
10 The Hegel Myth 
and Its Method 

WALTER KAUFMANN 

1. H E G E L ' S I M P O R T A N C E 

Hegel was not a pagan like Shakespeare and Goethe 
but a philosopher who considered himself Christian and 
tried to do from a Protestant point of view what Aquinas 
had attempted six hundred years earlier: he sought to fashion 
a synthesis of Greek philosophy and Christianity, making full 
use of the labors of his predecessors. Among these he counted 
not only the great philosophers from Heraclitus and Plato 
down to Kant, Fichte, and Schelling but also such world-
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historic individuals as Paul and the men who had made the 
French Revolution. As he saw it, philosophy did not stand 
between religion and poetry but above both. Philosophy was, 
according to him, its age comprehended in thought, and—to 
exaggerate a little—the philosopher's task was to comprehend 
what the religious person and the poet feel. 

Hegel's enormous importance becomes clear as soon as we 
reflect on his historic role. There is, first, his direct influence, 
which appears not only in philosophic idealism, which, at the 
turn of the last century, dominated British and American phi
losophy—Bradley, Bosanquet, McTaggart, T. H. Green, and 
Royce, to give but five examples—but also in almost all subse
quent histories of philosophy, beginning with the epoch-making 
works of Erdmann, Zeller, and Kuno Fischer. It was Hegel 
who established the history of philosophy as a central academic 
discipline and as part of the core of any philosophic education. 
It was also Hegel who established the view that the different 
philosophic systems that we find in history are to be compre
hended in terms of development and that they are generally 
one-sided because they owe their origins to a reaction against 
what has gone before. 

Secondly, most of the more important philosophic move
ments since his death have been so many reactions against 
Hegel's own idealism and cannot be fully understood without 
some grasp of his philosophy. The first two great revolts were 
those of Kierkegaard and Marx, who swallowed easily as much 
of his philosophy as they rejected: notably, his dialectic. To
day Marx's dialectic dominates a large part of the total popula
tion of the globe, while Kierkegaard's has been adapted by 
some of the most outstanding thinkers of the free world, nota
bly Heidegger and Tillich, Barth and Niebuhr. 

Two later revolts against Hegelianism dominate English and 
American philosophy in the twentieth century: pragmatism 
and analytic philosophy. William James, though occasionally 
he attacked Hegel himself, reconstructed Hegel somewhat in 
the image of his Harvard colleague, Royce, who was then the 
outstanding American idealist; while Moore, at Cambridge, 



W A L T E R K A U F M A N N 139 

who was joined by Russell, led the fight against the influence of 
Bradley and McTaggart. 

One of the few things on which the analysts, pragmatists, 
and existentialists agree with the dialectical theologians is that 
Hegel is to be repudiated: their attitude toward Kant, Aris
totle, Plato, and the other great philosophers is not at all 
unanimous even within each movement; but opposition to 
Hegel is part of the platform of all four, and of the Marxists, 
too. Oddly, the man whom all these movements take to be so 
crucially important is but little known to most of their adher
ents; very few indeed have read as many as two of the four 
books that Hegel published. 

Hegel is known largely through secondary sources and a few 
incriminating slogans and generalizations. The resulting myth, 
however, lacked a comprehensive, documented statement till 
Karl Popper found a place for it in his widely discussed book, 
The Open Society and Its Enemies. After it had gone through 
three impressions in England, a revised one-volume edition was 
brought out in the United States in 1950, five years after its 
original appearance. 

2. CRITIQUE O F A CRITIC 

To explode the popular Hegel legend one can hardly do 
better than to deal in some detail with Popper's Hegel chapter. 
This involves a temporary departure from religion and poetry, 
but the development "from Shakespeare to existentialism" can
not be understood without some grasp of Hegel and some 
discussion of the widely accepted image of Hegel. Moreover, 
Hegel is so frequently mentioned in contemporary discussions 
that it is intrinsically worth while to show how wrong many 
widespread assumptions about him are. Thirdly, our study 
should include some explicit consideration of questions of 
method, and especially of common pitfalls. Finally, we shall 
have occasion, as we develop Hegel's actual views, to call 
attention to the religious roots of some of his most characteris-
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tic notions. . . . Gross falsifications of history are not the 
monopoly of Miniver Cheevy. Forward-looking liberals and 
even believers in "piecemeal social engineering," like Popper, 
often distort history, too. And so, alas, did Hegel. 

A detailed critique of Popper's sixty-nine pages on Hegel 
may be prefaced with a motto from Nietzsche's Ecce Ho
mo: "I only avail myself of the person as of a strong magnify
ing glass with which one can render visible a general but 
creeping calamity which it is otherwise hard to get hold of." 

The calamity in our case is twofold. First, Popper's treat
ment contains more misconceptions about Hegel than any oth
er single essay. Secondly, if one agrees with Popper that "intel
lectual honesty is fundamental for everything we cherish" (p. 
253), one should protest against his methods; for although his 
hatred of totalitarianism is the inspiration and central motif of 
his book, his methods are unfortunately similar to those of 
totalitarian "scholars"—and they are spreading in the free 
world, too. 

3. SCHOLARSHIP 

Although the mere presense of nineteen pages of notes 
suggests that his attack on Hegel is based on careful scholar
ship, Popper ignores the most important works on his subject. 
This is doubly serious because he is intent on psychologizing 
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 some 
cases there is no outright evidence to the contrary: one can 
only say that Popper credits all the men he criticizes, except 
Marx, with the worst possible intentions. (Marx he credits with 
the best intentions.) 

In the case of Hegel, there is voluminous evidence that 
Popper ignores: beginning with Dilthey's pioneering study of 
1906 and the subsequent publication of Hegel's early writings, 
ample material has been made available concerning the de-
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velopment of his ideas. There is even a two-volume study by 
Franz Rosenzweig, the friend of Martin Buber, that specifically 
treats the development of those ideas with which x'opper is 
concerned above all: Hegel und der Staat. 

Furthermore, Popper has relied largely on Scribner's Hegel 
Selections, a little anthology for students that contain not a 
single complete work. Like Gilson in The Unity of Philosoph
ical Experience (p. 246), Popper takes over such a gross 
mistranslation as "the State is the march of God through the 
world," although the original says merely that it is the way of 
God with the world that there should be the State, and even 
this sentence is lacking in the text published by Hegel and 
comes from one of the editor's additions to the posthumous 
edition of The Philosophy of Right—and the editor admitted in 
his Preface that, though these additions were based on lecture 
notes, "the choice of words" was sometimes his rather than 
Hegel's. 

Popper also appears to be unaware of crucial passages, if 
not entire works, that are not included in these Selections; for 
example, 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 accomodate the king of Prussia, as Pop
per maintains. The passage on war in Hegel's Phenomenology 
of the Spirit, in the section on "The Ethical World," was 
written when Hegel—a Swabian, not a Prussian—admired 
Napoleon and was published in 1807, a year after Prussia's 
devastating defeat at Jena. Hegel's views on war will be con
sidered soon (in section 11); but questions of method require 
our attention first. 

4. Q U I L T QUOTATIONS 

This device, used by other writers, too, has not received the 
criticism it deserves. Sentences are picked from various con
texts, often even out of different books, enclosed by a single set 
of quotation marks, and separated only by three dots, which 
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are generally taken to indicate no more than the omission of a 
few words. Plainly, this device can be used to impute to an 
author views he never held. 

Here, for example, is a quilt quotation about war and ar
son: "Do not think that I have come to bring peace on earth; I 
have not come to bring peace, but a sword. . . . I came to cast 
fire upon the earth. . . . Do you think that I have come to give 
peace on earth? No, I tell you. . . . Let him who has no sword 
sell his mantle and buy one." This is scarcely the best way to 
establish Jesus' views of war and arson. In the works of some 
philosophers, too—notably, Nietzsche—only the context can 
show whether a word is meant literally. 

The writings of Hegel and Plato abound in admittedly one
sided statements that are clearly meant to formulate points of 
view that are then shown to be inadequate and are countered 
by another perspective. Thus an impressive quilt quotation 
could be patched together to convince gullible readers that 
Hegel was—depending on the "scholar's" plans—either em
phatically for or utterly opposed to, say, "equality." But the 
understanding of Hegel would be advanced ever so much more 
by citing one of his remarks about equality in context, showing 
how it is a step in an argument that is designed to lead the 
reader to a better comprehension of equality and not to enlist 
his emotions either for it or against it. 

Even those who would not reduce all philosophy to such 
analyses should surely grant the ambiguity of words like equal
ity and freedom, good and God—and also that philosophers 
can be of service by distinguishing some of the different mean
ings of such terms instead of aping politicians by assuring us 
that they are heartily in favor of all four. Popper writes like a 
district attorney who wants to persuade his audience that 
Hegel was against God, freedom, and equality—and uses quilt 
quotations to convince us. 

The first of these (p. 227) consists of eight fragments of 
which every single one is due to one of Hegel's students and 
was not published by him. Although Popper scrupulously 
marks references to Gans's additions to the Philosophy of 
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Right with an " L " and invariably gives all the references for 
his quilt quotations—e.g., "For the eight quotations in this 
paragraph, cf. Selections . . .*'—a few readers indeed will recall 
when they come to the Notes at the end of the book that "the 
eight quotations" are the quilt quotations that they took for a 
single passage. And Popper advises his readers "first to read 
without interruption through the text of a chapter, and then to 
turn to the Notes." 

Quilt quotations invite comparison with composite photo
graphs. In a campaign for a seat in the U. S. Senate, one such 
photograph was used that showed one candidate shaking hands 
with the head of the Communist party. It matters little whether 
it was labeled in fine print "composite photograph." 

To be sure, quotations and photographs that are not patched 
together may be grossly unfair. But a self-respecting candidate 
will not use patched-up photographs of his opponent; and a 
scholar should not use a quilt quotation to indict the men he 
criticizes. 

5. " I N F L U E N C E " 

No conception is bandied about more unscrupulously in the 
history of ideas than "influence." Popper's notion of it is so 
utterly unscientific that one should never guess that he has 
done important work on logic and on scientific method. At 
best, it is reducible to post hoc, ergo propter hoc. Thus he 
speaks of "the Hegelian Bergson",(p. 256 and n. 66) and 
assumes, without giving any evidence whatever, that Bergson, 
Smuts, Alexander, and Whitehead were all interested in Hegel, 
simply because they were "evolutionists" (p. 225 and n. 6). 

What especially concerns Popper—and many another critic 
of German thinkers—is the "influence" that the accused had 
on the Nazis. His Hegel chapter is studded with quotations 
from recent German writers, almost all of which are taken 
from The War Against the West by Kolnai. In this remarkable 
book Friedrich Gundolf, Werner Jaeger (Harvard), and Max 
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Scheler are pictured as "representative of Nazism or at least its 
general trend and atmosphere." Kolnai is also under the im
pression that the men who contributed most "to the rise of 
National Socialism as a creed" were Nietzsche "and Stefan 
George, less great but, perhaps because of his homosexuality, 
more directly instrumental in creating the Third Reich" (p. 
14); that Nietzsche was a "half-Pole" (p. 453); that the great 
racist H. S. Chamberlain "was a mellow Englishman tainted by 
noxious German influences" (p. 455); and that Jaspers is a 
"follower" of Heidegger (p. 207). It would seem advisable to 
check the context of any quotations from Kolnai's book before 
one uses them, but Kolnai generally gives no references. Pop
per writes: 

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.) 

He evidently changed the wording without checking the origi
nals or even the context. 

Popper uses quotation after quotation from Kolnai to point 
out supposed similarities with Hegel, but never stops to ask 
whether the men he cites had read Hegel, what they thought of 
him, or where, in fact, they did get their ideas. Thus we are 
told that the idea of "fame is revived by Hegel" (p. 266), for 
Hegel spoke of fame as a "reward" of the men whose deeds 
are recorded in our history books—which would seem a trite 
enough idea that could also be ascribed to scores of sincere 
democrats—but Popper goes on: "and Stapel, a propagator 
of the new paganized Christianity, promptly [i.e., one hundred 
years later] repeats [sic]: 'All great deeds were done for the 
sake of fame or glory.' " This is surely quite a different idea 
and not trite but false. Popper himself admits that Stapel "is 
even more radical than Hegel." Surely, one must question the 
relevance of the whole section dealing with Stapel and other 
recent writers; this is not history of ideas but an attempt to 
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establish guilt by association on the same page—in the hope, it 
seems, that semper aliquid haeret. 

It is also the height of naivete. A quick dip into a good 
dictionary of quotations would have shown Popper a great 
many closer parallels to Stapel than he found in Hegel. Per
haps the most extreme, and also the most memorable, formula
tions are found in some poets whose influence would be hard to 
gauge. Shakespeare writes: 

Let fame, that all hunt after in their lives, 
Live register'd upon our brazen tombs. 

And though these lines occur in one of his comedies, Love's 
Labour's Lost, he certainly did not think meanly of fame. Ben 
Jonson even went a step further in Sejanus (I, ii): "Contempt 
of fame begets contempt of virtue." And Friedrich Schiller 
voiced a still more radical view—in a poem that many German 
school children learn by heart, Das Siegesfest, which deals with 
the Greeks' celebration of their triumph over Troy: 

Of the goods that man has cherished 
Not one is as high as fame; 

When the body has long perished 
What survives is the great name. 

For every Nazi who knew Hegel's remarks about fame there 
must have been dozens who knew these lines. Does that prove 
Schiller a bad man? Or does it show that he was responsible 
for Nazism? 

Besides, Popper often lacks the knowledge of who influenced 
whom. Thus he speaks of Heidegger and "his master Hegel" 
(p. 271) and asserts falsely that Jaspers began as a follower 
"of the essentialist philosophers Husserl and Scheler" (p. 270). 
More important, he contrasts the vicious Hegel with superior 
men "such as Schopenhauer or J. F. Fries" (p. 223), and he 
constantly makes common cause with Schopenhauer against 
the allegedly protofascist Hegel, whom he blames even for the 
Nazis' racism—evidently unaware that Fries and Schopen
hauer, unlike the mature Hegel, were anti-Semites. 
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Hegel's earliest essays, which he himself did not publish, 
show that he started out with violent prejudices against the 
Jews. These essays will be considered later; but they are not 
represented in Scribner's Hegel Selections and hence were not 
exploited by Popper. Nor have they exerted any perceivable 
influence. When Hegel later became a man of influence, he 
insisted that the Jews should be granted equal rights because 
civic rights belong to man because he is a man and not on 
account of his ethnic origins or his religion. 

Fries, who was Hegel's predecessor at the University of 
Heidelberg, has often been considered a great liberal, and 
Hegel has often been condemned for taking a strong stand 
against him; 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. It appeared simultane
ously as a review article in Heidelbergische Jahrbiicher der 
Litteratur and as a pamphlet with the title "How the Jews 
endanger the prosperity and the character of the Germans." 
According to Fries, the Jews "were and are the bloodsuckers of 
the people" (p. 243) and "do not at all live and teach ac
cording to Mosaic doctrine but according to the Talmud" (p. 
251) of which Fries conjures up a frightening picture. "Thus 
the Jewish caste . . . should be exterminated completely [mit 
Stumpf und Stiel ausgerottet] because it is obviously of all 
secret and 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 free
dom 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 between, Fries protests: "Not against the Jews, 
our brothers, but against Jewry [der Judenschaft] we declare 
war" (p. 248). 

This may help us to understand why Hegel, in the Preface to 
his Philosophy of Right, scorned Fries's substitution of "the pap 
of 'heart, friendship, and enthusiasm' " for moral laws. It 
would certainly have been unwise of the Jews to rely on Fries's 
brotherly enthusiasm. 
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Hegel's often obscure style may have evened the way for 
later obscurantism, but Fries's and Schopenhauer's flamboyant 
irrationalism was, stylistically, too, much closer to most Nazi 
literature. It does not follow that Fries influenced the Nazis. 
He was soon forgotten, till, in the twentieth century, Leonard 
Nelson, a Jewish philosopher, founded a neo-Friesian school 
that had nothing to do with Fries's racial prejudices. The one 
influential thinker whom Nelson succeeded in leading back to 
Fries was Rudolf Otto, the Protestant theologian, who is best 
known for his book on The Idea of the Holy. What makes that 
book so notable is its fine description of the "numinous" ex
perience; but the confused discussion of "The Holy as an A 
Priori Category" and the romantic notions about "divining" are 
indebted to Fries. 

Popper, though he has written an important book on Die 
Logik der Forschung, "The Logic of Research," does not find 
it necessary to check his hunches by research when he is 
concerned with influences in his Hegel chapter. He simply 
decrees 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" (p. 226). Seeing that the context indicates a refer
ence to the Nazis and that all the totalitarians cited in this 
chapter are Fascists, not Communists, Popper only shows his 
ignorance of this brand of totalitarianism. 

Hegel was rarely cited in the Nazi literature, and, when he 
was referred to, it was usually by way of disapproval. The 
Nazis' official "philosopher," Alfred Rosenberg, mentioned, 
and denounced, Hegel twice in his best-selling Der Mythus des 
Zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts. Originally published in 1930, this 
book had reached an edition of 878,000 copies by 1940. In the 
same book, a whole chapter is devoted to Popper's beloved 
Schopenhauer, whom Rosenberg admired greatly. Rosenberg 
also celebrates Plato as "one who wanted in the end to save his 
people [Volk] on a racial basis, through a forcible constitution, 
dictatorial in every detail." Rosenberg also stressed, and ex
coriated, the "Socratic" elements in Plato. 
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Plato, unlike Hegel, was widely read in German schools, and 
special editions were prepared for Greek classes in the Gym
nasium, gathering together allegedly fascist passages. In his 
introduction to one such selection from the Republic, published 
by Teubner in the series of Eclogae Graecolatinae, Dr. Holtorf 
helpfully listed some of his relevant articles on Plato, including 
one in the Volkischer Beobachter, which was Hitler's own 
paper. Instead of compiling a list of the many similar contribu
tions to the Plato literature, it may suffice to mention that Dr. 
Hans F. K. Giinther, from whom the Nazis admittedly received 
their racial theories, also devoted a whole book to Plato—not 
to Hegel—as early as 1928. In 1935, a second edition was 
published. 

Whether Hegel did, or did not, influence the Nazis may not 
be particularly relevant to Popper's central theses in his book— 
but then most of his book is not. His often stimulating ideas are 
amalgamated with a great deal of thoroughly unsound intellec
tual history; and Section V of his Hegel chapter (eighteen 
pages) is representative of the latter. It is also representative of 
scores of similar attempts by authors who have less to offer 
than Karl Popper. 

6. VITUPERATION AND ALLEGATION OF M O T I V E S 

Although Popper, in his introduction, speaks of "the applica
tion of the critical and rational methods of science to the 
problems of the open society" (p. 3), he writes about Hegel in 
the accents of a prosecutor who addresses a jury. He says of 
Fichte and Hegel, "such clowns are taken seriously" (p. 249); 
he demands, "I ask whether it is possible to outdo this despica
ble perversion of everything that is decent" (p. 244); and he 
denounces "Hegel's hysterical historicism" (p. 253; cf. p. 269). 

Hegel certainly has grievous faults. Among these is his ob
scure style, but it is dry and unemotional in the extreme. A 
detailed account of his almost incredibly unemotional style as a 
lecturer has been given by one of his students, H. G. Hotho, 
and is quoted in Hermann Glockner's Hegel (I, 440 ff.), and 
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in Kuno Fisher's Hegel, too. If "hysterical" means, as Webster 
says, "wildly emotional," Popper deserves this epithet much 
more than Hegel. For all 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" 
(p. 227). And "the critical and rational methods of science" 
could hardly establish Popper's contention that the philosophy 
of Jaspers is a "gangster" philosophy (p. 272). Nor is this 
proved by a note on "the gangster philosophy" in the back of 
the volume, which turns out to furnish us with a quilt quotation 
(see above) from Ernst von Solomon's book, The Outlaws, 
which bears no perceivable relation to Karl 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" (p. 244), 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" (pp. 227 f.); and it is hinted that Hegel misused 
philosophy as a means of financial gain (p. 241); but Popper 
ignores the literature on this question, which includes, in addi
tion to the volumes cited above, T. M. Knox's article on 
"Hegel and Prussianism" in Philosophy, January 1940, and his 
discussion with Carritt in the April and July issues. 

Hegel, we are told, "wants to stop rational argument, and 
with it, scientific and intellectual progress" (p. 235), and his 
dialectics "are very largely designed to pervert the ideas of 
1789" (p. 237). When Hegel explicitly comes out in favor of 
the things that, according to his accuser, he opposed, this is 
called "lip service" (ns. 11 and 43). Thus Popper claims—like 
Baumler in his Nazi version of Nietzsche—that the man whom 
he professes to interpret did not mean what he clearly said. 
Quilt quotations are used to establish a man's views, and his 
explicit 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 ad hom-
inem arguments as that Heidegger's philosophy must be wrong 
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because he became a Nazi later on (p. 271), or that "Haeckel 
can hardly be taken seriously as a philosopher or scientist. He 
called himself a free thinker, but this thinking was not suffi
ciently independent to prevent him from demanding in 1914 'the 
following fruits of victory . . .' " (n. 65). By the same token, 
one might seek to discredit Popper's philosophy of science by 
pointing to his treatment of Hegel, or Newton's physics by 
calling attention to his absorbing concern with magic, which 
Lord Keynes has described in his Essays and Sketches in 
Biography. 

Popper's occasional references to "the doctrine of the chosen 
people," which he associates with totalitarianism, show little 
knowledge of the prophets though a great deal of emotion, and 
his references to Christianity are also based on sentiment 
rather than the logic of research. He is "for" Christianity, but 
means by it something that is utterly at variance with the 
explicit teachings of Paul, the Catholic Church, Luther, and 
Calvin. 

Hegel's rejection of the adequacy of conscience as a guide in 
moral questions is countered by Popper's parenthesis, "that is 
to say, the moralists who refer, for example, to the New 
Testament" (p. 262)—as if no crimes had ever been com
mitted in the name of the New Testament. Julius Streicher, in 
his violently anti-Semitic paper, Der Stiirmer, constantly 
quoted the Gospel according to St. John. 

One of the most important criticisms of Popper's approach, 
and of the large literature that resembles his attack on Hegel, 
might be summed up by citing Maritain's epigram from 
Scholasticism and Politics (p. 147): "If books were judged by 
the bad uses man can put them to, what book has been more 
misused than the Bible?" 

7. H E G E L ' S METAPHYSICS 

Two simple points may illustrate how thoroughly Popper 
misunderstands the whole framework of Hegel's thought. First, 
he claims that Hegel taught that "self-evidence is the same as 
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truth" (p. 237), although Hegel's first book begins with the 
denial of this view and Hegel never changed his mind about 
this. 

The second point is more important because Hegel has so 
often been misunderstood in this way. "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" (p. 
231). Yet one need not look farther than Royce's helpful 
article on Hegel's terminology in Baldwin's Dictionary of Phi
losophy and Psychology to find that "actual" is, in Hegel's 
work, a technical term (as its equivalent was in Plato's and 
Aristotle's), and that he very emphatically did not claim that 
Ideas—another technical term—"are identical with the things 
influx." 

The dictum around which these misinterpretations have 
been woven most persistently, beginning when Hegel was still 
alive, occurs in the Preface to his Philosophy of Right and 
reads: "What is rational, is actual; and what is actual, is 
rational." 

This dictum is very simular to Leibniz's idea that this world 
is the best of all possible worlds. Without sympathizing in the 
least with either of these two ideas, one should realize that 
both are rooted in religion. In the third edition of his Ency
clopaedia (1830; §6) Hegel himself said of his epigram: 

These simple sentences have seemed striking to some and have 
excited hostility—even from people who would not wish to deny 
some understanding of philosophy, not to speak of religion. . . . 
When I have spoken of actuality, one might have inquired, 
without being told to do so, in what sense I use this expression; 
after all, I have treated actuality in an elaborate Logic and there 
distinguished it precisely not only from the accidental, which, of 
course, has existence, too, but also, in great detail, from being 
there, existence, and other concepts. 

Alas, this passage was not included in Scribner's Selections; 
hence these distinctions are overlooked by Popper, who reiter-
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ates the popular myth that, according to Hegel, "everything 
that is now real or actual . . . must be reasonable as well as 
good. And particularly good is, as we shall see, the actually 
existing Prussian state." 

It would prevent some confusion if Hegel's term wirklich 
were translated actual, seeing that he opposed it to potential 
rather than to unreal or nonexistent. An acorn, though certain
ly real enough in the usual sense of that word, is not, as Hegel 
uses that term, wirklich. Only that is actual in Hegel's sense 
which fully realizes its own nature or, as Hegel might say, the 
"idea" of which most existent things fall short. And the Prus
sian state, though, according to Hegel, more rational than a 
state that is based on slavery, yet fell short in some respects, as 
his Philosophy of Right makes clear, of the "idea" of the state. 

8. T H E STATE 

When Hegel speaks of "the State" he does not mean every 
state encountered in experience. Immediately after first offer
ing his epigram about the rational and actual, he himself 
continued: 

What matters is this: to recognize in the semblance of the 
temporal and transient the substance which is immanent and the 
eternal which is present in it. For the rational (which is synony
mous with the Idea), in its actuality, also embeds itself in 
external existence and thus manifests itself in an infinite wealth of 
forms, appearances, and figures, shrouding its core in a multicol
ored rind. Our consciousness first dwells on this rind, and only 
after that does philosophic thinking penetrate it to detect the 
inward pulse and to perceive its beat even in the external forms. 
The infinitely varied relations, however, which take shape in this 
externality . . . this infinite material and its organization are not 
the subject matter of philosophy. 

Thus Hegel would distinguish between the Idea of the State, 
which he means when he speaks of "the State," and the many 
states around us. But the Idea, he claims, does not reside in a 
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Platonic heaven, but is present, more or less distorted, in these 
states. The philosopher should neither immerse himself in the 
description and detailed analysis of various historical states, 
nor turn his back on history to behold some inner vision: he 
should disentangle the rational core from the web of history. 

Hegel is not driven to "juridical positivism" and the ap
probation of every state with which he is confronted, as Popper 
supposes (p. 252): he can pass judgment. Hegel makes a 
sharp distinction between such philosophic judgment and the 
arbitrary criticisms that reflect personal idiosyncrasies and prej-
udicies. This would not involve any difficulty if he were willing 
to restrict himself to internal criticism, pointing out the multi
farious inconsistencies that are so striking in the utterances of 
most statesmen, in the platforms of most parties, and in the 
basic convictions of most people. Hegel, however, goes further. 

He believes in a rational world order and in his ability to 
understand it. For him, life is not "a tale told by an idiot"; and 
history, not merely, although also, a succession of tragedies. 
There is an ultimate purpose—freedom—and this furnishes a 
standard of judgment. 

A few quotations from the Philosophy of Right may illus
trate this. "One may be able to show how a law is completely 
founded in, and consistent with, both circumstances and exist
ing legal institutions, and yet is truly illegitimate and irration
al" (§ 3). Hegel also speaks of "'unalienable'" rights and con
demns, without qualification, 

slavery, serfdom, the disqualification from holding property or 
the prevention of its use or the like, and the deprivation of 
intelligent rationality, of morality, ethics, and religion, which is 
encountered in superstition and the concession to others of the 
authority and full power to determine and prescribe for me what 
actions I am to perform . . . or what duties my conscience is to 
demand from me, or what is to be religious truth for me [§66] 

According to the addition of Gans, the editor, Hegel remarked 
in his lectures in this connection that "the slave has an abso
lute right to liberate himself (cf. also § 77). 



154 The Hegel Myth and Its Method 

Hegel is not inconsistent when he writes: "the State cannot 
recognize conscience [Gewissen] in its peculiar form, i.e., as 
subjective knowledge [Wissen], just as in science, too, subjec
tive opinion, assurance, and the appeal to subjective opinion 
have no validity" ( § 137). Conscience is fallible; and, while no 
government or church has the right to dictate to our con
science, no government can afford to recognize conscience as a 
legal standard. As several of his interpreters have pointed out, 
Hegel, when he wrote the Philosophy of Right, was concerned 
about the recent assassination of the poet Kotzebue by a 
student who was convinced that the poet was a Russian spy 
and deserved death. 

We are bound to misunderstand Hegel when we apply his 
remarks about conscience within the framework of the Nazi 
state. It would be more pertinent if we thought of the German 
Republic before 1933 and of the conscience of Hitler. For by 
"the State" Hegel means one in which freedom is realized and 
"a human being counts because he is a human being, not 
because he is a Jew, Catholic, Protestant, German, Italian, or 
the like"—and this "is of infinite importance" (§ 209; cf. § 270 
n.). Hegel would consider rational the conscience of an op
ponent of Hitler who recognized his own absolute right to 
make himself free and to realize his unalienable rights—but 
not the conscience of a fanatic impelled by personal motives or 
perhaps by an equally objectionable ideology. 

It is no wonder that the Nazis found small comfort in a book 
that is based on the conviction that "the hatred of law, of right 
made determinate by law, is the shibboleth which reveals, and 
permits us to recognize infallibly, fanaticism, feebleminded
ness, and the hypocrisy of good intentions, however they may 
disguise themselves" (§ 258 n.) . In his Preface, too, Hegel 
called the law "the best shibboleth to distinguish the false 
brothers and friends of the so-called people." One may agree 
with Herbert Marcuse when he says in Reason and Revolu
tion: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory: "There is no con
cept less compatible with Fascist ideology than that which 
founds the state on a universal and rational law that safeguards 
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the interests of every individual, whatever the contingencies of 
his natural and social status" (pp. 180 f.). 

In sum: Popper is mistaken when he says, like many anoth
er critic, that, according to Hegel, "the only possible standard 
of judgment upon the state is the world historical success of its 
actions" (p. 260). Success is not the standard invoked in the 
Philosophy of Right when Hegel speaks of "bad states." "The 
State" does not refer to one of "the things in flux," but to an 
Idea and a standard of judgment, to what states would be like 
if they lived up fully to their raison d'etre. This reason is to be 
found partly "in a higher sphere" (§ 270) for which Hegel 
himself refers the reader to his system as outlined in his 
Encyclopaedia. The whole realm of Objective Spirit and hu
man institutions that culminates in the State is but the founda
tion of a higher realm of Absolute Spirit that comprises art, 
religion, and philosophy. 

The discussion of "the State" in the Philosophy of Right 
opens with the pronouncement: "The State is the actuality of 
the ethical idea." If he were a Platonist, he would mean 
justice; but Hegel means freedom: not that freedom from all 
restraints which, at its worst, culminates in anarchy, license, 
and bestiality, but, rather, man's freedom to develop his hu
manity and to cultivate art, religion, and philosophy. He con
siders the State supreme among human institutions because he 
would subordinate all such institutions to the highest spiritual 
pursuits and because he believes that these are possible only in 
"the State." He himself says: "To be sure, all great human 
beings have formed themselves in .solitude—but only by assim
ilating what had already been created in the State."1 One 
might nevertheless insist, as Hegel does not, that conformity 
should be discouraged beyond the necessary minimum, and 
one might dwell, as Nietzsche did half a century later, on the 
dangers of the State. 

It would be absurd to represent Hegel as a radical individu
alist; but it is equally absurd to claim, as Popper does (p. 
258), that Hegel's State is "totalitarian, that is to say, its might 
must permeate and control the whole life of the people in all its 
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functions: 'The State is therefore the basis and center of all 
the concrete elements in the life of a people: of Art, Law, 
Morals, Religion, and Science.' " Popper's claim simply ignores 
Hegel's emphatic insistence on the sphere of "subjective free
dom," which he himself considered a decisive advance over 
Plato. The quotation from Hegel, of course, does not at all 
prove the preceding contention: it means—and the context in 
the lectures on the Philosophy of History (Preface) makes this 
quite clear—that the State alone makes possible the develop
ment of art, law, morals, religion, and science. And Hegel's 
formulation here shows less the influence of Plato, whom Pop
per represents as a terrible totalitarian, than the impact of 
Pericles, whom Popper admires. The sentence Popper quotes 
could almost come from Thucydides' version of Pericles' most 
famous speech. 

Hegel's philosophy is open to many objections, but to con
found it with totalitarianism means to misunderstand it. Ernst 
Cassirer puts the matter very clearly in The Myth of the State 
(1946), a book dealing with much the same material as Pop
per's, but in a much more scholarly manner. His Hegel chapter 
ends: "Hegel could extol and glorify the state, he could even 
apotheosize it. There is, however, a clear and unmistakable 
difference between his idealization of the power of the state 
and that sort of idolization that is the characteristic of our 
modern totalitarian systems." 

9. HISTORY 

Hegel, like Augustine, Lessing, and Kant before him and 
Comte, Marx, Spengler, and Toynbee after him, believed that 
history has a pattern and made bold to reveal it. All these 
attempts are controversial in detail and questionable in princi
ple; but a sound critique of Hegel should also take into account 
his remarkable restraint: he did not attempt to play the proph
et and was content to comprehend the past. 
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Popper says that his own book could be "described as a 
collection of marginal notes on the development of certain 
historicist philosophies" (p. 4); and, as we have seen, he 
accuses Hegel of "hysterical historicism." But according to 
Popper's definition, Hegel was no historicist at all: he was 
not one of those who "believe that they have discovered laws 
of history which enable them to prophesy the course of histori
cal events." This addiction to predictions is what Popper means 
by historicism (p. 5). 

We are told that Hegel was guilty of 

historical and evolutionary relativism—in the form of the danger
ous doctrine that what is believed today is, in fact, true today, 
and in the equally dangerous corollary that what was true 
yesterday (true and not merely "believed") may be false tomor
row—a doctrine which, surely, is not likely to encourage an 
appreciation of the significance of tradition [p. 254]. 

Hegel, of course, excelled in his appreciation of the significance 
of tradition; in his books and lectures he took for granted its 
essential rationality, and he condemnded as arbitrary any criti
cism of the past or present that was not accompanied by an 
appreciation of the significance of tradition. 

He did not maintain "that what is believed today is, in fact, 
true today" but insisted that many of his contemporaries, both 
philosophers and "men in the street," held many mistaken 
beliefs. And "what was true yesterday . . . may be false 
tomorrow" is, in a sense, a commonplace—as when we take 
such statements as "it is raining" or "the Americans, while 
saying that all men are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable rights, including liberty, hold slaves" or "another 
war might well spread the ideals of the French Revolution, 
without endangering the future of civilization." The same con
sideration applies to many, a generalization about a nation and 
about war. 

Hegel did not believe that such propositions as "two plus two 
equals four" were true at one time but not at another; he 
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thought that the truth comes to light gradually and tried to 
show this in his pioneering lectures on the history of philoso
phy. He emphasized not how utterly wrong his predecessors 
had been but how much truth they had seen; yet Plato's and 
Spinoza's truths were not "all of the truth" but were in need of 
subsequent qualification and amendment. 

Hegel's approach is not amoral. Although he finds the aim 
of history in its "result" (p. 260) and considers the history of 
the world the world's court of justice (p. 233 and n. 11), he 
does not idolize success. His attitude depends on his religious 
faith that in the long run, somewhere, somehow freedom will 
and must triumph: that is Hegel's "historicism." Those of us 
who lack his confidence should still note that he does not 
believe that things are good because they succeed, but that 
they succeed because they are good. He finds God's revelation 
in history. 

This point is best illustrated by Hegel's polemic against Von 
Haller in the Philosophy of Right (§ 258). Throughout, he tries 
to avoid the Scylla of that revolutionary lawlessness that he 
associates with Fries and the Wartburg festival and the 
Charybdis of conservative lawlessness that he finds in Von 
Haller's Restauration der Staatswissenschaft. He cites Von 
Haller (I, 342 ff.): "As in the inorganic world the greater 
represses the smaller, and the mighty, the weak, etc., thus 
among the animals, too, and then among human beings, the 
same law recurs in nobler forms." And Hegel interposes. 
"Perhaps frequently also in ignoble forms?" He then quotes Von 
Haller again: "This is thus the eternal, immutable order of 
God, that the mightier rules, must rule, and always will rule." 
And Hegel comments: "One sees from this alone, and also 
from what follows, in what sense might is spoken of here: not 
the might of the moral and ethical, but the accidental force of 
nature." 

Popper quotes Hegel: "A people can only die a violent 
death when it has become naturally dead in itself (p. 263); 
and Hegel continues, "as e.g. the German Imperial Cities, the 
German Imperial Constitution" (n. 77). Applied to the col
lapse of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, Hegel's remark 
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makes sense, while his bold generalization invites criticism. But 
one should take into account that Hegel is in agreement with a 
religious tradition that extends from Isaiah to Toynbee. 

Intent on dissociating Hegel from this religious tradition and 
on associating him with the Nazis instead, Popper fastens on 
Hegel's conception of world-historical peoples. He quotes (p. 
258) Hegel's Encyclopaedia (§ 550) as saying that "the Spirit 
of the Time invests its Will" in "the self-consciousness of a 
particular Nation" that "dominates the World." This would 
seem to be another instance where Popper improved a transla
tion without checking the original (cf. section 5 above). The 
passage in the Encyclopaedia reads: "The self-consciousness 
of a particular people is the carrier of the current stage of 
development of the universal spirit as it is present, and the 
objective actuality into which this spirit lays its will." In 
Scribner's Hegel Selections, this becomes ". . . in which that 
spirit for a time invests its will." And in Popper, finally, we 
suddenly encounter "the Spirit of the Time." His profuse capi
talization of nouns in his quotations from Hegel is apparently 
intended to make Hegel look silly. 

Hegel goes on to say, though Popper does not quote this, 
that the spirit "steps onward" and "delivers it over to its chance 
and doom." His position depends on his assumption that ulti
mate reality is spiritual and that the spirit reveals itself progres
sively in history. The stages of this revelation are represented 
by different peoples, but by only one people at any one time. 

This strange notion was adapted by Stefan George and, with 
the individual prophet in the place of a whole people, became 
part of the creed of his Circle: 

In jeder ewe 
1st nur ein gott und einer nur sein kiinder. 

This idea that "in every epoch, there is but one god, and but 
one his prophet" is even more obviously false than Hegel's 
view; and it is doubly ironical because, even in the relatively 
small field of German poetry, George was no solitary giant but 
was eclipsed by his contemporary, Rilke. 
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Hegel's notion was surely suggested to him by the way in 
which the Romans succeeded the Greeks—and perhaps also 
the Greeks, the Persians; and the Persians, the Babylonians. 

This people is the dominant one in world history for this epoch— 
and it can be epoch-making in this sense only once. Against this 
absolute right which it has to be the embodiment of the current 
stage of development of the world spirit, the spirits of the other 
peoples have no right, and they, even as those whose epoch has 
passed, do not any longer count in world history.2 

Above all, Hegel was probably also influenced by the Christian 
conception of the relation of Christianity to Jew and Greek. 

Hegel's conception is dated today: we know more than he 
did about the history of a great number of civilizations. We can 
no longer reduce world history to a straight line that leads from 
the Greeks via the Romans to ourselves; nor can we dispose of 
ancient Asia as "The Oriental Realm" and understand it sim
ply as the background of the Greeks. We are also aware of 
ambiguities in the conception of a Volk or nation and should 
not apply such terms to the carriers of Greek or Roman 
civilization. We understand the flowering of medieval philoso
phy in terms of the interaction of Jews, Muslims, and Chris
tians against a Greek background, and should not care to say 
who in that epoch represented the world spirit. Some of us 
have even lost all belief in a world spirit. 

All this does not imply that Hegel's views are wicked or that 
his basic error is due to his alleged nationalism or tribalism. 
Toynbee's conception of separate civilizations is open to almost 
the same objections. 

With the exception of entirely isolated communities, no unit 
can be understood completely without reference to others. But 
any unit whatever, whether it be Western civilization, France, 
Athens, or the Burlington Railroad, can be made the object of 
a historical study. In each instance, one will introduce other 
units as sparingly as possible and only to throw light on the 
history of the unit under consideration. 

Hegel's whole conception of "world history" is arbitrary and 
amounts to an attempt to study the development of his own 
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civilization. But here he was at one with almost all of his 
contemporaries and predecessors who were also under the 
influence of the Bible. For it is from the Bible that the Western 
idea that history has a single beginning and moves along a 
single track toward a single goal received its impetus and 
sanction. Today we are apt to be more agnostic about the 
beginning; we are bound to deny the single track; but we may 
once again think in another sense of the unity of world history— 
a unity that is established by the present confluence of hitherto 
independent streams. 

Hegel was not impeded by the recognition that some of the 
ancestors of his own civilization had made their epoch-making 
contributions simultaneously. Homer may have been a contem
porary of the earliest prophets; Thales and Jeremiah wrote at 
the same time; and Stoicism flourished while Christianity de
veloped out of Judaism. Elsewhere, Confucius and the Buddha 
were contemporaries. A pluralistic perspective is needed, as is 
more respect for individual units. There is no single plan into 
which all data can be fitted, and Hegel was certainly something 
of a Procrustes. 

Any attempt, however, to read into Hegel's conception of 
"world domination" an exclusively political or even military 
sense in order to link him with Hilter is quite illegitimate. It is 
doubly misleading when one does not emphasize that Hegel 
was not making predictions or offering suggestions for the 
future but was scrupulously limiting himself to an attempt to 
understand the past. Pedagogically, the single-track conception 
has the virtue of simplicity; and it is still adopted almost 
universally in the field of Hegel's primary competence—the 
history of philosophy. 

10. G R E A T M E N AND EQUALITY 

Hegel's conception of world-historical peoples is closely related 
to his notion of world-historical personalities. Both notions are 
justifiable up to a point. Some peoples have had little effect on 
anybody outside themselves, while the Greeks and the Jews, 
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for example, have affected the history of the world out of all 

proportion to their numbers. Similarly, Socrates and Caesar 

might well be called world-historical personalities. 

It is the rankest emotionalism when Popper writes: 

Glory cannot be acquired by everybody; the religion of glory 
implies antiequalitarianism—it implies a religion of "Great 
Men." Modern racialism accordingly "knows no equality between 
souls, no equality between men" (Rosenberg). Thus there are no 
obstacles to adopting the Leader Principles from the Arsenal of 
the perennial revolt against freedom, or as Hegel calls it, the idea 
of the World Historical Personality [pp. 266 f.] 

Popper implies that we ought to be "for" equalitarianism; but 

if it involves the belief that no man can achieve anything that 

cannot be achieved by everybody else, too, it is simply silly. In 

any sense in which it is at all worth while, equalitarianism is 

entirely compatible with belief in great men. 

According to Popper, 

Hegel twists equality into inequality: "That the citizens are equal 
before the law," Hegel admits, "contains a great truth. But 
expressed in this way, it is only a tautology; it only states in 
general that a legal status exists, that the laws rule. But to be 
more concrete, the citizens . . . are equal before the law only in 
the points in which they are equal outside the law also. Only that 
equality which they possess in property, age, . . . etc., can deserve 
equal treatment before the law. . . . The laws themselves presup
pose unequal conditions. . . . It should be said that it is just the 
great development and maturity of form in modern states which 
produces the supreme concrete inequality of individuals in actual
ity" [p. 239]. 

The omissions in the Hegel quotation are Popper 's , and 

Popper explains them in the very next sentence: 

In this outline of Hegel's twist of the "great truth" of equalitari
anism into its opposite, I have radically abbreviated his argu
ment; and I must warn the reader that I shall have to do the 
same throughout the chapter; for only in this way is it at all 
possible to present, in a readable manner, his verbosity and the 
flight of his thoughts (which, I do not doubt, is pathological). 
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A look at the Encyclopaedia (§ 539) shows that Hegel is not 
'for" or "against" equality but tries to determine in what sense 

it can be embodied in the modern state. 

With the appearance of the State, inequality enters; namely, the 
difference between the governing forces and the governed, au
thorities, magistrates, directories, etc. The principle of equality, 
carried out consistently, would repudiate all differences and thus 
be at odds with any kind of state. 

It is in the following discussion that we find the sentence 
italicized by Popper, and it seems best to quote it without 
omissions and with Hegel's, rather than Popper's, italics: 

Only that equality which, in whatever way, happens to exist 
independently, regarding wealth, age, physical strength, talents, 
aptitude, etc., or also crimes, etc., can and should justify an equal 
treatment of these before the law—in regard to taxes, liability to 
military service, admission to public office, etc., or punishment, 
etc. 

Hegel's sentence, though hardly elegant, is carefully construct
ed and exhibits a crucial parallelism. Only those with equal 
wealth should be taxed equally; age and physical strength 
should be taken into account by draft boards; talents and 
aptitudes are relevant qualifications for public service; and so 
forth. Or should we have equal punishment for all, regardless 
of whether they have committed equal crimes? Should we 
induct children into the armed forces and exact equal taxes 
from the poor and the rich? Is it Hegel that is guilty of a 
"twist"? 

To return to "great men": Hegel said, according to Gans's 
addition to section 318: "Public opinion contains everything 
false and everything true, and to find what is true in it is the 
gift of the great man. Whoever tells his age, and accomplishes, 
what his age wants and expresses, is the great man of his age." 
(Popper's "translation" of this passage [p. 267] makes non
sense of it: "In public opinion of all is false and true. . . .") 
Hegel's passage ends, in Popper's translation: "He who does 
not understand how to despise public opinion, as it makes itself 
heard here and there, will never accomplish anything great." 
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Popper's italics as well as his comments appeal to the reader's 
prejudice in favor of the supremacy of public opinion, though 
he previously appealed to the prejudice in favor of the supre
macy of conscience. These two standards, however, are very 
different; and Hegel recognized the fallibility of both because 
he did not believe, as Popper alleges (p. 237), that "self-
evidence is the same as truth." Hegel argued, in the body of 
section 318, that "to be independent of [public opinion] is the 
first formal condition of anything great and rational"; and he 
had the faith that public opinion "will eventually accept it, 
recognize it, and make it one of its own prejudices." 

In the above quotation from Gans's addition, Popper finds 
an "excellent description of the Leader as a publicist"; and 
since he has introduced it with a reference to "the Leader 
principle," one is led to think of the Fiihrer and to consider 
Hegel a proto-Nazi. The quotation, however, is not at odds 
with a sincere belief in democracy and fits beautifully not only 
Franklin D. Roosevelt's "interventionism" but also Lincoln's 
great speeches; for example, "A house divided against itself 
cannot stand" or "With malice toward none; with charity for 
all." And it is true of Lincoln, too, when Hegel says of the 
world-historical personalities, "They were practical, political 
men. But at the same time they were thinking men, who had 
an insight into the requirements of the time—into what was 
ripe for development." 

Hegel found that world-historical individuals are always 
propelled by some passion ("Nothing Great in the World has 
been accomplished without passion") and that their motivation 
is rarely entirely disinterested. The latter point he expressed in 
terms of "the cunning of reason." The individual may be 
motivated not only by profound insights but also by "private 
interests" and even "self-seeking designs." Alexander was pas
sionately ambitious; but in the long run his private interests 
furthered Western civilization. The same consideration applies 
to Caesar and to Franklin D. Roosevelt; in The American 
Political Tradition, Richard Hofstadter has shown how Lin-
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coin, too, was fired by political ambitions until he was elected 
president. 

Popper links Hegel with "the fascist appeal to 'human 
nature' [which] is to our passions" and proposes that we call 
this appeal the "cunning of the revolt against reason" (p. 268). 
Yet he himself evidently believes that Napoleon, whose mo
tivation was hardly entirely disinterested and whose methods 
could scarcely be approved by a devotee of "the open society," 
was furthering Western civilization to such an extent that the 
German uprising against him must be labeled "one of these 
typical tribal reactions against the expansion of a supernational 
empire" (p. 250). 

11. W A R 

Without accepting Hegel's view of war, one should distinguish 
it clearly from the Fascists'. Three points may suffice here. 

First, Hegel looks back, not forward. He is not less inter
ested than Popper in "the furthering of civilization" (p. 268) 
but finds that our civilization has been furthered by any num
ber of wars in the past; for example, the Greeks' war against 
the Persians, Alexander's wars of conquest, some of the Ro
mans' wars, and Charlemagne's conquest of the Saxons. Be
lieving that it is the philosopher's task to comprehend "that 
which is"—to cite the Preface to the Philosophy of Right—and 
not to construct Utopias, Hegel speaks of war as one of the 
factors that have actually furthered civilization. 

Second, we should not confuse Hegel's estimate of the wars 
that had occurred up to his own time with a celebration of war 
as we know it today or imagine it in the future. 

Third, Hegel's attitude is not fully comprehensible when 
considered apart froni its religious roots. He considered all that 
is finite ephemeral. According to Gans's addition to section 
324, he said: "From the pulpits much is preached concerning 
the insecurity, vanity, and instability of temporal things, and 
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yet everyone . . . thinks that he, at least, will manage to hold 
on to his possessions." What the preachers fail to get across, 
"Hussars with drawn sabres" really bring home to us. (Popper 
writes "glistening sabres" [p. 269]; and the change, though 
slight, affects the tone of the passage.) 

These three points are sufficient to show how Popper misrep
resents Hegel's view. "Hegel's theory," we are told, "implies 
that war is good in itself. 'There is an ethical element in war,' 
we read" (p. 262). This is a curious notion of implication: 
from Hegel's contention that "there is an ethical element in 
war, which should not be considered an absolute evil" (§ 324), 
Popper deduces that Hegel considered war "good in itself." 
Hegel attempted to solve the problem of evil by demonstrating 
that even evil serves a positive function. He accepted Goethe's 
conception of "that force which would/Do evil evermore and 
yet creates the good." It is of the very essence of Hegel's 
dialectical approach to penetrate beyond such assertions as 
that war is good or evil to a specification of the respects in 
which it is good and those in which it is evil. Today the evil so 
far outweighs any conceivable good that we are apt to be 
impatient with anyone who as much as mentions any good 
aspects; but in a concrete predicament, the majority still feels 
that the good outweighs the evil, even if this point is made by 
speaking of "the lesser evil." 

The one passage in which Hegel does consider the question 
of future wars is not well known and is worth quoting. It is 
found in his Berlin lectures on aesthetics: 

Suppose that, after having considered the great epics of the past 
[the Iliad, Cid, and Tasso's, Ariosto's, and Camo'ens' poems], 
which describe the triumph of the Occident over the Orient, of 
European measure, of individual beauty, and of self-critical 
reason over Asiatic splendor, . . . one now wished to think of 
great epics which might be written in the future: they would 
only have to represent the victory of the living rationality which 
may develop in America, over the incarceration into an infinitely 
progressing measuring and particularizing. For in Europe every 
people is now limited by another and may not, on its part, begin a 
war against another European people. If one now wants to go 
beyond Europe, it can only be to America.3 
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In his lectures on the philosophy of history, Hegel also 
hailed the United States as "the land of the future."4 Plainly, 
he did not believe that world history would culminate in Prus
sia. His lectures on history do not lead up to a prediction but to 
the pronouncement: "To this point consciousness has come." 

This may also be the clue to the famous expression of 
resignation at the end of the Preface to the Philosophy of 
Right—a passage that, at first glance, seems at odds with the 
subsequent demand for trial by jury and for a real parliament 
with public proceedings, institutions then still lacking in Prus
sia. But apparently Hegel did not believe that Prussia, or 
Europe, had any real future: "When philosophy paints its grey 
on grey, a form of life has grown old, and with grey on grey it 
cannot be rejuvenated, but only comprehended. The owl of 
Minerva begins its flight only at dusk." 

12. NATIONALISM 

On this point Popper's account is particularly confused. "When 
nationalism was revived a hundred years ago [about 1850?], it 
was in one of the most mixed regions of Europe, in Germany, 
and especially in Prussia" (p. 245). A page later, we hear of 
"the invasion of German lands by the first national army, the 
French army under Napoleon." Three pages later we are told 
that Fichte's "windbaggery" gave "rise to modern national
ism." Fichte died in 1814. Contemptuous of the concept of 
nationality, Popper maintains that ,it is a common belief in 
democracy, "which forms, one might say, the uniting factor of 
multilingual Switzerland" (p. 246). Why, then, have the Swiss 
no wish to unite with any democratic neighbor? Popper's oppo
sition to many features of modern nationalism is well taken; 
but those who are interested in its development, or who wish to 
understand it, will do better to turn to Hans Kohn's The Idea 
of Nationalism (1944) and to his chapter on "Nationalism and 
the Open Society" in The Twentieth Century (1949). 

One of the major themes of Popper's Hegel chapter is that 
"Hegelianism is the renaissance of tribalism" (p. 226). Pop-
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per's use of "tribalism" and "nationalism" is emotional rather 
than precise, and he accuses Hegel of both. Even so he must 
admit that Hegel "sometimes attacked the nationalists" (p. 
251). Popper cites Hegel's Encyclopaedia where the so-called 
nation is condemned as rabble: 

And with regard to it, it is the one aim of a state that a nation 
should not come into existence, to power and action, as such an 
aggregate. Such a condition of a nation is a condition of lawless
ness, demoralization, brutishness. In it, the nation would only be 
a shapeless wild blind force, like that of a stormy elemental sea, 
which however is not self-destructive, as the nation—a spiritual 
element—would be. 

The Nazis concluded quite correctly that Hegel was unalter
ably opposed to their conception of the Volk and his idea of 
the State was its very antithesis.5 

Popper, on the other hand, is so intent on opposing Hegel 
that he immediately seeks to enlist the reader's sympathies on 
the nationalist side when he finds Hegel criticizing it. Thus 
Popper is not content to point out, quite correctly, that Hegel is 
referring "to the liberal nationalists" but must add, "whom the 
king hated like the plague." Hegel's attitude, of course, cannot 
be understood or reasonably evaluated in terms of the emo
tional impact of such words as "liberal" and "king." What is 
wanted is a profile of the movement condemned by Hegel; and 
that may be found in Herbert Marcuse's Reason and Revolu
tion (pp. 179 f.): 

There was much talk of freedom and equality, but it was a 
freedom that would be the vested privilege of the Teutonic race 
alone. . . . Hatred of the French went along with hatred of the 
Jews, Catholics, and "nobles." The movement cried for a truly 
"German war," so that Germany might unfold "the abundant 
wealth of her nationality." It demanded a "savior" to achieve 
German unity, one to whom "the people will forgive all sins." It 
burned books and yelled woe to the Jews. It believed itself above 
the law and the constitution because "there is no law to the just 
cause." The state was to be built from "below," through the sheer 
enthusiasm of the masses, and the "natural" unity of the Volk 
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was to supersede the stratified order of state and society. It is not 
difficult to recognize in these "democratic" slogans the ideology 
of the Fascist Volksgemeinschaft. There is, in point of fact, a 
much closer relation between the historical role of the Burschen-
schaften, with their racism and antirationalism, and National 
Socialism, than there is between Hegel's position and the latter. 
Hegel wrote his Philosophy of Right as a defense of the state 
against this pseudo-democratic ideology. 

The "liberal" Fries called for the extermination of Jewry 
(section 5 above), while Hegel denounced the nationalistic 
clamor against the extention of civil rights to the Jews, pointing 
out that this "clamor has overlooked that they are, above all, 
human beings" (§ 270 n.). Are we to condemn Hegel because 
he agreed with the king, or praise Fries because he called 
himself liberal? 

Popper's most ridiculous claim—and the last one to be con
sidered here—is that the Nazis got their racism from Hegel. In 
fact, the Nazis did not get their racism from Hegel, and Hegel 
was no racist (see section 5 above). 

The Nazis did find some support for their racism in 
Schopenhauer, with whom Popper constantly makes common 
cause against Hegel, and in Richard Wagner, who Popper 
eccentrically insinuates was something of a Hegelian (p. 228) 
though he was, of course, a devoted disciple of Schopenhauer. 
Popper declares that one W. Schallmeyer, when he wrote a 
prize essay in 1900, "thus became the grandfather of racial 
biology" (p. 256). What, then, is the status of the rather better 
known and more influential Gobineau and Chamberlain and 
any number of other writiers who publicized their views before 
1900 and were widely read and constantly quoted by the 
Nazis? 

Popper offers us the epigram: "Not 'Hegel -J- Plato,' but 
'Hegel -P- Haeckel' is the formula of modern racialism" (p. 
256). Why Haeckel rather than Bernhard Forster, Julius Lang-
behn, Hofprediger Stocker, Chamberlain, Gobineau, or Wag
ner? Why not Plato, about whose reflections on breeding the 
Nazis' leading race authority, Dr. Hans F. K. Giinther, wrote a 
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whole book—and Giinther's tracts on race sold hundreds of 
thousands of copies in Germany and went through several 
editions even before 1933? (See section 5 above.) And why 
Hegel? 

Decidedly, Hegel was no racialist; nor does Popper adduce 
any evidence to prove that he was one. Instead, Popper 
says: "The transubstantiation of Hegelianism into racialism or 
of Spirit into Blood does not greatly alter the main tendency of 
Hegelianism" (p. 256). Perhaps the transubstantiation of God 
into the Fiihrer does not greatly alter Christianity? 

One can sympathize with G. R. G. Mure when he says that 
the increasingly violent and ill-informed attacks on Hegel have 
reached a point in Popper's Hegel chapter where they become 
"almost meaninglessly silly."6 But familiarity with Hegel has 
waned to the point where reviewers of the original edition of 
The Open Society and Its Enemies, while expressing reserva
tions about the treatment of Plato and Aristotle, have not 
generally seen fit to protest against the treatment of Hegel; and 
on the jacket of the English edition Bertrand Russell actually 
hails the attack on Hegel as "deadly"—for Hegel. Since the 
publication of the American edition in 1950, John Wild and R. 
B. Levinson have each published a book to defend Plato against 
the attacks of Popper and other like-minded critics, and Levin-
son's In Defense of Plato goes a long way toward showing up 
Popper's methods. But Popper's ten chapters on Plato, al
though unsound, contain many excellent observations, and his 
book is so full of interesting discussions that no expose will 
relegate it to the limbo of forgotten books. The Open Society 
will be around for a good long while, and that is one reason 
why its treatment of Hegel deserves a chapter. 

What is ultimately important is not the failing of one author 
but the increasing popularity of the Hegel myth and of the 
methods on which it depends. To cite Nietzsche's Ecce Homo 
once more: "I only avail myself of the person as a magnifying 
glass with which one can render visible a general but creeping 
calamity which it is otherwise hard to get hold of." 
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Popper should be allowed the last word. And any critic of 
his work could do worse than to cite in his own behalf what 
Popper says to justify his own critique of Toynbee: 

I consider this a most remarkable and interesting book. . . . He 
has much to say that is most stimulating and challenging. . . . I 
also agree with many of the political tendencies expressed in his 
work, and most emphatically with his attack upon modern na
tionalism and the tribalist and "archaist," i.e., culturally reaction
ary tendencies, which are connected with it. The reason why, in 
spite of this, I single out . . . [this] work in order to charge it with 
irrationality, is that only when we see the effects of this poison in 
a work of such merit do we fully appreciate its danger (pp. 
435 f.). 
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