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Philosophers are doomed to find Hegel waiting patiently at the end of whatever road we travel.


(Richard Porty)


Hegelianism only extends its historical domination, finally unfolding its immense enveloping resources without obstacle.


(Jacques Derrida)
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THE IMPORTANCE OF HEGEL



Hegel is a pivotally important figure in the history of western philosophy and his work was immensely wide-ranging. It was and is still pervasively influential in a wide number of fields: in the central areas of philosophy itself; in political and social theory; in aesthetics; in the philosophy of history; and in theology and the philosophy of religion, which is the basic theme of this book. Philosophers working in these fields are, even today, very often involved in taking stock of Hegel’s own thinking and in articulating their own thought in relation to his. Major thinkers in this century from a wide range of traditions in philosophy are scarcely comprehensible without understanding their relation to Hegel. This is true of Sartre, Heidegger, Merleau Ponty, Kojève (whose thought has been reworked by Francis Fukuyama in his writing on the ‘end of history’), Derrida, Lacan, Rorty, Royce, Althusser, Charles Taylor, Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm, and many others. In the nineteenth century, F.C. Baur Feuerbach, Strauss, Marx, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, T.H. Green – all worked in the shadow of Hegel.


In this book, however, we shall be concerned mainly with Hegel’s contribution to religious thought and again here his influence is profound. Karl Löwith in From Hegel to Nietzsche: The Revolution in Nineteenth Century Thought, described Hegel as the philosopher of the bourgeois Christian world and while, as Karl Barth argued in Nineteenth Century Religious Thought, he did not quite become the Aquinas of Protestantism, nevertheless his thought exercised a profound influence on those who followed him. His immediate followers, for example Strauss in The Life of Jesus and Feuerbach in The Essence of Christianity, took up and radicalized Hegelian themes. Marx was deeply indebted to Hegel even though he became a stern critic. In the work of Kierkegaard we see the impact of a severe reaction to Hegel’s philosophy of religion particularly in Either/Or; and in Nietzsche too, particularly in his reflections on the ‘death of God’. Marx, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche in very different ways destroyed the idea of unity between God and humanity which had been at the centre of Hegel’s thought. In Britain his religious thought became profoundly salient in the work of the British Idealists such as T. H. Green, Sir Henry Jones, Bernard Bosanquet, and John and Edward Caird. They in their turn influenced those who wrote Lux Mundi edited by Charles Gore, one of the most significant works of late nineteenth-century theology. Gore himself, a bishop in the Anglican Church, was profoundly influenced by Hegel, both in general and in his understanding of the Eucharist, as his book, The Body of Christ, shows. In this century Hegel’s work was a major influence on the ‘Death of God’ theologians such as Hamilton and Altizer; on the post-modern theology of Mark Taylor, and on the work of J. Moltmann and Dorothee Sölle, important German theologians. Equally, Hegel has been a profound influence on two of the greatest theologians of this century: Wolfhart Pannenberg, whose book Jesus: God and Man grapples with Hegel’s thought on Christology, and Hans Küng, the Tübingen theologian, who wrote The Incarnation of God which is devoted to an examination of Hegel’s theology. So there can be no doubting the enormous impact of Hegel’s work in a wide range of fields including theology and religious thought. Indeed, it is one of the daunting facts about Hegel that he saw his own work as a systematic whole and it is not possible to detach the meaning and impact of his religious thought from all the other areas of his work in philosophy, political theory, aesthetics and history. So, while we shall concentrate on religious issues, these were not for Hegel a detachable part of his thought which has to be taken as a whole. As we go along I shall attempt to explain how his religious thought impacts on these other works.





LIFE AND DEVELOPMENT



George William Frederick Hegel was born in Stuttgart in 1770, where his father was a minor official in the court of the Duke of Württemberg. His father was ambitious for his son and he was educated at the Stuttgart Gymnasium and then the Tübingen Stift, the famous Swabian theological seminary, which he duly entered in 1788 with a view to studying theology and becoming either a Lutheran pastor or a member of the Honorationen who would administer the state.


At the Tübingen Stift, situated in idyllic surroundings on the bank of the Neckar, he shared a room with the poet Hölderlin and with the mercurial Schelling whose development as a philosopher was precocious. At the seminary this small band studied the usual range of theological and philosophical subjects. They welcomed the French Revolution by planting a liberty tree on the outskirts of the town. Indeed the degree of political radicalism in the Stift alarmed the Duke who made formal visitations, one of which was a theme in Peter Weiss’s play Hölderlin. More importantly for their later development, they all shared a sense of the fragmentation and divisions which they believed afflicted modern culture. In particular they were concerned with the division or bifurcation between God and man; man and nature, and man and society. It was in this developing vision that the ideas of alienation and estrangement which so characterized not only their own subsequent work, but also influenced Marx and subsequent humanistic Marxists such as Fromm and Marcuse, were first to be found.


After graduating from the Stift Hegel declined to go into the ministry of the church or the Duke and took a post as house tutor in Bern. Hegel was very miserable in Bern although he enjoyed walking around the lake, as Rousseau had done, but he was oppressed by the tedium of bourgeois life and he was delighted, after a relatively short time in Bern, by a move to Frankfurt where his friend Hölderlin lived. In Frankfurt he wrote more than he did in Bern and, as we shall see, those writings, along with those in Bern, form the basis of what have been published as his Early Theological Writings. These include extended essays on The Positivity of the Christian Religion; The Life of Jesus; The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate; together with a short essay On Love and the profoundly interesting, albeit fragmentary, Earliest System – Programme of German Idealism.


The death of Hegel’s father in 1799 left him with a small legacy which enabled him to contemplate becoming a Privatdocent at the University of Jena where his friend, Schelling, was a Professor of Philosophy. The post was unsalaried and he depended on student fees and it was not until Goethe intervened, having received representations from Hegel, that he was eventually given a salaried post.


Nevertheless, it was in Jena that Hegel was able to bring his thought together for the first time and he produced lectures which were to form the system of his philosophy which he was to refine and develop more fully later. He was also able to write The Phenomenology of Spirit which was to form an introduction to his systematic philosophy and is one of the most profoundly important books in modern western philosophy. The book was completed in trying circumstances. Napoleon had laid siege to Jena and the manuscript of the book was carried to his publisher in Bamberg by a rider who went through the French lines. At this stage of his life Hegel was an admirer of Napoleon. As we saw, he had welcomed the French Revolution with his friends in the Tübingen Stift but had become very disillusioned with the advent of the Terror. He saw Napoleon as embodying the rational and modernizing principles of the Revolution while at the same time curbing its excesses.
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