too subjective, failing to do justice to the objectivity and resistance of the real.¹⁰⁸ Schelling, in his philosophy of nature and later in his philosophy of identity, proposes another path: conceiving the Absolute as the undifferentiated identity of the subjective and the objective, an identity grasped through intellectual intuition.¹⁰⁹ But this solution appears to Hegel as too immediate, bypassing the necessary mediations of conceptual development.¹¹⁰ Hegelian philosophy is thus constructed in critical dialogue with these predecessors, seeking to preserve their fundamental intuitions whilst overcoming their limitations.¹¹¹

Hegel was also deeply influenced by German Romanticism, the literary and philosophical movement that dominated the cultural scene at the turn of the century.¹¹² The Romantics, such as Novalis, the Schlegel brothers, or his friend Hölderlin, share with Hegel the conviction that modernity is marked by a separation, a fundamental split: between man and nature, between the individual and the community, between the finite and the infinite.¹¹³ But whereas the Romantics sought to overcome this separation through poetry, myth, sentiment, and nostalgia for an idealised Greece, Hegel sought to overcome it through concept, through the work of rational thought.¹¹⁴ Reconciliation cannot be immediate or sentimental; it must be mediated, rational, and conceptual.¹¹⁵ It is this fundamental divergence that explains Hegel’s critique of Romantic irony and aesthetic subjectivism.¹¹⁶

Politically, Hegel was a direct witness to the French Revolution and its consequences.¹¹⁷ Like many German intellectuals of his generation, he initially welcomed the Revolution with enthusiasm, seeing in it the fulfilment of the principles of the Enlightenment, the realisation of liberty and equality in political institutions.¹¹⁸ But he also witnessed the radicalisation of the Revolution, the Reign of Terror, and subsequently the instability of the Directory and Napoleonic despotism.¹¹⁹ These events led him to engage in a profound reflection on the nature of political freedom, the dangers of revolutionary abstraction, and the conditions for effective freedom.¹²⁰ Unlike conservatives who reject the revolutionary legacy outright, Hegel sought to preserve its achievements whilst integrating them into a stable institutional order.¹²¹ His political philosophy was thus an attempt to conceive of a concrete freedom, realised within institutions, transcending the sterile opposition between abstract liberalism and reactionary conservatism.¹²²

Thus, Hegel’s life and intellectual context reveal a philosopher rooted in his era, responding to the specific challenges of his time whilst seeking to develop a universal understanding of reality.¹²³ His theological training, his years of solitary reflection whilst working as a tutor, his immersion in philosophical debates at Jena, his peaceful maturity in Nuremberg, and his influence in Berlin all constitute stages in the development of a monumental work.¹²⁴ This work can only be understood when placed within the unique historical moment in which it emerged: that of European modernity becoming self-aware, between revolution and restoration, between Romanticism and rationalism, between political fragmentation and the aspiration for unity.¹²⁵ Hegelian philosophy is the most ambitious attempt to conceptualise this era in all its complexity and contradictions, not to freeze them in time, but to understand their internal dynamics and historical significance.¹²⁶
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