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Hegel’s Right of Philosophy 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel was a man torn between eras, attempting to explain the 

present, predict the future and glorify the past.  Clearly a product of a time when the “Principle 

of Authority” shaped the philosophical musings of most, Hegel struggled to use the terminology 

and technique of his contemporaries to examine his own inner conflict, and indeed the conflict of 

most of humanity throughout history, by attempting to use science to prove, or at the very least, 

reinforce, the presence of God.  Although his methods have been adopted by many scholars for 

many different reasons, Hegel’s original ideas, or his original Idea, was entrenched in theological 

disentanglement.  It is with this discerning eye that we must examine the consequences of 

Hegel’s method of explaining “everything.”  It is the method we will examine and the method 

which directs the processes of determinism in subjects from religion, to economics, to revolution, 

and consequently to the history of history.  For we must credit Herr Hegel with a process of 

analysis, confusingly labeled a dialectic process, that so adequately reduces the systematic 

scrutiny of any aspect of being down to a simple formula: abstract plus the negation of abstract 

equals the complete, or the whole.  It is this movement, this transcendence, from part to whole 

that turns the philosophical world on its head.  Here we will show how Hegel’s process, or 

method, awakened a renewed sense of being, or becoming as he would prefer to say, for 

contemporary and subsequent philosophers, revolutionaries, and historians, sometimes in the 

sense he intended and other times in a more liberally warped Hegelian dialectic. 

Firstly, we should clarify Hegel’s specific distortion of the Greek term, dialectic.  Unlike 

Socrates’ dialectic, discourse, or conversation, is not required.  Hegel’s dialectic is more like a 

liquid, continual flow of thought.  It constitutes the movement, not necessarily the discussion, of 

ideas – the transition of one form of thought to its complete or whole realization.  In his 
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Phenomenology of Mind, one of Hegel’s early works, he creates a platform for the exposition of 

his method.  He begins by refuting the typical thought that one idea, once supplanted by another, 

cancels out the first, therefore creating a better end product – survival of the fittest (thought) that 

is.  Hegel’s basis for his theory of the evolution of thought stems from Greek philosopher, 

Heraclitus, who considered the unity of opposites.  Heraclitus stressed the dynamic nature of the 

universe – constant change.  This is where Hegel’s dialectic takes shape.  Hegel posits an 

abstract, a thought, then contends that the abstract is flawed in some way.  There is some element 

of falsity within each abstract.  This falsity therefore leads to a new understanding of the original 

abstract in more of a complete, or absolute form.  Hegel asserts that the two parts make a whole 

– but cease to lose their importance as parts.  His example?  “The bud disappears when the 

blossom breaks through” (Hegel G. , 1967, p. 67).  When examining the blossom, you would not 

say the bud no longer exists, but has transformed into its “true nature’ (Hegel G. , 1967, p. 67).  

There is evolution, but not complete opposition within the formula.  There is a journey - the 

journey toward truth that suggests a symbiosis with Greek philosophy and drives Hegel to unify 

rather than break apart.  The terms most associated with Hegel – thesis, antithesis and synthesis 

are rarely used by the philosopher as much as they are used by his contemporary counterparts.  

Hegel’s “antithesis” is more of a negation, not a true opposite.  It is a flaw, not a difference 

specifically.  His desire is to complete a whole rather than disregard one side of the equation as 

completely different.  In his Phenomenology of Mind, Hegel states, “For the real subject-matter 

is not exhausted in its purpose, but in working the matter out; nor is the mere result attained the 

concrete whole itself, but the result along with the process of arriving at it” (Hegel G. , 1967, p. 

68)  The process is important for Hegel.  The dialectic, or ever moving process leads to, or is in 
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fact, evolution.  It is this evolution, not the elimination or subjugating of one part of the whole, 

which makes up the Hegelian dialectic process.   

 Hegel’s deviation from the “Principle of Authority” that haunted his philosophical 

predecessors came with his determined outlook on the system present in the study of science.  

Hegel regarded science as the only way truth could adequately be acknowledged.  In 

Phenomenology Hegel states, “The systematic development of truth in scientific form can alone 

be the true shape in which truth exists” (Hegel G. , 1967, p. 68).  Hegel attested over and over 

that science was the only way to properly show the evolution of an idea because of its system.  

His inner scientist understood that when attempting to prove something, one needed a proof, a 

formula.  So, he turned to science.  The evolution of Hegel’s formula produced the clearest 

method for calculating truth.  Hegel’s triadic system of abstract plus negative equals concrete 

became his core formula for deciphering the truths present in nature.  For Hegel, every substance 

self-reflects and produces what can be called an “opposite.”  Hegel referred to this self-reflection 

as the negative.  This movement, or process, then unifies the abstract, the substance, with its 

negative, or opposite, to create a more complete whole.  The structure of science lent Hegel the 

tool he needed to reach an audience who was more becoming more dependent on science, not 

religion, for their answers. 

 Hegel’s application of his formula originating in Phenomenology came with his 

breakdown of history in The Philosophy of History, a compilation of his lectures on the subject 

over twenty years after Phenomenology was written.  In Philosophy, Hegel categorizes the 

previous methods for treating history and shows the evolution of those methods into the final 

“philosophy of history,” which, simply put, is the “thoughtful consideration of [history]” (Hegel 

G. W., 2001).  Even twenty years later, Hegel’s loyalty to the “Principle of Authority” lingers.  
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His focus is the development of history toward a unified, ultimate result – “the World-Spirit 

unfolding its one nature in the phenomena of the world’s existence” (Hegel G. W., 2001, p. 24).  

However, Hegel seeks to unify the world-spirit through a force abhorred by most Christians of 

the time, REASON.  In Philosophy, Hegel equates reason with Divine Wisdom.  Reason is the 

true “essence” (Hegel G. W., 2001, p. 23).  Per Hegel, the “world is not abandoned to chance and 

“external contingent causes, but that a Providence controls it” (Hegel G. W., 2001, p. 26).  The 

ability to examine history philosophically, through the lens of God, using scientific methods 

makes the study of Hegel by historical philosophers, economic philosophers and revolutionary 

philosophers practically imminent. 

 Karl Marx, almost a contemporary of Hegel and almost a philosopher, based many of his 

economic and social reformative ideas on Hegel’s systematic study of history.  Marx, a fan of the 

German people, came to despise his German government, understanding it to be behind the times 

on social reform and unwilling to evolve and learn from the mistakes of its European 

counterparts.  Deeply influenced by his German forefather, Marx was inspired by Hegel’s ideas 

and angered by Hegel’s lack of action.  Marx’ Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right draws 

into question the purpose of history.  Hegel’s more metaphysical goal of history as the purveyor 

of “other-world truth” (Marx, 1970, p. 3) is supplanted by Marx’ establishment of the “truth of 

this world” (Marx, 1970, p. 3), turning the “criticism of religion into the criticism of law, and the 

criticism of theology into the criticism of politics” (Marx, 1970, p. 3).  Moved, no doubt by 

Hegel’s assertion that “a state is then well constituted and internally powerful when the private 

interest if its citizens is one with the common interest of the State” (Hegel G. W., 2001, pp. 38-

39), Marx changed Hegel’s metaphysical dialectic into a more material dialectic; or we may say 

he took the idea and employed it into action. 
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 Marx’ anger at the nation of Germany was rooted in its disregard for philosophy.  Marx 

saw himself and his fellow Germans as followers of philosophy; however, it was the State that 

had neglected their philosophical teachings in favor or individualism and power.  He states the 

problem in Germany is “National economy, or the mastery of private property over nationality” 

(Marx, 1970, p. 7).  He felt the German State had forsaken its people, and because of that, were 

drifting backwards in history.  “We are philosophical contemporaries of the present without 

being its historical contemporaries” (Marx, 1970, p. 7).  Marx uses Hegel’s method, albeit in 

reverse order, to define the goal of the needed philosophical movement.  He says the “German 

nation must therefore join [unify] this, its dream-history, to its present conditions and subject to 

criticism not only these existing conditions, but at the same time their abstract continuation.  Its 

future cannot be limited either to the immediate negation of its real conditions of state and right, 

or to the immediate implementation of its state and right conditions” (Marx, 1970, p. 8).  The 

dialectic method of unification of two parts to make a greater, more complete whole is Marx’ 

method as well.  He concludes that philosophy is no longer enough for revolution because of its 

state of inactivity.  Marx saw materiality as the answer.  “Material force must be overthrown by 

material force” (Marx, 1970, p. 9).  Marx was frustrated at Hegel for stopping short of true 

revolution of thought.  True revolution of thought must culminate in action.  Marx was 

particularly hard on Hegel for this philosophical betrayal.  The two men divided therefore. 

 The dialectic movement which prompted Marx to revolution has recently reemerged as 

the core formula for the examination of the entire historical process.  The variables in the 

formula may be altered but the dialectic process, or movement to the greater whole, the truth, 

remains the same.  “The history of the world presents us with a rational process” (Hegel G. W., 

2001, p. 22).  Any historian would tell you these words could have been uttered yesterday.  The 
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history of the world presents us with a rational process.  The process was the concern of Hegel.  

The process was the concern of Marx.  The process is the concern of all observers of history.  

From the evolution of science, to the evolution of language, to the evolution of mathematics, the 

process seeks to unite parts into a whole.  Unification is the ultimate goal of scientists, correct?  

It is human desire to find the answer to the big question – why is there something instead of 

nothing?  “Inquiry into the essential destiny of Reason is identical with the question what is the 

ultimate design of the World?” (Hegel G. W., 2001, p. 30)  Hegel believed we would find the 

answer. 
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