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ABSTRACT 

In the Philosophy of History. Hegel argues that 
the empire of ancient China constitutes the beginning 
of history. While lithe end of historyll as a fundamental 
problem has been commented on extensively in 20th 
century Hegel scholarship, lithe beginning" has been 
relatively neglected. This thesis is an attempt to fil I 
an existing gap. It examines Hegel's interpretation of 
Chinese hIstory in the context of his political and 
historical philosophy as a whole. It argues that his 
interpretation proceeds from the vantage point of 
western modernity. While modern ethical life. according 
to Hegel. is characterized by the dialectical 
relationships between the family. civil society. and 
the state. Chinese ethical life does not differentiate 
beyond the ethical substance of the family. The Chinese 
state is model led on the structure of the family and 
ethical-political duties are defined in terms of filial 
obligations: moral subjectivity and autonomy which 
precede modern ethical life are lacking in Chinese 
culture. Because of the non-differentiation of the 
Chinese ethical substance. Chinese history is 
essentially static or non-dialectical. on Hegel's view. 
In the last two chapters. this thesis attempts to 
determine the insights as weI I as the limitations of 
Hegel's account of China in the context of the 
fundamental changes which modern China has undergone 
and is stil I undergoing. 
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"The History of the World travels from 
East to West. for Europe is absolutely 
the end of History, Asia the Beginning" 
(Hegel. 1956: 103). 

"[TJhe result of the investigatIon we are 
about to pursue; a result which happens 
to be known to ~, because I have 
traversed the entire field" (ibid .• 10). 

INTRODUCTION 

In 20th century Hegel scholarship, particularly 

with Alexandre Kojeve/s Introduction a la lecture de 

Hegel and Ritter/s Hegel and the French Reyolution. 

such themes as the end of history, the modern age, and 

the modern western state have taken on central 

importance. In this context, the problematic of lithe 

end of history" 1s essential to the determination of 

the nature and legitimacy of western modernity. 

If "the end of history" is a fundamental issue. 

"the beginning of history" should also be essential to 

an understanding of Hegel/s historical and polItical 

philosophy as a whole; Hegel claims that his philosophy 

captures, in thought, the totality of human experience, 

and totality must somehow entail such notions as 

"beginning" and "end". This is because what is only 

implicit at the beginning already contains what is to 

become explicit at the end, when it Is able to 
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actualize itself fully for what it is potentially. To 

study the beginning of hIstory Is already to study what 

history is to realize finally as its telos. But the 

student of history, i.e., the phIlosopher, is only able 

to ascend to such a standpoint at the end because what 

history is potentially is unknown to someone whose 

perspectIve Is limited to the first stage (or even the 

intermediate stages) of historical consciousness. (As 

an example, an infant in itself does not know that it 

is potentially a speaker. Its potential to speak is 

only for us, since as speakers# we know the actual 

features of a speaking subject. This is the meaning of 

the phrase frequently used in the Phenomenology, lIin 

itself or for us ll
.) 

In the first chapter of the Philosophy of 

Histor\" Hegel argues that ancient China constitutes 

the beginning of hIstory. WhIle "the end" has been 

commented on extensively, "the beginnIng" has been 

relatively neglected In Hegel scholarship. Except for 

Karl Wittfogel,ls 1931 article, "Hegel tiber China", and 

Young Kun Kin's 1978 essay. "Hegel's CrItIque of 

Chinese Philosophy", which prImarily deals with the 

legitimacy of Chinese philosophy. there has been no 

sustained treatment of Hegel,ls interpretation in the 

lIterature, despite numerous references to Hegel,ls text 

by non-philosophers, mainly hIstorIans of China (e.g., 
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/ 
Balazs/s La bureaucratie celeste and Peyrefitte's ~ 

Immobile Empire.) It Is therefore a relatIvely open 

field where one can directly confront Hegel~s text 

without the mediation of an overwhelming eXisting 

literature. 

Be that as it may. It is not possible to 

understand adequately Hegel~s text on China wIthout a 

knowledge of his overal I historical and political 

philosophy. His historical interpretation of China 

logically tol lows trom his philosophy as a whole. It is 

this logiC which I wish to explicate in this thesis. It 

we read Hegel's text on China outside of the context of 

his philosophy, his interpretation would appear to be a 

series of interestIng but hIghly dubious observations, 

without a central or underlying theme. At worst, In 

this politically sensitIve tIme, the reader may find 

Hegel condescending or perhaps racist, thereby 

overlooking whatever insights Hegel may have had Into 

world history in general and Chinese hlstory in 

particular. 

AccordIngly. the following thesis is dIvided 

into two main parts. In part one, I examine in some 

detail Hegel~s polItical and historical philosophy as 

it is presented In the two central texts of his mature 

perIod. the Philosophy of Right and the fhllosophy of 

History. In part two. I examine Hegel~s interpretation 
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of Chinese history as an application of his mature 

political theory. With this exercise, I hope to throw 

light on several issues in Hegel/s philosophy, and 

historical interpretation in general: 1) the 

self-understanding of the polItical standpoint of the 

present (i.e., the inherent rationalIty of modern 

western social and politIcal institutions, according to 

Hegel); 2) the interpretation of the past from the 

standpoint of the present and the interpretatIon of one 

culture by another: China happens to be a special case 

where its past and present are indistinguIshable, on 

Hegel~s theory. As a result, cross-cultural examination 

in the present is also historical interpretation. Let 

me elaborate briefly on these points in theIr 

specifically Hegelian context. 

1) The Present Standpoint 

In matters of historical interpretation, the 

standpoint of the interpreter is as relevant as the 

interpretation Itself. Any hIstorIcal event admIts of 

diverse interpretations from different perspectives. 

Out of this plurality of standpoints. Is there a 

privileged (I.e .• absolute) standpoint such that it 

would grant us access to a definitive understanding of 

historical events -- and of history itself? 
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Hegel claims that there is such a standpoint, 

but it is one that is intrinsic to history, not outside 

of it. He argues that this standpoint is the 

consummation of a process, namely history itself. 

History, rightly understood, is philosophy. History as 

phIlosophy is that which discloses its own meanings. 

Hegelianism is the knowledge of history which has 

become conscious of the (historical) conditions of its 

own knowing. It is the absolute standpoint of totality, 

at the end of history, as history reaches its telos and 

so is in a position to recapture its previous 

experiences in order to render a ful I account in 

Hegel's philosophy. 

Now. if philosophy is an account of human 

experience as a whole, then political philosophy is an 

account of the whole of human experience in the 

political-ethical realm. Because history is always 

political history for Hegel, the history of western 

modernity is intImately connected with the concept of 

the western state, that is, both the conception and the 

praxis of the state. (The word "history" in the 

following essay is always used according to Hegel's 

politlcal understanding, that is, history as 

interpreted by Hegel from the ethical-polItical 

standpoint of western modernity.) Hegel argues that the 

modern state -- as the dialectical endpoint of 
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political consciousness -- ~eal1zes the telos"of 

hlsto~y, viz .• f~eedom. Put in anothe~ way, the mode~n 

state is the conc~ete embodiment o~ ~ealization of 

f~eedom. It Is f~om this pe~spectlve that Hegel 

proceeds to inte~p~et Chinese political histo~y, I.e .• 

the history of Chinese gove~nment as the hlsto~y of a 

despotic state. If we recall he~e what Hegel says about 

what is Impllci t at the beginning- and what is explici t 

at the end, then his a~gument that political hlsto~y Is 

really the history of freedom is not so su~p~ising as 

it may appear to be at first sight: f~eedom Is al~eady 

implicit in despotism, but the despot and the slave do 

not yet ~ealize it. 

2) The Inte~pretation 

Since Hegel inte~p~ets "the beginning" f~om the 

standpoint of "the end", his inte~p~etatlon is 

necessa~ily conditioned by the logic of the mode~n 

weste~n standpoint as he has artIculated It in his 

polItical theo~y. By cont~asting the beginning with the 

end, Hegel cont~asts substance with subJectIvIty. If 

the forme~ is conceived as positIvity, the purely 

given, the latter is understood as negativIty. the 

negation of the given as well as the final 

reconciliation of the two. ChInese "history" Is 
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essentially static and non-dialectical insofar as it is 

dictated by "the principle of substantiality": 

substance is stll I unmedlated and so history as the . 
unfolding of spirIt towards self-realizatIon (that is. 

concrete freedom in the politIcal-ethical realm) is yet 

to begIn. This is the underlyIng meaning of Hegel's 

paradoxical statement that Chinese "history" Is 

non-historical. If the telos of political hIstory is 

freedom. then the Chinese state cannot but remain 

always the same, that Is, despotic and unfree. In other 

words, it exIsts as somethIng outside of the subject 

and confronts him as an unmedlated outsIde force. 

Hegel's interpretation of the Chinese state as 

despotic is intended to be descriptive, not normative. 

It is not an Implied criticism, but an account of what 

is: Chinese "history" is what it Is because it does not 

develop. Here we touch on a central theme in Hegel's 

political thought. For the mature Hegel. the task of 

phIlosophy is not to criticize, but to explain (and to 

accept) what has already occurred. There is therefore 

no question of (social and political) change guarded by 

philosophy (Hegel. 1967:12-3) PolitIcal theory cannot 

provide instructions as to how a citizen should act, 

what a state should be like: it shows how actualized 

politIcal phenomena are to be understood. It Is Hegel/s 

position that we must learn to see the historical 
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conditions of the present as necessary and inevitable. 

This position admIts of two possIble interpretations: 

1) history has reached Its end and has realized its 

telos in Hegel's time. Therefore to understand the 

present as the result of the past Is to understand the 

history of the world: 2) The task of philosophy is to 

reconci Ie with the present: liTo comprehend what Is, 

this is the task of philosophy, for what is, is 

reason.1I liThe actual is the rational and the rational 

is the actual II (ibid., 10-11). In the first case, the 

future naturally does not hold any interest for 

philosophy (since it can only be "more of the same". so 

to speak); in the second case, the philosoher must 

refuse speculations as to how spirit might unfold in 

the future -- for that would imply unreason in the 

present because history is the progressive realization 

of Reason. 

It is at this point that I switch from 

interpretation to critique. In part two, chapter two. I 

try to engage in a kind of Hegelian speculation beyond 

the texts of Hegel. I examine the possibilIty of 

extending the category of dialectIcal history to modern 

Chinese history after Hegel~s death in 1831. This new 

period, inaugurated by its confrontatIon with European 

imperallsm, ended China~s long period of self-imposed 

isolation. Historically, It constltuted a radical break 
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with its past. Could this be a new configuration of the 

spiritual contents of the Chinese nation in relation to 

world history? What would be its implications for the 

Chinese state. whIch in its substantiality, is 

characterized as despotic? Hegel has argued in his 

early political articles, "the Constitution of Germany" 

and "the Internal Affairs of Wurttemburg". that 

individuals and institutions become obsolescent when 

they try to hold on to political principles outstripped 

by historical events. Is it now possible, at the level 

of historical objectivity -- at the level of social and 

political institutions (objective spirit) beyond the 

subjectivity (subjective spirIt), noble and heroic. of 

a few lone dissentIng voices -- to negate the given, 

politically understood as the negation of despotism? 



PART ONE 
THE END OF HISTORY: THE WEST 

CHAPTER I 
HISTORY AND MODERNITY 

a) From Theodicoea to PhIlosophy of HIstory 

"That the History of the World, with all 
the changing scenes which its annals 
present, is this process of development 
and the realization of Spirit -- this is 
true Theodicoea, the justification of 
God in History. Only this insight can 
reconcile SpirIt with the History of the 
World -- viz., that what has happened 
and is happening every day. is not only 
not "without God", but is essentially 
His Work" (Hegel. 1956:457). 

In Book 11 of the Confessions, St. AugustIne 

presents his famous puzzle on tIme: time ~ only 

because it is not. In the three divisions of time, the 

past is no longer and the future Is not yet. Only the 

present is. But It Is not always, for then it would not 

be temporal but eternal. TIme is present only because 

it moves on to become the past. "It ~ only because It 

Is not to be. II Time ~ only "because of Its impending 

state of not beIng" (Book 11, Ch. 14; emphasis in the 

or 1 gIna I t ex t ) • 

The state of IInot beIng", or becoming, is the 

characteristic of time. But in the three dIvIsions of 

time, the present is privIleged because the past and 
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the future are something and not nothing only in 

relation to it. The present has an enormous weight 

because, as Augustine goes on to define past and future 

in chapters 18 and 20, the three dIvIsions of time are 

really the present of past thIngs, the present of 

present things, and the present of future things. Time 

exists nowhere else but in the mind: the past is mind 

recollecting in the present, the future is mind 

expecting in the present, and the present is mind 

perceiving in the present (Ch. 18). 

While St. Augustine invokes God in his prayer 

for an answer to his puzzle on tIme, Hegel calls forth 

Spirit In his phIlosophIcal account of history. Spirit 

is to Hegej/s phIlosophy of hIstory what God Is to the 

history of the temporal world according to the 

Christians (Hegel, 1956:19-20). In his philosophy of 

history, Hegel appropriates the prIvIlege of the 

present for "spirIt" (Karl LowIth, 1991:209), Spirit 

has the same characteristIcs as time: It cannot be but 

~ only by becoming. Like time, it unfolds, and at each 

moment, when it recollects, it shows that past events 

-- its experIences -- have been leading towards the 

present as their telos. Spirit has all the stages of 

the past within itself. If history Is the present;s 

recol lection of things past, then spirit is the 

recollection of its own previous experiences -- for 
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history ~ the unfolding of spirit. Therefore, when we 

are studying the great epochs of world history and see 

in them the serIes of shapes in which spirit has shown 

itself, we are dealing wIth the present, even though we 

are engaged In the study of the past (Hegel, 

1977:492-3). The task of philosophy as the philosophy 

of spirit is always to deal with the present because 

only the present is real or actual: " ... to enjoy the 

present, this is the rational insight which reconciles 

us to the actual ... " (Hegel, 1967:12). 

According to Hegel, the telos of the unfolding 

of spirit is freedom. This idea is actually first 

expressed In the Christian idea of sin in nature. If 

the philosophy of spirit is also a philosophy of 

freedom, this is because the very notion of spirlt In 

its original Christian form already involves a 

conception of liberty. As the Christians have conceived 

it, nature is sin for man, and so he must transcend 

what is purely and immediately given, i.e., his nature. 

His freedom (from sIn) -- his liberty -- consists In 

his struggle to transcend mere nature (KoJeve, 

1988:535-6). This opposition Is not external but 

internal. In other words, it Is that which opposes 

itself to itself or negates itself to become its other. 

The other of nature is spirit; It is in the dlvlsion of 

the given into its otherness that we find the 
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opposition between nature and spirit (ibid., 530, 

536-7). Culture and society are the spiritual products 

of hlstorical man who struggles to transcend the gIven, 

i.e., mere nature. 

The Christian motIf in Hegel/s philosopy and 

the importance of the present find their expressions in 

the cryptic statement: "Here is the rose, dance thou 

here" (Hegel, 1967:11; see also Lowith, 1991:14-16), 

The rose is reason, and the philosopher who finds joy 

in reason -- who dances to reason -- will find it in 

the present. A few sentences later, Hegel goes on to 

say that the rose as reason is found only "in the cross 

of the present." Here, the inherent rationality of the 

present is equated with the cross of Christianity. From 

the phrase "the cross of the present", it is clear that 

Hegel conceives of his major task as the reconciliation 

between philosophy and ChristIanity, that is to say, 

between the rose and the cross, between reason and 

suffering. The spirit of Christianity, understood 

philosophically, is the spIrit of Hegel/s philosophy of 

history. From Hegel/s prIvileged standpoint, at the end 

of history, he is able to recognIze as rational all the 

seemingly irrational elements, evIls, and sufferings in 

history. 

The task of philosophy Is to reconcile us to 

the present. To achieve such a reconcIliation is to 
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learn to see the course of world history -- the 

unfolding of spirit -- as a rational process and its 

telos as freedom (Hegel. 1956:17-18). In other words, 

everything that has happened in hIstory, however 

violent and irrational in appearance. works towards the 

concrete realization of freedom. If one examines the 

development of history from the appropriate, Hegelian 

standpoint, one wil I discern this rational plan at 

work: "To him who looks upon the world rationally, the 

world in its turn presents a rational aspect. The 

relation is mutual" (ibid., 11). Philosophy, properly 

understood, will show us how Spirit manifests itsel~ in 

historical events and how It strives to reach its goal 

or telos in al I its activities and past experiences. 

This is what Hegel means when he says that the 

philosophy of history is "a Theodicoea -- a 

justification of the ways of God" (Hegel, 1956:15); the 

only aim of world history is to see freedom "realized 

and fulfilled; the only repose amid the ceaseless 

change of events and conditions, and the sole efficient 

principle that pervades them. This final aim is God/s 

puropose with the world ... the Nature of His Will -

that is, His Nature itself -- Is what we here call the 

Idea of Freedom; translating the language of RelIgion 

Into that of Thought" (Ibid., 20). 
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We have b~iefly su~veyed the tempo~al fo~m of 

spi~lt and its o~igin in Ch~istianity. But fo~m is 

nothing without content; the~e is no time unless it Is 

fil led -- with events o~ happenings. The contents of 

hlsto~ical time a~e the peoples, the nations, ~ellgious 

movements, thei~ conflicts, thei~ ~ise and fall, thei~ 

successes and failu~es. Fo~ spi~it shows itself in the 

spi~itual contents of peoples and nations, in thel~, 

customs and beliefs, in thei~ ~eligions, in their 

systems of knowledge such as language, science, and 

philosophy as weI I as in thei~ social labou~ and 

political institutIons and constItutions (ibid., 18). 

The nations of wo~ld histo~y a~e the~efo~e gove~ned by 

spi~it, and thei~ spi~itual contents -- language, 

gove~nment etc. -- a~e the media in which spi~it shows 

itself. Histo~y, the tempo~al p~ocess th~ough which 

f~eedom is ~ealized, is the~efo~e schematlzed as a 

se~ies of phases (the shapes of spl~it), a se~ies which 

begins with the O~ientals, who conceived themselves in 

abst~act ha~mony with natu~e, and ends with the 

Eu~opeans fo~ whom spl~lt has ~ealized itself 

objectively in f~ee ethical-polItical institutions 

(objective spi~it). 

In the O~iental ~ealm, spi~it and natu~e a~e 

indistinguishable. Unlike the Ch~istlans, the Chinese 

do not st~ive to t~anscend natu~e but to live in 
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harmony with it. The people are therefore 

non-historical if we set In opposition nature and 

history. They only have an abstract conception of 

freedom -- only ~ is free, i.e., the despot or the 

emperor (Hegel, 1967:220-1). With the Greeks. we have 

the first manifestion of freedom. But because of the 

unIty of their ethical lIfe, in which the entire lIfe 

of a fr~e citizen is equated with his publIc l1fe. an 

absolute distinction has to be made between free men 

and slaves (and women, we may add). Domestic work and 

social labour are performed exclusIvely by slaves and 

servants. Therefore, only ~ men (the cItizens) are 

free (Ibid .• 221). WIth the Romans. the 

self-consciousness of private indIviduals is set in 

irreconcIlable opposition to the abstract universalIty 

of the state. [lJ ThIs conflIct leads to a corruptIve 

rabble. on the one hand, and the heartless. 

self-seeking nobles, and later the emperors, on the 

other (ibId .• 221-2). Formally, all Roman citizens are 

free. But the decadence of the emperors turn even free 

citIzens into slaves. Both the Greeks and the Romans 

lack the true spirit that is necessary for the 

realization of concrete freedom. For the Greeks and the 

Romans, an indIvIdual is free because he is recognized 

as a citizen and a person, along with the corresponding 

rights of cItizenry and property. Freedom Is therefore 
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external, dependent on recognition by tithers. Spiritual 

subJectivIty, the prerequisite of concrete freedom, 

only comes about with the rise of ChrIstianity and the 

triumph of the Germanic races over a decaying Rome 

(ibId., 222). With it, the freedom of the individual is 

realized by his own conscience, by his own free will. 

In other words, ,gll men are capable of being free. The 

freedom of the wII J is not contingent on external 

recognition; even a slave can be free in his own will, 

a notion of freedom that would be completely 

unintelligible to the Romans and the Greeks (Arendt, 

1978:64). The freedom of Christian subjectivity comes 

to be actualized concretely in the modern period, first 

with the Reformation and then with the French 

Revolution. Freedom is finally realized as civil 

rights, and the modern state becomes the concrete 

embodiment of freedom. (In chapter two, from 

subdivisions /a/ to /c/, we wil I examine in detail the 

dialectics of right.) 

b) From Spiritual History to Political History 

One may ask why it was Hegel and not someone 

else before him who made this discovery, i.e, the 

rationality of history which has laboured throughout 

the ages towards the realization of freedom. Spirit is 
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the present. and the spirit of the age is the 

achievement of the spirits of the preceeding ages 

(Lowith, 1991:201). Yet, the spirit of the modern age 

Is different from all the other ages before it. The 

young Hegel had announced the news to the world in his 

lecture at Jena in 1806: 

"Gentlemen! We are in an important epoch, 
in a fermentation, where Spirit has made 
a great advance, has surpassed its 
former shape and has acquired a new one. 
All the masses of ideas and concepts 
which have been current up to now, the 
bonds of the world. have dissolved and 
col lapsed among themselves like a vision 
in a dream. This new Spirit -
philosophy is expected to be the first 
to welcome its appearance and to know 
it, since al I the others. in their 
powerless resistance, are trapped in the 
past, and the masses, for the most part, 
are not even ~ware of its appearance. 
But philosophy, in knowing it as what 1s 
eternal, must pay homage to it" (Quoted 
from Kojeve, 1988:7). 

The historical achievement of spirit culminates in the 

modern era and those who have been attentive to the 

pulse of historical life are privileged to be witnesses 

to this achievement. It was only from the standpoint of 

the modern world that Hegel was able to survey the 

whole of history in Its ratIonal aspect: "[Tlhe result 

of the investIgation which we are about to pursue ••. 

happens to be known to me, because I have traversed the 

entire field" (Hegel, 1956:10). 
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The fact that Hegel can proclaim freedom as the 

telos of history means that history has come to an end 

in his age, In the modern era -- at least history as it 

is understood by Hegel. For totality, from beginning to 

end, is only accessible to the one who stands at the 

end of the process. One possible way to interpret "the 

end of history" is to understand the Idea of the state 
. 

as having realized itself finally in the ethical life 

of the modern state. In other words, Hegel's political 

philosophy is the understanding of the state as spirit 

in its objective form in which "the final aim, God's 

purpose with the world", is realized, (ibid., 19-20). 

It is a political interpretation of the Christian 

conception of freedom. As Hegel writes, "'True 

philosophy leads to God' and the same is true of 

philosophy and the state" (Hegel, 1967:12). Freedom is 

realized concretely in the development of the modern 

ethical-political state, and it is the development of 

the state which has reached an end In the modern era. 

What then is the nature of political history and of the 

state such that It is possIble for Hegel to proclaim 

the end of history? 

The word "history", like the word "politics", 

has many meanings. In their equivocations, they are 

very similar, and this is not an accident of language 

(Aron, 1987:23). To narrow down the range of meanings 
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of "history" In Hegel's usage. It is clear that he 

always means polItical history, and he likes to compare 

it with religion: "The state Is the divine on Earth." 

liThe march of God in the world. that is what the state 

Is" (Hegel. 1967:279). In the Introduction to .t..hJt 

Philosophy of History. Hegel argues that "it is the 

State which first presents (the) subject-matter that is 

not only adopted to the prose of History. but involves 

the production of such history in the very progress of 

its own being" (Hegel. 1956:61). An idea is only as 

good as its expressive power, in its abilIty to realize 

itself (Hegel. 1977:6). The Idea of freedom is only as 

good as it is able to actualize itself in history -- in 

social practices and in polItical institutions. Thus. 

in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel writes that IIgenuine 

truth (the Idea of freedom) Is the prodigious transfer 

of the inner (abstract conception) Into the outer 

(concrete realization), the building of reason into the 

real world. and this has been the task of the world 

during the whole course of its history. It is by 

working at this task that civilized man has actually 

given reason an embodiment in law and government ... " 

(Hegel, 1967:167; my emphasIs). "The development of the 

state to constItutional monarchy is the achievement of 

the modern world •.. the history of this genuine 

formation of ethical life (of the state) Is the content 
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of the whole course of world-hIstory" <ibId., 176>

From these passages, It is clear that polItical history 

is essentIally "state-history", the history of the 

evolution of the Idea of the state -- If by "Idea" we 

mean, fol lowing Hegel, both the conception And the 

praxis (I.e., the actualizatIon) of the conception 

itself (Hegel, 1956:18; Hegel, 1977:6). 

If the history of the world Is the progressIve 

realization of freedom (Hegel, 1956:19), then there is 

an intimate connection between freedom and the state: 

freedom is essentially a political concept. As such it 

cannot be divorced from the Idea of the state. "The 

State is the Idea of SpirIt in the external 

manifestation of human Will and its Freedom. It is to 

the State, therefore, that change in the aspect of 

History indissolubly attaches itself; and the 

successive phases of the Idea manifest themselves in it 

as distinct principles" (Ibid., 47). What Hegel wants 

to show Is that "state-history" (= political history) 

is nothing but the history of freedom: "Freedom is 

nothing but the recognition and adoption of such 

universal substantial objects as RIght and Law, and the 

production of a reality that is accordant with them 

the state" (ibid., 59). The various shapes of the state 

in history are the successive embodiment -

"concretization" -- of the dIfferent graaes of freedom. 
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The state is freedom incarnate: to the state, from its 

most despotic to the freest type, there corresponds 

freedom from its most abstract to its most concrete 

shape. The realm of freedom is the historical-political 

realm. [2] 

The section on self-consciousness in ~ 

Phenomenology of Spirit-argues that the recognition of 

one (the master/ruler) results from the fiercest 

life-and-death struggle and that it is a condition of 

slavery for those who recognfze the master but who are 

not reciprocally recognized by the master. In Hegel/s 

version of the state of nature (the state of human 

affairs prior to the formation of the state), the 

desire for recognition, the desire for the desire of 

the other, results from the confrontation between 

individual consciousnesses without the mediation of 

social-political institutions (Hyppolite, 1961:241). 

The result of that confrontation leads to the 

institutionalization of the relationships between 

opposing consciousnesses, namely, slavery. The first 

human dialectical struggle therefore inaugurates human 

history through the establishment of a political 

institution. The state at the beginnIng of history Is 

necessarily despotic, where total power is its 

essential characteristic. 
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The recognition of all, on the other hand, is 

the legal or constitutional recognition of civil 

rights, lIbertIes and dutIes. In other words, desire Is 

no longer in its raw and undeveloped form, but Is 

raIsed or sublImated to the level of rationalIty. The 

citIzens, In Hegel's sense, recognize the rational 
-

bas is of the i r own po lIt 1 ca I recogn 1 t 1 on. I n other" 
-

words, they are capab Ie of rat i ona I 1 ns i gh ts and so do 

not need to be threatened wIth force by an al I-powerful 

state. The political education and enlightenment of 

mankind consist in the gradual abolition of slavery as 

a political institution and by extension the 

realization that despotism is incompatible with 

concrete freedom and rationality, the recognltion of 

al I instead of one: 

"Thus exIsting in a State, slavery is 
itself a phase of advance-from the 
merely isolated sensual existence -- a 
phase of educatIon -- a mode of becomIng 
particIpant in a hIgher moralIty 
(SIttlichkeit, not MoralitAt) and the 
culture connected with it. Slavery is in 
and for i tse 1 f _. iD lust ice, for the 
essence of humanity is freedom; but for 
this man must be matured. The gradual 
abolition of slavery is therefore wiser 
and more equitable than its sudden 
removal" (Hegel, 1956:99). 

The dIfferent degrees and kinds of recognition 

of state power and authority correspond to the 

different shapes in which the Idea of the state appears 
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in history: "Every indeterminate grade between 

(slavery) and the realization of a rational State 

retains -- as might be expected elements and aspects 

of injustice" (ibid.). Thus, in regimes of the earliest 

times, only one is recognized as free, i.e., the king 

or the emperor. In others, only some are free, but in 

the highest grade which the state can assume, all are 

recognized as free (ibid., 18). Here Hegel redefines 

the traditional political classification of the state 

as either monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy in terms 

of its underlying principle, the historical evolution 

of state power towards freedom: 

"The East knew and to the present day 
knows only that One is free; the Greek 
and Roman world, that Some are free: the 
German World (i.e., the European world) 
knows that Al I are free. The first 
political form -therefore which we 
observe in History, is Despotism. the 
second Democracy and Aristocracy, the 
third Monarchy (i.e .• constitutional 
monarchy)" (ibid., 104). 

The tradItional classification is based on the 

origInal meaning of the Greek word "politeia", the 

regime of the polis under which the rulers and the mode 

of exercise of their authority are determined, as well 

as the way in which the city is organized and 

co-ordlnated accordingly. Hegel criticizes the 

traditonal classification of regimes in terms of 

quantity: "(P)urely quantitative distinctions ... are 
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only superficial and do not afford the concept of the 

thIng" (Hegel, 1967:176). Such a classification as 

Aristotle/s in the PolItics (1279a 26-1279b 10) cannot 

perceive the underlyIng hIstorIcal princIple because 

even Aristotle, the most profound of the Greeks 

accordIng to Hegel, cannot go beyond the Greek 

conception of freedom as the freedom of some. This Is 

why, according to Aristotle, some men are natural 

slaves (1254b 15-35). 

Here we see that the notion of recognition Is 

closely related to pol itical "consciousness. A given 

regime Is constituted as such because it is recognized 

as such by the whole community: "The state exists ... 

immediately in custom, mediately in individual 

self-consciousness. knowledge. and activity, while 

self-consciousness finds in the state ..• its 

substantive freedom (Hegel, 1967:155; my emphasis). 

Political consciousness is Integral to the constitutIon 

of the state. If this is not so, constitutions are 

nothing but pieces of paper. The constItution of a 

people must accord with theIr historIcal and polItical 

experIence; it must be recognized by them (ibId., 178, 

286-7). Aron puts it·well: 

"Consciousness of reality is Integral to 
reality itself •.. [Tlhe political domain 
presupposes a mInImum of consciousness 
of thIs domain. In every [political] 
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collectIve, the IndIviduals a~e expected 
to know app~oximately who tne leade~s 
a~e, how they a~e chosen and what the 
mode of exe~cIse of thel~ autho~ity is. 
All polItIcal ~egimes p~esuppose on the 
pa~t of the IndIvIduals that they [the 
indIvIduals] have awa~eness of these 
~egimes. We wIll not be able to live in 
a democ~acy .•. If the cItIzens had not a 
mInImum of conscIousness of the ~ules 
acco~dIng to whIch the ~egime functions. 
PolItical knowledge Is the development 
of polItIcal conscIousness coeval with 
polItIcs Itself" (A~on. 1987:25). 

The history of f~eedom, i.e., the hlsto~y of 

the Idea of the state. Is also the histo~Ical 

expe~ience of consciousness in the political domain. 

The state is the embodIment of consciousness. In othe~ 

words. it is spi~it. Qua spi~it, It is objective in the 

sense that it unites the subjective elements of the 

citizens in the form of objectIve InstItutions and 

conc~ete social p~actices. It is the~efore objective 

spirit. "The state is mind on ea~th and conscIously 

realizing itself the~e ... Only when it is p~esent in 

consciousness. when It knows Itself as a ~eally 

existent object, Is It the state" (Hegel, 1967:279). 

This is what Hegel means when he says that lithe essence 

of spI~It (o~ mInd, geIst) Is ·F~eedomll, and that lithe 

perfect embodIment of spI~lt (Is) the state" (Hegel, 

1956:17). The state Is not only the polItIcal regIme 

alone. but the community, the socia·l whole itself. 

within whIch the ~egime constItutes only a secto~. 
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Insofar as it is objective spirit. it embraces the 

entire communIty because all the sectors of society. 

along with all their antagonistic forces, are 

reconciled in the body politic of the state. 

Something is free when it is not dependent on 

or influenced by other things. Spirit is free because 

it is its own determination. "Spirit •.. may be defined 
_ ;.~~.&r-. '. • 

as that which has its centre in itself ... This is 

freedom exactly. For if I am dependent, my being is 

referred to something else which I am not ... I am free. 

on the contrary, when my existence depends on myself ll 

(Hegel, 1956:17). Spirit determines its own destiny by 

determining the spirits and destinies of nations. Its 

final destination (= Bestimmung = destiny = 

determination) is the ethical Idea, i.e., the ethical 

state which is the concrete realization of freedom. 

Spirit achieves its most concrete realization in the 

modern world, in the modern state. 

Two momentous events make this possible: the 

Protestant Reformation and the French Revolution. 

Between them. they define the modern era. The 

Reformation declares that all men are equal before God, 

and each is free in his conscience. (We shall examine 

this issue in sub-section 2b.) The Revolution 

actualizes these princlp'les of " freedom as civil rights. 

i.e., abstract and concrete rights. (We shall presently 
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turn to this problem.) Hegel shows, as we shall see in 

the fol lowing, how the dialectic of right leads to the 

conception of the state as objective spirit -- the 

rights of "subJectIvIty" and "personalIty" as they are 

translated Into the concrete Ihstitutlonal practices of 

the modern state, the embodiment of freedom. 



"Not satisfied with the establishment of 
rational rights, with freedom of person and 
property, with the existence of a polItIcal 
organizatIon in which are to be found various 
circles of civIl life ••.. ~Liberalism~ sets 
up in oppositIon to all this the atomistic 
principle, that which insists upon the sway 
of individual will: maintainIng that al I 
government should emanate~pm their express 
power, and have their express sanction. 
Asserting this formal side of freedom -- this 
abstraction -- the party in questIon al lows 
no political organization to be firmly 
established. The particular arrangements of 
the government are forthwith opposed by the 
advocates of Liberty as the mandates of a 
particular will. and branded as displays of 
arbitrary power. The will of the Many expels 
the Ministry from power, and those who had 
formed the Opposition fill the vacant places: 
but the latter having now become Government. 
meet with hostility from the Many, and share 
the same fate. Thus agitation and unrest are 
perpetuated. This collision, this nodus. this 
problem is that wIth which history is now 
occupied, and whose solution it has to work 
out in the future" (Hegel, 1956:452). 

CHAPTER II 

SPIRIT AND THE STATE 

This passage is found in the last pages of the 

book in the sectIon on the French RevolutIon. Four 

decades after the storming of the Bastllle, the 

revolutIonary fury that was unleashed into the world 

had yet to play Itself out. ThIs was the revolutionary 

situation with which history was confronted and which 

29 
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it had to ~esolve in the futu~e. Ritte~ has w~itten 

that "[f]o~ Hegel. the F~ench RevolutIon Is that event 

a~ound which all the dete~minations of philosophy in 

~elatlon to its time a~e cluste~ed. with philosophy 

ma~klng out the p~oblem th~ough attacks on and defenses 

of the Revolution. Conve~sely, the~e Is no othe~ 

philosophy that is a philosophy of ~evolution to such a 

deg~ee and so p~ofoundly. in its inne~most d~ive. as 

that of Hegel" (Ritte~1 1982:43). Echoing Ritte~. 

Habe~mas w~ites that "Hegel elevated ~evolution to the 

p~ima~y p~inciple of his philosophy.1I Howeve~. "Hegel"s 

philosophy of ~evolution Is his phIlosophy ~ the 

c~Itique of ~evolutionll (Ha~be~mas. 1974:121). Hegel"s 

philosophical task is twofold: to sepa~ate the 

histo~ical p~inciples of mode~nity which the Revolution 

had actualized f£Qm the subjective (and the~efo~e 

dest~uctlve) excesses of the ~evolutiona~ies. O~ as 

Habe~mas puts it. Hegel's task is lito conceptually 

legitimize the ~evolutionizing of ~eality wIthout the 

Revolution itself" (ibId., 123). It is philosophy's 

task to help ~esto~e o~de~ to mode~n political life. an 

ethical-polItical life that will satisfy the just and 

legitimate demands that lie at the basis of 

~evolutiona~y fu~y. 

The p~inciples of mode~nity which the 

Revolution ~ealized a~e the ~lghts of bou~geols o~ 
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cIvil socIety (bUrgerI Iche Gesellschaft), classified 

under the categorIes of abstract and concrete rights, 

and of subjectIve moralIty or conscIence. Hegel~s 

polItIcal theory Is an attempt to Integrate these 

individual rights into the ethical life of civic 

community and the state such that they are objectively 

respected and reflected in the actual practices of 

social and political institutions (Hegel, 1967:132-3, 

160-1). However. when the modern state and society are 

not well-constituted. when the rights of the indIvidual 

are asserted at the expense of the interests of the 

community and the state -- that is to say, according to 

the principle of ~liberalism', when state and society 

are viewed as nothing other than the protection of the 

individual/s right, property, and safety (IbId .• 156) 

-- we can have nothing but the continuation of the 

revolutionary situation and civic unrest. This is the 

meaning of the passage quoted at the beginning of this 

chapter. The series of dialectical sublation in ~ 

Philosophy of Right from abstract right, through 

moralIty, to ethical life -- is the process of 

integration of modern indIvIdual rIghts leadIng up to 

the ethical formation of the modern state. Hegel 

therefore takes up the challenge of modern history, 

namely, to repeat once again, to undermine the 
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Revolution but to satisfy its demands for justice and 

respect for rights. 

a) Abstract Right. Concrete Right~ and Free Personality 

The notion of property right (or abstract right 

in the Philosophy of Right) is so Ingrained in our 

consciousness and conduct in everyday life that we 

scarely paV-any attention to It. Because it is so 

pervasive and is constitutive of the very 

intersubjective basis of western bourgeois society, we 

are not always aware of the layers of hidden 

presuppositions. Yet, according to Hegel, the idea of 

free possession marks the momentous transformation of 

western society and the birth of modern consciousness 

-- from the unequal feudal relationship between lord 

and vassal to the equal relationship between persons, 

each with the same intrinsic right of property: 

"The principle of free possession however 
began to develop Itself from the 
protectIve relatIon of feudal 
protectIon; I.e. freedom origInated from 
Its dIrect contrary. The feudal lords or 
great barons enjoyed, properly speakIng, 
no free or absolute possession, any more 
than their dependents; they had 
unlimited power over the latter, but at 
the same tIme they also were vassals of 
prInces higher and mightier than 
themselves .• ,II (Hegel, 1956:384). 

In serfdom, " ... a man"s body (was) not his own, but 

the property of another" (IbId., 407). In modern 
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society, "as person, I possess my life and my body, 

like other things. only in so far as my will is in 

them" (HegeL 1967:43), The will can only impose itself 

on external things. not people. My body and my lIfe are 

the most immediate external embodiment of my will. that 

Is, wfthout the mediation of labour (ibid .• 39-40. 43). 

Their possession by another person would be an 

infringement of my will and propertIes. Such an 

infringement would Involve a clash of wills (Ibid., 

67-8). The struggle between opposing wills is to 

estab II sh the "r I ght" of the mi gh ty; it di rect 1 y 

subverts the right of personality. which presupposes 

equalIty. The recognition of right is essential here 

because limy Inward idea and wII I that something Is to 

be mine is not enough to make it my property" (ibid., 

45). A vassal in feUdal tIme could work on a thing, but 

his effort and will did not make It his property. He 

had control of his bodily movements. but his body and 

hIs lIfe did not belong to hIm. It Is crucIal that the 

embodiment of my will. the thing. Is recognized as mIne 

by others. The reciprocal recognitIon of IndIvIduals as 

persons is the basis of equalIty between modern 

individuals as bearers of rights."(P)roper-ty is the 

embodiment of personalIty ... It essentIally involves 

the capacity for rights ... The ImperatIve of rIght is: 
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1967: 45 • 37). 
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The rIght of property demarcates a sphere 

within which Its valIdity holds, I.e., the sphere of 

externality. A person is free to pursue what he will, 

Le., to impose his wi lIon "what is immediately 

different and separable from hIm" (IbId., 40). "What is 

immediately different ... is the external pure and 

simple. a thing, somethIng not free, not personal. 

without rights" (ibid .• my emphasIs). This is the right 

of personalIty. It Is the freedom of the will which 

asserts itself in the pursuit of external things as 

properties. (Needless to say, not al 1 external things 

can be imposed upon, e.g., the planets and the stars.) 

Throughout the first part of the PhIlosophy of Right, 

Hegel refers to the right of property as abstract 

right. ThIs is because all determinate contents are 

abstracted and taken out. "In formal rIght, therefore, 

there is no questIon of particular Interests." 

"(D)esire, need, impulse, casual whim, and so forth" 

(Ibid., 25, 38), all the particularIties which drive 

and determine the natural WIll, are abstracted: 

"(E)verything which depends on partIcularity Is here a 

matter of indifference" (Hegel, 1967:235). Only in 

civil SOCiety, as we shall see below, are 

particularities actualized and fulfIlled -- or at least 
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they have the (concrete) right to demand satisfaction. 

Furthermore. the right of property Is abstracted from 

al I partIcular moral concerns, whIch constItute 

inwardness. the interior realm: " •.• my advantage or my 

welfare ... the particular motive behind my volItion. 

(as well as) insight and intention" fall outside the 

external realm (IbId .• 38). (We will examine moral i t~T 

in /2b/. the next sub-section.) 

In other words, abstract right denotes an 

"absolutely free wi 11" that is irtliilediate, 

indeterminate, and contentless (ibId., 37). "In 

relation to action in the concrete and to moral and 

ethical ties. abstract right is, in contrast with the 

further content which these involve. only a 

possibility. and to have a right is therefore to have 

only a permission or a warrant" (ibid., 38). Simply 

put, abstract right is recognized in a person prior to, 

and regardless of, the ~ (or the end) to which he 

puts his property and the impulse which drives him to 

pursue it -- to claim It as his own -- in his concrete 

action in civil society. While law restrIcts the ways 

in which I can make use of my properties and the means 

by which I can pursue them that Is. I cannot 

infringe on the rights of other persons -- my right as 

such is recognized unconditlonally and absolutely. 
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In Hegel/s dialectical transition of the 

concept of right, the next stage after abstract right 

is morality, not cIvil society or ethIcal lIfe. This Is 

rather surprising as the connection between property 

rIght and socIal labour (in cIvIl society or economy) 

is obvious, for it Is labour. the partIcular 

determination of the will, that transforms an 
~ 

independent, natUral e~tlty and makes i~ the property 

of a person. Hegel/s transition from property right to 

morality is based on the Idea of wrong, that Is, the 

violation of abstract right by a single, arbitrary 

will. According to Hegel, such an infringement of right 

is a crime (Hegel, 1967:67-8). The moral sense evolves 

out of the perpetrator/s guilt when he realizes that 

his arbitrary will contradicts his rational will. As a 

rational person, In wIlling to violate the right of 

another person, he wills the universal violation of al I 

persons with right, Including hImself (Ibid., 70-1). 

The Infringement of the rIght of another person Is 

therefore self-contradIctory and must be annulled. A 

crime therefore demands eIther retrIbution or 

punishment, without whIch the wrong deed cannot be 

annulled (Ibid .• 71-2). But retribution or revenge 

could lead to an endless cycle of vIolence. Only Just 

punishment can be proportional to the crime. As a 

rational person, the crimInal must wII I hIs own 
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punishment. Only then can the individuals involved be 

reconciled and the cycle of revenge avoided. 

As Habermas has pOinted out, a right has the 

force of law, or a wrong becomes a crime, only when 

that right is codified within a legal framework 

(Habermas, 1974:127). Also, equitable punishment is 

only possible with impartial Judgement. According to 

Hegel, this is jurIsprudence in civIl society. When the 

principle of rightness becomes known universally. when 

it is codified and promulgated, it becomes law (Hegel, 

1967:134-5). The application of law is the 

administration of Justice in civil society. Its state9 

purpose is the protection of property: "This right is 

no longer implicit but has attained its recognized 

actuality as the protection of property through the 

administration of justice" (ibid., 134), Only then can 

a wrong be considered a crime and be Justly punished. 

While the motivations for the dIalectical 

transitIon from abstract right to moralIty are clear, 

the transItion is nevertheless problematic because it 

separates the rather obvious connection between 

abstract right and civil SOCiety. At the same tIme, 

Hegel hints at such a connection between the two in the 

relationship between crime and punishment. 

In fact, Hegel was well aware of the connection 

between abstract right and civil society -- in 
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particular the connection between property and labour. 

He had already worked out their dialectical 

relatIonship in such early writings as the System of 

Morality (Habermas, 1974:127). It is easy to see how, 

in the particular aetermination of abstract right, a 

capricious action could lead to the violation of the 

right of another person, e.g., theft. The processes of 
- -

social labour, which are driven by the particulariti~s 

of needs, desires, and selfish interests, lead to the 

development of formal rules in order to guarantee the 

fruits of one/s labour, that is, the rules which Hegel 

reformulates in terms of abstract right and 

jurisprudence. In other words, the workers and the 

bourgeois assert their right to possess the products of 

their own labour and investments, and the instItution 

of jurisprudence and the understanding of abstract 

right evolve out of their demands for the recognition 

of right. This is the dialectical relationship between 

the abstract right of private property and social 

labour in cIvil society. The individual, in this 

transitIon, develops from the abstract person to the 

concrete person in civil society (l.e., the burgher or 

the bourgeois) (Hegel, 1967:122-3). (HIstorically, the 

sequence was reversed.) This dialectic, implicit in ~ 

Philosophy of Right, Is the particular determination of 

the indeterminate universal will through social labour 
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in the economy -- through the needs and caprice of the 

bourgeoIs. It actually recaptures the history of the 

West from feudalism to bourgeoIs socIety after 1789. We 

shall pursue this alternatIve transItIon In the 

following. 

* * * 

Feudal /rights/. which ought to be called 

/wrongs' according to Hegel, seemed to have been swept 

away by the French Revolution overnight. Actually. the 

destructIon of tradItIon and feudalIsm was the work of 

centuries of social labour. According to the Abb~ 

Sleyes. the revolutIon was carrIed out by all those in 

society who performed useful labour (the Third Estate) 

against those who had lived parasftically on the labour 

of others, namely, the clergy and the nobles (the First 

and Second Estates) (Lowith. 1991:239). The Revolution 

was therefore the assertion of the right of social 

labour against the privIleged or Idle classes whIch had 

no rIght to enjoy the fruIts of other people/s labour. 

Hegel/s polItical philosophy is in part a legItImation 

of the rights of bourgeoIs or cIvIl socIety. demanded 

by the RevolutIon and actualIzed In the NapoleonIc 

Code. 

According to Hegel. the rIght of labour can 

only be actualized when an autonomous sphere is 
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constItuted in socIety such that it Is free from 

Interference or infrIngement. Hegel was among the fIrst 

social scientists and philosophers to point out the 

separation of state and socIety In modern western 

hIstory and to work out Its socio-polltical 

ImplicatIons. For hIm, this separatIon Is the hallmark 

of modernIty, the moment of' lIberation of social labour 

from the yoke of feudalism. It Is through thIs 

separation that a "space" is constituted, namely cIvil 

society, where particularities (i.e., IndIvIdual 

desires, caprice, and physical necessIties) are set 

loose outside of state intervention. (Laissez-faire 

ideology Is deeply rooted in this phase of hIstorical 

development.) Accordingly, In the Philosophy of Right, 

civil society (bUrgerliche Gesellschaft as the free 

realm of the burghers) is treated as a dialectical 

moment distinct from the state. [3] 

In the chapter on civil society, concrete 

rights denote the right of labour and capital 

(sub-division 'a' In Hegel's text), the rIght of law 

(sub-dIvision 'b'), and the rIght of publIc welfare and 

professional representation, i.e., the polIce and the 

corporation (sub-dIvisIon 'c'). In the followIng, we 

wIll concentrate on the system of needs, that Is, the 

(concrete) right of labour and capital because the 

Justice system, the police, and the corpot~tIon 
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function according to, and are ultimately dependent on. 

thIs central system of civil society. [4] This system 

is that particular sector of civil 'socIety which we may 

roughly equate with the national economy. It is the 

realm of abritary freedom where particularities are 

given free rein to satisfy themselves (Hegel, 

1967 : 122-3) . 

Here. Hegel argues that the atomistic tendency 

of "l iberalism" -- the princIple that I t Is the rIght 

of the individual to pursue what he wants and what his 

desire dictates -- ought to be guaranteed, and that 

this arbitary freedom should not be interfered with so 

long as the person respects the same right in others. 

IILiberalism ll Is here understood as a description of how 

individuals behave when state and society reconstitute 

themselves as two autonomous realms. It is how civil 

society understands itself. Therefore. it should not be 

associated with the other political meanings and values 

which the term has come to denote. AccordIng to Hegel. 

lithe right actually present In the 
part1cular (I.e., the pursuIt and 
satisfaction of one's prIvate needs) 
requIres, fIrst, that accidential 
hindrances (I.e., crIme, dIscrImInatIon) 
to one aim or another be removed; and 
secondly, that the securIng of every 
sIngle person's livelihood and welfare 
be treated and actualIzed as a right. 
i.e., that particular welfare as such be 
so treated (Hegel, 1967:146; addItIonal 
parentheses are mine). 
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As a critic of liberalism, Hegel argues that civil 

society must be sublated. He wants to give a deeper 

meaning to arbitrary freedom such that this freedom is 

not the end but the means (or mediation) to a higher 

principle. (The mistake of liberalism is to treat this 

freedom as an end.) Civil society, understood properly, 

Is the means to that end. The task of criticism is not 

to undermine but to sublate the positicinin question, 

in this case, liberalism. It is to show that the truth 

of liberalism, the self-understandIng of civil society, 

is limited and one-sided. 

For Hegel, to sublate civil society is to 

demonstrate the ethical substance of economic 

activities, to show that the economy is an integral 

part of ethical life: 

"The right of indivIduals to theIr 
particular satisfaction is also 
contained in the ethical substantial 
order, since particularity is the 
outward appearance of the ethical 
order -- a mode in which that order is 
existent" (Hegel, 1967:109). 

The ethical order of the state is the final moment in 

the dialectical movement of the rights of property and 

labour. Hegel~s dialectics always follow three phases: 

the abstract universal, the concrete particular. and 

finally the concrete universal as the sUblation of the 

two prior moments. In his philosophy of right, the 
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concrete person, i.e., the burgher or the bourgeois. 

determined by wants, caprice, and physical necessities, 

is the first principle of civil society (IbId., 122-3). 

Since this principle is that of the concrete 

particular, it is really the second moment of the 

dialectIc. We may take the prInciple of the unmediated 

or abstract universal, I.e., abstract right, as the 

prior moment. The dlalectlal sublation of abstract 

right and social labour leads to the concrete universal 

of ethIcal life. In other words, as a result of his 

labour for self-satisfaction, the concrete person 

recognizes other members of socIety as equals and he in 

turn is recognized as such by them. Even though he is 

driven by his natural will (i.e., caprice, needs) as an 

egoIstic person, he knows that he can only satisfy 

himself by workIng wIth others. Through his cooperation 

with others, his particularity Is mediated: he realizes 

his socIal dependence. He thereby becomes socially 

conscIous of the medIated unIversal dimension of his 

partIcularity: 

"In the course of the actual attaInment 
of selfIsh ends -- an attainment 
conditIoned In thIs way by unIversalIty 
-- there is formed a system of complete 
Interdepe'ndence, whereIn" the livelihood, 
happiness, and legal status of one man 
Is interwoven with the livelihood, 
happiness, and rights of all" (Hegel, 
1967: 123) . 
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In satisfying his selfish demands. he satisfies the 

demands of society as a whole. This experience is 

educational in that the person learns that "the 

principle of particularity passes over into (concrete 

or mediated) universality, and only there does it 

attain its truth and the right to which its positive 

actuality is entitled" (Ibid., 124). 

This passing over of concrete particularity to 

concrete universality is effected, according to Hegel 

(or rather the classical economists), by labour, the 

means to the satisfaction of needs. Particular 

interests must be harmonized with the common interests 

of the community. Adam Smith has shown how the pursuit 

of selfish ends actually performs a social, beneficial 

function under laissez-faire capitalism. Hegel 

appropriates Smith/s political economy in his account 

of the system of needs. But the system of needs is not 

itself sufficient. It achieves only a limited or formal 

reconciliation (of the individual and the social, of 

the subjective and the objective). This Is because the 

system of economic interdependence multiplies the needs 

of one person by the needs of all the others. One/s 

selfish and private ends are extended and harmonized 

with the equally selfish and private ends of other 

persons. Extended particularity is just more 

particularities: 
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II(This process) tend(s) to multiply and 
subdivide needs, means, and enjoyments 
indefinitely -- a process which ••. has 
no qualitative limits -- this is luxury. 
In this process, however, dependence and 
want increase ad infinitumll (Hegel, 
1967: 128-9) • 

A person who Is dependent and full of wants cannot be 

free. Civil society is still inherently limited and 

limiting to the individual. The reconciliation of 

opposing particularities is achieved, but we have not 

yet reached the stage of the concrete universal. where 

particular self-interest is harmonized with the 

universal interest of the state. Nevertheless. what is 

universal (in a limited sense) about this process is 

that it is a IIsocial moment II (ibid .• 127-8), In other 

words. it is the moment when the person breaks out of 

the atomicity of his private needs to the recognition 

of the needs and demands of society as a whole. Here we 

can see why civil society is an essential moment in the 

Idea of the state: it is a process of socialization. 

the overcoming of the atomicIty of personalIty. 

"(U)niversality Is the character of beIng recognIzed 

and is the moment whIch makes concrete, I.e., socIal 

the isolated and abstract needs and their ways and 

means of satisfactionll (ibid.). ThIs process is the 

basis of equality as well as sociabilIty as it directly 

involves the demand for the equal right of satisfaction 

for all members of socIety. [5] And this is, 



ultimately, the social basis of lIberty. fraternIty. 

and equality. 

46 
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b) Autonomous Subiectivity 

The modern notion of property right is the 

person's freedom to acquire and to dispose of 

properties as he wi 11 -- within legal limits. i.e .. 

institutional respect for the right of personality. The 

IIproperty-determination" of the will is the embodiment 

of the wll I in a thing external to it. It is predicated 

by the word ; mi ne' . The second character i st i c of 

modernity is the moment of the self-reflection of the 

wil I back to itself: it is to internalize what is 

external. Here. the wil I is no longer embodied in the 

thing (as property). but in itself. "(T)his reflection 

of the will into itself and its explicit awareness of 

its identity makes the person into a subject" (Hegel. 

1967:75). namely. a subject whose object is himself (= 

his will). His independence is assured because it is 

free from externality and from his dependence on 

thlnghood. Moral consciousness is "this deepest inward 

solitude with oneself where everything external and 

every restriction has disappeared -- this complete 

withdrawal into onself" <ibid •• 254). 

This moral standpoint. where the person becomes 

aware of himself as a moral agent. Is a higher stage of 

freedom than abstract right. which legitimizes the free 
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disposal of one's properties. This 1s because an 

externalized wil I. a wil I embodied in a thing, can be 

coerced: 

"In owning property, I place my will in 
an external thing. and this implies that 
my will ... may be seized In it and 
brought under compulsion. It may simply 
be forced in the thIng uncondItionally, 
or it may be constrained to sacrifice 
somethIng or to do some action as a 
condition of retaining one or other of 
its possessions o~ embodiments -- it may 
be coerced" (Hegel. 1967:66). 

By contrast. the moral will. based on inner conviction 

of what is good and right. cannot be coerced: it is 

free from externality. As such. freedom makes its first 

actual (as opposed to abstract) appearance. Here. the 

actual embodiment of the wil I is adequate to the ~ 

of right for the first time. lilt Is in a subject that 

freedom can first be realized. since the subjective is 

the true material for this realization" (ibid .. 248). 

The subject. in his autonomy, bows to no authority 

other than the freedom of his own conscience. This is 

the right of moralIty. "Since man wIshes to be judged 

in accordance with his own self-determIned choices. he 

is free In this relatIon wIth hImself whatever the 

external situation may impose upon him. No one can 

break in upon this inner conviction of mankind. no 

violence can be done to it. and the moral will. 

therefore. is inaccessIble. Man/s worth Is estImated by 
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~efe~ence to his inwa~d action and hence the standpoint 

of mo~ality Is that of f~eedom awa~e of itself" 

(ibId.). 

The f~eedom of conscience is summa~ized by 

Luthe~ in his famous ~eply to the Ge~man Diet: "He~e I 

stand. I cannot do othe~wise." "This Is the essence ot 

the Refo~mation: Man is in his ve~y natu~e destined to 

be f~ee" (Hegel. 1956:417). Luthe~/s ~eply is the ~eply 

of the mode~n man. Subjective f~eedom is the p~inciple 

of the mode~n age. lithe new. the latest standa~d ~ound 

which the peoples ~ally -- the banne~ of f~ee spi~it ... 

This is the banne~ unde~ which we se~ve. and which we 

bea~. Time. since that epoch. has had no othe~ wo~k to 

do than the fo~mal imbuing of the wo~ld with this 

p~inciple. in b~inging the Reconciliation implicit (in 

Ch~istianity) into objective and explicit ~ealization" 

<ibid .. 416). II LaYl. P~ope~ty. Social Mo~ality. 

Gove~nment. ConstItutions. etc., must be confo~med to 

gene~al p~inciples. in o~de~ that they may acco~d with 

the idea of F~ee Will and be Rational" (Ibid .. 417). 

But the f~eedom of the wII I Is stil I not 

conc~ete f~eedom. The mo~al subject is only awa~e of 

himself as a unIt. dIvo~ced f~om the la~ge~ ethical 

conce~ns of the community. the state p~ope~. Like 

pe~sonality both abst~act and conc~ete, subjectivity is 

cha~acte~ized by its atomicity. As evident In the wo~ds 
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'subject' and 'subjectivity'. morality Is opposed to 

objectivity, that is. the world of objective spirit. 

i.e. of law, constitution, government. and customs. In 

order to resolve or SUblate this fundamental problem 

which poses the subjective against the objectlve. Hegel 

takes up, as his point of departure, Kant's moral 

philosophy. which he interprets as the formallzatlon of 

subjective freedom. the philosophical articulation of . '~ -. 

an historical principle. For Hegel. the significance of 

Kant is that he raises this modern principle to the 

level of philosophy (Ritter. 1982:151-2). 

At the transcendental level. Kant's 

formalization of moral law establishes, a priori. 

harmony among al I rational beings: "I should never act 

except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim 

should become a universal law" (Kant. 1985:14). With 

only the universal law as the object of the will. 

insofar as it is valid for me. it must be valid for all 

rational beings. Therefore. moral action and decision 

can be arrived at by the solItary subject as If it is 

the only existing consciousness. Because of its 

universality. the moral law is blinding on all ratIonal 

beings; it is not necessary to have prior discussions. 

communication or consent among themselves (Habarmas. 

1974:150-1). 
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Now. the possibility of prior harmony only 

works at the trasncendental level. that Is. after the 

abstraction of particular impluse and Interest. of 

consequence and implication. and fInally of content 

(Ibid .• 151-2: Kant. 1985:14-5). In other words. Kant 

isolates subjectivIty or inwardness from all external 

and empirical elements and contents. The 

characterization of the subjective wil I as that which 

recognizes only the (moral) law that it itself 

legislates. which Hegel has called lithe great and 

sublime sIde" of Kant's philosophy (Ritter. 1982:153). 

is also its one-sidedness. From the moral standpoint. 

the universal is always opposed to the particular. "As 

conscience. man is no longer shackled by the aims of 

particularity •.• " (Hegel. 1967:254). As Kant puts it. 

"I had further noted that this concept of duty (i.e .• 

to obey the universal moral law) does not need to be 

based on any particular end." Indeed it is necessary to 

"completely abstract from whatever particular end is 

adopted" (Kant, 1991:65, 66). On Kant's moral theory. 

it is possible that no moral action (in the sense of a 

complete and pure fulfIllment of moral duty) has ever 

been performed In the hIstory of the (phenomenal) 

world. We can thInk that there are, but we can never 

Js...D.5;lli for certain: "(M)an is aware with the utmost 

clarity that he ought to fylfII hIs duty completely 
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unselfishly. and must totally separate his desire for 

happiness from the concept of duty. In order to 

preserve the latter's purIty" (Ibid .• 69). Yet. "I 

wil Jingly concede that no-one can have certain 

awareness of having fulfilled his duty completely 

unselfishly. Such awareness of one's psychological 

state would involve an absolutely clear conception of 

al I secondary notions and considerations which. through 

imagination. habit and inclination, accompany the 

concept of duty. And this is too much to ask for" 

<ibid.; my emphasis). 

Moreover. for Kant, morality Is absolutely 

distinct from law or jurisprudence. "Whenever the 

question of straightforward legaJ compulsion of our 

deeds arises ... the law alone becomes (the will's) 

determinant" <ibid .• 65). The sphere of right is the 

sphere of external action. which is governed by law. It 

relates to contract, property, cIvil law etc. Morality. 

on the other hand. relates to inner freedom and 

self-legislation. Law Is therefore morally neutral. The 

harmony that is established at the transcendental level 

leads to the radIcal rupture between "Inner moralIty 

and outer reality" ~ between moralIty and (posItIve) 

law (Ritter. 1982:158-60). Kant's moral theory leads to 

an absolute separatIon between the two sides without 

mediation. It Is the heart of the problem for Hegel. To 
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overcome Kant is to reconcile morallty and politIcs. 

namely. to restore the ethical basis of modern 

political life. 

Since Kant's moral law excludes "all content 

and specification". Hegel calls it lIan empt}' 

formalism". from whIch IIno transitIon Is possible to 

the specIfication of partIcular duties nor. If some 

such partIcular content for action comes under 

consideration. is there any criterion in that principle 

for deciding whether It Is or is not a dutyll (Hegel, 

1967:89-90). But. since this prInciple of subjectivity. 

the ought-to-be. Is an hIstorical prInciple -- "the 

ground of the modern world ll 
-- It must be an actual 

princIple brought about by hIstorical realIty Itself 

(Ritter. 1982:179. n. 5; Ritter is appropriating O. 

Marquard's interpretation). It remains only to think it 

through historically -- concretely -- to see that it 

cannot be in conflIct with actualIty. Real moral 

purpose cannot be divorced from the real universal. 

Therefore. the conflict inherent In Kant's moral 

phllosphy must be located In his conceptIon of the 

universal. which Is falsely dlfferentated from the real 

universal, according to Hegel. We need to supersede the 

abstract universal of Kant In order to reach the real, 

or concrete. universal of ethical lIfe (Slttlichkeit). 

EthIcal values are realIzed in the subject's obedIence 
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to the concrete universality of the law of the state 

(as opposed to Kant/s abstract universal moral law). In 

his obedience to law. the subject becomes the citizen. 

Conversely, the laws of the state must reciprocally 

respect the rights of subjectivity in order to be 

legitimate. In this way, law. whIch has been consigned 

by Kant to the external sphere of Jurisprudence. 

regains its rightful moral status. (We wil I reserve our 

more detailed discussion of ethical life for the next 

sUb-section on the state.) The dialectical transition 

from morality to ethical life in the Philosophy of 

Right is therefore at the same time the sUblation of 

Kant's moral philosophy. [6] 

The sublation of Kant/s moral philosophy is of 

profound political-hIstorical significance for Hegel. 

Kant/s moral princIples IImake the standpoint of ethical 

life impossible. in fact they explicitly nullify and 

spurn itll (Hegel, 1967:36). For Hegel, the abstract 

contentless universal of Kant/s moral theory, 

translated Into practIce. became the terrorIsm of 

Robesplerre: liThe phenomena which it has produced both 

in men/s heads and In the world are of a frIghtfulness 

parallel only to the superficiality of the thoughts on 

which they are based" (ibid., 33). (Rousseau is also 

named in this passage as the other guilty party who, 

along with Kant, was responsible for the popularization 
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of this philosophically superficial. and therefore 

hIstorIcally frightful, view, i.e., the autonomy of the 

indivldual/s will.) If Kant undermined, at the 

theoretical level. the ethical foundations of social 

and political institutions, the Jacobins completed in 
-, 

practice the actual destruction of these institutions 

during the Reign of Terror (Ibid .• 227-8). It is 

therefore an historical imperatIve to SUblate Kant/s 

moral philosophy so as to restore the foundations of 

ethical order for modern political life. In this 

context. it is instructIve to examine paragraph 5 of 

the Introduction in the Philosophy of Right, where 

Hegel demonstrates the historical connection between 

Kant and Robespierre. 

For Hegel. to thInk no further than the thought 

of the abstract universal is to remaIn at the level of 

the Understanding. The Understanding is the 

intellectual ability to distinguish between concepts. 

e.g., between form and content. the universal and the 

particular. the subjective and the objective. Its 

defect is that it is unable to recognize the 

dialectical relationship between opposites, namely. to 

see how one term is generated from out of its opposite. 

It is therefore abstract in Hegel/s sense of the word. 

According to Hegel. Kant is the pre-eminent philosopher 

of the Understanding. Thus in his phIlosophy. thinking 
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and willing are represented as two dIstinct faculties 

(even though. ultimately, Kant admIts that there is 

only the whole person who thinks and wIlls). Thinking 

is possible with the categories alone. But without 

intuition, the material representatIon of space and 

time. it must remain indeterminate and content less. 

Similarly, wil ling is made possible "by the 

self-legislative formulatIon of universal laws. 

According to Kant, this self-legislatIve activity is 

pure imwardness abstracted from all phenomenal 

contents. from both inner (time) and outer (space) 

intuitive representation, i.e., from one/s feelings (or 

internal states) and from the particulars of the 

external situa~lon. Hegel characterizes this abstract 

will as an immediate and indeterminate wIll: "<It) 

involves the dissipation of every restriction and every 

content either immediately presented by nature. by 

needs. desires. and impulses, or given and determined 

by any means whatever. This is the unrestricted 

infinity of absolute abstraction or universalIty, the 

pure thought of oneself" (Hegel. 1967:21-2). It is the 

wi 11 that abstracts i tsel f II from everything whatever" , 

"(a) flIght from every content as from a restrictIon" 

(ibid .• 20-1. 22). This is negative freedom. It tries 

to realize itself ImmedIately -- that Is to say, 

against mediation, against alienating or objectifying 
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Itself in social and political Institutions (Hyppolite. 

1974:461). It refuses any determinate or positive 

content. As such. it can be nothing but the IIfanaticism 

of destructionll. It can do nothing but destroy "the 

whole subsisting social order ..• (and) any organization 

which tries to rise anew from the ruins" (Hegel. 

1967:22). Any attempt at restoring order. at social 

reconstruction. is automatically suspect because "it 1s 

precisely out of the annihilation of particularity 

(i.e .• determinate content) and objective 

characterization that the self-consciousness of this 

negative freedom proceeds" (ibid.). This was the 

meaning of the Jacobin Terror. 

Because the abstract universal is pure 

negativity. in order to give Itself content. the will 

must negate itself as this pure negation: only through 

objectification and mediation can the IIfury of 

destruction" be avoided in the will's attempt at 

actualization. The second moment of the dialectic is 

therefore the particularIzation of the initial abstract 

universal ([bid •• 22-23). In other words. the moral 

subject must act positively. that is, to realize a 

particular moral purpose in action. Instead of abstract 

goods such as virtue. universal equality and liberty 

for the negatIve will always II imagines that it is 

willing some positive state of affairs. such as 
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universal equality and universal religious life~ 

(ibid.) -- the moral subject tries to realize 

particular goods through particular actions. But 

according to Hegel, Kant~s moral theory can tel I us 

nothing about whether an action is or Is not moral in 

its execution: it offers no criterion for "the 

specification of particular duties" (Hegel. 1967:90). 

Because of the absolute contradiction between the ought 

and the is. between morality and actuality. the moral 

standpoint Is forever frustrated by imperfect realIty. 

the harsh world outside -- "the ought-to-be" that is 

not realized. 

As a result. the second moment is equally 

contradictory. It is not yet concrete universality 

<ibid .• 23). In order to give himself ethical content 

and yet to free himself from particularity. the moral 

subject. according to Hegel. must act according to law 

-- as we have said already. not the abstract universal 

law of Kant but the concrete universal law of the 

state. Moreover. he must not act under the force of law 

but only through ratIonal Insight, that is, he must 

recognize his own interest in the interest of the 

ethical state. In willIng the concrete unIversal. the 

moral subject becomes the citizen. The good that is 

aimed at but not reached in moralIty Is finally 

realized in this free will that is reflected in the 
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external world, i.e., in the substance and actuality of 

the state, of ethical life (Ibid., 36). This is why, in 

the two paragraphs (257 and 258) with which the section 

on the state begins, Hegel wrItes that the state is 

"the actuality of the ethical Idea. It is the ethical 

mind qua the substantial wIll ... the actuality of the 

substantial will which (the state) possesses in the 

particular self-consciousness (of the cItIzen) once 

that consciousness has been raised to consciousness of 

its universality" (Hegel, 1967:155-6). In willing the 

good for himself. the citizen wII Is the good of the 

state. Since right Is the determination of the free 

will (ibid., 20). the dialectic of the concept of right 

is therefore the successive determination of the will: 

abstract right determines the person. concrete right 

determines the bUrger, moral right the subject. ethical 

right the citizen: "Every stage in the development of 

the Idea of Freedom has its own special right, since it 

is the embodiment of freedom (= the free wIll) in one 

of its proper specifIc forms ... Morality. ethical life, 

the Interest of the state. each of these is a right of 

a special character because each of them is a specific 

form and embodiment of freedom" (ibid., 34). The will 

of the citizen is in harmony with the will of the state 

the substantial will, wherein the substance of the 

individual/s wil I Is actualIzed. The Idea of rIght 
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reaches its final determination in the state. It is to 

the ethical life of the state that we now turn. 
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c) The State as Objective Spirit 

If the task of philosophy is to comprehend what 

is. then polItical phIlosophy as the theory of the 

state is not to conceive an ideal state but to 

comprehend the state as it is. It is not "an attempt to 

construct a state as it ought to be", but to "show how 

the state. the ethical universe, is to be understood" 

(Hegel. 1967:11), "What is rational is actual and what 

is actual is rational" <ibid., 10). The state in its 

actuality must be rational. In other words. it must be 

in accord with the ~ of right. Right as Idea is 

actualized only in the ethical state which has sublated 

-- overcome and preserved -- the right of personality. 

the right of morality. and the right of citizenship. 

Only the state which has dIalectIcally sublated, ~ 

suppressed, these rights can claim to be the state in 

its actual ethical form. 

But "what is" could mean what is merely 

existent as well as what is truly actual. It must be 

more than the merely existent, for what Is tranSitory 

and accidental is excluded from philosophical interest: 

the actual is at once existence and essence. Still. 

Hegel's theory of the state contaIns a fundamental 

ambIguity which is derived from the intimate connection 
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between his philosophy and history. It 1s not clear 

whether Hegel had described an actual existing state, 

or the modern state as it would be If it were to 

realize the moral and social prInciples of modernity 

if it were to undermine revolutionary fury while 

satisfying its legitimate demands for rights. In other 

words. it Is not clear whether or not according to his 

political theory, history in Hegel/s time had effected 

the actual reconciliation between order and revolution 

in the modern period. The shape of the state as 

objective spirit -- described in the Philosophy of 

Right as the dialectical endpoint 'bf the realization of 

freedom -- is quite clear: the historical identity of 

the wei I-constituted state in Hegel/s political theory 

has been a matter of intense dispute. Which European 

state. or states, in Hegel's time was actual and not 

merely existent? 

Except for ideological and polemical reasons. I 

do not believe that it is possible to settle 

definitively the modern historical identity of the 

ethical state in its actuality. Hegel himself has 

written that "in conSidering the Idea of the state, we 

must not have our eyes on particular states or on 

particular institutions. Instead we must consider the 

Idea. this actual God. by itself" (Hegel. 1967:279). 

(7] In other words. Hege}/s political theory follows 



63 

the history of the Idea of the state. It is not based 

on any particular existing state. 

Moreover. it is well known that one of the main 

hIstorical sources that Inspired Hegel's theory of the 

state was the ancient Greek polis. Just as Machiavelli 

painted longingly, in the Plscors!, the picture of a 

mythical idealized Roman republic, so Hegel wrote In 

admiring terms of his idealized version of the Greek 

polis (Hegel. 1956:223-4). But he realized that the 

modern state is a new historical phenomenon, and that 

the rationality of the present requires that we 

understand its reason and foundation. We cannot return 

to the past; rather we need to learn how the past is 

preserved and sublated in the present -- in the ethical 

life of the modern state. Hegel's statement. according 

to which the free wi! I of the citizen consists in 

harmonizing with the substantial will of the state 

(i.e .• in fol lowing the laws and commands of the state) 

is Hegel's reconciliation between the Greek conception 

of freedom and the Christian notion of the free will. 

For the Greeks. freedom is entirely politIcal. as in 

the distinctIon between the free citizen and the unfree 

slave (or the non-citizen In general). For the 

Christians, the free will Is relative to the inwardness 

of the person such that a slave can nevertheless be 

free in his subjectivity. The <Greek) political freedom 
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of the (Christian) will finds its actualization or 

embodiment in the modern constitutional state. An 

examination of Hegel's attitude towards the ancients is 

instructive here -- and not merely of historical 

interest -- because it is the basis of Hegel's theory 

of the state. To understand Hegel's polltical theory is 

to interpret it as the reconciliation of the ancients 

and the moderns. and of the Greeks and the Christians. 

In a series of lectures on tne importance and 

relevance of classical education. which Hegel delivered 

as Rector of the Nurnberg Gymnasium between 1809 and 

1815. he said that "ea) man must give himself 

completely to the ancients, receive 'bed and board' 

from them. in order to absorb their atmosphere. their 

ideas and customs, even their errors and prejudices. 

and to become at home in this world, which is the most 

beautiful that has ever been" (Quoted from Lowith. 

1991:291). "The world to which the pupils must be 

educated Is not a private world, but a res publica or 

polis. Man'S place in it Is not determined by his 

individual particularity, but by the extent of his 

contributIon to one of its objective spheres." The 

humanistic purpose of educatIon Is to bring out "the 

capacity of the indIvidual to participate in public 

life" (ibid., 293). To this end, the ancl~nts are our 

model. They enjoyed "the inner unity of public and 



65 

private life" In the polis where public interests and 

private concerns were not yet separated and fragmented, 

as in the modern world (IbId., 293-4). 

In the PhIlosophy of HIstory, at the beginning 

of the section on the Greek world, Hegel writes that 

"[a]mong'the Greeks we feel ourselves Immediately at 

home. for we are In the region of spirIt." The Greek 

world "exhibits a concrete freshness of the soul's 

lite." "[IJn a Unity which owed its origin to Spirit". 

"State. Family, Law, Religion" are in harmony with 

individuality (Hegel. 1956:223). II .•. [TJhe freedom at 

the IndIvIdual ... has not yet advanced to such a degree 

of abstractIon, that the subjective unit is conscious 

ot direct dependence on the general substantial 

principle -- the State as suchll (ibid •• 250-1). The 

lIfe of the indIvIdual as free citIzen is equivalent to 

his publIc lite. "It was the rIght and duty of every 

citizen to deliver or to lIsten to orations respecting 

the management of the State in the place of publIc 

assembly, to take part In the exercise of the Gymnasia, 

and to Join in the celebration of festIvals" (IbId., 

254). The free man as citizen is freed from domestic 

concerns, the family being the space to which women are 

confined. Similarly, he must be freed from IIhandicraft 

occupations". lithe work of dally life ll which is 

required to satisfy particular needs <ibId., 255). 
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Social labour is therefore "relegated exclusively to a 

class of slaves" <ibid.; see also Hegel, 1967:221). The 

ethical life of the state is reflected in the public 

activities of its citizens. "The Democratic 

Constitution is here the only possible one: the 

citIzens are still unconscious of particular interests" 

(Ibid., 252). Their Interests ~ the public interests 

of the sta fe'. They I rve for themse I ves in I i v i ng for 

their city-states. Hegel therefore writes -- and we 

cannot overestimate the importance of this sentence in 

understanding Hegel/s conception of the Greek polis and 

of his politIcal theory in general -- "Of the Greeks in 

the first and genuine form of their Freedom. we may 

assert. that they had no conscience (Hegel, 1956:253; 

my emphasis). It was only with the modern historical 

separation of SOCiety and state, when social labour was 

liberated so as to constitute its own "sphere of 

freedom". i.e., civil society as economy, that men as 

men, not only as citizens, were recognized for the 

first time as free and equal -- in their equality of 

needs and their freedom to satisfy them. This Is the 

abstract freedom of the modern world distinct from the 

Greek conception, founded as it was on the identity of 

the cltizen/s lIfe wIth his public life. 

When indivIduals assert their right of 

conscience and particular interests. the state becomes 
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antagonistic to them. The unity of ethical life 

degenerates. Each side asserts its partial right and 

truth at the expense of the other, and both sides are, 

as a result,"equally abstract and one-sided. When 

subjective freedom appeared in the ancient world, "it 

could not manifest itself in Greece otherwise than as a 

destryctive element ... it plunged the Greek world into 

ruin" (Ibid., 253). Plato recognized the corruptive 

influence of subjective freedom but did not reallze 

that It was "the pivot on which the impending world 

revolution (the spiritual subjectivity of Christianity) 

turned at that time" (Hegel, 1967:10). "Plato's 

Republic, which passes proverbially as an empty ideal. 

is in essence nothing but an interpretation of Greek 

ethical life" (ibid.). 

Freedom became concrete only with the dawn of 

the Christian era. The early Christians nevertheless 

conceived of two worlds, and freedom was rooted in 

transcendence from the bondage of the temporal world. 

The eternal, according to Hegel, must be brought back 

to the temporal, for only this is true (mediated) unity 

(HyppoIIte, 1974:192). This is only possIble in the 

modern era. The modern conceptions of subjectIvity and 

particularity find their roots in the Protestant 

Reformation and the French Revolution. God and the 

transcendent world are brought back to this world in 
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the form of the state as objective spirit: the Idea of 

the state is "this actual God" (Hegel, 1967:279). The 

subjective principle which had destroyed the Greek 

polls is one of the maIn sources from which the modern 

state derives its strength (ibId., 161; for ful I 

quotation. see footnote 6 below). The modern 

constitutional state is no longer the simple' natural 

unity of the Greek polis but the mediated unity that 

combines difference. Hegel did not advocate a return to 

ancient political life, however much he admired the 

Greeks since his youthful friendship with Holderlin. 

The dialectic of the Idea of right is to reconcile the 

unity of ethical life. lost since the dissolution of 

the Greek polis, with the subjective principle of 

modern life. The time is now ripe for the 

reconciliation of the two in the modern state. 

As Hegel puts it, "Ct)he state is the actualIty 

of the ethical idea" CHegel, 1967:155). Instead of 

being in conflict with freedom, the well-constItuted 

state actualizes freedom. But, If we are to understand 

the function and the end of the state as no more than 

the protection of property and personal freedom, the 

interests of the individual become the raison d'etre of 

the :3tate. This, according to Hegel, is to confuse the 

function of civil society with that of the state 

(ibid., 156). The state can Justly demand from the 
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individual the fulfillment of duties in return for the 

particular freedom that Is guaranteed to him by the 

state: II ••• (I)ndividuals have duties to the state in 

proportion as they have rights against it ... Slaves have 

no c\uties because they have no rights ... 11 (ibid .• 162). 

The~;e demands, understood as civic duties, must be 

fulfilled not only as obligations, as something 

external to and forced upon the individual <as in the 

case of oriental despotism); rather in the fulfilment 

civic duties, concrete freedom is realized. 

The state as the community as a whole is spirit 

in its objective form. The modern individual is shaped 

by institutions of all sorts, e.g •• the family, the 

corporatIon. The state is what makes him a citizen. and 

as objective spirit. it is the highest form of social 

institutIon because all the different roles of the 

individual -- determined by the dIfferent social 

instItutions to which he belongs -- are reconciled in 

his role as a citizen. The political subject or the 

citIzen thinks and acts wIth the Interest of the state 

(and of the community as a whole) in mind. The laws and 

practices of the rational state are such that the 

subj.~ct exercises hIs freedom by conforming to them. In 

orientating himself in this world of objective spirit, 

in fulfil ling the values of the community, the 

individual's wil I is harmonized with the substantIal 
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wil'l of the state. We can call this the intersubjectlve 

soctal fabric wherein a social-polItIcal act comes to 

have a stable meaning (or a set of meanings) for the 

members of the community. IntersubJective social 

practices define (the meanings of) social and political 

institutions and bridge the barriers between the 

individual and the community. between the citizen and 

the ~tate -- in short. between the subjective and the 

ObJEctive. 

Now, the polItical regime which Hegel advocates 

is a constltutional monarchy. According to him. "(t)he 

development of the state to constitutional monarchy is 

the achievement of the modern world. a world in which 

the substantial Idea has won the infinite form of 

subjectivity. The history of this inner deepening of 

the world mind ... the history of this genuine formation 

of ethical life(,) is the content of the whole course 

of world-history" (Hegel, 1967:176). However. he would 

emphasize "constitution" as much as "monarchyl/. In the 

fully developed state. the private, arbitrary character 

of the monarch has no place in government (Ibid .• 289). 

Undel:- such a regime. the execut I ve power and 

prerogatives of the monarch are constltutionally 

restr'i cted. The ro I e of the monarch I s for Hege I more 

of symbolic significance (as the apex of government) 

than of actual politIcal influence: "In a 
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weI I-organized monarchy. the objective aspect belongs 

to law alone. and the monarch's part is merely to set 

to the law the subjective 'I will'" (Ibid.). In the 

last pages of the Philosophy of History, Hegel writes, 

"Yet with firmly established laws, and a settled 

organization of the State, what is left to the sole 

arbitrament of the monarch is, in pOint of substance. 

no c,;;Jreat matter. It is certainly a very fortunate 

circumstance for a nation, when a sovereign of noble 

character falls to its lot; yet in a great state even 

thie: is of small moment, since its strength I ies in the 

Reason incorporated In it" (Hegel, 1956:456). The will 

of the state is the general will with which the wills 

of the ruler(s) and of the ruled are in harmony. 

Reason is spirit objectified in the government 

and the various agencies of the state as defined in the 

constItution (Hegel. 1967:217). An effective 

constitution must reflect the capacity of a nation for 

freedom (see p. 15 above). As for the modern state, 

"the two sides of the constItutIon bear respectively on 

the rights and the services of individuals .•• The 

prinl::iple of the modern state requires that the whole 

of an individual's actIVity shall be mediated through 

his ~~il I ... (N)owadays respect for subjectIve freedom 

is publicly recognized In the fact that the state lays 

hold of a man only by that which is capable of being 



72 

he 1(1, i. e., externa I goods" -- not his own subj ect i ve 

bel,lefs or freedom of conscIence (Hegel, 1967:291-2). 

In ()ther words, the citizen has the right to satisfy 

himself as much as he has the duty to fulfIll hIs 

obll.gations towards the state. But right and duty are 

not in conflict in the weI I-constituted state. 

Al I human communities, irrespectIve of their 

particular politIcal regimes or systems of government. 

havE' their own distinct sets of social values and codes 

-- their own mores and manners -- to which their 

members subscribe and by which they define themselves 

and experience the world. Is it not the case then that 

al I human communities have to some extent reconciled 

the subjective and the objective? How then can Hegel 

speak of that reconciliation as the goal of history, 

which was only real ized. or began to be realized. after 

1789. and only in Europe? A clue to this problem can be 

found in paragraph 257 In the Philosophy of Right where 

Hegel defines the state at three dIfferent levels: the 

immel::!i ate. the medi ate. and the actua I or the concr-ete. 

At the level of immediacy. the state exists as the 

customs of a people. Hegel sometimes calls it the 

ethical substance of a people. In communIties where 

individual liberties are not recognIzed. subjects exist 

as accidents to the substance of the state. They act 

out of habit or under compulsion. without rational 
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insight. As accIdents, they can be dIspensed with 

without undue damage to the welfare and the prestige of 

the state and of the communIty as a whole. Mediately, 

indivIduals achieve consciousness of their political 

roles and duties. But it is only in communities whose 

political regimes are organIzed in such a way that 

rights are respected and freedom realized that the 

substantiality of the state Is raised to the level of 

subjectivity. that is. to the level of ful I 

self-consciousness. In such a state, its citizens are 

free to pursue their own private ends. At the same 

time. they are fully aware of the interests of the 

state. In their activities, they harmonIze private 

interests and public concerns. That is the telos of 

history, and history goes from substance to subject, 

from bondage to freedom. In the Preface to ~ 

~omenology of Spirit, Hegel writes that "everything 

turns on grasping and expressing the True, not only as 

Substance, but equally as Subject" (Hegel, 1977:9-10). 

Interpreted politically and historically, it means 

grasping the evolution of the Idea of the state from 

abstr.act freedom (I.e., slavery or the recognitIon of 

the right of one the oriental despot or the emperor) 

to concrete freedom (i.e., the modern constitutIonal 

state "Hegelianized"). This means tracIng the evolution 

of hJstory from the substantIality of undifferentiated 
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or total power (oriental despotIsm) to the 

dIfferentiation of power and functions of the modern 

state. 

* * * 

Modern European history is then the historical 

circumstances of Hegel/s polItIcal theory; and the end 

of political history. as articulated in the dialectics 

of the Idea of Right in the preceeding sections. is the 

interpretive standpoint of Hegel. from which the 

philosopher surveys the Whole, for he has IItraversed 

the entire field" (Hegel, 1956:10). In the next part. I 

wish to travel back with Hegel, to the beginning of 

history. to the realm of undifferentiated and total 

power -- the empire of ChIna. 



PART TWO 
THE BEGINNING OF HISTORY: THE EAST 

CHAPTER I 
HEGEL'S INTERPRETATION OF CHINESE HISTORY 

""Is it always like that in China?" 
"Always. For centuries now." 
"We don't understand that at all. we 
others. You know that ... " 

"Yes. But we understand. So we can't 
understand you when you say, at the same 
time. that you don't understand." 
The Chinese is silent and then goes on: 

"We know absolutely nothing about each 
other. and that too. is something to 
talk about. and understand ... " (Duras. 
1992: 202-3). 

Interpreting China 

The first chapter of the Philosophy of History 

is a philosophical account of Chinese history. Its 

readers will recognize its peculiar character which is 

absent in the other chapters on the ancient world of 

Persia. Greece, and the Near East nations: Hegel writes 

as if everything that he says about China's ancient 

past applies equally to its present. The essential 

characteristics of a people that define their spirit 

i.e .• their religion. polItical and social 

institutions. their science and language -- have 

remained the same in the case of ChIna as they have 

always been in Its past. Indeed, Hegel. who identifies 

75 
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the Chinese empire as the beginning of history (insofar 

as we have the earliest records of an organized state 

and government), articulates the essential absence of 

distinction between China/s past and present as the 

interpretive principle for the understanding of Chinese 

"history": 

"With the Empire of China History has to 
begin, for it is the oldest, as far as 
history gives us any information; and 
its principle has such substantiality. 
that for the empire in question it is £i 
Qnce the oldest and newest. Early do we 
see China advancing to the condition in 
which it is -fou,nd at this day ... /I 
(Hegel, 1956:116; emphasis mine). 

I put the word history in quotation marks because for 

Hegel, in the absence of development in the spiritual 

contents of a people, there Is, properly speaking, no 

history as such. "Every change is excluded, and the 

fixedness of a character which recurs perpetually, 

takes the place of what we should call the truly 

historical" (ibld.). 

Now, in the famous Introduction, Hegel argues 

that the end, or the telos, of history is freedom 

(ibid .• 39, 41, 48). The principle of freedom depends 

on the subject/s capacity for moral decisions. Sublated 

ethically, It becomes the citizen/s rational 

identification of his own interests with the interests 

of the state -- and of the ethical life of the 
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community (Sittlichkeit) in general (Hegel, 

1967:108-110). Hegel therefore argues that the 

political state at the beginning of history must be 

characterized as unfree. Its subjects are compel led to 

obey the laws by force, without insight. Hegel 

characterizes this state of affairs in China by the 

principle of substantiality: 

"The unity of substantiality and 
subjective freedom so entirely exclUdes 
the distinction and contrast of the two 
elements, that by this very fact. 
substance cannot arrive at reflection on 
itself -- at subjectivity. The 
Substantial (Positive) in its moral 
aspect, rules therefore, not as the 
moral disposition of the Subject, but as 
the despotism of the Sovereign" (Hegel, 
1956:116). 

I wish to examine each of these themes in turn 

against the notion of substance or substantiality: (1) 

immobility or nondevelopment, (2) absence of moral 

sense (moral autonomy or subjectIVity), (3) despotIsm 

(and the absence of civil liberty). 

The ImmobIle Empire 

According to Hegel, for the ChInese, spirIt and 

nature are Indistinguishable. The East Is so Immersed 

in its substantIality that "it wears the appearance of 

spirituality still involved in the conditions of 

Nature ... since Spirit has not yet attained 
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subJectivityll (ibid., 112). IIIn any direction, (the 

Chinese) is therefore dependent; in religion as well as 

in other things; that is dependent on objects of 

nature, of which the most exalted is the material 

heaven. On this depends harvest, the seasons of the 

year, the abundance and sterility of crops. The 

emperor, as crown of all -- the embodiment of poweL 

alone approaches heaven.1I IIHeaven (I...Utc.) has theLefore 

no higher meaning than Nature ll (ibid., 132). [8J 

Hegel supports his interpretation by pointing 

to the common belief among the Chinese: the mutual 

influence between nature and human affairs. As the 

contemporary Chinese philosopher Fung puts it. 

lIaccording to this doctrine, the Five Elements or 

Powers are five natural forces, each of which has Its 

period of rise and decay. Both natural and human events 

are undeL the control of (the cycle of the natural 

elements)1I (Fung, 1983:26, 162). When one element Is in 

decline, another one will replace it. Dynastic cycle 

therefore follows the elemental cycle of nature: 

history and nature follow the same laws of ~. Hegel 

writes that II (e)ach of the five eleme6ts has its genius 

(I.e., sculptured Idol), distinguished by a particular 

colouL. The sovereignty of the dynasty (i.e .• the 

Manchu) that occupies the throne of China also depends 

on a Genius. and this one has a yellow colour" (Hegel, 
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1956:133), Chinese "history". barely distinguishable 

from nature, can only be the immutable repetItion of 

the same. not the kind of dialectical history in which 

spirit breaks away from nature and progressively 

realizes itself in higher forms of culture. social 

instItutions, and self-conscious knowledge. 

The connection between Nature and Man in the 

ChInese Weltanschauung is most explicit in the person 

of the emperor. If the emperor governs well. this will 

be reflected in the favours and blessings of nature. If 

not, natural calamities will strike as a sign from 

Heaven. 

"The relation to Tlen Is supposed to be 
such that the good conduct of 
individuals and of the Emperor brings 
blessing; their transgreSSions on the 
other hand cause want and evil of al I 
kinds •.• If the Emperor behaves well. 
prosperity cannot but ensue; Heaven must 
ordain prosperity. A second side of this 
religion is, that as the general aspect 
of the relation to Heaven is bound up 
with the person of the Emperor. he has 
also its more special bearings in his 
hands; viz. the particular wei I-being of 
individuals and provinces" (Hegel. 
1956: 132) • 

Substantiality is therefore the underlying 

principle of the so-called harmony of Man and Nature. 

ThIs harmony effectively neutrallzes the negating 

activity of man. that Is to say, the negation of nature 

into its Other (= spirit). The Chinese can only 
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understand themselves in terms of this harmony; this is 

the highest spiritual articulation of which they are 

capable. Like phenomenal conscIousness whIch is always 

blind to, or has "forgotten". its previous shapes 

(i.e., its own history), the oriental consciousness is 

incapable of insight into its own underlying principle 

(that is. substantIality. or non-history). Only the 

philosopher who has followed the traces which spirit 

has left behind in its self-forgotten path can point to 

this principle and explain its implications in terms of 

the social and political institutions of the oriental 

world. 

Despotism and the Submersion of Subjectivity 

Hegel characterizes the Chinese state as that 

which in world history is closest to what he has called 

SUbstance that is not mediated as subject. In other 

words, it is the single human culture that is closest 

to immediate SUbstance, i.e., nature. "The circle that 

remains self-enclosed and, like substance, holds its 

moments together, is an immediate relationship, one 

therefore which has nothing astonishing about it" 

(Hegel, 1977:18-9). The Chinese state is the substance 

of which its subjects are the accidents; it subsists as 

an external force completely alien to them (Hegel, 

1956:104; Hegel, 1967:105-6, 348). The subjects are 
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therefore unmediated by or unreconciled with the state. 

The state has the force of positivIty: it appears to 

the subject as something that is given, like nature 

which exists prior to him and which subsists externally 

without him. The "accident" has its raison d'etre in 

the substantial state and yet at the same time, it is 

wholly dispensable for the despotic state. The 

substance of oriental despotIsm Is therefore 

independent of its accidents. The people have no 

insights into the universal interests of the state and 

of the community as a whole. 

Whereas substance mediated as spirit is the 

authentic intersubjective social fabric wherein state 

practices are imbued with the consciousness and free 

wil I of the citizens, in oriental despotism, substance 

is subject only in the will of a single person. the 

despot or the emperor who rules over the state and the 

community. The state as (immediate) substance is 

identical with the absolute sovereign: 

"[TJhe SUbstance is simply an individual 
-- the Emperor -- whose law constItutes 
all the disposition" (H~gel, 1956:120). 

" ..• [SJubstantial freedom must be 
distinguished from subjective freedom. 
Substantial freedom is the abstract 
undeveloped Reason implicit in volition. 
proceeding to develop itself in the 
State. But in this phase of Reason there 
is still wanting personal insight and 
wi! 1, that is subjective freedom; which 
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is realized only in the Individual, and 
which constitutes the reflection of the 
Individual in his own conscience" 
(ibId., 104). 

The free subject acts by followIng the dictates 

of reason, whose legislative force resides in hIs own 

free wi 11 (i .e., Kant/s moral ImperatIve), Intrinsic to 

himself as a subject. On the other hand, the oriental 

subject Is confronted by the governing force as a 

completely external legislatIve principle. He has 

neither insight nor understanding. He is therefore not 

a citizen in Hegel/s sense of the word. He follows only 

because he has to, compelled by an overwhelming outside 

force: "Where there is merely substantIal freedom, 

commands and laws are regarded as something fixed and 

abstract, to which the subject holds himself in 

absolute servitude. These laws need not concur with the 

desire of the individual, and the subjects are 

consequently like children, who obey their parents 

without will or insight of their own" (ibid.). 

Nevertheless, force In the form of the body 

politic as the state must have Its own legItImacy or 

legitimization if it is to be more than brute force. 

The legitimizIng prInciple Is parental authorIty. whIch 

is to be the model for all other authorities. Thus the 

sovereign is the Father. the subjects the children. and 

the state proper (= the communIty) the family. (As an 
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example. it is interesting to observe that in Chinese. 

a good mandarin Is referred to as a parental official 

(fu mu guan).) Social relations, from top to bottom. 

are defined patrlarchally as the five duties (of the 

state and the famIly). Hegel quotes from Shu King: 

"Five duties are stated .•• as involving 
grave and unchangeable fundamental 
relations. 1. The mutual one of the 
Emperor and people. 2. Of the Fathers 
and children. 3. Of an elder and young 
brother. 4. Of Husband and Wife. 5. Of 
Friend and Friend" (Hegel. 1956:121). 

This legitimizing principle proves to be of 

great interpretive significance for Hegel. It means 

that the realms of the private (the family) and the 

political (the state) are undifferentiated, unmediated 

by the public realm (cIvIl society as the system of 

needs. or the economy). (Here I fol low the three 

dialectical moments of ethical life in the Philosophy 

of Right.) "(L]lke children [they] do not advance 

beyond the ethIcal principle of the famIly cIrcle, and 

can gain for themselves no Independent and civil 

freedom" (ibId., 123). The substantialIty of the 

Chinese state shows itself here In the 

non-dIfferentiation of its ethIcal life. The family is 

the basis of the state and the emperor JustIfies hIs 

rule not as the (constItutIonal) monarch, whose 

subjects recognize him In the discharge of their cIvic 



84 

duties, but as the patriarch of a people who have no 

clear sense of civic duty and liberty. In the section 

on the family in the Philosophy of Right, the 

dissolution -- the negatIon -- of the famIly is the 

beginning of civil society. Family members must be able 

to break off their ties with their families in order to 

function as independent members of civIl society. to 

work for a I I v I ng and to look after -the i r own interests 

as wei I as the state/so Independent personallty. on the 

basis of enlightened self-interest. is the foundation 

of state and society in the West. where ethical life 

substains itself by differentiation. In the Chinese 

state, however, there can be no free personality 

because the members never go beyond the family. As 

Hegel puts it, "the substantial basis of family 

relationships is rather the sacrifice of personality" 

(Hegel, 1967:39; see also ibid., 112, 115-6). The 

subjects are therefore not free producers (who labour 

for themselves in civil society or economy) but are 

rather children (who work for their families and the 

state). Because the state rests on the family, it 

guards itself precisely against the latter/s 

dissociation which is prerequisIte to the formation of 

civIl society (and independent personality). Put it 

another way, the smallest unit on which the Chinese 

state depends Is the family, not the cItIzen or the 
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free person, as it is the case in the modern 

constitutional state. 

Just as the the Chinese state is patriarchal, 

so it is also despotic. If patriarchy legitimizes the 

state, absolute power maintains It. Just as Montesquieu 

who characterizess the principle of despotism as fear, 

so Hegel argues that the effect of despotism is the 

submersion of subjectivity. [9] A people who are 

neither free nor autonomous can have no sense of duty, 

virtue, and responsibility. Hegel has a very low 

opinion of the Chinese character as the product of 

patriarchy and despotism. If the Chinese fulfill any 

officIal or political obligation, it is out of fear. 

i.e., the threat of severe penalty. It is in this 

context that Hegel writes: lilt is not their own 

conscience, their own honour (i.e., the mandarins/) 

which keeps the offices of government up to their duty, 

but an external mandate and the severe sanctIons by 

which it is supported" (Hegel, 1956:127). But If the 

mandarins have no sense of honour, the common subjects 

are even worse: 

liAs no honor exIsts, and no one has an 
Individual right In respect of others, 
the consciousness of debasement 
predominates, and this easIly passes 
into that of utter abandonment. With 
this abandonment Is connected the great 
immoralIty of the ChInese. They are 
notorious for deceiving wherever they 
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can. Friend deceives friend, and no one 
resents the attempt at deception on the 
part of another, if the deceit has not 
succeeded in its object, or comes to the 
knowledge of the person sought to be 
defrauded. TheIr frauds are most 
astutely and craftily performed, so that 
Europeans have to be painfully cautious 
in dealing with them" (ibid., 131; 
emphasi s mi ne) . 

How did Hegel arrive at a view of the moral 

character of the ChInese (or rather the lack thereof) 

diametrically opposed to the moral teacnings of 

Confucianism and the legItimizing principles of the 

Chinese state? [10] His Interpretation of Chinese 

ethical life seems to be paradoxically confirmed by the 

moral teachings of Confucius and the Confucians. 

Confucian moral precepts are singularly weI I suited for 

the rationalization of the social institutions of the 

family and the state. Confucius teaches that "harmony 

within the family is the root of good government in the 

state." When he was asked why he did not become a 

public servant, he replied, referring to Shu Ching (or 

the Book of History) that filial piety Is already a 

public service (Fung. 1983:64). The notion of filial 

piety changed over tIme. from ConfucIus (551-479 BC) to 

the Confucians of the Ch'in (225-207 BC) and the Han 

(206 BC-220 AD) dynastIes. who laId the foundatIon for 

the eventual triumph of Confucianism over the other 

competing schools of thought. But its core elements had 

remained constant enough to support Hegel's analysIs of 
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the Chinese state. Instead of dissolving the family (an 

essential moment of Sittlichkelt), Confucian moral 

precepts maintain the family in perpetuity, even when 

the parents are dead. Confucius insists that mourning 

for their deaths should not be less than three years 

(roughly 25 months) (Ibid., 63; Hegel, 1956:121). One/s 

filial duties do not end there. One should "serve the 

dead as one serves the living, and serve the departed 

as one serves those who are present: this is the height 

of filial piety" (ibid., 359). The obligations towards 

one/s ancestors are therefore as Important as one/s 

obligations in the present. In essence, an individual 

is always a child, a child of the parents (living or 

dead) and of the ancestors (Hegel, 1956:122-3). 

The neo-Confucians later radicalized this 

doctrine. For them, the sense of filial duty must be 

internalized to the extent that a person "should not 

forget his parents in a single lifting of his feet, nor 

in the utterance of a single word" (Fung, 1983:358). 

Every action he does must be performed so that it 

renews the memory of the parents and ancestors; so that 

it furthers the reputation of the family; so that it 

carries on Its unfinished business (ibId., 359). In 

this context, it is interesting to observe that Hegel 

was able to trace out the logical conclusions of 

Confucius/s teachings as articulated by the later 
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Confucians. Whe~eas the ethical qualities of the 

indIvidual at dIffe~ent stages of Sittlichkeit a~e 

necessa~ily diffe~ent acco~ding to Hegel -- love fo~ 

the family membe~; self-inte~est fo~ the bou~geois; 

sense of duty fo~ the citizen -- the ethical qualities 

(= the vi~tues) of the individual, in the Chinese state 

at the stage of non-diffe~entiatlon, a~e necessa~ily 

the same. Thus, fo~ the late~ Confucians, filial piety 

is the basis of £ll othe~ vi~tues, i.e., t~ue 

human-hea~tedness (~), t~ue manne~s (11), t~ue 

~ighteousness (i) (Fung, 1983:360). The pe~son who has 

not se~ved his pa~ents well cannot se~ve the ~ule~ (the 

state) weI I, and if he can se~ve nelthe~ the family no~ 

the state, he cannot have a "p~ope~" pe~sonality 

acco~ding to the fou~ vi~tues. To the extent that this 

~adical notion of filial duty is established in the 

outlook of a pe~son, this outlook must, p~ope~ly 

speaking, be cha~acte~ized as mo~al -- if by mo~al we 

mean the inte~io~ity o~ the constant introspection of 

one's actions, feelings, and utte~ances. In this sense, 

Hegel was simply w~ong to say that the Chinese were 

devoid of subjectivity for what is subjectivity, but 

interio~ity and introspection? 

For Hegel, however, the~e is another side of 

mo~ality, namely, autonomy. The first dialectical 

moment of mo~ality Involves the wIthd~awal of the wIll 
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from its extetnal embodiment in the thing (i.e., 

property). But the internalized will (the moral will) 

must then act according to the ideal, that 1s, 

according to what is right. The autonomy of the moral 

will is such that it is free to act accorcing to what 

is right only when it is free from all external 

pressures. institutional constraints, and therefore 

family obligations (Hegel, 1967:66, 75-6). The moral 

subject is completely alone in his autonomy, the 

dictate of his conscience his only obligation. 

According to Hegel's criteria, the Chinese subject Is 

never moral or autonomous because his "moral" 

obligation is always to his family, not to an internal 

ideal. that is, to the moral law in Kant's sense. 

Confucius or Kant, family duty or the moral law -- that 

is the ultimate moral opposition between the modern 

West and the ancient East. If the subject acts 

according to what is right from the standpoint of the 

one, he will appear immoral or absurd from the 

standpoint of the other. Montesquleu observes: 

lilt is strange that the Chinese, whose 
life is entirely dIrected by rites, are 
nevertheless the most unscrupulous 
people on earth. This appears chIefly In 
commerce ..• Everyone in ChIna has had to 
be attentive to what is useful to him; 
if the rascal has watched over his 
interests, he'who Is duped has had to 
think of his own ..• [IJn China, deceit 
is permitted ...• [LJet us not compare 



the mo~allty of China with that of 
Eu~ope" (Montesquieu, 1992:321). 
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A Chinese who cheats his f~iends and associates in 

business may appea~ out~ageous to Montesquieu, Hegel, 

and some 19th centu~y Eu~opean me~chants (pe~haps); he 

may neve~theless do so In the inte~ests of his family 

business. He may be high-handed, but he is not 

necessa~ily immo~al f~om the Chinese pe~spective. If, 

on the othe~ hand, he ~alses hIs hand to hIs pa~ent, he 

would have committed not only a sin but a mo~tal c~ime, 

punishable by death. In Hegel~s Eu~ope, p~esumably it 

would me~ely be bad manne~s. 

If one ~ecal Is the cent~ality of the Oedipal 

myth in western 11te~atu~e and psychology, one can 

app~eciate the awesome (positive) power of the 

Confucian Weltanschauung to hold out against any 

inte~nal threat to the stabIlity of the family and the 

foundatIon of the state. Filial piety excludes the 

possibility of parricide (and by extension regicIde) 

even at the symbolic level. Was it an accident that 

there was neve~ a Charles I or a Louis XVI in China? 

(Max Weber, criticizIng the lack of constitutionalIty 

in the government of Ge~many, once commented that It 

was unfo~tunate that the Germans had never chopped off 

the head of a Hohenzollern.) Was It an accident that 

the destruction of a dynasty in China was always 
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replaced by another dynasty, that there was never a 

complete overthrow of the regime -- Justified on the 

basis of a different conception of government 

comparable to the destructIon of )/ancien regime In the 

West, at least not until 1911 and 1949, long after 

China/s catastrophic contact with the West? It took the 

complete destruction of a worldview, a way of life, and 

the deepest national humiliation -- Hegel and Marx 

might call it education! -- of the Chinese to bring 

about fundamental change. According to Hegelian 

principles, to tear asunder the substantiality at the 

foundation of a people, it takes "the greatest pain and 

labour of the negative". The work of the negative, the 

work of historical man, showed itself in the spiral of 

wars, civil wars, and revolutions before China was 

compelled to enter the modern world. In the process, 

the historical fate of "the immobile empire" was linked 

up with the rest of the world. 

Hegel did not anticipate this eventuality. He 

was only concerned with the past and the present, not 

with the future. He wrote at a time when China was 

still isolated from the West. A decade after his death 

in 1831, the thundering sounds from the cannons on 

British gunboats announced the beginning of the first 

Opium War and the end of China/s long isolation. The 

student of Hegel and China is compelled to ask: Does 
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the history of modern China invalidate Hegel/s 

interpretation? Could its unfolding be accounted for 

according to Hegelian principles? To answer these 

questions is to recognize the historical limitations as 

well as the insights of his interpretation. And it is 

to these questions that we now turn. 



CHAPTER II 

THE HISTORICAL STATUS OF MODERN CHINESE HISTORY 

The conception of China as the immobile empire, 

which was popular among western writers, could be found 

in almost all western literature dealing with China in 

the preceding three centuries. It could be found in the 

polemics between the European sinophiles and sinophobes 

of the 17th and the 18th centuries, originated from the 

writings of the Jesuits in China. The same theme was 

echoed in the writings of the British merchants. 

imperialists, and politicians of the 19th century. 

These men arrived at the same conclusion but with a 

different understanding of the phrase. Whether China 

was immobile because it was perfect in its cultural and 

political institutions, or because it was stagnant and 

incurably corrupt, the same theme recurred time and 

again in the history of the literature. 

Since the time of Marco Polo but particularly 

in the 18th century, China was Itall the rage lt in Europe 

(Peyrefitte, 1992:20-8). Chinese handicrafts. 

particularly porcelain sets (hence the word 'china'), 

were popular among cultured members of high society. In 

less frivolous circles, philosophers, scholars. and 
, 

economists of the Eclaircissement used virtuous China 
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as a foil to decadent Europe. Every aspect of European 

society was held up to examInatIon and crIticism by the 

light of reason. Christianity. heredItary monarchy. 

scholastIc philosophy were all called into question. By 

contrast. China was hailed as the perfect model. the 

land of atheism. benevolent despotism, and social 

harmony. Leibniz proposed the universal adoption of the 

ideographic wrIting system. Voltaire (at least in his 

early and middle career) believed that the Chinese 

emperor ruled by moral authority. accepting advice and 

reprimands from his advisors. men of letters who had 

achieved literary and moral excellence (Peyrefitte, 

1992:26; J.-R. Armogathe. 1976:27-9). The physiocrat 

Quesnay defended his doctrine on the grounds that it 

accorded with the "Chinese notions of cosmic harmony, 

the primacy of agriculture, and the role of the state 

as the organizer of the economy" (Ibid .• 26-7). 

Enlightenment scholars were critical of everything 

European and blind to any defect in Chinese society. 

Montesquieu was the most famous exception to this 

general adulation. 

In the 1790s. Lord Macartney~s Embassy to 

China. a diplomatIc mission which was followed closely 

by all of Europe. for the fIrst time produced 

eye-witness accounts which were less than entirely 

flattering. (The most far-sighted and balanced of the 
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numerous accounts. namely. the series of memoranda 

which contained Macartney/s analyses of Chinese 

politics and culture to the British Cabinet. was not 

released by the government until the last years of the 

19th century.) From this began the avalanche of 

negative criticism of China in Europe. Hegel himself 

studied these accounts carefully; he mentioned 

Macartneyrs mission at least twice in the Philosophy of 

History (Hegel. 1956:122. 133). Indeed Hegel/s 

characterization of the Chinese often reads like exact 

reproductions of accounts by John Barrow. the 

Stauntons. and other members of the Macartney mission. 

[11] As Alain Peyrefitte puts it, Hegel/s criticism was 

as much a reflection of. as it was an influence on. 

this cultural and perceptual change in Europe 

(Peyrefitte. 1992:489-90). 

Hegel's interpretation can be summarized thus: 

China is what it is and cannot be other than what it 

is. The exclusion of otherness is what makes it 

non-historical. This state of affairs will last so long 

as China remains in its isolation. And this is the 

basic premise of Hegel/s interpretation. namely. a 

nation as substantial as China will never. on its own. 

break out of the background of unreflective 

relationships and activities characteristic of age-old 

customs. HegeJ/s discussIon of China ends here. 
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However. a nation that tries to isolate itself may 

nevertheless be drawn into contact by another 

liexpansionist ll natIon. Expansionism seeks not only 

contact but domination. Just as there are historical 

forces which compel one nation to isolate itself from 

the world, so there are equally powerful forces which 

compel another one to expand across the globe. Hegel's 

discussion does not mention the possibility of an 

outside force intruding in China. After all. it is not 

his philosophical task to predict the future, to guess 

whether or not such an influence would materialize -

and if it would. from what source and when. But there 

is no a priori reason for Hegel to exclude such a 

possibility. In his examination of the Macedonian 

intrusion in Greece, which precipitated the fal I of the 

Greek polis, Hegel argues that Greek culture was 

preserved by the intrusion (Hegel, 1956:223-4). In his 

discussion of the world-historical significance of 

Napoleon in Jena in 1806, he argues that a foreign 

invasion could compel a country (i.e •• Prussia). which 

had lagged behind the tImes. to keep up with HIstory 

(Lowith, 1991:215). In some cases. foreign intrusions 

could take on a certain world-historical significance. 

I argue that this was the case in the confrontation 

between China and the West in the 19th century. 
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Indeed. how long could China hold out against 

the ever-expanding trade and the polItIcal influence of 

Europe in the 19th century -- the century of European 

Imperialism -- and sustaIn Its self-imposed isolation? 

The new critical attItude of the Europeans prepared the 

way tor an imperalistic European foreign policy towards 

China. In Hegel's lifetime and shortly thereafter. 

History was already knocking on the door of the MIddle 

Kingdom, the first time in peace (Lord Macartney. 

1792), the second time in war (1840). As Lucien Bianco 

writes, "before recent changes in the school 

curriculum, the Opium Wars were the gong that announced 

China's entrance on the stage of world history ... " 

(Bianco, 1971:2). 

The Opium War in 1840 was the fIrst violent 

confrontation between China and the West. A weak state. 

aware of its own precarious position among other 

hostile states, might have a chance of survival by 

.skillfully playing a dIplomatIc balancing act. A weak 

state, unskilled in European diplomacy. wIth 

pretensIons to universal greatness and cultural 

superiority but without the guns to back them up, was 

bound to provoke contempt. (12] Half a century of 

European writings on China, to which Hegel himself 

contributed, provided the phIlosophical ratIonale for 

that contempt. This representation of China presented 
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the Chinese as less than equal to the Europeans at 

every level morally. relIgiously, Intellectually. 

politically. and scientIfically. To represent is to 

have power over what is represented, and to be 

powerless is to have no power over how one is 

represented. For the Europeans. it was a matter of 

translating the various theories and representations of 

China into actual foreign and trade policies. If China 

would not change by itself. the outside world was 

prepared to force it to change. 

This confrontation was not accidental. Europe. 

and England in particular, was first driven to trade 

with China and later to dominate it by powerful 

historical forces intrinsic to its society. In ~ 

Philosophy of Right (paragraphs 243-248). Hegel has 

already charted the course of the dynamical development 

of civil society in the West. He argues that 

colonialism is necessarily the outcome of advanced 

civil society (Hegel. 1967:151-2). AccordIng to his 

analysis, economy in a state of unImpeded actIvIty 

leads to rapid expansion In population and industry. 

Phenomenal wealth Is generated by lInkIng together the 

needs of individuals who demand an ever expanding 

production of goods and services in order to satisfy 

themselves (ibid .• 149-150). But the unequal 

distribution of wealth results in "a rabble of 
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paupers"; and the specialization of tasks in the 

production process robs the workers of any enjoyment of 

life and freedom in civil society (ibid.). Hegel was 

disturbed by the growing phenomenon of poverty, 

particularly in England. The excess of production is 

left unconsumed by an increasing population of paupers. 

Poverty results in the "loss of the sense of right and 

wrong f of honesty and self-respect" essential to being 

a bourgeois and a citizen (ibid., 150). To support the 

poor through charity would rob them of self-respect as 

useful members of society; it is also against the 

basic principle of social labour in civil society. To 

give them work while production is already excessive 

would only perpetuate the problem. The only solution. 

according to Hegel. is to seek new markets overseas. in 

backward and poorer countries (ibId .• 151): "The mature 

civil society is driven" to "colonizing activityll which 

offers "a part of the population a return to life on a 

family basis In a new land and so supplies Itself with , 
a new demand and fIeld for its Industry" (Ibid.). 

The colonIzing activitIes of the Europeans and 

the Japanese in East Asia led to the collapse of the 

Chinese empire: the French annexed Annam (VIetnam), the 

British Burma, the despised Japanese Korea. China 

itself fel I to pieces when the western powers 

established "extra-territorialIty" in Chinese 
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territories in which western juridictions and 

administratIons would apply and from whIch ChInese 

nationals were excluded. ThIs pseudo-legalistic 

principle showed that China in the late 19th century 

ceased to exist as a sovereign country. 

In thIs hIstorical context, Marx wrote the 

fol lowing lines in 1853: 

II It is a I most need I ess -to ob~e'rve that. 
in the same measure In which opium has 
obtained the sovereignty over the 
Chinese, the Emperor and hIs staff of 
pedantic mandarins have become 
dispossessed of their own sovereignty. 
It would seem as though history had 
first to make this whole people drunk 
before it could rouse them out of their 
heredItary stupidityll (Marx, 1983:343). 

Because of the erosion of the authority of the ruling 

elite and the imminent collapse of the Chinese state. 

the Chinese masses, who had not been concerned with the 

affairs of the state, became aware of the dangers that 

threatened the very survival of the country. According 

to Hegelian principles, a people who had been excluded 

for centuries from government. who therefore had no 

practical knowledge of the affairs of the state. could 

only be awakened to the politIcal realItIes of their 

country and the insecurity of its pOSition by the 

greatest catastrophe. The vast majority of the Chinese 

subjects had no "historyll because they had been 

non-political. (This was the consequence of despotism, 
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which excluded any meaningful political participation 

for the political subjects.) Only when the sovereignty 

of the state was seriously challenged could such a 

people be politIcIzed. Only then could they begin to 

think for themselves concerning the necessary 

conditIons for the sovereignty and security of state 

and country and to fIght actIvely to bring about these 

condItIons. In this HegelIan context, war is not 

necessarily a bad thing. As the faIlure of diplomacy 

and government, and an imminent threat to the social 

order, war is not an accident, somethIng best to be 

avoIded. There is an "ethical moment in war" and it Is 

the awakenIng of polItical conscIousness among the 

citizens. For it Is "the duty (of the cItIzen) to 

maintain this substantIve indIvIdualIty, i.e., the 

independence and sovereignty of the state, at the risk 

and the sacrifice of property and life .•• " (Hegel, 

1967:134; see also Hegel, 1977:287-9). 

Hegel would probably have viewed the intrusIon 

of the western powers in ChIna favourably, as the 

attempt of History to end the isolation of ChIna, to 

break the non-hIstorical patterns of its temporal 

existence, and to "historicize" its people. What does 

it mean for a people to become historical? It means 

that they must become politically conscious, to become 

aware of their political duty as citIzens: this is the 
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pre-condition of freedom. At the stage of ethical life, 

duty must not be understood as an external Imposition. 

but as a right actualIzed: one cannot have right 

without duty -- "slaves have no duties because they 

have no rights. and vice versa" (ibid .• 162). An actual 

or concrete right pre-supposes that the wil I of the 

citizen Is in harmony with the will of the state. In 

the case' of China, Hegel would probably think that only 

the radical phenomenon of war could bring about this 

"ethical moment" because the Chinese state had treated 

its subjects as slaves and children, rather than as 

citizens, in the course of its long history. 

In the historical confrontation between China 

and the West, we find another example of the forces of 

negation at work in the historical-political field. For 

Hegel, the dialectic of domination leads to 

self-consciousness. In the history of modern China, 

western imperialism leads to Chinese nationalism. 

Before China/s contact with the West. the Chinese 

subject is unreflective. accordIng to Hegel. He leads 

his life as a simple affirmation of the unchanging 

dictates of age-old customs. But Western imperialism 

undermines the sovereIgnty of the Chinese state and 

calls into question the validIty of its customs. The 

Chinese are compelled to reflect on theIr own political 

and cultural conditions. In hIs confrontation with an 
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other, the Chinese subject acquires knowledge of the 

other. But, as Hegel has argued, only by confronting an 

other can one be shaken out of the unreflective 

attItude to which the unmedlated substance of customs 

has limited us (Hegel, 1977:111). What is true for 

consciousness Is equally true for natIons. Hegel/s 

philosophy of right shows that subjectivity (or 

subJecthood) and reflection are the pre-conditions of 

concrete freedom. Here, he contrasts substance with 

subject. For China to break out of the substantiality 

and the non-historical nature of its existence, the 

entire Confucian edIfice, the substantIal basiS of 

Chinese customs, would have to be undermined. (13] 

In this confrontation, dialectical-historical 

forces came into play which worked as the background to 

the actions of individual actors. Hegel teaches that in 

our interpretations of history, we must pay attention 

to these dialectics. Individual actions, insofar as 

they are historIcally significant, only make sense in 

these contexts. Hegel argues that hIstorIcal actors are 

never aware of the historical significance and full 

implications of their actions. Even historIans, with 

hindsight, must remain ignorant of the full and fInal 

meanings of historical events and people. Only the 

philosopher is privileged to trace out the dialectics 

at work, and only at the final stage of hIstory when 
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the absolute standpoint becomes attainable. The 

mo~ality and the wisdom of histo~ical acto~s a~e 

the~efo~e of limited inte~est to the histo~ian and the 

phllosophe~: histo~ical meanings necessa~ily go beyond 

the meanings which the acto~s att~ibute to thei~ 

actions. The philosophe~ must look at the whole; he 

must look beyond pa~ticula~ human suffe~ings and 
:--

inju~ies to one~s count~y to which the pityinghea~t 

and the p~oud nationalist a~e limited in thei~ 

histo~Ical unde~standing. What matte~s is that the 

wo~ld spi~lt achieves its goal. and fo~ that. the 

well-being of natIons and the happiness of individuals 

a~e sac~ificed in the cou~se of histo~y (Hegel. 

1956:33). 

Ou~ inte~p~etation of mode~n Chinese histo~y 

necessa~ily goes beyond Hegel~s own account because his 

own inte~p~etation sImply dId not p~epa~e fo~ the 

direction in which East-West relatIons were to take 

after hIs death. But as we must conf~ont the 

limitations of Hegel~s account of China. we have seen 

that the applIcatIon of HegelIan catego~Ies 

neve~theless p~ovides many inte~esting and f~uitful 

insights. We must lea~n to see the historical forces 

that we~e at wo~k in European and Chinese societies and 

which compelled the individual acto~s to act the way 

they did. We cannot unde~stand modern Chinese history 
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simply by condemnIng the imperialIsm and the arrogance 

of the West or the myopIa and the xenophobIa of the 

Chinese rulIng elite. When the emperor Qianlong 

rejected the BrItish proposals for the expansIon of 

SIno-BritIsh trade. the permanent stationing of a 

BritIsh envoy In ChIna. and the mutual exchange of 

ambassadors. he did not know that the rejectIon of 

diplomacy was an invitation to the use of force. His 

decIsion was driven by age-old customs. by the belief 

that ChIna had nothing to learn from the West. If the 

western nations wanted to come to offer trIbutes. he 

was willing to extend thIs privIlege. But he would not 

establish relations on a diplomatic basis (see note 

12). When William Jardine manipulated the British 

CabInet into the first OpIum War and when Palmerston 

authorIzed the deployment of a contIngent British fleet 

to protect British interests, they were acting out of 

the most ImmedIate personal and national interests. 

They also believed that British imperialism was a 

civilizing force for the rest of the world. It is easy 

to condemn but dIfficult to understand. If we look at 

thIs hIstorical period from the standpoInt of the 

dIalectic of domination and self-consciousness. then 

western Imperialism In the end modernized ChIna and 

prepared it for participation in the 20th century. The 

modern Chinese, Insofar as he is led to reflect upon 
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the conditions of his own country. is a citizen; he is 

no longer mere substance but subject. 

For Hegel, the end or the goal of dialectical 

history is freedom. Only hIstorIcal man Is capable of 

working towards freedom; only polItical institutions 

can evolve in order to realize civIl liberty. For 

freedom is not something an individual can realize on 

his own. It can only be achieved in history. -in 

SOCial-political institutions. Hegel argues that the 

Orient is only suitable for despotism; the logiC of his 

conceptual scheme excludes the Orient from history 

from the category of the historical. To argue that the 

East is unfree amounts to saying that it is 

non-historical. It can have no conception of liberty. 

Therefore it has no history. The imperialIsm of the 

West in the past has put China on the world-hIstorical 

stage. China, perhaps by its sheer physical size and 

vast population, has survived its confrontation with 

the West and has remained intact today. And in the 

process. Its fate Is permenantly linked wIth the rest 

of the world. But to become historical, according to 

Hegel, is to become aware of the value of freedom and 

to struggle to realize it, viz., to give It concrete 

expressions. It is to demand the instItutIonal 

recognition of the rights of personality and moral 

autonomy. This, It seems to me, Is how Hegel would have 
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understood the challenge of China today and the meaning 

of modern Chinese history of the past two centuries. 

There is nothing a priori in Hegel's dialectical 

concept of history to prevent the Orient. and China in 

particular. from becoming historical. except that his 

Interpretation of China would no longer be true. But 

this too is a Hegelian truth. namely. consciousness, 

having become conscious of itself, is no longer what it 

was; a truth, once articulated, is sublated. In the 

end, even Hegel, who claimed to be at the standpoint of 

the absolute, dId not escape from this fundamental 

truth of his own dialectics; he too was a child of his 

time (Hegel. 1967:11; Habermas, 1974:194). What are the 

implications of the post-Hegelian historical 

developments of the world -- and of China in particular 

-- for Hegel's notion of the totality of history? We 

wil I examine this question in the next, and our last, 

chapter. 



CHAPTER III 

CONCLUSIONS: SOCIETY EAST AND WEST 

Hegel~s philosophy of history is a profoundly 

"Euro-centric" interpretation of history. if I may use 

this word without value judgement or negative 

connotation. According to him. the centres of the 

spiritual development of humanity have always been 

Europe. the Mediterranean. and Palestine: "[TJhe 

Mediterranean Sea is the unifying element. and the 

centre of World-History. Greece lies here. the focus of 

light in History. Then in Syria we have Jerusalem, the 

centre of Judaism and of Christianity[.J" "The 

Mediterranean is thus the heart of the Old World ... 

Without it the History of the World could not be 

conce i ved" (Hege I. 1956: 87). Northern Europe came to 

acquire world-historical signlficance at a later date. 

beginning with Caesar~s conquest of Gaul. From then on, 

the centre of history shifted westward <Ibid., 88). In 

Europe. spirit finally realIzes itself In 

socio-political instltutions, in phllosophical

scientific thought. These places constitute the 

spiritual core of mankind; all the other places in 
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the Americas [14J. in Asia. and in Africa -- are on the 

periphery. devoid of true spiritual significance. 

If we accept this view in Its entirety. the 

history of the world since Hegel/s death In 1831 

becomes highly problematic. As Habermas has written. 

"Hegel's polItical philosophy cannot simply be 

projected without difficulty onto the plane of the 

twentieth century" (Habermas, 1974:193). Indeed. his 

philosophy was called into question by historical 

events even before his death. Hegel had witnessed the 

fal I of the Bourbons three times in his life. and he 

understood that the July Revolution in France in 1830 

and the success of the OpPosition in the elections in 

England were historical events which called into 

question the very basis of his philosophy (ibid .• 

176-7: Lowith. 1991:28). The fact of the revolution 

demonstrated that the right order of ethical-political 

life. which he had described in his political 

philosophy, was not realized. The period of the 

Restoration after the Napoleonic era was not the 

restoration of ethical order (which he had so longed 

for), but only a respite until the next round of 

revolutionary fury. The 19th century was a century of 

liberalism and nationalsim -- precisely the kInd of 

movements that, as Hegel had predIcted, would 

perpetuate social unrest (Hegel, 1956:452). It was a 
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strange time for a philosopher to proclaim the end of 

history and the restoration of ethical life and order. 

In the post-HegelIan period of hIstory. we have 

wItnessed the historical decline of Europe. As one 

historian has written. less than a century after 

Hege I ' s death. "what had been the cen tre of the wor I d 

became merely 'the European questIon'" (Taylor. 

1971:xxxvi). Hegel's acute historical sense came 

through when he predicted in the Introduction to ~ 

Philosophy of History that the future of the world was 

to be North America (Hegel. 1956:84-7). But this 

prediction was at variance with his hIstorIcal 

philosophy. according to which SpirIt had consummated 

its purpose already in Europe. The New World did become 

the most powerful nation in the history of the world. 

and Russia, traditionally the most backward of all the 

European countries, became its rival. In the century 

and a half since Hegel's death. many major events and 

movements of worldwide significance occurred outside of 

the spirItual core of Hegel's Europe. As the major 

European powers decolonized around the globe. 

particularly after the Second World War, the 

··perlphery", in Asia and in the Middle East, came to 

take on a significance scarcely surmised even by the 

most far-Sighted of the 19th century writers. 
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It is in this historical context that we. as 

readers of Hegel, must confront the historicity of his 

interpretations. Of the significant themes that emerge 

out of the post-Hegelian history of the world, this 

thesis has been concerned with two issues in 

particular: 1) the fragmentation, in advanced western 

countries. of civil society (the realm of 

particularities) against the unifying tendency of the 

objective spirit of the state; 2) the emergence of 

China as a world power and its profound political 

implications for world history. 

The separation of state and society has been 

characteristic of the liberal phase of western 

capitalist development. After this phase, the welfare 

state came to intervene, leading to a reciprocal 

interlocking of the two spheres. The processes of 

production and commerce have become so complicated that 

the political mediation of the state becomes necessary 

in many areas (Habermas, 1972:195). Just as the state 

has acquired significant economic functIons, so civil 

society has been politicized. While for Hegel civil 

society primarily denotes the economy, in contemporary 

political discourse it is "the homeground of 

difference", consisted of "churches, ethnic groups, 

social movements, unions, professional bodies, 

organizations for mutual aid and defence" (Walzer, 



112 

1993:46). According to Hegel. it is the realm of 

particularties, where individual desires, interests, 

and demands enjoy arbitrary freedom -- this is the 

right of civil society. Hegelian particularities are 

the motive forces that drive men to economic and 

productive activities. Particularities in contemporary 

society have taken on an overtly political dimension 

along ethnic, gender, and religious lines. As each 

sector asserts its right to satisfy its demands. 

society becomes fragmented, where the right of one 

group is asserted against the right of another. 

According to Hegel, it is the function of the state to 

resolve and reconcile the conflicting claims of 

different groups in society; i~dividuals must recognize 

each other as fellow citizens, not only as opposing 

members of particular groups (Hegel, 1967:209-210). 

Only on this basis can duty and right be harmonized. 

When the state fails to reconcile conflicting claims, 

difference asserts Itself In terms of the conflIcts 

between opposing partIcularitIes. 

In Hegel~s terms, this Is the failure of the 

state to sublate civil society. As a result, the state 

is only a creditlble institutIon In the eyes of 

particular groups when It is able to satisfy their 

demands. Indeed, it has no other reason to exist than 

to satisfy particular demands. But it is impossible to 



113 

satisfy demands that are by their very nature in 

conflict -- the satisfaction of one group implies the 

dissatisfaction of another group. The function of the 

Hegelian state Is not to satisfy particular concerns or 

interests. To insist that this is the function of the 

state is to discredit it. For then the security and 

protection of property, personal freedom, and 

partIcular interests become the ultimate ends of the 

state. II(T)he interest of the individual as such 

becomes the ultimate end of their association, and it 

follows that membership of the state is something 

optional II (ibid., 156). If the welfare state does not 

provide the IIwelfare ll that one deems as one/s right to 

which one is entitled by the very fact that one says 

so, it is no longer necessary to respect the state, its 

laws, and its institutions. One can opt out or opt in 

depending on the benefit which the one alternative or 

the other provides. (If the voice of one person is not 

loud enough, then the grouping together of lIke-mInded 

individuals would guarantee a louder voice and a 

greater demand.) 

If we read Hegel in this way, then his theory 

of state and society could be Interpreted as a powerful 

critique of contemporary civil society and of the 

political discourse that celebrates its fragmentation 

as IIreal ll freedom against the power of the state. 
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Hegel, while he failed to foresee the direction of 

western society and prematurely proclaimed the end of 

history, may turn out to be a most effective critic of 

contemporary society: the political failure of the 

state to sublate civil society can be interpreted as a 

critical problem for contemporary society. That 

Hegelian principles could work as criticism may at 

first sight seem to be against the very basIs of 

Hegel/s mature philosophy. Philosophy, accordIng to 

him. always arrIves too late to make any dIfference; it 

can only understand what has happened but it cannot 

tel I us how to act except to accept "what exists" as 

rational and necessary. But thIs holds only in the 

context of the totality. We have seen that it is not 

possible to adopt the totalIty of Hegel/s vIsion of the 

world and still make sense of modern and postmodern 

history. Nevertheless, he has spelled out the 

socio-political conditions in which indIvIduals as 

citIzens are reconciled with each other and with the 

state. These conditions can be used as categories by 

which the recent fragmentation of civil society and the 

loss of credibility of the state are to be understood. 

Hegel then provides us with a theoretical framework 

within which to analyze the breakup of communIty in 

contemporary society Into groups along the lines of 

race, gender, age, and sexual orientation --
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designations and divisions of individuals on the sole 

basis of the most particylar, exclusionary, and the 

least universal of human characteristics. For Hegel, 

these characteristics are purely gIven, that Is. 

substantial, while man (and woman) is true spirit only 

in hIs struggle to transcend the particularitIes and 

accidents of his birth, to reach the universalIty of 

thought (sclence/philosophy/ Wissenschaft), to achieve 

an understanding of his age, of the people and the 

cultures In it, and of the destIny of the species of 

which he is a member. 

Hegel, like the Greek political philosophers 

before him. has been concerned with the rIght order of 

life. His answer is the ethical lIfe of the state. in 

which individuals are determined as citizens fully 

aware of their rights and duties. ThIs is only 

possible. and can only be known. at the end of history. 

But we have seen that it was not the case in Hegel/s 

time, and It is not the case now: ethical life has not 

been realized. If anything. we are further away from 

it. And yet Hegel claims that his account of ChIna is 

based on the absolute historical standpoint (or history 

understood phIlosophically as the standpoint of modern 

ethical life). If we are right In our accessments of 

contemporary society and of 19th century Europe, then 

his judgement of China was not the judgement of history 
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but the Judgement of a philosopher. As the Judgement of 

history, it has failed, or is at least historically 

limited. A limIted Judgement, by Hegel/s own 

standards, Is inherently abstract and one-sided; it 

means that it has faIled to account for the Whole. 

Today China is undergoing changes faster and more 

fundamental than any period in its millennial history. 

Hegel, on the other hand, argues that to understand 

China is to understand its unchanging nature. But to 

say that Hegel is simply wrong is to find no merit in 

his interpretation of China; on the contrary, there are 

many insights In his account. We can say of his account 

of China what we have said of his account of civil 

society in the West: Hegel, having failed to forsee the 

radical historical changes which China was to undergo. 

has nevertheless provided an effective (if not 

complete) framework 'within which modern Chinese history 

can be understood. 

Hegel often contrasts substance with subject. 

Substance is the pure given; It is what it is and is 

always the same. It does not differentiate itself and 

so everything foreign -- that is, everything other than 

what it is -- is excluded. A culture that Is immersed 

in the substantIality of its millennial customs is 

drIven to discourage Innovation, to exclude foreign 

contact. and to isolate itself. It will believe that 
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the outside world has nothing to offer, that it is 

entIrely self-sufficIent and self-contained. Hegel has 

written that the knowing of oneself presupposes the 

knowing of an other (Hegel, 1977:104-5). In the 

confrontation between two consciousnesses, each 

realizes that the other is equally self-contained and 

independent; each is certain of itself but not of the 

other because neither side has been exposed to the 

other (ibId., 112, 113). A relationshIp can only be 

established through the mediatIon of a fight for 

recognition, a battle of nerves (or an actual battle) 

to prove who is willing to risk death and who is not. 

The first dialectical contact between consciousnesses 

is necessarily violent because the understanding of 

oneself and of the other is impossible in the absence 

of mediation. Something like the dialectic of 

self-consciousness was played out between two nations 

in the 19th century. 

When the court of Quanlong replIed to King 

George/s request for the establishment of dIplomatIc 

relations, the letter was wrItten in such a tone of 

haughty condescension that King George would have been 

insulted if he had read the original (Peyrefitte, 

1992:288). The translators had to tone down the letter 

before it could be shown to the BrItish kIng. With 

hindsight, the self-satisfied chauvinism and myopia of 
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the Chinese court were all the more remarkable in light 

of the fact that Quanlong was addressing the king of a 

country whose marine power could wipe out the entire 

coastal defence of China in the south and the 

south-east in a matter of weeks. But in the last years 

of the 18th century, China was not aware of its 

weakness, nor England of its strength. 

The catastrophe of the Opium Wars was a 

profound tragedy of the first magnitude to the Chinese 

patriots and the literati. For the first time, the 

Chinese realized that another people could be 

militarily and technologically superior to them, even 

if they stil I insisted upon their cultural superiority. 

Both China and England were equally proud of themselves 

and certain of the superiority of their national 

achievements. While China wanted nothing more than to 

be left alone, certain that its superiority was 

recognized by all foreign nations, England demanded 

recognition as a world power, even if at first, it was 

willing to extend mutual recognition, on an equal 

basis, between the two countries. The confrontation 

could only be resolved through a fight, resulting in 

the relationship between a master and a slave, between 

a victorious nation and a prostrate one. 

For Hegel, the process of self-consciousness is 

a kind of education. But it is also a process of 
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labour, and as the Christian myth has taught us, labour 

is pain, hardship, and toil. It took China almost a 

century and a half, a long series of national 

destruction and construction. before it could 

self-consciously pursue a policy of openness (1978), to 

establish permanent and regular contacts with the rest 

of the world. Such a self-conscious policy for the 

first time recognizes that other countries exist, that 

China cannot "do it" alone. (As late as the 1960s, Mao 

taught that China must rely on itself, that it could be 

great without help from others.) After years of 

catastrophe and the phenomenal sacrifice of lives and 

resourses (which no national leaders, however great and 

Visionary, could legitimately demand from their own 

people), only now can China try to determine its 

rightful place among the other nations of the world. 

One can only hope that it will escape from the myopia 

and chauvinism so characteristic of China for the past 

two centuries. 
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NOTES 

1. Hegel is probably thinking of the rivalrY 
between Caesar and Pompey, and earlier between Marius 
and Syl lao which polarized the people against the 
nobles. Machiavelli traces the conflict back to the 
enactment of the Agrarian Law which worked agaInst the 
nobles by restricting the amount of lands that they 
could own as well as confiscating the excess of lands 
which they already owned. According to his analysis, 
the law eventually led to the end of Roman 
republicianism (Plutarch"s IILife of Caesar II and 
Machiavelli"s Discourses, book 1. ch. 37). 

2. This is the basis of Hegel"s critique of 
Kant/s moral theory. Hegel wants to reconcile the 
political conception of freedom, which is Greek, with 
the Kantian notion of the free will. which is Christian 
in origin. We wi 11 examine this issue in detai I in 
chapter 2, SUb-section b on autonomous subjectivity. 

3. As Alan Wood has pointed out in his 
Introduction. in the political and philosophical 
literature prior to Hegel"s time, the term IIcivil 
society" is synonymous with the word "state" (Hegel, 
1991:xviii). Thus Hegel"s categories of state and 
society evolve directly out of modern western history. 
This social change is coeval with the transformation of 
the self-consciousness or the self-understanding of 
modern individuals as persons. In order to participlate 
in civil society. we must first understand ourselves as 
persons and respect each other as such (Hegel, 
1967:37). 

4. For Hegel, the administration of Justice, 
the police. and the corporation find their raison 
d"etre in the economic sphere: the actualization of 
arbitrary freedom in the economic pursuit of private 
ends has to be guaranteed through the protection of 
property by the administration of Justice (Hegel, 
1967:80-1. 134, 145-6). Furthermore, in order to guard 
against contingencies, the institutions of the police 
and the corporation are needed. Pollzei here is not 
necessarily the polIce force, but any public authority, 
and corporations are really guilds, professional bodies 
which represent the interests, and regulate the service 
standards, of their members. Examples in our time are 
the medical association and the law society. 
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5. Hegel/s respect for civil society does not 
harmonize with the picture of the philosopher as the 
prophet of the total state. The picture of Hegel as an 
honorary liberal is equally misleading because civil 
society must be sublated by the state in the dialectic 
of the Idea of right, i.e., right as it is objectively 
actualized. These political categories can never 
capture Hegel/s thought because they are all products 
of the Understanding, in other words, intellectual 
distinction wIthout synthesis. Such categories must 
always remain abstract and one-sIded. They can 
distinguish a given position and its opposite, but they 
can never reconcile their opposItion. But 
reconciliation l§ the heart of the dialectic. 

6. In this context, in two passages, Hegel 
argues explicitly that subjective morality is mediated, 
but not suppressed, in the ethical life of civil 
society and the state: 

"But when subjective particularity Is 
upheld by the objective order in 
conformity with it and is at the same 
time allowed its rights, then it becomes 
the animating principle of the entire 
civil society, of the development alike 
of mental activity, merit, and dignity" 
( Hege I, 1967: 133) . 

liThe principle of modern states has 
prodigious strength and depth because it 
allows the princIple of subjectivIty to 
progress to its culmination in the 
extreme of self-subsistent personal 
partIcularIty, and yet at the same time 
brings it back to the substantial unity 
and so maintains this unity in the 
principle of subjectIvity itself" 
(IbId., 161). 

If one forgets the meaning of Ayfhebyng, or 
(mis)understands it as suppression, then it makes sense 
to interpret Hegel/s theory of the state as the 
suppression of moralIty for reasons of state, in the 
name of political expediency. If Hegel were arguing for 
realpolitik or Prussian militarianism, then he would be 
equally guilty of the one-sidedness of which Kant was 
accused: the opposite of Kant is equally one-sided. 
Whether Hegel/s critique of Kant Is ultImately 
justIfIed, whether he succeeds in reconciling morality 
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and actuality, it is clear that the critique itself 
cannot be construed as a call for Machiavellianism. 

7. He goes on to say that it is easy to find 
faults with existing institutions. But even the ugliest 
of men, cripples, and invalids are stil I living men. 
And it is life, "this affirmative factor which is our 
theme here." Thus any existing state, however 
defective, stil I has "in it the moments essential to 
the existence of the state" (Hegel, 1967:279). He 
thereby goes out of his way to neutralize any critical 
or practical implications of his political theory. 

8. Not knowing Chinese, Hegel is simply wrong. 
Fung discusses five different meanings of ~ that are 
philosophically relevant: 

(1) The material or physical sky, usually contrasted 
with the earth. 

(2) The ruling heavenly king, an anthropomorphic 
figure. 

(3) A traditional fatalistic or deterministic belief, 
similar to the Greek notion of fate. 

(4) Nature, in contrast or in harmony with culture or 
human affairs. This is Hegel/s understanding of the 
word throughout the text on China in the Philosophy of 
Histo(,Y. 

(5) The ethical principle(s) of the universe (For a 
more detailed discussion, see Fung, 1983:31). 

There is no doubt that al I five meanings are 
intricately related. It would take a sophisticated 
linguist-philosopher to sort out their relationships. 

9. Hegel/s interpretation of China is 
remarkably similar to Montesquieu/s account of oriental 
despotism in the Spirit of the Laws. For Montesquieu, 
each particular type of political regime has its own 
unique governing principle that determines the mores 
and manners of its subjects. He is less interested in 
the classification of political regime than in the 
effec'~ which particular regimes have on their 
subjects. In the case of despotism, the rul ing 
principle is fear. (Despotic regimes can also be 
characterized in terms of the lack of (public) virtue, 
moderation, and honour in their subjects, the 
respective principles of republicanism, aristocracy, 
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and monarchy (Montesquleu, 1992:21-29; Harder, 
1983:84).) In the notorious passage in book 8, chapter 
21 of the Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu, emphasizing 
the PI=- inc i pIe of f ear InCh I nese despot Ism aga i nst the 
insistence of the Jesuits and other Sinophlles on 
ChInese virtues, writes that there Is no question of 
"this honour of which one speaks among a people to whom 
one ca.n compe I to do noth i ng wi thout the b low of the 
stick", « ..• cet honneur dont on parle chez les 

\ , 
peuples a qui on ne fait rlen falre qu'a coup de 
baton.» To this passage, Montesquieu adds the well 
known footnote: «C'est Ie baton qui gouverne la Chine, 
dlt Ie P. du Halde.» (It turns out that he was quoting 
out 01: context: Father du Halde was only commenting on 
the general application of corporeal punIshment by the 
stick in the Chinese penal system, not on China as a 
whole (Harder, 1983:86).) 

10. In the text, we have asked how Hegel 
arrives at such a negative view of the Chinese "moral" 
character so contrary to the moral teachings of 
Confucius. We will now ask the same question of 
Montesquieu. Montesquieu explaIns: "Our missionaries 
speak of the vast empire of ChIna as of an admirable 
government, in whose principle intermingle fear, honor, 
and virtue. I would therefore have made an empty 
distinction in establishing the principles of the three 
governments" (Montesquieu, 1992:126-7). In order to 
"save the appearance", to Justify his system, 
Montesquleu has to show that either the Jesuits were 
deceived by appearance, or that they offered less than 
candid accounts in their Lettres 'difiantes et 
curieu~ for various resaons (e.g., the continuation 
of their China missIon depended on Chinese good wIll). 
He believes that they were deceived by an appearance of 
order, that they were not guilty of any conscious 
duplicity (ibid.; Watson, 1980:18). It is well that the 
Chinese state Justifies itself on the basis of moral 
precepts. But In Its social and political practices, It 
cannot but follow the logic of despotism -- the rule of 
fear -- which Montesquieu has articulated In his book. 
A despot is understood as someone with absolute power, 
someone who makes laws but who Is beyond the laws. The 
latter characteristic is what dIstInguishes the despot 
from the constitutional monarch. ThIs characterIzatIon 
fits well with the various accounts of the power and 
prerogatIve of the Chinese emperior. If by chance an 
emperior Is enlIghtened, that does not change the 
fundamental character of despotIsm or its effects on 
the subjects. In other words, the institutional form of 
despotism does not depend on the indIvIdual character 
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of the ruler <Watson, 1980:27). One of the senses in 
wh i ch the word II laws" is understood I n the tIt I e of 
Montesquieu/s book is the causal relationship between a 
determinant and an effect <Aron, 1989:49). The mores 
and manners of a people <the effects) under despotism 
<the cause) must be such as Montesquieu has described 
in his book. 

11. One may compare Hegel/s passage on "the 
great immorality of the Chinese" <Hegel, 1956:131) with 
the similarly damning accounts, among others, of 
Montesquieu, John Barrow, and George Thomas Staunton. 
Staunton/s long preface to his ground-breaking 
translation of Ta T/sing Leu Lee, the Manchu penal 
code, is particularly relevant in this -context. A 
substantial portion of the Spirit of the Laws is on 
China because China stands for oriental despotism <and 
its corresponding principle of fear) for Montesquleu. 
But the passage which describes the Chinese as "the 
most unscrupulous people on earth" in book 19, chapter 
20 is particularly revealing. The uniformity of opinion 
among China experts in Europe is striking. 

12. In any case, China could not be expected to 
know anything about the fine points of cabinet 
diplomacy, thl~ protocol, conventions, and unwritten 
rules that gOlerned interstate relations among the 
major Europeal powers since the Westphalian Congress in 
1648. Much ha~ been written on the incompatibility 
between Europl~an diplomacy and the Chinese tribute 
system (e.g., Fairbank, 1979:158-163). Was Macartney, 
the quintesseltial cabinet diplomat, a victim of this 
incompatibili :y? He did not expect China to conform to 
the rules of ~uropean diplomacy, but he has been 
criticized fo' not conforming himself to the rules of 
the tribute sfstem -- e.g., not prostrating himself 
before the Chlnese emperior. Interesting as it is, one 
should not in the end overinterpret thIs 
incompatibili:y in the history of East-Wast relations. 

13. Il this context, the May Fourth movement In 
the late 1910~ could be interpreted as the significant 
outcome of th,~ dialectIc of polItIcal consciousness. 
The movement ldvocated not timid reforms, but a 
fundamen t a I r, ~vo I utI on aga I nst the very I deo log I ca I 
foundations o~ the Chinese state. Accordingly, it 
attacked the I:oncel t of Confucianism and argued that 
Confucianism I:ould not be equated wIth cIvIlIzatIon as 
such but only with one particular cIvIlizatIon. And 
given the fac: that this cIvilizatIon was crumbling and 
proved itself utterly incapable of resIsting foreign 
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intrusion, Confucianism was ill-suited for the future 
reconstruction of the Chinese nation. To rebuild China 
in the modern world, new ideas were needed, not only 
old Confucian values and Ideals. The Confucian idea 
that the ruler was the patriarch of the people 
legitimized tyranny. Respect for the old and for one~s 
ancestors undermined all innovations and individual 
Initiatives. According to the leaders of the movement, 
the use of classical Chinese must be replaced by 
Chinese vernacular In order to facilitate cultural and 
scientific exchange. Xenophobia metamorphosed into 
xenophilla. Such brillant writers and scholars as Yen 
Fu, Lin Shu, Hu Shih, Ch~en Tu-hsiu, Ts~al Yuan-p~el 
were not only well-versed In the Confusian tradition 
<in which they excelled but which they rejected); they 
were I~qua I I y accompo I i shed as scho I ars and st uden t s of 
wester'n human it i es; they were equa I I y at home In 
German, French, and English and they were masters of 
Ch i ne:3e prose. I t was necessary to I earn from the West 
and to study it. It is interesting to observe that Yen 
translated Hegel and Montesquieu, and Chen was as 
knowledgeable as any expert on the history of western 
political thought. 

14. "[AJs a Land of the Future, [North America] 
has no interest for us here, for, as regards History, 
our concern must be with that which has been and that 
which is" <Hegel, 1956:87). 
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