
THE HEGEL MYTH AND ITS METHOD 

J only avail myself of the person as of a strong magnifying glass 
with which one can render visible a general but creeping calamity 
which it is otherwise hard to get hold of. 

NIETZSCHE, Ecce Homo 

HEGEL is known today, at least in the United States, less through 
his own works than through secondary sources and a few in

criminating slogans and generalizations. The resulting myth has, how
ever, long lacked any comprehensive statement. This situation was 
altered by the publication in 1945 of Karl Popper's The Open Society 
and Its Enemies. Now this work, which has already gone through 
three impressions in England, has been published in a revised edition 
in the United States.1 The book has many virtues: it represents a pas
sionate attack against totalitarianism, is written with superb clarity, 
contains many interesting quotations and — more important — a great 
number of extremely suggestive ideas. Yet the book also has grave 
faults. Even those, for example, who will welcome a forceful critique 
of the view that Plato was really a democrat are not likely to accept 
Popper's picture of him. For the Republic is still widely read, and even 
the Laws is easily within reach. It is therefore altogether less important 
to take issue with Popper's interpretation of Plato than with his method. 
And by the same token, it seems preferable to use his chapter on Hegel 
as an example rather than the ten on Plato; for far fewer readers are 
likely to recall crucial passages in the Philosophy of Right or to reach 
for a worn copy of this work to check Popper's accusations. Moreover, 
one can deal more thoroughly with one chapter than with ten. 

Popper's Hegel chapter (fifty pages, plus nineteen pages of notes) 
demands detailed criticism for at least two reasons. First, it con-

1 Princeton University Press, 1950, in one volume (the English edition has 
two). There are twenty-five chapters: ten each attacking Plato and Marx, two 
on Aristotle and Hegel, and three presenting some of the author's conclusions. 
The notes are gathered together at the end of the volume (pp. 467-726) and 
printed very readably (much better than in the English edition) ; and the publisher 
has made it exceedingly easy to match them up with the text. 
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tains more misconceptions about Hegel than have previously been 
gathered in so small a space. Secondly, if one agrees with Popper that 
"intellectual honesty is fundamental for everything we cherish,"2 one 
should protest against his method; for although his hatred of total
itarianism is the inspiration and central motif of his work, his method 
is unfortunately similar to that of totalitarian "scholars" — and it ap
pears to be spreading. I shall begin with some observations about this 
method, arranged under topical headings, and then proceed to specific 
interpretations. 

I. Scholarly Background. Although the mere presence of nineteen 
pages of notes suggests that the attack on Hegel is based on careful 
scholarship, the author completely ignores the most important works 
on his subject. This is doubly serious because he is intent on psychol
ogizing the men he attacks: he deals not only with their arguments, 
but also — if not altogether more — with their alleged motives. This 
practice is as dangerous as it is fashionable, but in the case of Plato 
there is often no outright evidence to the contrary: one can only say 
that Popper always credits his enemy with the worst possible inten
tions. In the case of Hegel, however, there is voluminous evidence 
which Popper simply ignores: beginning with Dilthey's Jugendge-
schichte Hegels (1906) and Nohl's edition of Hegels Theologische 
Jugendschrijten (1907), the development of Hegers ideas has been 
made the subject of several scholarly studies, culminating in Haering's 
monumental Hegel? And among the intervening works there is Rosen-
zweig's two-volume study, Hegel und der Stoat, which traces the de
velopment of the very ideas with which Popper is concerned. 

Furthermore, Popper has relied largely on Scribner's Hegel Selec
tions: he takes over such a gross mistranslation as that "the State is 
the march of God through the world,"4 and he appears to be unaware 

2 Open Society, p. 253. 
8 Hegel, Sein Wollen und sein Werk: Eine chronologische Entwicklungsges-

chichte der Gedanken und der Sprache Hegels (2 vols. [pp. 785, 525]; 1929-38). 
This interpretation has been countered from a Marxist point of view by G. Lukacs, 
Der junge Hegel (pp. 718; 1948). In English, a brief account of Hegers social 
philosophy against the background of his intellectual development may be found 
in Sabine, A History of Political Theory (1937), ch. xxx. There is also an 
English version of Hegel's Early Theological Writings (1948) which contains 
well over half of Nohl's German edition. The titles of both editions are, however, 
misleading: "Early Antitheological Writings" would have been more accurate, 
although these writings are admittedly not antireligious. 

4 P. 227. What Hegel is reported by Gans to have said is merely that it is the 
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of crucial passages (if not entire works) which are not included in these 
Selections, e.g., the passage on war in Hegel's first book which shows 
that his later conception of war, which is far more moderate, was not 
adopted to accommodate the king of Prussia.5 

2. Composite Quotations. This is a device which makes for exciting 
reading and, perhaps for that reason, has not received the criticism it 
deserves, regardless of the conclusions it is made to yield. Sentences 
are picked out of various contexts, often out of different books, and 
arranged so that they seem more or less continuous, i.e., enclosed by a 
single set of quotation marks, and separated only by three dots which 
are generally taken to indicate an omission and not a leap to a different 
book. Plainly, this device can be used to impute to an author views he 
never held. And even where the interpreter has no such desire what
ever, some philosophers are almost bound to be misrepresented in this 
way. This is especially true of "dialectical" thinkers, such as Plato, 
Hegel, and Nietzsche; for many of their statements are admittedly 
one-sided, designed to formulate one point of view which is then 
shown to be inadequate and countered by another perspective. Hegel, 
for example, can be cited both in support of "equality" and against it. 
Thus one could concoct out of his collected works an impressive com
posite quotation, consisting of several sentences which criticize "equal
ity." The correct understanding of Hegel would, however, be better 
served by the citation of only one of these sentences — in its context, as 
a step in an argument which is designed to lead the reader to a better 
comprehension of equality, and not to enlist his emotions for it or 
against it. In that sense, Popper's whole approach to Hegel is unsound, 
quite apart from his occasional use of composite quotations. 

Because the use of composite quotations is not restricted to Popper's 
book, it may be well to consider this device a little more closely. 
Popper relies far less on Hegel's own books than on his students' 
lecture notes, including Gans's additions to the posthumous edition of 
the Philosophy of Right — although Gans himself pointed out in his 

way of God with the world that there should be the State. Cf. my Nietzsche 
(1950), p. 84. Popper's one major deviation from the Selections consists in his 
profuse capitalization of nouns, which makes the passages he quotes from Hegel 
look absurd. When quoting Popper, I have of course reproduced his translation, 
but all other translations from the German in this article are my own. 

e Phanomenologie, ed. Lasson (1907), pp. 294! Cf. H. G. ten Bruggencate, 
"Hegel's Views on War," The Philosophical Quarterly (October, 1950), 58-60. 
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Preface that "the choice of words" was sometimes his rather than 
Hegel's. Just here, therefore, we should not attach too much significance 
to single phrases or sentences, but take special pains to understand 
them in terms of their context and over-all intentions. Yet Popper's 
first composite quotation6 consists of eight such bits of which not a 
single one was published by Hegel himself. In his notes at the end of 
the volume, Popper scrupulously marks references to Gans's additions 
with an " L " ; and he invariably gives the sources of his composite 
quotations: "For the eight quotations in this paragraph, cp. Selections. 
. . . " Even so, the notes are introduced by these "General Remarks" : 
"The text of the book.. .may be read without these Notes Readers 
who wish to consult the Notes . . . may find it convenient first to read 
without interruption through the text of a chapter, and then to turn 
to the Notes." How many readers, even among those who do read the 
notes, are likely to recall that "the eight quotations in this paragraph" 
are nothing else than a long composite quotation which, when "read 
without interruption," gave every appearance of being a single quota
tion? 

The question here is not one of Popper's — no doubt, good — inten
tions. The question is where to draw the line. In 1941, Brinton used 
composite quotations in his Nietzsche, and in his Ideas and Men (1950) 
he no longer indicates that his Nietzsche quotations7 are of this com
posite nature — although his arrangement radically changes the origi
nal meaning of the sentences involved. Surely, it is ironical that a 
method so characteristic of totalitarian "scholarship" should be used 
in books devoted to attacks on totalitarianism. Indeed, it is often hard 
to distinguish between the arguments of the Nazi writers who claimed 
that they were the rightful heirs of Plato and Nietzsche, and the argu
ments of some of our most reputable scholars who so eagerly concede 
these claims.8 

6 Open Society, p. 227. 
7 P. 473-
8 Popper employs composite quotations on pp. 227, 252, 257, 259, and 266 (cf. 

notes 8, 64, 69, 71, and 84). To cite even one of these fully, and to analyze each 
of its components in terms of its original context, would take far too much space 
here. As it is a principle that concerns us here, rather than a particular author, 
it may be permissible to offer instead a brief observation on Brinton's second 
composite quotation from Nietzsche, on p. 473 of Ideas and Men. It is introduced, 
"In fact, Nietzsche wrote a whole platform for totalitarianism of the Right a 
generation before it came to power"; it begins with a line referring to Prussian 
officers; and it proceeds from there to four passages dealing with "war" and 
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3. The Notion of "Influence" While Brinton half accepted the Nazis' 

own view of Nietzsche, Popper goes beyond most of their attempts to 

esablish a respectable ancestry, when he alleges that they were in

fluenced by Hegel. His notion of influence is altogether so unscientific 

that it seems scarcely credible that it should be employed by an author

ity on logic and scientific method. At best, it is reducible to post hoc 

ergo propter hoc. Thus he speaks of "the Hegelian Bergson"9 and as

sumes, without giving the least evidence, that Bergson, Alexander, 

Smuts, and Whitehead were all interested in Hegel — simply because 

they were "evolutionists."10 

Popper is of course much more concerned with Hegel's influence on 

the Nazis, and his chapter is studded with quotations from contem

porary German writers — almost all from Kolnai's The War against 

the West. (Kolnai considers such men as, for example, Friedrich 

Gundolf, Werner Jaeger, and Max Scheler "representative of Naziism 

or at least its general trend and atmosphere/'11) Popper uses quotation 

after quotation from Kolnai to point out supposed similarities with 

Hegel but never stops to ask whether the men in question had read 

"peace." The quotation as a whole leaves no doubt but that Nietzsche meant 
literally "war." I have tried to show in my Nietzsche (pp. 337ff.) that, when 
some of these remarks about war are considered in their context, it becomes clear 
that Nietzsche did not mean war in the literal sense of the word; and, in a very 
kind review of my book {Saturday Review of Literature, January 13, 1951), 
Brinton apparently accepts my demonstration and concludes: "So when Nazis like 
Haertle or Baeumler quote him on war they quote the words but distort the 
meaning." And what, for all their good intentions, of anti-Nazis like Brinton or 
Popper ? 

9 Open Society, p. 256 and n. 66; n. 25 reveals that Hegel held theories which 
are "unmistakably Bergsonian." 

10 Ibid., p. 225 and n. 6. I am matching up n. 6 with a reference to the "evolu
tionists," although there is a 7 in the text, and assume that n. 7 refers to another 
7, on p. 227. The note for the 6 on p. 225 was apparently omitted inadvertently. 

11 Kolnai also claims that the two men who contributed most "to the rise of 
National Socialism as a creed" were "Nietzsche, perhaps the greatest Satanist 
of all times, and Stefan George, less great but, perhaps because of his homosexual
ity, more directly instrumental in creating the Third Reich" (p. 14) ; that 
Nietzsche was a "half-Pole" (p. 453) ; that H. S. "Chamberlain was a mellow 
Englishman tainted by noxious Germanic influences" (p. 455) ; and that Jaspers is 
a "follower" of Heidegger (p. 207). Under the circumstances, it would seem 
advisable to check the context of his quotations before using them. Whether 
Popper did this is far from clear, and it is not easy to understand his note: "I 
am greatly indebted to Kolnai's book, which has made it possible for me to quote 
in the remaining part of this chapter a considerable number of authors who would 
otherwise have been inaccessible to me. (I have not, however, always followed 
the wording of Kolnai's translations.)" 
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Hegel, or liked him, or where they actually got their ideas. An inter
esting quotation from Stapel, for example, would seem to have been 
influenced by Luther rather than Hegel ;12 but the following passage is 
even more characteristic: the idea of "fame is revived by Hegel/'13 for 
Hegel spoke of fame as a "reward" of the men whose deeds are recorded 
in our history books — "and Stapel, a propagator of the new paganized 
Christianity, promptly [i;e., one hundred years later] repeats [sic] : 
'AH great deeds were done for the sake of fame or glory.' " This seems 
rather a different idea, and Popper himself goes on to admit that Stapel 
"is even more radical than Hegel." Under the circumstances, one may 
question the relevance of the whole section dealing with Stapel and 
with any number of other contemporary writers. This is not history of 
ideas, but an attempt to establish guilt by association on the same 
page — in the hope, it seems, that semper aliquid haeret. 

Besides, Popper often lacks the knowledge of who influenced whom. 
Thus he speaks of Heidegger and "his master, Hegel"14 and asserts 
that Jaspers was originally a follower "of the essentialist philosophers 
Husserl and Scheler."15 More important, he contrasts the vicious 
Hegel with superior men "such as Schopenhauer or J. F. Fries"16 

and constantly makes common cause with Schopenhauer against the 
allegedly protofascist Hegel whom he blames even for the Nazis' 
racism — evidently unaware that Fries and Schopenhauer, unlike 
Hegel, were racists. Fries has often been considered a great liberal, and 
Hegel has as often been condemned for taking a strong stand against 
Fries, and it is rarely, if ever, mentioned in this context that Fries 
published a pamphlet in the summer of 1816 in which he called for the 
"extermination" of Jewry.17 

12 Open Society, pp. 26oi. 
M Ibid., p. 266. 
u Ibid., p. 271. 
15 Ibid., p. 270. 
16 Ibid., p. 223. 
17 Vber die Gefdhrdung des Wohlstandes und Charakters der Deutschen durch 

die Juden, published simultaneously as a pamphlet and in Heidelbergische 
Jahrbitcher der Litteratur (1816), pp. 241-264, where it is printed as a review 
of a book by Friedrich Runs and does not have this title. Fries's ideas are of 
interest here also because they supply a much needed background for an adequate 
appreciation of Hegel's whole position and niveau, for Fries had been his pred
ecessor at Heidelberg. (The page references for the following quotations are 
to the Jahrbiicher.) The Jews "were and are the bloodsuckers of the people" 
(p. 243). "Not against the Jews, our brothers, but against Jewry [der Juden-
schaft] we declare war. ...Jewry is a remnant from an uneducated primeval 
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Popper is also quite wrong when he says that Hegel "represents 
the 'missing link/ as it were, between Plato and the modern form of 
totalitarianism. Most of the modern totalitarians are quite unaware 
that their ideas can be traced back to Plato. But many know of their 
indebtedness to Hegel."18 Seeing that the context indicates a reference 
to Nazism, and that all the totalitarians cited in this chapter are fascists, 
not communists, Popper only shows his ignorance of this particular 
form of totalitarianism. Hegel is rarely cited in Nazi literature, and, 
when he is referred to, it is usually by way of disapproval. The Nazis' 
official "philosopher," Rosenberg, in Der Mythus des Zwanzigsten 

Juhrhunderts, mentions, and denounces, Hegel twice.19 (Rosenberg 
admires Schopenhauer to whom he devotes the whole second chapter 
of Book II.) Of Plato, on the other hand, he writes: "What Plato was 
essentially — namely, an aristocrat, an Olympic fighter, a poet intoxi
cated with beauty,... one who wanted in the end to save his people 
[Volk] on a racial basis, through a forcible constitution, dictatorial in 
every detail — that was not Socratic, but the last great flower of the 
spirit-intoxicated Hellenic character [Hellenentum]."20 Plato, unlike 
Hegel, was widely read in German schools, and special editions were 
prepared for Greek classes, gathering together allegedly pro-Nazi pas-
past and should not be confined but totally exterminated Jewry is a disease 
of peoples [Volkerkrankheit]" (p. 248). "The Jewish religion.. .ought not to be 
tolerated..." (p. 251). "The Jews do not at all live and teach according to 
Mosaic doctrine, but according to the Talmud" (p. 251). The following comments 
on the Talmud, and not only these, are quite on the level of Streicher. "Thus 
the Jewish caste...should be exterminated completely [mit Stumpf und Stiel 
ausgerottet] because it is obviously of all secret and public political societies and 
states within the state the most dangerous" (p. 256). "Any immigration of Jews 
should be forbidden, their emigration should be promoted. Their freedom to marry 
should.. .be limited It should be forbidden that any Christian be hired by a 
Jew. . . " (p. 260). And one should again force on them "a special mark on their 
clothing" (p. 261). In his Preface t6 the Philosophy of Right, Hegel repudiated 
Fries's substitution of "the pap of 'heart, friendship, and ethusiasm*" for moral 
laws; and it would surely have been unwise of "the Jews, our brothers" to rely 
on Fries's brotherly enthusiasm. 

Hegel's often obscure style may have evened the way for later obscurantism; 
but Fries's and Schopenhauer's irrationalism is, stylistically, too, much closer to 
most Nazi literature. 

38 Open Society, p. 226. 
19 Hoheneichen-Verlag, 1940, pp. 525 and 527. The book was published original

ly in 1930; 878,000 copies had been printed by 1940. 
20 Ibid., p. 288. Rosenberg also emphasizes, and excoriates, the "Socratic" 

elements in Plato. 
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sages.21 And Dr. Hans F. K. Giinther, from whom the Nazis admitted
ly received their racial theories, wrote a whole book on Plato — not 
Hegel.22 

Whether Hegel actually influenced the Nazis may not be particular
ly relevant to Popper's central theses — but then most of the book is 
not. A large mass of interesting ideas are amalgamated with a great 
deal of unsound intellectual history, and Section V (18 pages) of the 
Hegel chapter is representative of the latter. 

4. Vituperation and Allegation of Motives. Although Popper, in his 
Introduction, speaks of "the application of the critical and rational 
methods of science to the problems of the open society,"23 he writes 
about Hegel as if he were a prosecutor addressing a jury. He begins 
with an attempt to discredit the accused by citing some passages from 
Hegel's philosophy of nature; he says of Fichte and Hegel, "such 
clowns are taken seriously"24; he demands, "I ask whether it is possible 
to outdo this despicable perversion of everything that is decent" ;25 and 
he denounces "Hegel's hysterical historicism."26 Hegel certainly has 
his faults, and his "historicism" (see below) may be one of them, and 
his unprepossessing style, dry and unemotional in the extreme, may 
be another.27 If "hysterical" means (as Webster says) "wildly emo
tional," Popper deserves this epithet much more than Hegel. For all 

21 Platon, Auslese und Bildung der Fuhrer und Wehrmdnner: Eine Auswahl 
aus dem "Staat" von Dr. H. Holtorf ("Eclogae Graecolatinae," Fasc. 73, 2d ed.; 
Teubner, 1936), and Platon, Vber die Grundsdtze artgemasser Staatsjuhrung: 
Eine Auswahl aus den "Gesetzen" von Dr. H. Holtorf ("E. G.," Fasc. 74). In 
his Preface to the first work, the editor also recommends some of his articles 
which are relevant: "Platon im Kampf gegen die Entartung der nordischen 
Rasse," D. Phil.-Blatt, X L I I ( i934), 269ft., and "Der Schicksalsweg des 
griechischen Volkes und der letzte Sinn des platonischen Denkens," Volk. Beob. 
(Hitler's own paper), No. 67, March 8, 1935, p. 5. Holtorf also refers to an 
essay, "Das Beamtenideal bei Plato und seine Bedeutung fur die Gegenwart," in 
Theodor von der Pforten an die deutsche Nation, five essays with an introduction 
by Staatsminister Dr. Hans Frank (J. Schweitzer Verlag, 1933). 

^Platon als Huter des Lebens: Platans Zucht-und Erziehungsgedanken und 
der en Bedeutung fur die Gegenwart (1928; 2nd ed., 1935). For Giinther, cf. also 
my Nietzsche, p. 256. 

23 Open Society, p. 3. 
24 Ibid., p. 249. 
25 Ibid., p. 244. 
28 Ibid., p. 253; cf. p. 269. 
27 A detailed account of Hegel's almost incredibly unemotional style as a 

lecturer has been given by one of his students, H . G. Hotho, and is quoted in 
Glockner's Hegel, I (1929), 44off., and also in Kuno Fischer's two-volume 
Hegel. 
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of Hegel's shortcomings, it seems wildly emotional indeed to say that 
"he is supreme only in his outstanding lack of originality" and was not 
even "talented."28 And "the critical and rational methods of science" 
could hardly establish the contention that the philosophy of Jaspers is a 
"gangster" philosophy.29 Nor is this proved by a note on "the gangster 
philosophy" which furnishes us with a composite quotation (see above) 
from E. von Salomon's The Outlaws, which bears no perceivable rela
tion to Jaspers — not to speak of Hegel. 

Popper's allegation of motives is scarcely distinguishable from 
vituperation. Hegel is accused of "a perversion... of a sincere belief 
in God,"30 but no evidence whatever is given to substantiate this 
charge. "Hegel's radical collectivism... depends on Frederick William 
III, king of Prussia" and his "one aim" was "to serve his employer, 
Frederick William of Prussia" ;31 and it is hinted that Hegel misused 
philosophy as a means of financial gain,32 but Popper ignores the 
literature on this question.33 

Hegel, we are told, "wants to stop rational argument, and with it, 
scientific and intellectual progress,"34 and his dialectics "are very 
largely designed to pervert the ideas of 1789."35 And when Hegel 
explicitly comes out in favor of the things which, according to Popper, 
he opposed, this is "lip service."36 Thus the allegation of motives 
reaches the point where our interpreter (exactly like Baumler in his 
Nazistic version of Nietzsche) claims that the man he writes about did 
not mean what he clearly said. Composite quotations are used to estab
lish a philosopher's views, and his express statements are discounted 
when they are inconvenient. 

In the name of "the critical and rational methods of science," one 
must also protest against such emotional arguments as that Heidegger's 
philosophy must be wrong because he became a Nazi,37 or that "Haec-
kel can hardly be taken seriously as a philosopher or scientist. He 
called himself a free thinker, but his thinking was not sufficiently in
dependent to prevent him from demanding in 1914 'the following fruits 

28 Open Society, p. 227. a Ibid., pp. 227 and 228. 
29Ibid., p. 272. "Ibid., p. 241. 
30 Ibid., p. 244. 
83 Besides the works already cited, cf. T. M. Knox, "Hegel and Prussianism" 

in Philosophy, January, 1940, and the Discussion (with Carritt), April and July, 
1940. 

84 Open Society, p. 235. w Ibid., n. 11 and 43. 
35 Ibid., p. 237. mIbid., p. 271. 
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of victory.. . . ' "38 By the same token, one might seek to discredit 
Einstein's scientific theories by a reference to his political views. 

Popper's occasional references to "the doctrine of the chosen people" 
(which he associates with totalitarianism) and to Christianity are also 
quite emotional. Popper is "for" Christianity, but he means by it some
thing which is in express contrast to the teachings of Paul, the Catholic 
Church, Luther, and Calvin. Hegel's rejection of the adequacy of con
science as a guide in moral questions is countered by Popper's paren
thesis, "that is to say, the moralists who refer, for example, to the 
New Testament"39 — as if no crimes had ever been committed in the 
name of the New Testament. Indeed, one of the most important 
criticisms of Popper's approach could be expressed in terms of Mari-
tain's epigram: "If books were judged by the bad uses man can put 
them to, what book has been more misused than the Bible?"40 

5. Hegel's Metaphysics, Let us now turn to Hegel's philosophy. His 
metaphysics is of less interest here than his social philosophy, but it is 
noteworthy how completely Popper fails to understand the framework 
of Hegel's thinking. Thus he claims that Hegel taught that "self-
evidence is the same as truth,"41 although Hegel's first book begins 
with the denial of this view, and Hegel never changed his mind about 
this. Popper further claims: "Hegel believes, with Aristotle, that the 
Ideas or essences are in the things in flux; or more precisely (as far as 
we can treat a Hegel with precision), Hegel teaches that they are 
identical with the things in flux: 'Everything actual is an Idea/ he 
says."42 Yet one need not look farther than Royce's article on Hegel's 
terminology in Baldwin's Dictionary of Philosophy and Psychology to 
find that "actual" is, with Hegel, a technical term (as its equivalent was 
with Plato and Aristotle) and that the statement that "everything 
actual is an Idea" does not mean that the Ideas "are identical with the 
things in flux." 

How did Hegel arrive at the doctrine that "what is rational, is actual; 
and what is actual, is rational"? According to Popper, "merely by a 
series of equivocations." We are told that Hegel adopted Plato's equa
tion of the Ideal and the Real, and Kant's conception that the Ideal is 
mental, which can be expressed in terms of an equation of Idea and 

8 Ibid., n. 65. tt Open Society, p. 237. 
9 Ibid., p. 262. 4a Ibid., p. 231. 
5 Scholasticism and Politics (1940), p. 147. 
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