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HEGELISMS
Because of his particular style,
Hegel is known to be the most
difficult and even obscure
philosopher to read. Almost
impossible. An example.

WHERE ARE
WE GOING?
Problems of reading Hegel
translate themselves into
problems of writing about him.

IT'S THE
CONCEPT,
DUMMY!
Learning to think in stead of just
having opinions is worth the
effort. Even when our every day
opinions and insticts  are force-
fully challenged. 

GOING FORWARD
b y  R o b b e r t

Learning to read Hegel sometimes seems easy enough and
you wonder why he has to use such difficult language and
intricate logic to express what you already know everyday
life. But then you realize he goes beyond that and invites
you to think conceptually and not experientially.

C O N T I N U E D

2 0 1 8  N .  1



M a y  2 0 1 8

GOING FORWARD
b y  R o b b e r t

We have started reading Hegel's Philosophy of Right, as I
announced a couple of weeks ago. We dived into the intro-
duction, and have tried to explain the concept of the pure free
will, that is the condition of everything Hegel has to say about
social philosophy in this series of lectures.  
The end of the beginning is now near, as we approach the final
paragraphs of this lengthy introduction.  
The great advantage of this opening text surely is the fact that it
deals with phenomena that you can almost too easily connect to
from everyday experience. Wanting something, consuming
something, the experience of satisfaction and dissatisfaction,
the awareness of your ego in making a decision, and perhaps
too the lack of fulfillment in getting what you want.  
It might be a bit troubling to find out that experience might
guide us whenever Hegel talks about the everyday experience
but then he moves on beyond it to develop the inner and lo-
gical consequences of a concept. 
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IT'S THE
CONCEPT,
DUMMY!
Philosophy, Hegel-style, is not
about experience and yet it also
explains and to a certain degree,
justifies experience. It makes us
understand what the conditions
are that need to be fulfilled in or-
der to experience ourselves and
our world precisely in the way we
are doing that. But the most im-
portant event in reading Hegel
must surely be the moment that
we find that the outcome of his
conceptual analysis actually con-
tradicts our experience and we
must conclude that we live in
some sort of illusion - howbeit
sometimes also a necessary one. 
One of the most painful examples
of that is the fact that we think we
are free to choose. And we are,
since determinism is wrong. This
does not mean however, that our
freedom of choice is real - it is
riddled with contradictions.

The concept not
only explains
but actually

contradicts our
experience

But this conceptual understan-
ding of ourselves and the world
turns out to be a liberating force,
a true understanding of the inner
logic of my life, my world and the
culture I live in. It frees me from
the dominating power of what
seems self-evident; it provides
me with a bird's eye view of my
life, and gives me the greatest joy
of all: understanding the world as
it is.  
No mean feat for a German
professor who died nearly two
centuries ago!



Hegelisms
Language on the brink 

of non-sense
by Robbert

Sometimes it can be infuriating to read Hegel. We tried
it. What was your first reaction when you read this
sentence: 

"Der Geist, als freies, selbstbewusstes Wesen ist
das sich selbst gleiche Ich, das in seiner absouten
negativen Beziehung zuerst ausschliessende Ich,

einzelnes freies Wesen oder Person ist."

Well??? It can be translated, of course. But does that make it more understandable? The Spirit
that is a free, self-conscious being, maybe. Though we ascribe self-consciousness to human
beings, and do not normally think that "the Spirit"- whatever that is - has a self-awareness. 
What is an "absolute negative relation"? That is hegelese... What does it mean? Something like: It,
the individual freedom of a person -  shuts out what is other than itself, it actively negates its
otherness. It is not simply there, it is not simply whatever it is, it establishes itself by negating all
else. It's ME, not YOU!  

Now it is clear, right? No, it isn't. It is what Hegel is saying here, more or less. It's just a
paraphrase. But it still remains an invitation to our mind to think it - i.e. not just to reduce it to
something we already think we know and understand; not to look at it, as if it is some kind of
description of what we can experience and understand effortlessly.  

The trick of reading Hegel is not to reduce his language to something we are already familiar
with, but to learn how to "speak" Hegelese, guided by our understanding of what he is saying.
Hegel's language should be allowed to speak for itself within us. That takes an intuitive mind, a
logical mind, an awareness of the dynamic nature of a concept, a steady inner awareness of the
concept. Reading Hegel is the exercise of our mind that brings us to the point that we have
discovered the workings of the concept within us. 

That does not make his philosophy unique and this is not a description of a mystical
experience. This is what Philosophy ultimately is! And always has been. What Hegel requires us
to do, is not different from what Plato and Aristotle demand from us.  So, let us make this
resolution: let's do the hard labor of the concept! 

"To know and recognize what is rational, that is 

the endeavor of the cultivation of thought and 

especially the aim of philosophy, that can be 

called worldly wisdom in this respect."
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WHERE ARE WE GOING?

by Robbert

There are a lot of sites out there that teach philoso-
phy. Some of them are amazing. You will find links to
them on our Facebook p[age and on the website in
due course. But I do believe we are a bit different. 
For one thing, there has been a very particular
tradition of understanding Hegel in the Netherlands,
a neo-Hegelian tradition both before and after WWII. 

Before the war there were philosophers like G.J.P.J.
Bolland and J. Hessing who tried to enhance Hegelian
philosophy. To understand Hegel meant to go
beyond him and they tried to do so by strengthening
the speculative and logical element in his philosophy.
Hessing in particular when writing about the Logic of
Being or the first stages of consciousness became
obsessed with the idea that each and every step in the
argument should be completely self-evident,
demonstrated to be the true result of the former. I
believe he exaggerated that need and lessened
something that is also important in Hegel's
philosophy - something I called, maybe a bit
confusingly, Hegel's "metaphysical intuition." 

After the war, there were thinkers like Jan Hollak,
Kees-Jan Brons, Ludwig Heyde and Paul Cobben,
who used Hegel in a dialogue with Habermas and the
neo-Marxists. Their respect for the whole tradition of
metaphysics (Thomas Aquinas e.g.) gave them a
unique perspective on Hegel.  

I try to bring that Dutch tradition to bear upon my
writings and teaching about Hegel. Not an easy thing
to do, when language and thought are so connected as
Hegel says they are. I am talking about a German text
in English while thinking in Dutch. Ever done that?
Nonetheless, I am enjoying it, and I hope you are too.

So where are we going?

At this moment I am writing Notes on Facebook, that
are supposed to be published also on the website. The
idea is that FB will contain shorter texts, and the
website the longer explanation and discussions with
other commentators on Hegel. 

But I like interacting with fellow-thinkers on the
internet very much. On WiZiQ e.g. So I am
contemplating doing weekly sessions on WiZiQ about
the Philosophy of Right and/or Hegel's philosophy as a
whole - by way of a general introduction to Hegel. 

For the time being that is the goal. But I would like to
ask you something. 

If it is has any value to you, then RESPOND! 

Philosophy is at its best when it is a passionate
conversation. So ask questions, write to me about your
experiences with Hegel, weep and complain to me
about how difficult it is, and show your enjoyment
when you have figured it out. Let's have a conversation! 
To do so there is the FB page and the group around
hegelcourses.org. If you like, I can set up a forum,
where you can also easily discuss things among
yourselves.  

LET ME KNOW! 
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