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Introduction 

The subject of this course of Lectures is the Philosophical History 
of the World. … To gain a clear idea at the outset, of the nature of 
our task, it seems necessary to begin with an examination of the 
other methods of treating History. The various methods may be 
ranged under three heads: 

I. Original History. 

II. Reflective History. 

III. Philosophical History. 

  I. Of the first kind, the mention of one or two distinguished names 
will furnish a definite type. To this category belong Herodotus, 
Thucydides, and other historians of the same order, whose 
descriptions are for the most part limited to deeds, events, and 
states of society, which they had before their eyes, and whose spirit 
they shared. They simply transferred what was passing in the world 
around them, to the realm of representative intellect. …  

  II. The second kind of history we may call the reflective. It is 
history whose mode of representation is not really confined by the 
limits of the time to which it relates, but whose spirit transcends the 
present. In this second order strongly marked variety of species may 
be distinguished. 

  1. It is the aim of the investigator to gain a view of the entire 
history of a people or a country, or of the world, in short, what we 
call Universal History. … 

… as the History of Art, of Law, of Religion … 

  III. The third kind of history,—the Philosophical. No explanation 
was needed of the two previous classes; their nature was self-
evident. It is otherwise with this last, which certainly seems to 
require an exposition or justification. The most general definition 
that can be given, is, that the Philosophy of History means nothing 
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but the thoughtful consideration of it. Thought is, indeed, essential 
to humanity. It is this that distinguishes us from the brutes. In 
sensations cognition and intellection; in our instincts and volitions, 
as far as they are truly human Thought is an invariable element. To 
insist upon Thought in this connexion with history, may, however, 
appear unsatisfactory. In this science it would seem as if Thought 
must be subordinate to what is given to the realities of fact; that this 
is its basis and guide: while Philosophy dwells in the region of self-
produced ideas, without reference to actuality. Approaching history 
thus prepossessed, Speculation might be expected to treat it as a 
mere passive material; and, so far from leaving it in its native truth, 
to force it into conformity with a tyrannous idea, and to construe it, 
as the phrase is, “à priori.” But as it is the business of history simply 
to adopt into its records what is and has been, actual occurrences 
and transactions; and since it remains true to its character in 
proportion as it strictly adheres to its data, we seem to have in 
Philosophy, a process diametrically opposed to that of the 
historiographer. This contradiction, and the charge consequent 
brought against speculation, shall be explained and confuted. We do 
not, however, propose to correct the innumerable special 
misrepresentations, trite or novel, that are current respecting the 
aims, the interests, and the modes of treating history, and its relation 
to Philosophy. 

  The only Thought which Philosophy brings with it to the 
contemplation of History, is the simple conception of Reason; that 
Reason is the Sovereign of the World; that the history of the world 
therefore, presents us with a rational process. This conviction and 
intuition is a hypothesis in the domain of history as such. In that of 
Philosophy it is no hypothesis. It is there proved by speculative 
cognition, that Reason—and this term may here suffice us, without 
investigating the relation sustained by the Universe to the Divine 
Being,—is Substance, as well as Infinite Power; its own Infinite 
Material underlying all the natural and spiritual life which it 
originates, as also the Infinite Form,—that which sets this Material 
in motion. On the one hand, Reason is the substance of the 
Universe; viz. that by which and in which all reality has its being and 
subsistence. On the other hand, it is the Infinite Energy of the 
Universe; ... It supplies its own nourishment and is the object of its 
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own operations. While it is exclusively its own basis of existence, 
and absolute final aim, it is also the energising power realising this 
aim; developing it not only in the phenomena of the Natural, but 
also of the Spiritual Universe—the History of the World. That this 
“Idea” or “Reason” is the True, the Eternal, the absolutely powerful 
essence; that it reveals itself in the World, and that in that World 
nothing else is revealed but this and its honour and glory—is the 
thesis which, as we have said, has been proved in Philosophy and is 
here regarded as demonstrated. 

  In those of my hearers who are not acquainted with Philosophy, I 
may fairly presume, at least, the existence of a belief in Reason, a 
desire, a thirst for acquaintance with it, in entering upon this course 
of Lectures. It is in fact, the wish for rational insight, not the 
ambition to amass a mere heap of acquirements, that should be 
presupposed in every case as possessing the mind of the learner in 
the study of science. If the clear idea of Reason is not already 
developed in our minds, in beginning the study of Universal 
History, we should at least leave the firm, unconquerable faith that 
Reason does exist there; and that the World of intelligence and 
conscious volition is not abandoned to chance, but must shew itself 
in the light of the self-cognizant Idea. Yet I am not obliged to make 
any such preliminary demand upon your faith. What I have said thus 
provisionally, and what I shall have further to say, is, even in 
reference to our branch of science, not to be regarded as 
hypothetical, but as a summary view of the whole; the result of the 
investigation we are about to pursue; a result which happens to be 
known to me, because I have traversed the entire field. It is only an 
inference from the history of the World, that its development has 
been a rational process; that the history in question has constituted 
the rational necessary course of the World Spirit—that Spirit whose 
nature is always one and the same, but which unfolds this its one 
nature in the phenomena of the World’s existence. This must, as 
before stated, present itself as the ultimate result of History. But we 
have to take the latter as it is. … 

We have next to notice the rise of this idea—that Reason directs the 
World—in connexion with a further application of it, well known to 
us,—in the form, viz. of the religious truth, that the world is not 
abandoned to chance and external contingent causes, but that a 
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Providence controls it. I stated above, that I would not make a 
demand on your faith, in regard to the principle announced. Yet I 
might appeal to your belief in it, in this religious aspect, if, as a 
general rule, the nature of philosophical science allowed it to attach 
authority to presuppositions. To put it in another shape,—this 
appeal is forbidden, because the science of which we have to treat, 
proposes itself to furnish the proof (not indeed of the abstract 
Truth of the doctrine, but) of its correctness as compared with facts. 
The truth, then, that a Providence (that of God) presides over the 
events of the World—consorts with the proposition in question; for 
Divine Providence is Wisdom, endowed with an infinite Power 
which realises its aim, viz. the absolute rational-design of the World. 
Reason is Thought conditioning itself with perfect freedom. But a 
difference—rather a contradiction—will manifest itself, between 
this belief and our principle, just as was the case in reference to the 
demand made by Socrates in the case of Anaxagoras’s dictum. For 
that belief is similarly indefinite; it is what is called a belief in a 
general Providence, and is not followed out into definite application, 
or displayed in its bearing on the grand total—the entire course of 
human history. But to explain History is to depict the passions of 
mankind, the genius, the active powers, that play their part on the 
great stage; and the providentially determined process which these 
exhibit, constitutes what is generally called the “plan” of Providence. 
Yet it is this very plan which is supposed to be concealed from our 
view: which it is deemed presumption, even to wish to recognise. 
The ignorance of Anaxagoras, as to how intelligence reveals itself in 
actual existence, was ingenuous. … It was Socrates who took the 
first step in comprehending the union of the Concrete with the 
Universal. Anaxagoras, then, did not take up a hostile position 
towards such an application. .... Pious persons are encouraged to 
recognise in particular circumstances, something more than mere 
chance; to acknowledge the guiding hand of God; e.g. when help 
has unexpectedly come to an individual in great perplexity and need. 
But these instances. of providential design are of a limited kind, and 
concern the accomplishment of nothing more than the desires of 
the individual in question. But in the history of the World, the 
Individuals we have to do with are Peoples; Totalities that are States. 
We cannot, therefore, be satisfied with what we may call this 
“peddling” view of Providence, to which the belief alluded to limits 
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itself. Equally unsatisfactory is the merely abstract, undefined belief 
in a Providence, when that belief is not brought to bear upon the 
details of the process which it conducts. On the contrary our earnest 
endeavour must be directed to the recognition of the ways of 
Providence, the means it uses, and the historical phenomena in 
which it manifests itself; and we must shew their connexion with the 
general principle above mentioned. But in noticing the recognition 
of the plan of Divine Providence generally, I have implicitly touched 
upon a prominent question of the day; viz. that of the possibility of 
knowing God: or rather—since public opinion has ceased to allow it 
to be a matter of question—the doctrine that it is impossible to 
know God. In direct contravention of what is commanded in holy 
Scripture as the highest duty, —that we should not merely love, but 
know God,—the prevalent dogma involves the denial of what is 
there said; viz. that it is the Spirit (der Geist) that leads into Truth, 
knows all things, penetrates even into the deep things of the 
Godhead. While the Divine Being is thus placed beyond our 
knowledge, and outside the limit of all human things, we have the 
convenient licence of wandering as far as we list, in the direction of 
our own fancies. We are freed from the obligation to refer our 
knowledge to the Divine and True. On the other hand, the vanity 
and egotism which characterise it find, in this false position, ample 
justification and the pious modesty which puts far from it the 
knowledge of God, can well estimate how much furtherance thereby 
accrues to its own wayward and vain strivings. I have been unwilling 
to leave out of sight the connexion between our thesis—that 
Reason governs and has governed the World—and the question of 
the possibility of a Knowledge of God, chiefly that I might not lose 
the opportunity of mentioning the imputation against Philosophy of 
being shy of noticing religious truths, or of having occasion to be so 
in which is insinuated the suspicion that it has anything but a clear 
conscience in the presence of these truths. So far from this being 
the case, the fact is, that in recent times Philosophy has been obliged 
to defend the domain of religion against the attacks of several 
theological systems. In the Christian religion God has revealed 
Himself,—that is, he has given us to understand what He is; so that 
He is no longer a concealed or secret existence. And this possibility 
of knowing Him, thus afforded us, renders such knowledge a duty. 
God wishes no narrow-hearted souls or empty heads for his 
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children; but those whose spirit is of itself indeed, poor, but rich in 
the knowledge of Him; and who regard this knowledge of God as 
the only valuable possession. That development of the thinking 
spirit, which has resulted from the revelation of the Divine Being as 
its original basis, must ultimately advance to the intellectual 
comprehension of what was presented in the first instance, to 
feeling and imagination. … Our intellectual striving aims at realising 
the conviction that what was intended by eternal wisdom, is actually 
accomplished in the domain of existent, active Spirit, as well as in 
that of mere Nature. Our mode of treating the subject is, in this 
aspect, a Theodicaea,—a justification of the ways of God,—which 
Leibnitz attempted metaphysically in his method, i.e. in indefinite 
abstract categories,—so that the ill that is found in the World may 
be comprehended, and the thinking Spirit reconciled with the fact of 
the existence of evil. Indeed, nowhere is such a harmonising view 
more pressingly demanded than in Universal History; and it can be 
attained only by recognising the positive existence, in which that 
negative element is a subordinate, and vanquished nullity. On the 
one hand, the ultimate design of the World must be perceived; and, 
on the other hand, the fact that this design has been actually, 
realised in it, and that evil has not been able permanently to assert a 
competing position. But this conviction involves much more than 
the mere belief in a superintending or in “Providence.” “Reason,” 
whose sovereignty over the World has been maintained, is as 
indefinite a term as “Providence,” supposing the term to be used by 
those who are unable to characterise it distinctly,—to shew wherein 
it consists, so as to enable us to decide whether a thing is rational or 
irrational. An adequate definition of Reason is the first desideratum; 
and whatever boast may be made of strict adherence to it in 
explaining phenomena,—without such a definition we get no farther 
than mere words. … In short we retreat into the selfishness that 
stands on the quiet shore, and thence enjoy in safety the distant 
spectacle of “wrecks confusedly hurled.” But even regarding History 
as the slaughter-bench at which the happiness of peoples, the 
wisdom of States, and the virtue of individuals have been 
victimized—the question involuntarily arises—to what principle, to 
what final aim these enormous sacrifices have been offered. From 
this point the investigation usually proceeds to that which we have 
made the general commencement of our enquiry. Starting from this 
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we pointed out those phenomena which made up a picture so 
suggestive of gloomy emotions and thoughtful reflections—as the 
very field which we, for our part, regard as exhibiting only the 
means for realising what we assert to be the essential destiny—the 
absolute aim, or—which comes to the same thing—the true result 
of the World’s History. We have all along purposely eschewed 
“moral reflections” as a method of rising from the scene of 
historical specialties to the general principles which they embody. 
Besides, it is not the interest of such sentimentalities, really to rise 
above those depressing emotions; and to solve the enigmas of 
Providence which the considerations that occasioned them, present. 
It is essential to their character to find a gloomy satisfaction in the 
empty and fruitless sublimities of that negative result. We return 
then to the point of view which we have adopted; observing that the 
successive steps (Momente) of the analysis to which it will lead us, 
will also evolve the conditions requisite for answering the enquiries 
suggested by the panorama of sin and suffering that history unfolds. 

  The first remark we have to make, and which—though already 
presented more than once—cannot be too often repeated when the 
occasion seems to call for it,—is that what we call principle, aim, 
destiny, or the nature and idea of Spirit, is something merely general 
and abstract. Principle—Plan of Existence—Law—is a hidden, 
undeveloped essence, which as such—however true in itself—is not 
completely real. Aims, principles, &c., have a place in our thoughts, 
in our subjective design only; but not yet in the sphere of reality. 
That which exists for itself only, is a possibility, a potentiality; but 
has not yet emerged into Existence. A second element must be 
introduced in order to produce actuality—viz. actuation, realization; 
and whose motive power is the Will—the activity of man in the 
widest sense. It is only by this activity that that Idea as well as 
abstract characteristics generally, are realised, actualised; for of 
themselves they are powerless. The motive power that puts them in 
operation, and gives them determinate existence, is the need, 
instinct, inclination, and passion of man. … But the history of 
mankind does not begin with a conscious aim of any kind, as it is 
the case with the particular circles into which men form themselves 
of set purpose. The mere social instinct implies a conscious purpose 
of security for life and property; and when society has been 
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constituted, this purpose becomes more comprehensive. The 
History of the World begins with its general aim—the realization of 
the Idea of Spirit—only in an implicit form (an sich) that is, as 
Nature; a hidden, most profoundly hidden, unconscious instinct; 
and the whole process of History (as already observed), is directed 
to rendering this unconscious impulse a conscious one. Thus 
appearing in the form of merely natural existence, natural will—that 
which has been called the subjective side,—physical craving, 
instinct, passion, private interest, as also opinion and subjective 
conception,—spontaneously present themselves at the very 
commencement. This vast congeries of volitions, interests and 
activities, constitute the instruments and means of the World-Spirit 
for attaining its object; bringing it to consciousness, and realising it. 
And this aim is none other than finding itself—coming to itself—
and contemplating itself in concrete actuality. But that those 
manifestations of vitality on the part of individuals and peoples, in 
which they seek and satisfy their own purposes, are, at the same 
time, the means and instruments of a higher and broader purpose of 
which they know nothing,—which they realise unconsciously …  

  It is quite otherwise with the comprehensive relations that History 
has to do with. In this sphere are presented those momentous 
collisions between existing, acknowledged duties, laws, and rights, 
and those contingencies which are adverse to this fixed system;—
which assail and even destroy its foundations and existence; whose 
tenor may nevertheless seem good, on the large scale 
advantageous,—yes, even indispensable and necessary. These 
contingencies realise themselves in History: they involve a general 
principle of a different order from that on which depends the 
permanence of a people or a State. This principle is an essential 
phase in the development of the creating Idea, of Truth striving and 
urging towards [consciousness of] itself. Historical men— World-
Historical Individuals—are those in whose aims such a general 
principle lies. 

  Caesar, in danger of losing a position, not perhaps at that time of 
superiority, yet at least of equality with the others who were at the 
head of the State, and of succumbing to those who were just on the 
point of becoming his enemies,—belongs essentially to this 
category. … Caesar was contending for the maintenance of his 
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position, honour, and safety; and, since the power of his opponents 
included the sovereignty over the provinces of the Roman Empire, 
his victory secured for him the conquest of that entire Empire: and 
he thus became—though leaving the form of the constitution—the 
Autocrat of the State. That which secured for him the execution of a 
design, which in the first instance was of negative import—the 
Autocracy of Rome,—was, however, at the same time an 
independently necessary feature in the history of Rome and of the 
world. It was not, then, his private gain merely, but an unconscious 
impulse that occasioned the accomplishment of that for which the 
time was ripe. Such are all great historical men—whose own 
particular aims involve those large issues which are the will of the 
World-Spirit. They may be called Heroes, inasmuch as they have 
derived their purposes and their vocation, not from the calm, 
regular course of things, sanctioned by the existing order; but from a 
concealed fount—one which has not attained to phenomenal, 
present existence,—from that inner Spirit, still hidden beneath the 
surface, which, impinging on the outer world as on a shell, bursts it 
in pieces, because it is another kernel than that which belonged to 
the shell in question. They are men, therefore, who appear to draw 
the impulse of their life from themselves; and whose deeds have 
produced a condition of things and a complex of historical relations 
which appear to be only their interest, and their work. 

  Such individuals had no consciousness of the general Idea they 
were unfolding, while prosecuting those aims of theirs; on the 
contrary, they were practical, political men. But at the same time 
they were thinking men, who had an insight into the requirements 
of the time—what was ripe for development. This was the very 
Truth for their age, for their world; the species next in order, so to 
speak, and which was already formed in the womb of time. It was 
theirs to know this nascent principle; the necessary, directly sequent 
step in progress, which their world was to take; to make this their 
aim, and to expend their energy in promoting it. World-historical 
men—the Heroes of an epoch—must, therefore, be recognised as 
its clear-sighted ones; their deeds, their words are the best of that 
time. Great men have formed purposes to satisfy themselves, not 
others. … For that Spirit which had taken this fresh step in history 
is the inmost soul of all individuals; but in a state of 
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unconsciousness which the great men in question aroused. Their 
fellows, therefore, follow these soul-leaders; for they feel the 
irresistible power of their own inner Spirit thus embodied. If we go 
on to cast a look at the fate of these World-Historical persons, 
whose vocation it was to be the agents of the World-Spirit,—we 
shall find it to have been no happy one. They attained no calm 
enjoyment; their whole life was labour and trouble; their whole 
nature was nought else but their master-passion. When their object 
is attained they fall off like empty hulls from the kernel. They die 
early, like Alexander; they are murdered, like Caesar; transported to 
St. Helena., like Napoleon. This fearful consolation—that historical 
men have not enjoyed what is called happiness, and of which only 
private life (and this may be passed under very various external 
circumstances) is capable,—this consolation those may draw from 
history, who stand in need of it; and it is craved by Envy—vexed at 
what is great and transcendent,—striving, therefore, to depreciate it, 
and to find some flaw in it. … These psychologists are particularly 
fond of contemplating those peculiarities of great historical figures 
which appertain to them as private persons. Man must eat and 
drink; he sustains relations to friends and acquaintances; he has 
passing impulses and ebullitions of temper. “No man is a hero to his 
valet-de-chambre,” is a well-known proverb; I have added—and 
Goethe repeated it ten years later—“but not because the former is 
no hero, but because the latter is a valet.” He takes off the hero’s 
boots, assists him to bed, knows that he prefers champagne, &c. 
Historical personages waited upon in historical literature by such 
psychological valets, come poorly off; they are brought down by 
these their attendants to a level with—or rather a few degrees below 
the level of—the morality of such exquisite discerners of spirits. … 

  A World-historical individual is not so unwise as to indulge a 
variety of wishes to divide his regards. He is devoted to the One 
Aim, regardless of all else. It is even possible that such men may 
treat other great, even sacred interests, inconsiderately; conduct 
which is indeed obnoxious to moral reprehension. But so mighty a 
form must trample down many an innocent flower—crush to pieces 
many an object in its path. 

  The special interest of passion is thus inseparable from the active 
development of a general principle: for it is from the special and 
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determinate and from its negation, that the Universal results. 
Particularity contends with its like, and some loss is involved in the 
issue. It is not the general idea that is implicated in opposition and 
combat, and that is exposed to danger. It remains in the 
background, untouched and uninjured. This may be called the 
cunning of reason,—that it sets the passions to work for itself, while 
that which develops its existence through such impulsion pays the 
penalty and suffers loss. For it is phenomenal being that is so 
treated, and of this, part is of no value, part is positive and real. The 
particular is for the most part of too trifling value as compared with 
the general: individuals are sacrificed and abandoned. The Idea pays 
the penalty of determinate existence and of corruptibility, not from 
itself, but from the passions of individuals. 

  But though we might tolerate the idea that individuals, their desires 
and the gratification of them, are thus sacrificed, and their happiness 
given up to the empire of chance, to which it belongs; and that as a 
general rule, individuals come under the category of means to an 
ulterior end,—there is one aspect of human individuality which we 
should hesitate to regard in that subordinate light, even in relation to 
the highest; since it is absolutely no subordinate element, but exists 
in those individuals as inherently eternal and divine. I mean 
morality, ethics, religion. Even when speaking of the realization of 
the great ideal aim by means of individuals, the subjective element in 
them—their interest and that of their cravings and impulses, their 
views and judgments, though exhibited as the merely formal side of 
their existence,—was spoken of as having an infinite right to be 
consulted. The first idea that presents itself in speaking of means is 
that of something external to the object, and having no share in the 
object itself. But merely natural things—even the commonest 
lifeless objects—used as means, must be of such a kind as adapts 
them to their purpose; they must possess something in common 
with it. Human beings least of all, sustain the bare external relation 
of mere means to the great ideal aim. Not only do they in the very 
act of realising it, make it the occasion of satisfying personal desires, 
whose purport is diverse from that aim—but they share in that ideal 
aim itself; and are for that very reason objects of their own 
existence; not formally merely, as the world of living beings 
generally is—whose individual life is essentially subordinate to that 
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of man, and is properly used up as an instrument. Men, on the 
contrary, are objects of existence to themselves, as regards the 
intrinsic import of the aim in question. To this order belongs that in 
them which we would exclude from the category of mere means,—
Morality, Ethics, Religion. … 

  In contemplating the fate which virtue, morality, even piety 
experience in history, we must not fall into the Litany of 
Lamentations, that the good and pious often—or for the most 
part—fare ill in the world, while the evil-disposed and wicked 
prosper. … These Ideals—which in the voyage of life founder on 
the rocks of hard reality—may be in the first instance only 
subjective, and belong to the idiosyncrasy of the individual, 
imagining himself the highest and wisest. Such do not properly 
belong to this category. For the fancies which the individual in his 
isolation indulges, cannot be the model for universal reality; just as 
universal law is not designed for the units of the mass. These as 
such may, in fact, find their interests decidedly thrust into the 
background. But by the term “Ideal,” we also understand the ideal 
of Reason, of the Good, of the True. Poets, as e.g. Schiller, have 
painted such ideals touchingly and with strong emotion, and with 
the deeply melancholy conviction that they could not be realised. In 
affirming, on the contrary that the Universal Reason does realise 
itself, we leave indeed nothing to do with the individual empirically 
regarded. That admits of degrees of better and worse, since here 
chance and speciality have received authority from the Idea to 
exercise their monstrous power. Much, therefore, in particular 
aspects of the grand phenomenon might be found fault with. This 
subjective fault-finding,—which, however, only keeps in view the 
individual and its deficiency, without taking notice of Reason 
pervading the whole,—is easy; and inasmuch as it asserts an 
excellent intention with regard to the good of the whole, and seems 
to result from a kindly heart, it feels authorized to give itself airs and 
assume great consequence. It is easier to discover a deficiency in 
individuals, in states, and in Providence, than to see their real import 
and value. For in this merely negative fault-finding a proud position 
is taken,—one which overlooks the object, without having entered 
into it,—without having comprehended its positive aspect. Age 
generally makes men more tolerant; youth is always discontented. 
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The tolerance of age is the result of the ripeness of a judgment 
which,—not merely as the result of indifference, is satisfied even 
with what is inferior; but, more deeply taught by the grave 
experience of life, has been led to perceive the substantial, solid 
worth of the object in question. The insight then to which—in 
contradistinction from those ideals—philosophy is to lead us, is, 
that the real world is as it ought to be—that the truly good—the 
universal divine reason—is not a mere abstraction, but a vital 
principle capable of realising itself. This Good, this Reason, in its 
most concrete form, is God. God governs the world; the actual 
working of his government—the carrying out of his plan—is the 
History of the World. This plan philosophy strives to comprehend; 
for only that which has been developed as the result of it, possesses 
bona fide reality. That which does not accord with it, is negative, 
worthless existence. Before the pure light of this divine Idea—
which is no mere Idea—the phantom of a world whose events are 
an incoherent concourse of fortuitous circumstances, utterly 
vanishes. Philosophy wishes to discover the substantial purport, the 
real side of the divine idea and to justify the so much despised 
Reality of things; for Reason is the comprehension of the Divine 
work. But as to what concerns the perversion, corruption, and ruin 
of religious, ethical and moral purposes, and states of society 
generally, it must be affirmed, that in their essence these are infinite 
and eternal; but that the forms they assume may be of a limited 
orders and consequently belong to the domain of mere nature, and 
be subject to the sway of chance. … But as a general truth this must 
be regarded as settled, that whatever in the world possesses claims 
as noble and glorious, has nevertheless a higher existence above it. 
The claim of the World-Spirit rises above all special claims. 

  These observations may suffice in reference to the means which 
the World-Spirit uses far realising its Idea. Stated simply and 
abstractly, this mediation involves the activity of personal existences 
in whom Reason is present as their absolute substantial being; but a 
basis, in the first instance, still obscure and unknown to them. But 
the subject becomes more complicated and difficult when we regard 
individuals not merely in their aspect of activity, but more 
concretely, in conjunction with a particular manifestation of that 
activity in their religion and morality,—forms of existence which are 
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intimately connected with Reason, and share in its absolute claims. 
Here the relation of mere means of an end disappears, and the chief 
hearings of this seeming difficulty in reference to the absolute aim 
of Spirit, have been briefly considered. 

  (3.) The third point to be analysed is, therefore—what is the object 
to be realised by these means; i.e. what is the form it assumes in the 
realm of reality. We have spoken of means; but in the carrying out 
of a subjective, limited aim, we have also to take into consideration 
the element of a material, either already present or which has to be 
procured. Thus the question would arise: What is the material in 
which the Ideal of Reason is wrought out? The primary answer 
would be,—Personality itself—human desires—Subjectivity 
generally. In human knowledge and volition, as its material element, 
Reason attains positive existence. We have considered subjective 
volition where it has an object which is the truth and essence of a 
reality, viz. where it constitutes a great world-historical passion. As a 
subjective will, occupied with limited passions, it is dependent, and 
can gratify its desires only within the limits of this dependence. But 
the subjective will has also a substantial life—a reality,—in which it 
moves in the region of essential being and has the essential itself as 
the object of its existence. This essential being is the union of the 
subjective with the rational Will: it is the moral Whole, the State, 
which is that form of reality in which the individual has and enjoys 
his freedom; but on the condition of his recognition, believing in 
and willing that which is common to the Whole. And this must not 
be understood as if the subjective will of the social unit attained its 
gratification and enjoyment through that common Will; as if this 
were a means provided for its benefit; as if the individual, in his 
relations to other individuals, thus limited his freedom, in order that 
this universal limitation—the mutual constraint of all—might secure 
a small space of liberty for each. Rather, we affirm, are Law, 
Morality, Government, and they alone, the positive reality and 
completion of Freedom. Freedom of a low and limited order, is 
mere caprice; which finds its exercise in the sphere of particular and 
limited desires. 

  Subjective volition—Passion—is that which sets men in activity, 
that which effects “practical” realization. The Idea is the inner 
spring of action; the State is the actually, existing, realised moral life. 
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For it is the Unity of the universal, essential Will, with that of the 
individual; and this is “Morality.” The Individual living in this unity 
has a moral life; possesses a value that consists in this substantiality 
alone. Sophocles in his Antigone, says, “The divine commands are 
not of yesterday, nor of today; no, they have an infinite existence, 
and no one could say whence they came.” The laws of morality are 
not accidental, but are the essentially Rational. It is the very object 
of the State that what is essential in the practical activity of men, and 
in their dispositions, should be duly recognised; that it should have a 
manifest existence, and maintain its position. It is the absolute 
interest of Reason that this moral Whole should exist; and herein 
lies the justification and merit of heroes who have founded states,—
however rude these may have been. In the history of the World, 
only those peoples can come under our notice which form a state. 
For it must be understood that this latter is the realization of 
Freedom, i.e. of the absolute final aim, and that it exists for its own 
sake. It must further be understood that all the worth which the 
human being possesses—all spiritual reality, he possesses only 
through the State. For his spiritual reality consists in this, that his 
own essence—Reason—is objectively present to him, that it 
possesses objective immediate existence for him. Thus only is he 
fully conscious; thus only is he a partaker of morality—of a just and 
moral social and political life. For Truth is the Unity of the universal 
and subjective Will; and the Universal is to be found in the State, in 
its laws, its universal and rational arrangements. The State is the 
Divine Idea as it exists on Earth. We have in it, therefore, the object 
of History in a more definite shape than before; that in which 
Freedom obtains objectivity, and lives in the enjoyment of this 
objectivity. For Law is the objectivity of Spirit; volition in its true 
form. Only that will which obeys law, is free; for it obeys itself—it is 
independent and so free. When the State or our country constitutes 
a community of existence; when the subjective will of man submits 
to laws,—the contradiction between Liberty and Necessity vanishes. 
The Rational has necessary existence as being the reality and 
substance of things, and we are free in recognising it as law, and 
following it as the substance of our own being. The objective and 
the subjective will are then reconciled, and present one identical 
homogeneous whole. For the morality (Sittlichkeit) of the State is not 
of that ethical (moralische) reflective kind, in which one’s own 
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conviction bears sway; this latter is rather the peculiarity of the 
modern time, while the true antique morality is based on the 
principle of abiding by one’s duty [to the state at large]. An Athenian 
citizen did what was required of him, as it were from instinct; but if 
I reflect on the object of nay activity, I must have the consciousness 
that my will has been called into exercise. But morality is Duty—
substantial Right—a “second nature” as it has been justly called; for 
the first nature of man is his primary merely animal existence. 

  The development in extenso of the Idea of the State belongs to the 
Philosophy of Jurisprudence; but it must be observed that in the 
theories of our time various errors are current respecting it, which 
pass for established truths, and have become fixed prejudices. … 

  What we find such a state of Nature to be in actual experience, 
answers exactly to the Idea of a merely natural condition. Freedom 
as the ideal of that which is original and natural, does not exist as 
original and natural. Rather must it be first sought out and won; and 
that by an incalculable medial discipline of the intellectual and moral 
powers. The state of Nature is, therefore, predominantly that of 
injustice and violence, of untamed natural impulses, of inhuman 
deeds and feelings. Limitation is certainty produced by Society and 
the State, but it is a limitation of the mere brute emotions and rude 
instincts; as also, in a more advanced stage of culture, of the 
premeditated self-will of caprice and passion. This kind of constraint 
is part of the instrumentality by which only, the consciousness of 
Freedom and the desire for its attainment, in its true—that is 
Rational and Ideal form—can be obtained. … Society and the State 
are the very conditions in which Freedom is realised. 

  … 

  We have considered two aspects of Freedom,—the objective and 
the subjective; if, therefore, Freedom is asserted to consist in the 
individuals of a State all agreeing in its arrangements it is evident 
that only the subjective aspect is regarded. The natural inference 
from this principle is, that no law can be valid without the approval 
of all. This difficulty is attempted to be obviated by the decision that 
the minority must yield to the. majority; the majority therefore bear 
the sway. But long ago J. J. Rousseau remarked, that in that case 
there would be no longer freedom, for the will of the minority 



17 

 

would cease to be respected. At the Polish Diet each single member 
had to give his consent before any political step could be taken; and 
this kind of freedom it was that ruined the State. Besides, it is a 
dangerous and false prejudice, that the People alone have reason 
and insight, and know what justice is; for each popular faction may 
represent itself as the People, and the question as to what 
constitutes the State is one of advanced science, and not of popular 
decision. 

  If the principle of regard for the individual will is recognised as the 
only basis of political liberty, viz., that nothing should be done by or 
for the State to which all the members of the body politic have not 
given their sanction, we have, properly speaking, no Constitution. 
… 

  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 
political principles…. 

…. We observe, therefore, an essential union between the objective 
side—the Idea,—and the subjective side—the personality that 
conceives and wills it.—The objective existence of this union is the 
State, which is therefore the basis and centre of the other concrete 
elements of the life of a people,—of Art, of Law, of Morals, of 
Religion, of Science. All the activity of Spirit has only this object—
the becoming conscious of this union, i.e., of its own Freedom. 
Among the forms of this conscious union Religion occupies the 
highest position. In it, Spirit—rising above the limitations of 
temporal and secular existence—becomes conscious of the 
Absolute Spirit, and in this consciousness of the self-existent Being, 
renounces its individual interest; it lays this aside in Devotion—a 
state of mind in which it refuses to occupy itself any longer with the 
limited and particular. By Sacrifice man expresses his renunciation 
of his property, his will, his individual feelings. The religious 
concentration of the soul appears in the form of feeling; it 
nevertheless passes also into reflection; a form of worship (cultus) is 
a result of reflection. … 
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  The general principle which manifests itself and becomes an object 
of consciousness in the State,—the form under which all that the 
State includes is brought, is the whole of that cycle of phenomena 
which constitutes the culture of a nation. But the definite substance 
that receives the form of universality, and exists in that concrete 
reality which is the State,—is the Spirit of the People itself. The 
actual State is animated by this spirit, in all its particular affairs—its 
Wars, Institutions, &c. But man must also attain a conscious 
realization of this his Spirit and essential nature, and of his original 
identity with it. For we said that morality is the identity of the 
subjective or personal with the universal will. Now the mind must 
give itself an express consciousness of this; and the focus of this 
knowledge is Religion. Art and Science are only various aspects and 
forms of the same substantial being. In considering Religion, the 
chief point of enquiry is whether it recognises the True—the Idea—
only in its separate, abstract form, or in its true unity; in 
separation—God being represented in an abstract form as the 
Highest Being, Lord of Heaven and Earth, living in a remote region 
far from human actualities,—or in its unity,—God, as Unity of the 
Universal and Individual; the Individual itself assuming the aspect of 
positive and real existence in the idea of the Incarnation. Religion is 
the sphere in which a nation gives itself the definition of that which 
it regards as the True. A definition contains everything that belongs 
to the essence of an object; reducing its nature to its simple 
characteristic predicate, as a mirror for every predicate,—the generic 
soul Pervading all its details. The conception of God, therefore, 
constitutes the general basis of a people’s character. 

  In this aspect, religion stands in the closest connection with the 
political principle. Freedom can exist only where Individuality is 
recognised as leaving its positive and real existence in the Divine 
Being. The connection may be further explained thus:—Secular 
existence, as merely temporal—occupied with particular interests—
is consequently only relative and unauthorized; and receives its 
validity only in as far as the universal soul that pervades it—its 
principle—receives absolute validity; which it cannot have unless it 
is recognised as the definite manifestation, the phenomenal 
existence of the Divine Essence. On this account it is that the State 
rests on Religion. We hear this often repeated in our times, though 
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for the most part nothing further is meant than that individual 
subjects as God-fearing men would be more disposed and ready to 
perform their duty; since obedience to King and Law so naturally 
follows in the train of reverence for God. This reverence, indeed, 
since it exalts the general over the special, may even turn upon the 
latter,—become fanatical,—and work with incendiary and 
destructive violence against the State, its institutions, and 
arrangements. Religious feeling, therefore, it is thought, should be 
sober—kept in a certain degree of coolness,—that it may not storm 
against and bear down that which should be defended and preserved 
by it. The possibility of such a catastrophe is at least latent in it. 

  While, however, the correct sentiment is adopted, that the State is 
based on Religion, the position thus assigned to Religion supposes 
the State already to exist; and that subsequently, in order to maintain 
it, Religion must be brought into it—buckets and bushels as it 
were—and impressed upon people’s hearts.  

… individuals, and the interest attaching to their fate in weal or woe. 
Philosophy concerns itself only with the glory of the Idea mirroring 
itself in the History of the World. Philosophy escapes from the 
weary strife of passions that agitate the surface of society into the 
calm region of contemplation; that which interests it is the 
recognition of the process of development which the Idea has 
passed through in realizing itself—i.e., the Idea of Freedom, whose 
reality is the consciousness of Freedom and nothing short of it. 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 the true Theodicaea, 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.  

 

* * * 

 


