
1 History and Truth

The Historicity of Thought and Civilization

Perhaps the best way for a modern reader to approach Hegel’s philosophy is to see it as
challenging the claim that our experience of the world can ever be direct and unmediated.
The idea that we could have simple, immediate access to things has been called into ques-
tion from within both the ‘analytic’ and ‘continental’ traditions of philosophy, so whether
our philosophical home is in the writings of ‘analytic’ thinkers such as Wittgenstein, Quine
and Rorty, or of ‘continental’ thinkers such as Heidegger, Gadamer and Derrida, we should
find Hegel’s critique of the concept of unmediated knowledge intelligible, familiar and pos-
sibly even congenial.

Throughout his writings, Hegel stresses that we cannot ever simply perceive what is,
without preconditions or presuppositions, because all human consciousness is informed
by categories of thought which mediate everything we experience. In his lectures on the
philosophy of history, he suggests that the first duty of the philosophical historian could
be said to be that of ‘accurately apprehending’ the facts of history. However, he points out
that expressions such as ‘accurate’ and ‘apprehend’ are not as straightforward as they seem.

Even the ordinary, run-of-the-mill historian who believes and professes that his attitude is entirely
receptive, that he is dedicated to the facts, is by no means passive in his thinking; he brings his 
categories with him, and sees the data he has before him through them. . . . Whoever looks at 
the world rationally will find that it in turn assumes a rational aspect; the two exist in a reciprocal
relationship.1

What is present at hand is thus never simply ‘given’ to us in a pure, unmediated form.
Rather, the world we encounter is always experienced through a framework of categories
which we cannot set aside. We must certainly be open to the facts, in Hegel’s view, but we
must realize that we can only be open to them from within a specific perspective.

In his philosophical Encyclopaedia (1830) Hegel calls this framework of categories the
‘metaphysics’ which informs all our experience. At other times Hegel uses the word ‘meta-
physics’ to refer to the traditional philosophical enquiry into the essence of the soul or the
nature of being, or to a particular mode of understanding, namely that which seeks to com-
prehend objects in the world as either one thing or the other – as either finite or infinite,
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for example – and which is unable to think of anything real as uniting opposite qualities
within itself. Here, however, ‘metaphysics is nothing else but the entire range of the uni-
versal determinations of thought, as it were, the diamond net into which everything is
brought and thereby first made intelligible’. Every form of human consciousness thus has
its metaphysics, its ‘instinctive way of thinking, the absolute power within us of which we
become master only when we make it in turn the object of our knowledge’.2 And one might
add that this is true even of modes of thought – such as pragmatism – which deny that
they adhere to any particular set of definitive principles. However ‘unprincipled’ or ‘undog-
matic’ consciousness might wish to be, it will always presuppose some sort of ‘metaphysics’,
according to Hegel. Hegel is, of course, well aware that human beings perceive the world
through the network of their emotional, physical and practical needs and interests as well
as through the network of their categories and concepts. However, he believes that those
emotional, physical and practical interests are themselves mediated by the categories of
thought, and that consequently these categories are most important in determining our
world-view.

In claiming that all human consciousness presupposes certain categories of thought
Hegel is following in the footsteps of the greatest philosopher of the German Enlighten-
ment, Immanuel Kant. In his Critique of Pure Reason (1781, second edition 1787) Kant put
forward the view that the mind is not simply the passive recipient of sensations produced
by the things around us, but is also active in understanding those sensations in terms of
certain categories and principles which it itself brings to bear on its experience. When we
make a judgement such as ‘the sun caused the stone to become warm’, we are not simply
describing what we perceive, in Kant’s understanding, because – and here he follows Hume
– we do not actually perceive any causal connection. All we perceive is the appearance of
the sun and then the stone becoming warm. We make sense of what we perceive, however,
in terms of the concept of causality which we ourselves bring to experience. For Kant, there-
fore, we do not simply accept what is given to us by perception, but we are active, rational
beings who understand what we perceive in terms of concepts and categories which our
own thought supplies.3

Hegel follows Kant and stresses that we presuppose categories and concepts in all our
dealings with the world. However, he differs from Kant in two important ways. First of all,
since, for Kant, the categories that we bring to experience are the products of our own
thought, all we are entitled to claim is that we make sense of the world in terms of these
categories. We are not entitled to claim that the world is itself structured in accordance with
them. Kant maintains that as rational beings we have to organize our experience in terms
of categories such as cause and effect, and that experience is organized in the same way by
all of us. The ordered world that we experience is thus objective and real as far as we are
concerned; but what the world might be like in itself we cannot tell. Indeed, Kant is not
simply an agnostic about the nature of the world in itself. He suggests very strongly that it
is not organized in terms of our categories: the categories through which we comprehend
the world allow us to see the world in a light that is peculiar to us, but they do not allow
us to see things in the true light in which they themselves stand. From such a position, it
is clearly not too great a step to the view, adopted later by Nietzsche, that the world which
we experience is made up of layer upon layer of human interpretation or fiction.

From Hegel’s perspective, however, Kant’s position rests on an unjustified assumption:
namely that what we ourselves produce through our own thought cannot be true of things
in themselves, that what we bring to bear on the world cannot be true of the world itself.
For Hegel, by contrast, our categories do not keep us at one remove from the structure of
things; rather, they are the very preconditions which give us access to the structure of
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things.4 Our categories do not confine us within the alleged limits of human experience;
they equip us to see and understand what is. We may come to the world predisposed by
our reason and understanding to see it in a certain way, but the structure of our concepts
and categories is identical with, and thus discloses, the structure of the world itself, because
we ourselves are born into and so share the character of the world we encounter. This is
not to say that all the particular judgements we make regarding, for example, causal con-
nections in the world are correct, or that we always have a complete conception of what
causality entails. But it does mean that we can rest assured that causality is a constituent
feature of the world we inhabit, and not just a concept that we ‘impose’ on things.

Hegel thus agrees with Kant that we bring categories to bear on the world we perceive,
but, in contrast to Kant, he maintains that those categories make possible genuine know-
ledge of the world itself and do not simply bring order into our own ‘limited’ human expe-
rience. For Hegel, it is only because our minds are conceptually prepared for the truth of
things that we can gain access to that truth. The truth does not simply spring out at us; we
must come to meet it in the right frame of mind. We must ourselves actively bring the
truth to light, if that truth is to be known at all.

The second difference between Hegel and Kant is equally fundamental and concerns the
question of history. For Kant, the conceptual framework through which we see the world
is peculiar to us as rational beings and does not give us access to things ‘in themselves’.
However, that framework is fixed and universal for all finite rational beings. It constitutes
the unchanging, timeless grid that gives to human experience a uniform conceptual struc-
ture. Different scientists and philosophers may have propounded different theories about
the world, but the fundamental categories of human understanding with which these sci-
entists and philosophers operated – categories such as unity, plurality, possibility or neces-
sity – have remained constant, in Kant’s view, throughout history. They were conceived by
Aristotle in basically the same way as by Kant himself.

In Hegel’s eyes, things are not so simple. Certain categories – being, for example – may
well be universal; but others, such as cause and effect, or force and expression, are to be
found, according to him, only in more advanced cultures. Furthermore, all concepts – those
that are universal and those that are not – are conceived and understood by different ages
and civilizations in different ways. The categories of thought are not fixed, eternal forms
that remain unchanged throughout history, but are concepts that alter their meaning 
in history. The categories that, for Kant, constituted the permanent transcendental frame-
work of knowledge thus constitute, for Hegel, the changing historical preconditions of
knowledge.

But if this is so, then Hegel faces a considerable problem. We have seen that he differs
from Kant in considering the categories to be the conditions which make knowledge of the
world in itself possible. Yet, in his view, categories change in history, whereas the world –
at least the natural world – is presumably always governed by the same laws. How are these
two Hegelian claims to be reconciled? The solution to this problem, according to Hegel, is
that the categories of thought do put us in contact with the world itself, but they do so
more or less adequately in different ages and cultures. Hegel’s conviction is that the cate-
gories as they are conceived in his own ‘dialectical’ philosophy are the categories in which
the structure of being is fully revealed. These dialectical categories – which we will con-
sider in more detail in the next chapter – thus represent the conceptual presuppositions
which Hegel deems appropriate for the modern, fully self-conscious age. However, Hegel
believes that the ways in which the categories have been understood by other civilizations,
by earlier periods of European civilization and indeed by some of his own – less sophisti-
cated – contemporaries in modern Europe also give us visions of the truth. It is just that
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those visions are simpler, less refined, less developed than that offered by dialectical phi-
losophy. In Hegel’s view, what previous ages and civilizations have thought about the world
has often been crude and primitive; indeed, it has often been inextricably fused with gross
errors and distortions of the truth. But it has never been wholly misguided. However alien
a civilization may seem to us, however ‘irrational’ its understanding of the world may be,
something of the truth always shines through. So the fact that our conceptual presuppo-
sitions have changed in history does not of itself mean that none of them can put us in
touch with the truth. Rather, it seems that historical changes in our categories are what
have allowed the truth to become gradually more apparent and accessible.

Now if all consciousness rests on conceptual presuppositions, we can have no immedi-
ate access to a simple, independent standard such as ‘fact’ by reference to which we could
compare and evaluate different sets of presuppositions. The criterion which enables us to
decide between rival sets of presuppositions – if there is one – must thus be found within
the conceptual presuppositions of consciousness itself. Precisely how Hegel judges between
different conceptual frameworks or cultural viewpoints will be considered later in this
chapter. What I wish to stress here is simply that he is conscious that different civilizations
do have different conceptual presuppositions. Indeed, he maintains that all the major dif-
ferences between civilizations are reducible to the differences in the categories they employ.
A civilization whose conceptual presuppositions are not explicit, but are embedded in myth
and poetry, will be different from one that has articulated its categories in a rational form
in philosophy or science. Similarly, a civilization that sees the heavens and human society
as peopled by free individuals will be different from one that conceives of the world as gov-
erned by an all-powerful natural or divine necessity. In Hegel’s eyes, the way in which a
civilization understands itself and its world gives that civilization a distinctive historical
character. Significant changes within civilizations, and major developments within history
as a whole, are not just the products of technological advances, therefore, or of population
growth or chance discoveries; they are results of profound changes in the categories – in
the ‘metaphysics’ – which govern human life. ‘All revolutions, in the sciences no less than
in world-history, originate solely from the fact that spirit, in order to understand and com-
prehend itself with a view to possessing itself, has changed its categories, comprehending
itself more truly, more deeply, more intimately, and more in unity with itself.’5

Hegel’s views bear a striking resemblance to the theory put forward by Thomas Kuhn
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). Like Hegel, Kuhn is critical of the idea that
experience provides us with a neutral stock of data that is permanently present for all to
see. Natural science – which is Kuhn’s main concern – is thus not simply a matter of col-
lecting facts and giving ever more sophisticated interpretations of them. For Kuhn, as for
Hegel, we do not first have immediate experience of things and then interpret them; we
only have experience of things within a certain framework of conceptual presuppositions
in the first place. What we see, therefore, we always see through what Kuhn calls a ‘para-
digm’. We are always looking at the same world, since the world of nature does not change
with the emergence of new scientific theories; but what we see changes according to the
paradigm we presuppose.

Since remote antiquity most people have seen one or another heavy body swinging back and forth
on a string or chain until it finally comes to rest. To the Aristotelians, who believed that a heavy body
is moved by its own nature from a higher position to a state of natural rest at a lower one, the swing-
ing body was simply falling with difficulty. Constrained by the chain, it could achieve rest at its low
point only after a tortuous motion and a considerable time. Galileo, on the other hand, looking at
the swinging body, saw a pendulum, a body that almost succeeded in repeating the same motion over
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and over again ad infinitum. And having seen that much, Galileo observed other properties of the
pendulum as well and constructed many of the most significant and original parts of his new dynam-
ics around them. From the properties of the pendulum, for example, Galileo derived his only full
and sound arguments for the independence of weight and rate of fall, as well as for the relationship
between vertical height and terminal velocity of motions down inclined planes. All these natural 
phenomena he saw differently from the way they had been seen before.6

For Kuhn, as for Hegel, intellectual revolutions are thus brought about not simply by the
discovery of new facts, but by changes in the fundamental concepts which we employ to
understand things, by the transformation of the network through which we deal with
reality. Where Aristotle saw one world, Galileo, Newton and Einstein saw another one –
one that did not simply spring out at them from what they observed, but that emerged
from their new conceptual paradigm.

Hegel and Kuhn are clearly very different thinkers, however. Kuhn’s concern is with the
history of science, whereas Hegel develops a more all-embracing theory of historical
change. Kuhn is concerned with specific changes in scientific outlook, often within rela-
tively recent history; for example, since Galileo. Hegel, on the other hand, is concerned with
the broader sweep of history and is as interested in the differences between the cultural
perspectives of the ancient Chinese and the Romans as in those between scientists and
philosophers working within the same civilization or period. Kuhn’s account of the reasons
behind the changes or ‘shifts’ in paradigm which interest him is also quite different from
the account given by Hegel of the historical changes with which he is primarily concerned.
New scientific paradigms for Kuhn are produced in response to inexplicable anomalies in
nature encountered in older paradigms, and are accepted in part because they seem to
explain more things than earlier paradigms did, or because they seem to explain familiar
things better. However, changes in paradigm are also governed by what Kuhn calls ‘aes-
thetic’ features, such as the greater simplicity or economy of the new paradigm, by changes
in scientific convention or custom and by historical accidents, such as fortuitous technical
innovations. Moreover, although new paradigms are marked by a movement away from
primitive beginnings towards greater articulation and specialization, there is, for Kuhn, no
endpoint to the process of scientific development, no final arrival at the ‘truth’, because no
theory, in his view, however sophisticated it may be, can ever anticipate or explain all the
facts with which it might be confronted. Kuhn’s model thus presents us with a potentially
infinitely extendable development of new, more sophisticated paradigms.

By contrast, the profound changes that interest Hegel have been produced, in his view,
not simply by our response to anomalies in nature, or by changes in convention, but by
our becoming more conscious of our freedom and potential for self-determination, and
more aware of the way in which that freedom is to be realized and fulfilled in the world.
In contrast to the scientific exploration of nature, this process of growing self-awareness
has an endpoint: namely when we become fully conscious of the fact that all human beings
have the potential to be free, self-determining agents. From a Hegelian perspective Kuhn
lacks sufficient consciousness of and interest in this pattern of increasing self-awareness
that underlies the most important historical changes in our conceptual frameworks.

Yet, despite these differences, the positions of Hegel and Kuhn are similar. Hegel should
be seen as a thinker who is just as sensitive to the historical character of human know-
ledge, and to the different historical preconceptions that underlie different civilizations and
forms of life, as are many twentieth-century writers. He is acutely conscious that in order
to understand other civilizations one must uncover the distinctive preconceptions that
inform them. All civilizations are human civilizations and therefore will have some features
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in common. All will have to cater for natural human needs, for example, such as the need
for food and sexual satisfaction. However, all civilizations have their own distinctive way
of thinking about things, in Hegel’s view, and do not therefore share one universal, neutral
framework of belief or understanding.

In stressing the unique historical specificity of different cultures in this way, it is likely
that Hegel was greatly influenced by Goethe’s one-time friend and collaborator, Johann
Gottfried Herder. In an essay on Shakespeare published in 1773, Herder criticizes French
classical dramatists and dramatic theorists for treating Aristotle’s general characterizations
of Greek tragedy as timeless, universal rules for tragedy which could still be applied in 
seventeenth-century France, rather than as descriptions of a historically specific form of
Greek art. In Herder’s view, by considering the Aristotelian ‘unities’ of time and action to
be required by universal rules of tragedy, French dramatists such as Racine abstracted these
principles from their historical context – that is, from their relation to the Greeks’ under-
standing of their own history and mythology – and deprived them of their historical
meaning. Shakespeare, on the other hand, was far more in tune with the spirit of the Greeks
because he departed from Aristotle’s alleged rules and gave expression to a specifically
English view of the world, just as the Greeks had given expression to their own myths and
values in their drama.7

For all his Enlightenment faith in reason, Hegel learned Herder’s lesson well. For him,
philosophical ideas, religious beliefs, aesthetic forms and political constitutions do not have
a permanent, unchanging validity, but are the specific products of specific times and places
and must be understood in the context of the time and place in which they emerged. In
the lectures on the history of philosophy Hegel makes this point particularly clear.

The specific form of a philosophy is thus not merely contemporaneous with the specific shape of the
people among whom it arises. It is not merely contemporaneous with this people’s constitution, form
of government, moral and social life and the skills, habits and conventions involved, its undertakings
and endeavours in art and science, its religions, wars, and foreign affairs. . . . Philosophy is the
supreme blossom – the concept [Begriff ] – of this entire shape of history, the consciousness and the
spiritual essence of the whole situation, the spirit of the age as the spirit present and aware of itself
in thought.8

This is not of course to say that, because a philosophy or a work of art is produced in one
age, its interest is confined to that age. Philosophical principles and aesthetic values from a
past age can be appreciated by us and can be recognized as intimating truths to which we
subscribe, even if we can no longer produce works of art or think about the world exactly
as that past age did. Hegel’s position does mean, however, that we cannot simply take over
the philosophical, religious, aesthetic or moral ideas and practices of another age or 
civilization lock, stock and barrel, any more than another civilization could simply adopt
our practices. As far as philosophy is concerned, we may be able to incorporate some 
Platonic or Aristotelian principles into our present point of view and even continue to
employ Aristotelian logic in many areas of enquiry (as we also still use Euclidian geometry),
but there can now no longer be any fully fledged Platonists, Aristotelians, Stoics or Epicure-
ans, because we belong to a different and, in Hegel’s opinion, freer and more sophisticated
age. Similarly, although the artistic techniques and achievements of earlier ages may 
be passed down through history, be appropriated by each new age and, as in the case of Greek
art, even be seen as unsurpassed, the aesthetic practices of today can no longer follow those
of Aeschylus or Sophocles. And as far as the political constitution and the concrete organi-
zation of social life are concerned, Hegel believes that we inherit almost no permanent 
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legacy from previous civilizations, except for abstract and highly general principles such as
that government should be just and that insight and virtue should guide the rulers.

Hegel’s conviction that all the practices and institutions of a civilization are intimately
related to one another marks his position as one of holism. Yet his view is not simply that
the various aspects of a civilization have great influence on one another. He claims that the
aspects of a civilization are united much more deeply than is implied by the concept of
‘influence’ because they all reflect and give expression to the same basic character of the
culture. Hegel understands how complex and multifaceted individual civilizations can be
and he does not underestimate that complexity. But he wants to highlight what differen-
tiates each civilization – ancient Greek civilization, Roman civilization or modern English,
French or German civilization. What gives a civilization its specific identity, he claims, is
the principle which constitutes ‘the common character [Gepräge] of its religion, its politi-
cal constitution, its ethical life, its system of justice, its customs, and also of its science, art,
and technical skill’.9 This does not mean that everywhere we meet a general name such as
the ‘British’ or the ‘Irish’, we necessarily encounter a distinct culture or civilization, but
rather that it is only where we encounter a common character informing the beliefs and
practices of a community, and where the community is thereby distinguished as a com-
munity, that we can talk of a unified society or culture.

Note that Hegel’s view is different from what has sometimes been taken to be a similar
position in the writings of Karl Marx. Marx – at least in the interpretation of his thought
which I find most persuasive10 – sees technological change, change in the material forces
of production, as the primary determining factor in history. Ideology, belief and forms of
social organization are products of such technological change for Marx. In Hegel’s view,
on the other hand, what is primary in a society is its general character or ‘spirit’, and the
development of the technological power of a culture or society itself stems from the kind
of character the society has. This is why different civilizations have made differing use of
technological innovations, such as printing, which have been invented by different civi-
lizations at different times. As Hegel points out in the lectures on the philosophy of history,
the Chinese

knew of many things at a time when the Europeans had not discovered them, but they did not under-
stand how to make use of what they knew of, such as, for example, the magnet and the art of print-
ing. . . . Gunpowder, too, they claim to have invented before the Europeans, but the Jesuits had to
make their first cannons for them.11

Hegel does not claim that every detail of a civilization’s history is explicable in terms of
its general character. The attempt to establish what causes specific things to happen in a
society requires specific historical or sociological study: such things cannot be accounted
for by general theories about the civilization’s make-up. However, Hegel thinks that in all
the manifold events and interactions in a civilization’s history the basic character of that
civilization can be discerned, and it is that character which interests him. The most impor-
tant thing to identify in a civilization, for Hegel, is thus not this or that specific occurrence
or achievement, but the fundamental spirit which makes the civilization what it is. And
this spirit or character is equated by Hegel not simply with the contingencies of race or
geographical location – although these factors do play a role – but with a civilization’s mode
of understanding the world and itself. ‘The legislature, the whole situation of a people is
based solely upon the conception which its spirit has of itself, on the categories which it
has.’12
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Here one must guard against misinterpreting Hegel, however. He is not simply assert-
ing that we are modelled according to our own self-image. He insists that a people’s (or
indeed an individual’s) image of itself may not always be a just one. It is not the favoured
image we have of ourselves that makes us what we are. Rather, our character is constituted
by the fundamental self-understanding – the basic shared assumptions, some of which are
conscious and some unconscious – manifest in our practices, creative activity and labour,
as well as in our beliefs. To determine the character of a people, therefore, we must not
only attend to what a people says about itself and the world, we must also examine how it
lives and what it does. These fundamental values and assumptions are not a mere ideo-
logical superstructure built upon a material or physiological base, for Hegel, but constitute
the substance of society.

This substance is manifest throughout the practices of a culture, but Hegel believes that
it is seen most clearly in the culture’s religion, for it is in the beliefs and practices of its 
religion that a people gives expression to what it reveres and values most highly. It is in its
religion that a people reveals whether it respects the dignity of humanity or subordinates
humanity to the dictates of a harsh natural or divine power, and whether it conceives of
humanity as capable of compassion for others or as born to aggression or even cruelty.
‘Religion’, Hegel says in the philosophy of history, ‘is the place where a people defines for
itself what it holds to be true.’ In part this means what a people thinks about nature, but
more importantly it means what it holds to be true of humanity itself. In religion, there-
fore, we give expression to our own fundamental self-understanding, to the categories
through which we comprehend our own spiritual life. Indeed, Hegel says that it is the same
conception of spirituality or of individuality that ‘in religion . . . is represented, revered and
enjoyed as God; in art . . . is depicted as an image and intuition [Anschauung]; and in phi-
losophy . . . is recognised and comprehended by thought’. And because religion, art and
philosophy give expression to the same substantial self-understanding of a people – to the
same conception of truth – they must belong together within one culture and one state.
‘This particular form of state can only exist in conjunction with this particular religion,
and only this particular philosophy and this particular art can exist within this state.’13

Hegel is very concerned that we should not be misled by superficial similarities between
the religions or philosophies of different cultures. We should not be seduced, as some 
of his contemporaries were, into saying that Chinese philosophy, the philosophy of the
Eleatics (such as Parmenides) and Spinozism are all ‘basically’ the same, because all are
founded on the principle of the unity of being. In his view, such judgements overlook what
is specific about Chinese, Eleatic and Spinozistic conceptions of unity and disregard the
specific cultural contexts from which these philosophies emerged. Like Wittgenstein, there-
fore, Hegel wishes us to eschew abstract generalizations and to attend to forms of life in
their particularity.

When considering another civilization, we can interpret its myths and explain meanings
that were not explicit within the civilization itself. Or we may, as in the history of philoso-
phy, attend only to the principles that have been explicitly articulated by past philosophers
themselves. But we must always be sensitive to, and seek to bring out, the specific prob-
lems and questions, beliefs and presuppositions that occupied the particular civilization in
question. We must thus not seek in the writings of an ancient philosopher more than he
can deliver, and so must not seek in the writings of the Greek philosopher Thales, for
example, the kind of principle which only a Jewish or Christian theologian could have
entertained. In Hegel’s judgement, we must not expect that the questions which interest us
will necessarily find answers in philosophers who belong to a different cultural world,
because our questions stem from our civilization and our beliefs – from our ‘paradigm’, to
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use Kuhn’s word – and would not necessarily even be intelligible to someone from a dif-
ferent culture. There are no unambiguous common standards of judgement which could
be agreed upon by all ages and civilizations, therefore – except such principles as that we
all need to eat – because we are all children of our time and understand things in the terms
which our civilization and time permit.

To this extent Hegel shares the views of twentieth-century writers like Kuhn or Richard
Rorty who stress the absence of a ‘permanent, neutral, ahistorical, commensurating
vocabulary’ in human history.14 Yet Hegel differs from such writers in one very important
respect. For Kuhn, paradigm changes are ultimately the result of non-rational factors, such
as shifts in convention. The developments in history which Hegel examines are, likewise,
clearly not the product of purely rational argument. Christianity did not conquer the world
through the power of its syllogisms. The early Christians did not refer to a common set of
principles that they shared with the Romans, Jews and Greeks and demonstrate that theirs
was the religion which was most rational or which did most justice to some common
human experience of the world. Rather, Christianity ushered in a profound shift in human
self-understanding which was not self-evidently compelling to all, indeed which could only
appear foolish to most Romans, Greeks and Jews. Yet, although Christians and their pre-
decessors may have had different and incompatible fundamental assumptions, Hegel
believes that there was in fact a compelling reason for the adoption of the new religion,
namely that Christianity represents a higher and more profound form of human self-
awareness or self-consciousness.15

This is where Hegel and more recent writers like Kuhn and Rorty diverge. Hegel argues
that the most important changes in history have involved shifts in the categories through
which human beings understand their world, but that these have not been mere shifts 
in historical convention. They have been shifts brought about by humanity’s growing 
self-awareness.

It is important to stress straight away, however, that Hegel does not see all change in
viewpoint or all historical change as the result of increasing human self-awareness. Much
in history, for him, is the product of custom or of contingent developments, and much
therefore indicates no particular advance in human self-understanding. Some occurrences
in history in fact testify to nothing other than humanity’s enduring capacity for barbarism
and destruction. The actions of the Mongol hordes under Genghis Khan and Tamburlaine,
for example, are understood by Hegel in this way. Hegel thus clearly does not believe that
we are all marching gloriously to full self-awareness in all that we do. Yet he does believe
that within the manifold vicissitudes of human history there is an identifiable strand of
development from humanity’s initial, primitive self-understanding to the much more
enlightened perspective of the modern age.

Hegel justifies this belief by examining what he sees as the fundamental characters or
principles informing different historical civilizations and by comparing them with one
another. He does not claim to give an exhaustive account of the civilizations he studies, but
he does believe that he can identify the fundamental beliefs of a civilization which enable
us to situate it historically in relation to other civilizations. What he looks for in a civiliza-
tion is the extent to which it is or is not conscious of human self-determination or freedom.

Comparing Civilizations

The main difference, for Hegel, between African and Asiatic civilizations on the one hand,
and the civilizations of ancient Greece, ancient Rome and the modern world on the other,
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is that the latter were and are informed by a lively consciousness of the significance of indi-
vidual freedom, whereas in the former (at least prior to the influence of the Europeans)
such consciousness has been largely dormant or indeed wholly lacking. In Hegel’s view,
this is a difference in fundamental outlook, and it determines the whole structure of the
respective civilizations. Thus, from a Hegelian perspective, because no clear consciousness
of individual freedom was alive in ancient China or ancient India, those civilizations did
not provide for the freedom of political representation which was claimed in the Greek
city-states or in the Roman republic. A civilization in which people are not conscious of
themselves as free, therefore – that is, a civilization in which the claim to freedom is not
made – is not free, in Hegel’s view, and will not develop the institutions which human
freedom requires. ‘The Orientals do not yet know that the spirit or man as such is free in
himself ’, Hegel tells us. And ‘because they do not know this, they are not themselves free’.16

The China of the first Emperor, Qin Shihuang, was a highly bureaucratized, hierarchi-
cal society which allowed no room for the freedom of self-determination which Western
European civilizations have claimed, except, perhaps, in the case of the Emperor himself.
Moreover, whatever changes have since occurred in China – and Hegel does not deny that
changes have occurred – they do not constitute any evidence that the spirit of individual
self-determination which we prize so highly has played any significant role in Chinese
history. Even in ancient Greece, where individual freedom was claimed and given expres-
sion in art, religion and political life, the conception of freedom with which the Greeks
operated was, Hegel thinks, a limited one. It was a freedom to be enjoyed by the few, not
by all. Greek art thus celebrated the noble heroes who stood out above all others, and Greek
democracy, even at its height, only gave representation to some and was able to coexist with
slavery. The Greeks and the Romans valued human freedom – albeit in subtly different
ways – but they both confined that freedom to certain privileged groups. Only with the
coming of Christianity, Hegel maintains, did people come to recognize that all human
beings are in principle free because all are equal in the eyes of God. Of course, the accep-
tance of the Christian religion in Europe did not bring about the abolition of slavery and
the realization of political freedom overnight. Nevertheless, the history of Western civi-
lization is understood by Hegel to be the gradual process of developing the Christian recog-
nition of the universal freedom and dignity of humanity before God into the social,
political and ethical reality of the modern rational, constitutional state. European history
is thus the process of matching the Christian demand for universal human freedom with
the secular claim to universal human rights – a claim which grew out of the religious
demand for freedom and which is characteristic of the modern period.

In Hegel’s view, therefore, certain shifts in cultural perspective have resulted not merely
from a change in human self-understanding, but rather from a deepening of human self-
understanding. Such shifts constitute, for him, a progressive development towards the
truth. They represent humanity’s increasing awareness of the essential nature of our own
character, activity and thought – a growing self-awareness that brings with it a more ade-
quate understanding of the world around us.

Once again, we should be careful not to misunderstand Hegel. He does not presuppose
that there is a given, fixed human nature or immutable human ‘soul’ – analogous to exter-
nal, physical nature – which we gradually represent more and more accurately in our the-
ories. For Hegel, there is no given, immutable human self, no ‘entity’ called the self which
would be available for scientific scrutiny. There is only the human activity of producing
our world, of producing or determining different forms of social life from different forms
of philosophical, religious, aesthetic or ethical self-understanding. But, for Hegel, that activ-
ity of historical self-production, self-construction and self-determination is thus what we
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are. It is the universal form of all human activity, of all human life. Different cultures differ
only in the degree to which they are conscious of themselves as self-productive and self-
determining; that is, only in the degree to which they are explicitly, self-consciously and
thus freely self-determining.

This does not mean that there is after all an agreed and acknowledged standard by which
civilizations can be compared. Not all civilizations understand themselves in the same way
and not all recognize or accept that human beings create their own identity and world.
Some civilizations understand themselves as caught up in a fixed natural order (Hegel often
cites the Indian caste system as an example), whereas other civilizations are much more
confident of their ability and power to create their own world (Hegel sees this confidence
as a characteristic of modern civil society in particular). Nevertheless, all civilizations, in
Hegel’s understanding, do in fact produce their own world, whether they do so consciously
or not, because in all civilizations the way in which people see themselves fundamentally
determines the social practices which they develop.

Essentially, human beings are nothing but the activity of producing and determining
themselves and their identity; they are self-producing, self-determining beings. Human
beings are born into a particular geographical and historical environment with certain
natural characteristics, so they do not create themselves, as it were, out of nothing.
However, mankind’s natural constitution and specific historical and geographical context,
while providing the conditions from which we must start, do not fix for all time what
human beings can become. Rather, mankind’s character changes as its self-understanding
changes. When human beings become more conscious of themselves as self-determining
beings, or, indeed, when a once sophisticated level of human self-understanding is sub-
merged by that of a more primitive people and forgotten – as happened, at least in part,
to classical learning during the Dark Ages – then the nature of the social, political and cul-
tural world which human beings create and inhabit is transformed. The fundamental
advances in history – the emergence of the classical world and the dawn of Christianity,
for example – are thus the result, for Hegel, of mankind’s becoming more aware of itself
as freely self-determining and thereby actually coming to be more freely self-determining
in history.

All peoples and civilizations are in fact self-productive and produce a different social
order through the particular way in which they understand themselves and their world;
but not all civilizations are fully conscious of the extent to which they are self-productive.
Thus, there is a criterion for assessing the relative merits of different civilizations, namely
the degree to which they are conscious of themselves as they are, as active and self-
determining. But this criterion cannot be a generally acknowledged and accepted standard
of evaluation, since only those civilizations which do evince a high degree of self-
awareness will recognize that mankind is essentially self-productive. The criterion of
evaluation that Hegel establishes is thus not a neutral standard available to all which 
would allow a neutral comparative evaluation of different civilizations. It is a standard 
that is only available to those civilizations that are in fact conscious of human self-
determination.

Clearly, there is an asymmetry between civilizations, for Hegel, that makes his model of
historical change different from that of Kuhn or Rorty. For Hegel, the fact that there may
be no agreed standard of judgement in all cultures or forms of life does not mean that rival
cultural (or religious or philosophical) viewpoints are incommensurable, or that they are
equal partners in a conversation. In Hegel’s eyes, there is an absolute standard of judge-
ment which is laid down precisely by the fact that human beings are self-productive, his-
torical beings with no agreed universal values or standards. But this absolute standard of
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judgement can only be known to those civilizations which are aware that they are histori-
cally self-productive.

But how can this make sense? How can different civilizations have fundamentally dif-
ferent conceptions of themselves yet not be incommensurable? Hegel’s answer to this ques-
tion is that, despite the absence of common assumptions between civilizations, a more
self-aware civilization can prove its greater understanding of human ‘nature’ and potential
and its consequent greater strength. It does so by making space for degrees of self-
consciousness and freedom that other civilizations cannot contain (at least not without
huge and sometimes destructive upheaval). Hegel claims, for example, that democracy in
ancient Greece was founded on a deep sense of the identity of the interests of the individ-
ual and the community. In democratic Greek city-states – Hegel has fifth-century Athens
in mind – individuals took a free and active part in debating public affairs; but they did so
largely in a common spirit of upholding the customs and practices of the community. What
was right and proper was thus not determined by individual reflection or personal con-
science, but was embodied in the living customs and practices of the community in which
individuals participated. The strength of Greek democracy, for Hegel, lay in this shared
sense of the value of common practices and institutions, which meant that individuals drew
their moral ideas from their ethical customs rather than from autonomous, individual 
conscience. Once the principle of critical, individual reflection entered Greek life, however
– Hegel points to the Sophists and Socrates as the major philosophical sources of this prin-
ciple – the immediate bond between the individual and the community was weakened.
People were encouraged to follow their own convictions, to seek guidance in their own
critical reflection and ideas, rather than in established common practices. Hegel argues that
this principle of subjective reflection undermined the trust that the Greeks had placed in
their institutions and in leaders such as Themistocles and Pericles, and therefore ultimately
undermined the ethical basis for their particular forms of democratic cooperation. Thucy-
dides revealed his awareness of this development, Hegel tells us, in his complaint that 
citizens were coming to believe that things were going wrong if they were not personally
involved in them in some way.17 In Hegel’s view, therefore, the principle of critical freedom,
which reached its height in the great philosophers of the fourth century, such as Plato and
Aristotle, posed a serious threat to Greek religion and Greek democracy because it 
no longer allowed belief and action to be guided by custom, but subjected everything to
critical scrutiny. The reason why Socrates was put to death by the Athenians, according to
Hegel, was thus that the principle of critical inquiry which he espoused proved to be 
revolutionary and subversive in the Athenian state.

The flourishing of free, rational thought in philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle was
magnificent, Hegel says, but it was not compatible with the equal magnificence of Greek
democracy. For all its grandeur, therefore, Greek culture was not able to accommodate this
new sense of subjective human freedom – the dawn of reflective, critical thought – and
remain the splendid political and aesthetic culture that it had been in the fifth century.
Rome, however, and, to a much greater extent, Christian civilization have been able to
incorporate and indeed build their strength upon this subjective, critical freedom. In 
fact Hegel believes that it is precisely this subjective freedom – which proved to be the ruin
of ancient Greece – ‘which constitutes the principle, and the peculiar form, of freedom in
our world, [and] which forms the absolute foundation of our state and our religious life’.18

He believes that the emergence of humanity’s sense of its own freedom of critical reflec-
tion marks a real development or progress in human self-awareness, but that Greek culture
as it was constituted in fifth-century Athens could not accommodate this progress 
and remain what it was. Modern Christian, constitutional states, on the other hand, can
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accommodate that freedom – indeed they derive their strength from that freedom and 
from their ability to integrate it into the ‘substantive unity’ of the community and the state19

– and thus in this respect at least have proved their historical superiority over ancient
Greece.

Even though all civilizations do not share the same world-view, therefore, they can be
evaluated by comparing the extent to which they can incorporate new levels of human self-
consciousness and freedom. The more self-conscious civilization, according to Hegel, can
thus prove its greater self-awareness to another, less advanced civilization with which it
coexists by showing that less advanced civilization aspects of human freedom and poten-
tial of which that civilization either is not conscious or has not taken full account. In the
modern world, Hegel considered the English in particular to have taken on this educative
role and to be the ‘missionaries’ of modern European civilization to the rest of the world
– missionaries who are driven by interests of commerce and trade ‘to form connections
with barbarous peoples, to awaken needs within them and to stimulate their industry, and
first and foremost to establish among them the conditions necessary for commerce, viz.
the relinquishing of violence, a respect for property, and hospitality’.20 Yet Hegel is well
aware that the moment the more advanced civilization makes the less advanced civiliza-
tion share in and adopt its higher or deeper level of human self-understanding, it trans-
forms that civilization completely. The less advanced civilization can be shown what it had
previously not recognized; to that extent a more advanced civilization can prove the advan-
tage it has over its neighbours. But the less advanced civilization can only incorporate what
it had previously not recognized by radically altering its way of life, as we ourselves see only
too clearly today, as Third World countries often struggle painfully to adopt Western free-
doms and at the same time seek to avoid the evident excesses of Western life and hold on
to their own traditional values and beliefs. In Hegel’s hard-headed, in some ways tragic but
to my mind deeply realistic view, such Third World countries face an extremely difficult
road ahead, because no civilization can become more self-aware and more free and also
expect to retain all of its old values and practices. To that extent, for Hegel, civilizations are
indeed incommensurable.

It should be evident from what has been said so far that Hegel’s philosophy offers a solu-
tion to one of the most important questions occupying philosophers today: the question
whether our modern consciousness of the changing historical character of human exis-
tence is reconcilable or compatible with the traditional philosophical belief in, and search
for, the true nature of humanity. In the lectures on the history of philosophy Hegel poses
the problem of the relation of history and truth in the following way:

The first thought that may strike us in connection with the history of philosophy is that this subject
itself involves at once an inner contradiction, because philosophy aims at knowing what is imper-
ishable, eternal and absolute [an und für sich]. Its aim is truth. But history relates the sort of thing
which has existed at one time but at another has perished, superseded by its successor. If we start
from the fact that truth is eternal, then it cannot fall into the sphere of the transient and it has no
history. But if it has a history, and history is only a display of a series of past forms of knowledge,
then truth is not to be found in it, since truth is not something past.21

This at least is how ordinary reasoning conceives of the matter: if truth is to be absolute,
it can’t have a history, and if it is to have a history, it can’t be absolute. Nietzsche, for
example, insisted that what has a history cannot be defined,22 and many writers, from prag-
matists like John Dewey to neo-Marxists like Theodor Adorno to Aristotelian neo-
Hegelians like Alasdair MacIntyre, have welcomed Hegel’s sense of history while rejecting
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his ‘metaphysical’ concern for absolute truth. It is invariably the case in fact that declared
critics of metaphysical oppositions and dualities, like Nietzsche, find the opposition
between history and absolute truth to be the main one they are unable to overcome or
undermine. They are usually led to drop one side of the opposition – absolute truth – and
to stick with history. But, from Hegel’s perspective, the opposition between history and
absolute truth is a false one, and the reasons for rejecting absolute truth (either in the guise
of philosophy or religion) in the name of history are therefore spurious. For Hegel, the
absolute truth of humanity is that human beings have no fixed, given identity, but rather
determine and produce their identity and their world in history, and that they gradually
come to the recognition of this fact in history. History is indeed essentially the process
whereby mankind becomes aware of itself as free, self-determining and therefore histori-
cal. The absolute truth of humanity is that we are historical, and the history of humanity
is the process of coming to recognize our absolute, historical character. History and truth
are thus completely inseparable for Hegel, and it is not possible to drop or reject either
term.

For Hegel, consciousness of human truth and consciousness of human historicity are
not incompatible, because consciousness of human truth is essentially consciousness of
human self-determination in history and of the historical process whereby humanity comes
to recognize itself as essentially historical and self-determining. This connection between
the truth of humanity and human historicity is not merely contingent. If human beings
are indeed historically self-determining, they cannot simply be this, but must actively deter-
mine themselves in history to be self-determining. In other words, we must make ourselves
into self-determining beings in history, because we are self-determining, self-producing
beings. However, if we always already are self-determining beings, then the process of
making ourselves into self-determining beings cannot simply bring into being something
which is not already a reality. Rather, it must be the process of making us into what we
already are. To put the point a little less paradoxically, this process involves humanity
making itself explicitly what it already is implicitly. This means that we must come to be
self-consciously what we already are ‘unconsciously’. Hegel thinks that all the major devel-
opments in history as he understands it are to be explained in terms of this process.

What is implicit in man must become an object to him, come into his consciousness; then it becomes
for him and he becomes aware of himself, explicit to himself. In this way he duplicates himself: first,
he is reason and thinking, but only implicitly; then, secondly, he thinks, makes his implicit self into
an object of his thought. . . . What was potentia comes into appearance actu. On further reflection
we see that the man who was potentially rational and now makes this rationality the object of his
thought has got no further than he was at the beginning. What a man brings before his mind he
potentially is. His potentia is maintained and remains the same; the content [what he has become]
is nothing new. This seems to be a useless duplication, yet the difference between potentia and actus
is tremendous. All knowing, learning, insight, science, even all action has no other interest but to
bring out, produce, make objective, what was potential and inner. . . . The whole difference in world-
history arises from and depends on this difference. All men are rational, and the formal side of this
rationality is that man is free; this is his nature, inherent in the essence of man. And yet there has
been, and in some cases still is, slavery in many lands, and the population is content with this. Ori-
entals, for example, are men and, as such, are implicitly free, and yet they are still not [explicitly free];
they have no consciousness of freedom because they have all submitted to a despotism, whether reli-
gious or political. The whole difference between Orientals and peoples amongst whom slavery does
not prevail is that the latter know that they are free and are aware of it explicitly. The Orientals 
are free too – implicitly – but they are not free in fact. The tremendous difference in the world-
historical situation is whether men are only implicitly free or whether they know that it is their 
fundamental truth, nature or vocation to live as free individuals.23
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History is thus the process whereby human beings come to new levels of awareness of their
freedom, of their productive, active nature, and thereby produce new forms of social and
political life. The human activity of self-production is, therefore, at the same time the
process of self-discovery and self-revelation – a fusion of making oneself and finding
oneself, of acting and of coming to know, which is perhaps best expressed in English by
the word ‘self-realization’.

Self-consciousness and Historical Progress

What I have said so far should have made it clear that Hegel’s philosophy is a profound
and challenging body of thought that has important ideas to contribute to current debates.
However, I have given only the barest outline of Hegel’s understanding of history and the
historical nature of truth, and that outline needs to be fleshed out rather more if the new
student of Hegel is to avoid certain popular misinterpretations of his thought.

First of all, it is important to point out that, although Hegel believes that history is the
process whereby humanity gradually awakens to itself, he is not the naive Enlightenment
optimist caricatured by Nietzsche or Schopenhauer. He does not regard the process 
of awakening as a smooth, continuous development in which new levels of human self-
understanding just grow out of one another. The civilization of the Romans, in Hegel’s
view, was able to contain the principle of subjective particularity which precipitated the
decline of Greece, but Roman civilization did not simply ‘develop’ out of Greek civiliza-
tion. Rome owed much to the achievements of the Greeks and was influenced by them in
many ways, but it had its own distinctive roots. The only area of history in which Hegel
does see a continuous development is in the emergence and growth of modern European
states within Western Christendom. Hegel’s claim, then, is not that there is one simple, con-
tinuous tradition which constitutes ‘history’, but rather that within history we see a series
of civilizations – the main ones being the Persian Empire, Greece, Rome and Western Chris-
tian civilization – each with its own distinctive roots, but each able to appropriate the
achievements of its predecessor and accommodate a level of self-consciousness and
freedom which its predecessor could not accommodate.

Nor, indeed, is this progress in human self-consciousness quite the steady, unproblem-
atic development which some have understood Hegel to have in mind. Roman civilization,
for Hegel, had a much more developed sense of the claims of the private individual 
than Greek civilization (at least, than fifth-century Athens), and this is made manifest in
the institutions of Roman law. Rome thus developed a concept of the formal rights of
private citizens which surpassed anything the Greeks had achieved. But this advance was
purchased at a heavy cost. In Hegel’s understanding, the Roman concern for the formal
rights of the particular subject or citizen degenerated all too easily into a willingness to
indulge private interest and self-will, and Rome was consequently not able to develop the
sense of ethical community which was the glory of Greek democracy at its height. Rome
in fact came to manifest the worst excesses of selfishness, force and even bestiality. Rome’s
artistic achievement is also much inferior to that of the Greeks in Hegel’s view (as, of
course, in the view of many others). In the transition from the cultural supremacy of the
Greeks to that of the Romans, therefore, the world gained and lost something at the same
time. The history of Christian civilization, in Hegel’s understanding, shows a similar com-
bination of progress and regression – the degeneration of the Catholic Church which fol-
lowed upon the extension of Church power in the Middle Ages and which led to the
Reformation, and the Terror which followed the French Revolution being perhaps his most
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important examples. But Hegel never claimed that progress in human self-consciousness
is a smooth or easy affair. After all, he called the history of the world ‘the slaughter-
bench on which the happiness of peoples, the wisdom of states and the virtue of
individuals have been sacrificed’.24 The point, for him, is not to present a bland, idealized
view of history, but to consider where in all this historical confusion and bloodshed
progress does actually show itself, and to what extent massive historical upheavals – such
as the Thirty Years War between Protestant and Catholic states in seventeenth-century
Germany or the French Revolution – were the tragic results of advances in human religious
or political self-understanding. And, rightly or wrongly, Hegel believes that he can see
progress in these upheavals, despite the horrors which they brought in their wake, since
the Thirty Years War led to the consolidation of Protestantism in Germany (and Protes-
tantism, for Hegel, is a more profound and liberating form of Christianity than Catholi-
cism), and since the French Revolution, whatever else it showed about our capacity 
for exercising terror in the name of freedom, demonstrated the powerful modern desire 
to remould our political world in accordance with the principles of free, rational self-
determination.

Another misconception of Hegel’s philosophy of history, fostered to a certain extent by
Marx, is that he sees the development of human self-consciousness as a purely intellectual
matter, as simply the development of human ideas. Hegel does indeed say that the thought
of the early Greek philosopher Anaxagoras was ‘epoch-making’, because it introduced into
human consciousness the idea that there is reason in nature,25 and he clearly thinks that
the philosophy of Descartes had enormous historical influence too. But, in his view, the
changes in categories, and the consequent reformation of the human spirit, that underlie
all revolutionary historical transformation involve changes in our material interests and
practical, socio-economic activity (as well as in religious belief) as much as changes in intel-
lectual or philosophical perspective. Having said that, history, for Hegel, is not primarily
(as it is for Marx) the development of material productive power, but is ‘the spirit’s effort
to attain knowledge [Wissen] of what it is in itself ’.26 In history, human beings gradually
come to recognize and will the truth about themselves (and the world), and it is this that
brings about changes in both our beliefs and our practices.

Note that this is not a claim about everything that has happened in the past, but a claim
about what is to be understood by the word ‘history’. What Hegel is arguing is that only
those sequences of events which have been brought about by the development of human
self-consciousness and by the pursuit of consciously articulated goals can really count as
historical. But why should Hegel define history in this way? The answer lies in the distinc-
tion he draws between natural and historical change.

Natural change, for Hegel, is determined by unstated natural laws (and by certain con-
tingencies). The laws of the movements of the planets are not written up on the heavens,
and natural objects such as planets do not obey such laws consciously or purposefully.
Indeed, whatever purposes may be fulfilled in nature, they are never pursued as self-
conscious goals.

History, on the other hand, is different. The word ‘history’, Hegel points out, means both
what happens and the narrative record of what happens, and, he adds, this coincidence of
meanings is not arbitrary. ‘We must . . . suppose’, he says, ‘that the writing of history and
the actual deeds and events of history make their appearance simultaneously, and that they
emerge together from a common source’.27 Historical change or activity, therefore, is self-
recording, self-narrating, self-interpreting activity; that is, self-conscious activity. Change is
historical when those involved in it understand it as fitting into a narrative scheme of
things, when they are conscious of its having historical significance.
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Historical activity is self-conscious activity, for Hegel, not only because it is self-
narrating, but also because it is directed at the achievement of deliberately pursued,
self-conscious ends. And in Hegel’s understanding, people come to pursue genuinely self-
conscious, as opposed to merely natural, ends when they have formed themselves into 
communities which are held together not merely by the natural bonds of family affection,
or by custom, but by self-consciously determined laws. Such is the case in states. A state,
for Hegel, is a body of people held together by consciously willed general laws, rather than
mere force or natural association. States may be created by the forceful unification of
people, but they must be sustained by some commonly acknowledged conscious purpose
or identity if they are to count as true states. Now, it is precisely because states are not based
on the merely natural bonds of kinship, but are held together above all by a consciousness
of a common social or political identity and purpose, that historical narrative is required
to objectify and preserve the achievements of the state and thus consolidate its sense of
identity.

It is the state which first supplies a content which not only lends itself to the prose of history but
actually helps produce it. Instead of the merely subjective dictates of authority – which may suffice
for the needs of the moment – a commonwealth in the process of coalescing and raising itself up to
the position of a state requires formal commandments and laws, i.e. general and universally valid
directives. It thereby creates a record of, and interest in, intelligible, determinate, and – in their results
– enduring deeds and events, on which Mnemosyne, for the benefit of the perennial aim which under-
lies the present form and constitution of the state, is impelled to confer a lasting memory.28

The writing of history thus contributes to the preservation and consolidation of the self-
conscious identity of the state by giving it a sense of where it has come from, what it is
essentially concerned with and where it is going; that is, by enabling a state to develop a
historical identity which nature alone does not provide.

Historical change is change that is produced by our self-conscious pursuit of the goals
of the self-conscious communities – the states – in which we live. History, in other words,
is the working out of the conflicts, clashes and interactions between and within different
states. It is clear, therefore, that history, as Hegel conceives it – history as the progressive
development of humanity towards greater self-understanding – is inseparable from the
political history of human development towards greater self-consciousness and freedom in
states. It is not the history of our intellectual – i.e. scientific, aesthetic or philosophical –
achievements in abstraction from their social and political context. Shifts in human self-
understanding, which entail shifts in our religious, aesthetic, philosophical and ethical
viewpoints, thus also involve the transfer of political and historical power from one state
– such as Greece – which reflects a particular level of human self-consciousness to another
state – such as Rome – which reflects a more advanced level of self-consciousness. Or,
alternatively, as happened in the development of modern Europe, shifts in human self-
understanding, such as the transition from the Mediaeval world to the post-Renaissance
and post-Reformation world, involve enormous social and political upheavals within one
civilization and within individual states. Hegel’s view of history is not therefore as ‘ideal-
istic’ as it might first appear. Rather, it entails understanding major political, social and eco-
nomic transformations in history in the light of major reformations or developments in
human self-consciousness. Technological developments in history also play an important
role for Hegel in the transformation of human life – witness the importance he sees in the
invention of printing in Europe in the fifteenth century – but such technological innova-
tions, in his view, themselves derive their power to change our lives from the social and
political expectations of the people who are able to exploit them. The course of history is
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thus determined not by technological advances alone, but by our growing consciousness
of our power and freedom of self-determination.

History, Truth and Relativism

Hegel is often referred to as the greatest philosopher of German Idealism, but it should be
clear from what I have been saying that his view of history is not ‘idealistic’ if that term is
meant to suggest either that he has a bland, optimistic theory of historical progress or that
he reduces history to the history of ideas. Nor is Hegel an ‘idealist’ in the manner of Kant,
since he clearly believes that human beings live in a world that is intrinsically spatio-
temporal and that space and time are not mere forms of intuition that have no reality apart
from human sensibility. Hegel is an ‘idealist’ (in his philosophy of history, at least) because
he does not understand human character or identity to be some fixed, immutable ‘reality’,
but rather conceives of human beings as actively producing their character and identity in
history. Human beings have a true, essential nature according to him, but it is not ‘an
essence that is already finished and complete before its manifestation, keeping itself aloof
behind its host of appearances, but an essence which is truly actual only through the 
specific forms of its necessary self-manifestation’.29 As Hegel puts it in the lectures on the
philosophy of history,

the spirit is essentially active; it makes itself into that which it is in itself, into its own deed, its own
creation [Werk]. In this way, it becomes its own object, and has its own existence before it. And it is
the same with the spirit of a nation; it is a specific spirit which makes itself into an actual world
which now exists objectively in its religion, its ritual, its customs, constitution and political laws, and
in the whole range of its institutions, events and deeds. That is its creation – that is this people.30

The goal of historical activity, for Hegel, is thus for human beings to become conscious of
themselves as freely and historically self-productive and self-determining – not something
fixed by nature – and for them to build their world in accordance with that recognition.
In other words, ‘the entire development of the spirit is nothing else but the raising of itself
to its truth’.31

Here we see the great subtlety of Hegel’s historical conception of truth. Becoming aware
of the true character of human existence does not mean for him simply becoming con-
scious of a given, fixed reality or gaining a more accurate picture of what we were like at
the beginning of history. Rather, it means learning that what we are is the process of pro-
ducing and determining ourselves. Furthermore, it means learning that this process of self-
production is itself the process of coming to understand more clearly that we are
self-producing beings. Indeed, we learn that it is above all through changes in our 
self-understanding that we actually make ourselves into and so become something new: we
produce ourselves precisely through developing a fuller understanding that we do so. At
the culmination of history, human beings recognize more explicitly than in earlier ages that
they are and have always been free, self-productive beings; but they also realize that this
more explicit recognition has itself made new beings of us and has produced a new world.
What we achieve at the culmination of history is thus a full consciousness of what we are
and a full consciousness of what we have become through understanding what we are.

History and truth necessarily belong together in Hegel’s philosophy, (a) because our true
nature is to come to understand ourselves through a process of historical development and
to produce a new world in the process, and (b) because genuinely historical, as opposed to
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natural, change is generated by our gradual awakening to our true nature. Consciousness
of the truth is thus crucial to historical existence, for Hegel, since the deepening of such
consciousness is what drives history forward. Equally, it is only when we have become fully
aware of our true character that we are fully conscious of our historicity and of our real
historical possibilities. This, of course, is where Hegel is out of line with a certain relativist
trend in philosophy which has been fashionable at various times since his death. Nietzsche,
for example, can only see the concept of absolute truth as restricting humanity within one
limited perspective and so believes that doing away with the concept will liberate human-
ity to a more open future with new, infinitely varying possibilities. However, to Hegelian
eyes, Nietzschean ‘openness’ seems dangerously vague and indeterminate. We are genuinely
freed to our human possibilities, for Hegel, only when we know who or what we truly are,
when we recognize that we are free, self-determining, historical beings and when we under-
stand fully the form that our freedom must necessarily take if it is to be real freedom. A
religious or philosophical consciousness of the truth that, for example, human beings must
give up clinging to their narrow self-interest in order to find freedom with others does not
confine us within one ‘limited’ human perspective or stand in the way of human self-
realization, but rather makes real freedom possible by preventing us from destroying our-
selves in the name of a false image of freedom.

Hegel recognizes, however, that the rejection of truth and the privileging of individual,
partial or local ‘opinions’ has become a ‘great sign of the times’.32 What he had in mind in
his own day was what he took to be the championing of subjective piety and intuition at
the expense of reason by writers such as Jacobi, theologians such as Schleiermacher and
Romantics such as Friedrich Schlegel. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries Hegel
would have seen the danger coming from open subjectivism – above all in the arts – and
from the historical relativism associated, for example, with certain forms of pragmatism.
By stressing the conventional element in belief above all else, such writers as Richard Rorty
argue that no absolute justification for our beliefs can be given or is even desirable. In
Rorty’s view, we should be less concerned with making grandiose claims to truth and more
concerned with fostering ‘conversation’ between different perspectives. In Hegel’s view,
however, although many of the variations in human outlook and belief are the result of
different geographical conditions and of different national or local conventions – factors
that cannot be given any ultimate justification – the prime factor determining the outlook
and character of a people is the level of its self-consciousness and self-understanding. From
a Hegelian perspective, an unwillingness to make definitive judgements about human prac-
tices betrays a wilful refusal to recognize that there are necessary constraints imposed upon
us by our essential nature as self-determining beings.

What many critics of Hegel fail to grasp is that he is not a historical thinker despite his
retention of the idea of truth, but because of his retention of the idea of truth. Hegel under-
stands human beings to be essentially self-determining and therefore historical beings. Like
Herder, he is a deeply historical thinker who believes that we should seek to understand
particular cultures and particular thinkers in their own terms, and not by reference to some
abstract, neutral standard. Indeed, where possible, he believes that we should try to employ
the ‘actual words’ of the people we are considering.33 We should therefore always enter into
the strength of our opponents’ terms and try to grasp the point that they want to make,
rather than simply interpret our opponents’ interests in the light of our own. On the other
hand, Hegel does not believe that we should give up looking for truth in what past ages or
other civilizations have said. Where it is clear that one civilization’s self-understanding is
more advanced – more free – than that of another, then we should not be afraid to say so.
This involves no doctrine of ‘cultural imperialism’ or ‘racial superiority’. (Hegel does not
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give particular priority to racial differences between people because, in his view, human
self-consciousness is what determines a civilization’s character, and this self-consciousness
can be changed and developed through education.) Hegel’s position does, however, commit
him to the view that certain civilizations are more advanced than others and that the culture
and civilization of the Western Christian tradition is the most profoundly self-aware and
thus most advanced in history.

But is this not an intolerably smug, Eurocentric position? Is Hegel blind to the unmis-
takable deficiencies of the modern world? Not at all. Hegel was acutely concerned with the
problem of modern subjectivism and, like the Scottish Enlightenment before him and Marx
and Engels after him, he was acutely concerned with the problems of poverty and the divi-
sion of labour which modern European industrial power has brought in its wake. However,
he did not think that such problems expose fundamental deficiencies in modern society
or in Western civilization, but rather that they result from our failure to grasp the true
nature of the freedom to which we lay claim. For Hegel, post-Reformation Western civi-
lization has recognized that the nature and purpose of humanity is to be fully free and self-
determining. In the modern age, therefore, we lay claim to freedom of speech, freedom of
representation, freedom of conscience, freedom of national self-determination and a host
of other freedoms, in a way that no other civilization has ever done before. We also extend
that claim to freedom over the whole globe and proclaim the right of all peoples to self-
determination – sometimes with tremendous consequences. Out of this modern claim to
freedom there have emerged in Western European civilization – and in this respect Hegel
sees America as an extension of Europe – social, economic and political institutions such
as open law-courts, relations of legally regulated economic exchange and representative
assemblies which more or less successfully satisfy our demands. These institutions are not
by any means perfect, in Hegel’s view, but have grown up painfully and with many imper-
fections out of Europe’s political, religious, economic and social struggles. Nevertheless,
they are for him essentially the products of the emerging modern consciousness of freedom
and of the corresponding demand for greater extension of human power and control over
human affairs.

The basic character of the modern age is thus determined by the modern claim to
freedom. However, Hegel also believes that the modern age has the tendency to seize on
one aspect of human freedom at the expense of others. The evident deficiencies of modern
Western society, of which Hegel was well aware, are thus not the result (as they are for 
Heidegger) of some fundamental blindness running throughout Western civilization, but
rather of our understanding our freedom in a partial, one-sided way. The ‘freedom’ of
opinion which rejects the constraints placed upon it by truth, the ‘freedom’ of economic
competition which ignores its ethical responsibilities, the ‘freedom’ of aesthetic experi-
mentation which undermines the wholeness and dignity of human beings and the
‘freedom’ of self-righteous political virtue which rides roughshod over the rights of others
to make their views heard are all examples of modern freedom gone badly wrong. The
modern evils of economic poverty (which Hegel discusses in the Philosophy of Right), of
political tyranny in the name of political freedom (which he discusses in the context of the
French Revolution in the Phenomenology and the philosophy of history) and of modern
subjectivism (which he discusses throughout his philosophy) are all products of our under-
standing our freedom in a one-sided way and of our consequent neglect of the true nature
of human fulfilment.

Hegel’s defence of the Christian and modern secular conception of self-determination
is not therefore smug or complacent, for he is acutely aware that modern consciousness
does not always fully understand what true self-determination means. Consequently, our
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frequent failure to grasp the true nature of freedom or to make freedom a reality for many
people today does not mean we are wrong to see the concern for freedom as the defining
characteristic of the modern age. However, it does mean that we moderns have a duty to
understand freedom properly, especially if we are going to export it to the rest of the globe.
The task of Hegel’s philosophy, as commentators such as Joachim Ritter have recognized,34

will thus be to try to develop the true conception of the freedom and self-determination
to which modern consciousness now lays claim, and so perhaps to enable modern con-
sciousness to avoid its worst excesses.

History and the Absolute

Two questions regarding Hegel’s historical conception of truth now need to be briefly
addressed. The first is this: Hegel has insisted that all civilizations understand the world
from the perspective of their own self-understanding, but does this apply to the modern
age as well, and, if so, does it limit the value of the modern conception of truth and
freedom? The answer to the first part of this question, for Hegel, is yes. We moderns do
bring our own categories to bear on our experience and view nature and history through
these categories just as any civilization does. The categories we employ – or at least 
should employ – are, as we have seen, categories such as freedom, development and self-
determination. But these categories are not just conventional categories; they are not just
the product of technological changes or of ‘paradigm shifts’ which are ultimately a matter
of chance. They are the categories which derive from our becoming conscious of the 
essentially historical character of human activity, and they are the only categories in which
that character can be fully revealed. The categories of modern consciousness are historical
products, but they are not therefore intrinsically limited categories because they are the 
categories through which we have become fully aware of our historicity and freedom.

As we have seen, however, the problem which Hegel recognizes with modern con-
sciousness is that we do not always properly understand the character of historical activ-
ity and of free self-determination. We often prefer to understand ourselves in terms of the
restricted categories of natural science, or in terms of abstract, one-sided conceptions of
freedom. Or, like Nietzsche or Richard Rorty, we are often misled by our preconceptions
into believing that our recognition of our historicity puts our claim to truth out of order.
The task of Hegel’s philosophy will thus be to provide a proper understanding of the 
categories appropriate to the modern age that will free us from such one-sided mis-
conceptions of ourselves (and of the world around us).

The second key question is this: what has happened to Hegel’s Absolute in this discus-
sion? In one sense, I hope that my account will have shown that the infamous Hegelian
Absolute which is supposed to be the all-powerful puppet-master governing history and
using human beings as the vehicles for its schemes is in fact an absolute fiction. Such an
Absolute does not exist in Hegel’s philosophy, but only in the minds of his critics. Hegel is
quite clear that history is the sphere of human activity. In all events and occurrences in
history, he says, ‘our first concern is with the deeds and sufferings of men; we see elements
of ourselves in everything, so that our sympathies constantly oscillate from one side to the
other’. Historical activity, therefore, has its source ‘in the needs, impulses, inclinations and
passions of man’.35 However, like David Hume and Adam Smith before him and Karl Marx
after him, Hegel believes that human beings are not in complete control of their historical
activity. Human beings make history but not always as they intend to make it. Human
interest, which for Hegel is always at least interest in satisfying individual human needs,
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thus leads human beings, despite their initial intentions, to become interdependent, to form
communities and to organize themselves into self-conscious groupings such as states. In
this way they come to recognize that the satisfaction of their particular interests requires
them to pursue common, social goals. Human beings’ own needs, therefore, drive them to
the recognition that they are essentially self-conscious, social animals who are able to find
freedom only in self-conscious community with other human beings. This initially unin-
tended course of action is, in Hegel’s view, rational and necessary and is nothing other than
the course of action to which human beings are driven by their own free activity. We are
thus not at the mercy of some transcendent Absolute, but we are guided by the logic that
is immanent in our own activity – a logic which we come more and more to understand
as we progress in history, but which, tragically, we are also always able to misunderstand
and, in so doing, turn into a force which threatens us rather than leads us to true freedom.

There is reason in being, nature and history for Hegel. Such reason, or, as Hegel calls it,
the ‘Idea’, is a reality, not a fiction. It is not, however, a transcendent power that dominates
from on high the world in which we live. In that sense, it is not the infamous ‘Absolute’
attacked so frequently by Hegel’s critics. The Idea is, rather, the rationality that is imma-
nent in the world itself: the world’s own inherent logic. In nature the Idea is the logic that
is immanent in and generated by space as such and that leads to the emergence of freely
moving matter and eventually to life. In history the Idea is nothing other than the logic
that is immanent within and generated by human action and that leads human beings to
become more social and more self-conscious as they seek to satisfy their interests.

Reason, or the Idea, in history is thus not some abstract, domineering cosmic power. It
is the dynamic, immanent logic through which human beings are led – despite themselves
but by their own actions – to full self-understanding. This ‘divine’ logic of human devel-
opment – which is also the logic of certain developments in nature – is understood by
Hegel to be dialectical in character. In order to understand precisely what Hegel means by
‘dialectical’ reason, we must now turn our attention to Hegel’s most difficult and unfor-
giving text: the Science of Logic.
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