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NEGATING NEGATION:
A CENTURY OF REVISION IN THE RECEPTION OF

HEGEL'S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

Eric Goodfield'

Abstract: In this article I consider a variety of contemporary opinions on the question
of the nature and relation between Hegel's metaphysical and political thought. I inter
rogate the intellectual forces and climate that have demanded the division of these two
aspects against Hegel's view of their practical and logical interdependence. Hegel's
image as either an unabashed proto-Nazi Prussian statist or mystic prophet and harbin
ger of twentieth-century totalitarian collectivism has largely been dispatched. How
ever, I argue that the stain and strain of the process of his defence have had an indelible

and deforming impact on how we nowadays conceive of Hegel's political thought and
its autonomous capacity to speak to us in the present.

Keywords: Hegel, politics, philosophy, political thought, metaphysics, non
metaphysical, liberalism, positivism, state, logic, contemporary, Anglo-American,
twentieth century.

G.W.F. Hegel's political thought has been received in much of the English
speaking world within the prevailing scholarly frameworks introduced by
twentieth-century political science. While many of those who have com
mented on his major and minor political texts have come from outside politi
cal science, works from both areas demonstrate a general adherence to liberal
and positivist commitments. In addition, while the contexts of twentieth
century political thought as it is carried out in the academic spheres of philos

ophy and political science certainly differ as the result of substantially diver
gent histories, on the matter of the status of Hegel's political thought and the

nature of its relation to his metaphysics the degree of commonality substan
tially outweighs difference. Here, in both contexts, Hegel has been held up to

the standards of an analytic school of scrutiny that are very much the legacy of
the revolt against idealism conducted on William James, G.E. Moore and
Bertrand Russell foreran, and which have their own roots in earlier German
and Austrian movements.

The Anglo-American approach to Hegel, working in the face of a small
minority of protesting voices such as those of Raymond Plant, Robert Stern,
Robert Ware, Mathew Smetona, Stephen Houlgate, Stanley Rosen, Thorn
Brooks and a select few others,2 has by and large held to several key positions

1 American University of Beirut, Department of Political Studies & Public Admin
istration, P.O. Box 11-0236, Riad El Solh, Beirut, Lebanon 1107-2020. Email:
eg09@aub.edu.lb

2 Eric Goodfield, 'The Sovereignty of the Metaphysical in Hegel's Philosophy of
Right', The Review of Metaphysics, 62 (4) (2009), pp. 849-73; Raymond Plant, Hegel
(Bloomington, 1973); Henry S. Richardson, 'The Logical Structure of Sittlichkeit',

HISTORY OF POLITICAL THOUGHT. Vol. XXXVIII. No. 2. Summer 2017
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296 Ε. GOODFIELD
which deny the theoretical value of the interrelation of Hegel's political and
metaphysical thought. As these and other authors have witnessed, the revolt
against idealism gave birth to new paradigms of theorization in the early
twentieth century. The prescriptive move against metaphysics sounded by the

likes of G.E Moore, Rudolph Carnap and others trumpeting the theoretical
prowess of positivism in its linguistic, logical and empiricist formats, called
for an 'elimination' of the metaphysical creed in a way that had direct rele
vance and reference to Hegel's legacy and ideas.3

In this article I economically and critically examine a wide range of influ
ential contemporary commentators. Central attention is paid to the question of

the nature and relation of Hegel's metaphysics, as it emerges from his two
works on logic, and his politics as it is developed in the Philosophy of Right.
The roots of Hegel's metaphysics in his Logic are recognized by John
Burbidge: 'Hegel can claim that what pure thought discovers ... [is] not only
the logical principles underlying all our thinking ... but also the metaphysical
principles which make up whatever is. His objective logic takes the place of
what previously had been called metaphysics.'4 In this context, I interrogate
the intellectual forces and climate that have demanded the division of these

two aspects — the metaphysical and the political — against Hegel's view of
their necessity and usefulness to one another. With special emphasis on Karl
Popper's work that Bertrand Russell considered a 'work of first-class

Idealistic Studies, 19 (1) (1989), pp. 62-78; Stanley Rosen, G.W.F. Hegel: An Introduc
tion to the Science of Wisdom (New Haven, 1974); Peter J. Steinberger, Logic and Poli
tics: Hegel's Philosophy of Right (New Haven, 1988); Robert Stern, Hegel, Kant and the
Structure of the Object (London, 1990); Robert Stern, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook
to Hegel and the Phenomenology of Spirit (London, 2002); Robert Stern, Hegelian Meta
physics (Oxford, 2009); Robert Bruce Ware, Hegel: The Logic of Self-Consciousness
and the Legacy of Subjective Freedom (Edinburgh, 1999); Thom Brooks, Hegel's Politi
cal Philosophy: Λ Systematic Reading of the Philosophy of Right (Edinburgh, 2007).

3 G.E. Moore, 'The Refutation of Idealism', Mind, 12 (48) (1903), pp. 433-53;
Rudolf Carnap, 'The Elimination of Metaphysics Through Logical Analysis of Lan
guage', Erkenntnis, 2 (1932), pp. 60-81.

4 John W. Burbidge, The Logic ofHegel's Logic: An Introduction (Peterborough ON,
2006), p. 14. For Hegel, it was with the onset of orthodox empiricism and scepticism in
the modern era that the epistemological bond between the mind's idea and the object of
its perception had been truly challenged. In this context, he disagreed with the common
and widely held sceptical view of philosophy as a diseased science, and he took it upon
himself to return thinking to a confidence in the ideal-realist unity and coherence of the

thing and the thought on the grounds of the universal. With this Hegel asserted that
'Logic thus coincides with Metaphysics' because both deal especially with the nature of
thought and 'expressing the essentialities of things' (G.W.F. Hegel, Encyclopedia of the
Philosophical Sciences in Basic Outline. Part I: Science of Logic, ed. and trans.
K. Brinkmann and D.O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge, 2010), §24). It is in this context of inter

pretation that Hegel considered the logical and metaphysical as a united and overlapping
concern in his work. This project is, of course, carried out comprehensively in his two
works of logic.
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NEGATING NEGATION 297

importance which ought to be widely read for its masterly criticism of the ene
mies of democracy',5 the assault on Hegel's thought in the wake of the Second

World War and the triumph of liberalism set off a series of defences and coun

ter attacks. Commentators who have come to Hegel's defence have included
some of the most important thinkers of the twentieth century, including Her

bert Marcuse, Emil Fackenheim and Charles Taylor.
This debate, which continues to make itself felt today, unleashed the com

bined intellectual and moral resources of post-war liberal and scientific indig
nation. While Hegel's image as either an unabashed proto-Nazi Prussian
statist or mystic prophet and harbinger of twentieth century totalitarian collec

tivism has largely been dispatched, I argue that the stain and strain of the pro

cess of his defence have had an indelible and deforming impact on how we
nowadays conceive of Hegel's political thought and its autonomous capacity
to speak to us in the present.

I

Origins of Anglophone Debate

In the first half of the twentieth century, a group of scholars initiated a line of

criticism of Hegel's politics with direct reference to his logic. These authors
carried forward a variety of prejudicial views of Hegel that would lay the
groundwork for the apologetic revisionist school of Hegel scholarship that
would later emerge. Subsequent to the early British analytic attacks on the
idealisms of McTaggart and Bradley, it was not until 1918 that a major, per
haps the first, English language critique of the interlocking nature of Hegel's

politics and metaphysics came to the fore. It was in this year that Leonard
Trelawney Hobhouse published his critique of the logical foundations of
Hegel's politics in his The Metaphysical Theory of the State.

Hobhouse, a liberal politician and social theorist in the midst of the First
World War, argued that Hegel, the father of idealism, asserted that 'the world

at large, and in particular the social world, is, if properly understood, an incar
nation or expression of the ideal'.6 In these few words Hobhouse restated

the liberal critique originating in Rudolf Haym's work that took Hegel's
Doppelsatz — 'that what is rational is actual and what is actual is rational'7 —
to imply the conservative and unjustified legitimization of all that exists, with

particular reference to the state. Far from awakening the aged debate between

left and right Hegelians, Hobhouse emphasized and identified only the

5 I. Grattan-Guinness, 'Russell and Karl Popper: Their Personal Contacts', Russell:
the Journal of Bertrand Russell Studies, 12 (1) (1992), p. 10.

6 L.T. Hobhouse, The Metaphysical Theory of the State (London, 1918), p. 17.
7 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Hegel's Philosophy of Right, trans. T.M. Knox

(London, 1952), p. 10; Rudolf Haym, Hegel und seine Zeit: Vorlesungen iiber Ent
stehung und Entwickelung, Wesen und Werth der Hegel'schen Philosophie (Berlin,
1857), p. 357.
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298 Ε. GOODFIELD
illiberal sense of Hegel's maxim from the Philosophy of Right. Moreover, he
reduced the Doppelsatz to the explicit phraseology that 'the real world is as it
ought to be'.8

Under this rubric, Hobhouse argued that, in Hegel's conservative world
view, 'the lives of individuals are altogether subordinate' to the state system
and the cosmic order of things. Within this arrangement of subject and sub
stance Hobhouse found Hegel's thought to be 'a much more subtle and dan
gerous enemy to the ideal'9 than his harshly critical views of liberal social
atomism and empirical science. Questioning the scientific value of Hegel's
logical metaphysics and asking whether it possessed any relevance for a con
ception of nationhood, he asserted that the true and underlying intent of
Hegel's political thought was to provide cover and apology for the nineteenth
century Prussian state. Hobhouse warned his readers against taking Hegel as a
rhapsodic 'metaphysical dreamer'10 as this would be to conceal his sinister
premonition and anticipation of the rise of German militarism prior to the
First World War. Hegel's metaphysics, Hobhouse insinuated, were nothing
less than the origin of Prussian and latter Germanic reaction. It is specifically

in Hegel's metaphysical theory of the state that Hobhouse witnessed the
anti-liberal presuppositions of the First World War where 'the entire modern
tendency' to contain and diminish the role of the state over the lives of indi
viduals 'is reversed' where the state becomes 'an end in itself'.11

Seeing in Hegel's political thought only the most reactionary, collectivist
and arcane ideological elements, he held Hegel culpable for 'the bombing of
London' in which he 'witnessed the visible and tangible outcome of a false
and wicked doctrine'.12 To Hegel he ascribed responsibility for the German
'god-state' such that the victims of German aggression met Hegel's own
'Gothas in mid air'.13 In short, Hegel's metaphysics of conservative apology,
a view which had earlier been energetically resisted by Rosenkranz and
undermined by the very existence of vibrant and historically influential left
and centre-Hegelians, had been wholly overlooked in Hobhouse's assess
ments. Hobhouse's views emerge from his selective reading of Hegel's politi
cal thought largely in reflection of his emphasis on only one half of the double

maxim concerning the actual and the rational.
As a defence of liberal 'humanitarian' sensibilities, Hobhouse's

anti-authoritarian interpretation reduced Hegel's Germanic metaphysics to a
bogey which stood in for the whole of 'the present condition of Europe'14 as

8 Hobhouse, The Metaphysical Theory of the State, p. 17.

9 Ibid., p. 18.

10 Ibid., p. 23.

11 Ibid., p. 73.

12 Ibid., p. 6. A message he prefaces his book with in adedication addressed to his son.

13 Ibid. Gothas were WW 1 German bombers.

14 Ibid., p. 137.
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NEGATING NEGATION 299

Hobhouse then found it in the midst of war. Fallaciously, the First World War
for Flobhouse was not a war of Germans and Britons, but rather a war between

democracy which Hegelianism opposed on the one hand,15 and a collectivist
nationalism sponsored by Hegelianism on the other. The latter for Hobhouse
'sets the state above moral criticism, [and] constitutes war a necessary inci
dent in its existence',16 initiating the life and death struggle between the 'dem

ocratic and humanitarian' Enlightenment tradition and Hegelian
metaphysical organicism. In the context of the First World War, Hobhouse
characterized Hegel's political thought as a 'theory admirably suited to the
period of militancy and regimentation in which we find ourselves'.17

In his 1932 'Hegel's Political Philosophy', Henry H. Sabine of Cornell
University argued, like Hobhouse before him, that the validity of Hegel's dia
lectic was to be considered from the point of view of its creation 'as a product

of German and of European intelligence'.18 As with Hobhouse, he took an
essentially liberal stance in critique of the Doppelsatz, seeing in it an arch
conservative's metaphysical apologetic 'that what is is necessary'.19 Three
years later, Oxford's M.B. Foster, in his The Political Philosophies of Plato
and Hegel, considered Hegel's work in light of its Platonic connections. See
ing in Hegel the antiquated taint of the Platonic autocracy of reason, Foster
argued that 'Hegel never doubts that the same capacity of metaphysical
deduction which makes law intelligible to the reason of the philosopher,
makes it also obligatory upon the will of the moral subject'.20 Where 'Hegel
emphatically repudiates the notion that an historical study of the genesis of an

actual system of law can take the place of this metaphysical deduction' he is
'at one with Plato in maintaining that the law of the just state is determined, at

least in its main outlines, by a process of logic'.21

Of course, Foster admitted the essential modernity in Hegel's vision in
terms of his replacing Plato's justice with the ethic of freedom. However, in
Hegel's classist vision of Stande and station, Foster witnessed a 'relic of Pla
tonism in Hegel's philosophy of the State', a 'relic of Platonism in his meta
physics'.22 This metaphysical baggage becomes a permanent impediment to
the possibility of subjective freedom where, as with the subjects of the Platonic

polis, political rationality 'is possessed only by the professional

15 Ibid., p. 23.

16 Ibid., p. 25.

17 Ibid.

18 George H. Sabine, 'Hegel's Political Philosophy', Philosophical Review, 41 (3)
(1932), p. 261.

19 Ibid., p. 269.

20 Michael Beresford Foster, The Political Philosophies of Plato and Hegel (Oxford,
1935), p. 117.

21 Ibid., pp. 118,121.
22 Ibid., p. 164.
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300 Ε. GOODFIELD
philosopher'23 such that the 'whole dialectical or metaphysical deduction of
the State must miss its true nature, and that the real business of the philosopher

is that historical understanding which makes the ruler a statesman and the sub

ject free'.24

In Foster's opinion then, with a greater degree of fidelity to Hegel ' s thought

than either Hobhouse or Sabine were willing to allow, the same liberal con
demnation of Hegel's project was warranted; Prussianist statism, mysticism
and reaction. Oxford-educated political analyst John Alfred Spender's 1940
exchanges with Malcolm Knox would resuscitate these concerns in holding
that Hegel's metaphysics gave a 'philosophical (or pseudo philosophical)
veneer to Machiavelli's justification of the unscrupulous use of fraud and
force in the service of the State'.25 His strongest admonition against Hegel's
political thought takes root in his self-proclaimed 'Englishman's' resentment
of Hegel's 'submission of the individual to and his absorption in the state'.26
Here Hegel's collective vision of positive liberty in and through Sittlichkeit is
reduced to no more than the 'mischief' and 'mystification' of an amoral,
regressive and anti-liberal political vision. While Hegel's political enterprise
enshrined modern freedom, all three authors were unwilling to allow that he
was in any way able to sufficiently detach himself from his Greek intellectual

forbears or his contemporary political lords in order to attain to such an ethic

in the way that contemporary liberalism demands.
Inaccessible to the democratic street, then, Hegel's metaphysics became

an obstacle for these authors who saw in him an obscurantist harbinger of
authoritarian collectivism. As with Hobhouse's and James's earlier attacks

upon Hegel, these authors took Rudolf Haym's critique of Hegel's conserva
tive, Prussian and reactionary toadyism to impugn his metaphysical thought
as well. Subsequent to the successful upending of the idealist enterprise and
the emergence of its analytic successor pioneered by G.E. Moore's refuta
tion27 and the First World War, a distinct Anglophonic perspective emerged
which associated Hegel with the antiquated resurgence of mysticism, roman
ticism and metaphysics which 'common sense finds shocking'28 and that
called for the strongest response and resistance by the forces of liberal
modernity.

While many of his English-speaking commentators up to this time would
blame Hegel's excesses on the religious antiquations embedded in his thought,
Foster took our estimate of Hegel — the failed political thinker — still lower.
He asserted that Hegel's failure as a political theorist was not due to a

23 Ibid., p. 174.
24 Ibid.

25 T.M. Knox, 'Hegel and Prussianism', Philosophy, 15 (57) (1940), p. 219.
26 Ibid.

27 Moore, 'The Refutation of Idealism', p. 434.

28 Foster, The Political Philosophies of Plato and Hegel, p. 140.
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NEGATING NEGATION 301

Christian influence, but rather the failure to sufficiently assimilate Christian

doctrine.29 In short, many of Hegel's Anglophone commentators following
Moore and James carried out largely one sided readings of Hegel, finding
his political thought anathema, his moral foundations wanting and his philo
sophical views nonsensical. This whole line of Hegel bashing would find
its apotheosis, of course, in Karl Popper's anti-Hegel response to Nazi
expansionism.

Without delving deeply into Popper's context, it is important to understand

that his The Open Society and Its Enemies represented a major portion of his
self-proclaimed 'war effort' in 1945.30 In this way his critique of Hegel,
alongside those of Plato and Marx, was part and parcel of liberal democracy's
ideological and material war with fascism as well as socialism. With that said,
Popper would crystallize and culminate a line of criticism which took philoso
pher baiting to a new level, and which would play a substantial and catalytic
role in triggering a counter-reaction. This counter-reaction is clearly evident
in the stark quantitative shift of Anglophone books which Hegel scholarship
would generate after Popper's 'assault' in comparison with the paltry output
witnessed in the first half of the century.

Set against Marcuse's Reason and Revolution, published four years earlier,
Popper brought the full weight of liberal common-sense and empirical 'meth
odism'31 to bear upon Hegel in a way which makes him the unchallenged heir to

Haym's critique. For Popper, Hegel had pulled 'physical rabbits out of purely
metaphysical silk-hats'32 by way of his dialectical shortcut which permitted
'initiation into the deeper secrets of this world'33 more rapidly than the
methodical and sceptical progress of the natural sciences. Echoing William
James, Popper claimed the whole ruse was rooted in the deepest forms of
intellectual deception and mendacity. Having initiated the 'age of dishon
esty',34 Hegel's fantastic and magical jargon was made the veil behind which
modern totalitarianism concealed its raw will to power.

Popper sought to ensure that Hegel's legacy was further asphyxiated by
asserting, with James before him, that Hegel was essentially a dupe to his own

dialectical fantasies and that this deception had been exposed and registered
in the English-speaking world where 'the interest of philosophers in Hegel is
slowly vanishing' ,35 Thus, not only was Hegel a victim of his own poison, but

29 Ibid.

30 Karl R. Popper, Unended Quest, Routledge Classics (London, rev. edn., 2002),
p. 131.

31 To borrow a term from Sheldon Wolin's, 'Political Theory as a Vocation', Ameri
can Political Science Review, 63 (4) (1969), pp. 1062-82.

32 Karl R. Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies (2 vols., London, 1945), p. 25.
33 Ibid.

34 Here quoting Schopenhauer's views on Hegel's legacy.
35 Ibid., p. 27.
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302 Ε. GOODFIELD
his programme of deception and spell cast over the intellect had been, once
and for all, exposed and repelled in the modern, liberal-democratic world.
Bertrand Russell hailed Popper's attack, proclaiming that his 'analysis of
Hegel is deadly'36 while, in retrospect, we can only say that his intent was so.

Through Hobhouse and Popper then, we have come to understand that Hegel
was responsible for both World Wars, Russell giving this further emphasis by

asserting that Hegel's state 'justifies every internal tyranny and every external

aggression that can possibly be imagined'.37
By 1954, Carl Joachim Friedrich would write that '[ajnyone who under

takes to deal with Hegel in pragmatic, positivistic America today is running
the risk of being immediately set down as a hopeless obscurantist'.38 Further,

Hegel remained 'in the doghouse', a victim of the 'revolt against idealism'
and 'the antagonism to all things German caused by the National Socialist dic
tatorship' , it 'became the fashion to talk about Hegel as if he had practically
written Mein Kampf ,39

Eight years later, Joachim's 1962 essay 'The Power of Negation: Hegel's
Dialectic and Totalitarian Ideology' took Popper's assessment of Hegel's
politics further to question whether 'totalitarian ideology is the "outcome" or
the "necessary consequence" of Hegelian dialectic'.40 Friedrich's assessment
of Hegel's dialectical metaphysics largely sided with and extended Popper's
position, arguing that '[t]he dissolving of all definite standards, values,
and beliefs, in a constant "dialectic" of movement and change characterizes
totalitarian ideology'.41 Friedrich took Hegel's logic as a 'relentless trouble
making',42 citing that the 'destructive character is the perfect embodiment of

the dialectic' .43 Through these comments, Friedrich, ironically a German born

and trained scholar, brought the Anglophone diatribe against the Hegelian
project to its fulfilment. Not only had Hegel's politics become the vicarious
victim of the defeat of idealistic philosophy, but his very name had been sul
lied by association with the viciousness of Nazism.

The ascent of the caricaturing of Hegel as an arch anti-liberal, anti-modem
thinker had reached its peak, putting him beyond the pale of all respectability.

Of note, David Easton recognized Friedrich as one of only two political theo
rists in the first half of the twentieth century who had taken seriously the

36 I. Grattan-Guinness, 'Russell and Karl Popper: Their Personal Contacts', Digital
Commons @McMaster (1992), p. 11.

37 Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New York, 1945), p. 742.

38 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of Hegel, ed. Carl J. Friedrich
(New York, 1954), p. xiii.

39 Ibid.

40 A Hegel Symposium: Essays by Carl J. Friedrich [and others], ed. Don Carlos
Travis, Texas University, Dept. of Germanic Languages ( 1962), p. 13.

41 Ibid., p. 31.

42 Ibid.

43 Ibid., pp. 34-5.
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project of constructing a general theoretical framework to guide empirical
research.44 As Friedrich and others made clear, even mere academic consider

ation of Hegel's work had become associated with all manner of romantic,
reactionary and authoritarian projects which spanned the range of fascism,
anarchism and socialism. Intellectual and scholarly influence of Hegel's
thought, at a practical nadir in Germany for over a century, was now effec
tively obliterated in the English-speaking world as well.

II

Counterpoise

In 1951, eleven years prior to this high tide for a trend which threw out the
political baby with the metaphysical bathwater, a defensive counter-reaction
began to take shape. Hegel's influence in much of the world through Marx,
the Frankfurt School and existentialist thought in the context of the cold war

led to a reconsideration and recasting of his thought. As Bernstein would
write a few years later: 'If there is one philosopher who had been thought to be

dead and buried, who embodied all the vices of the wrong way of philosophiz
ing, who seemed to have been killed off by abuse and ridicule, it was Hegel. '45

Yet Hegel had returned during a period when ideological and ontological
reconsiderations had emerged to challenge a variety of liberal and positivist
biases. As Bernstein has brought out, the commonalities between Hegel's
time and our own had overcome the differences, and the moment had come to

reconsider his thought in light of its systematic contribution to philosophy and
politics against the trend of analytic deduction and reduction. Where the cul
ture of Anglo-American thought had 'sought to conquer' through dividing
and subdividing, an attitude was reinforced which presupposed that 'we can
isolate discrete philosophic problems and make progress in solving them'.46
Against this trend, however, Bernstein asserted that 'our analyses spill over
to other issues and other domains. We cannot make much progress on
epistemological issues unless we squarely confront metaphysical issues'.47 It
is in this context, and the latter liberal crisis of communitarian critique, that

Hegel scholarship and appreciation returned and proliferated in myriad forms

and disciplines.
In 1951, Walter Kaufmann's 'The Hegel Myth and its Method' sought to

stem the tide of the trend of underestimating and debasing Hegel's work, with

specific reference to Popper's work. Here Kaufmann assailed Popper's pro
pagandists abuses, arguing that 'one should protest against his method'

44 David Easton, 'The Decline of Modem Political Theory', The Journal of Politics,
13(1) (1951), p. 54.

45 Richard J. Bernstein, 'Why Hegel Now?', The Review of Metaphysics, 31 (1)
(1977), p. 29.

46 Ibid., p. 38.

47 Ibid., p. 44.
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304 Ε. GOODF1ELD
which 'is unfortunately similar to that of totalitarian "scholars" — and it
appears to be spreading'.48

While primarily addressing grave failings in Popper's reading of Hegel's
political thought with respect to Hegel's theories of war, history and politics,
Kaufmann also took up the defence of the Doppelsatz maxim; historically the
main target and fulcrum of attacks upon the supposedly illiberal metaphysical

and logical foundations underpinning the Philosophy of Right's, authoritarian
intent. In bringing our attention to Hegel's explication of his actual intent in
the Doppelsatz to light by reference to his comments in the Encyclopedia,
Kaufmann swept aside Popper's cursory reading of Hegel in a single stroke.
Hegel tells us that he is well aware that '[t]hese simple sentences have seemed
striking to some and have excited hostility' and that '[w]hen I have spoken of
actuality .. . distinguished it precisely not only from the accidental, which of
course has existence, too, but also, in great detail, from being there [Dasein],
existence'.49

In short, the 'right-Hegelian' appropriation, and subsequent fixation of lib
eral criticism, upon the latter half of Hegel's doubled equation — that the
actual is the rational — wholly mistakes subsisting and empirical reality for
the actual when in fact it cannot be so. This analysis is in conformity with
Hegel's own idealism which distinguished the actual, as full realization of the
rational ideal, from that which simply subsists or is in the process of actualiza

tion. Popper's grave error, as of those of many of his peers, was to equate the
actual with the real as we find it, when no such implication is warranted by
Hegel's maxim when read according to his own conceptual usage of Wirk
lichkeit (actuality). The very use of the translation that 'the real is the rational'

that we received from Engel's recitation, confused the real for Hegel's use of
the term actual with very definite consequences for subsequent interpretation.

Yet Kaufmann's defence, for our purposes, began a process of selectively
defending Hegelian positions; in this case the outer political consequences of
a deeper dialectical relation which went unexamined in its relation to the for
mer. For although Kaufmann persuasively undermined the assertions of the
likes of Popper and Friedrich on the matter of authoritarian undertones in
Hegel' s thought, he responded not at all to their claims of the essentially con

servative implications of his logical dialectic. J.N. Findlay, who had argued a
year earlier in his sympathetic 1958 reading of Hegel's corpus that '[o]ur own
Anglo-Saxon world . . . spent much of the opening years of this century in
elaborately abandoning and disowning Hegelian positions we had previously
held'50 found it necessary, at the very same time, to assure his audience that

48 Walter A. Kaufmann, 'The Hegel Myth and its Method\ Philosophical Review, 60
(4) (1951), p. 460.

49 Hegel in ibid., p. 469.

50 John Niemeyer Findlay, Hegel: A Re-Examination, The Muirhead Library of Phi
losophy (London/New York, 1958), p. 18.
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'Hegel's philosophy is one of the most anti-metaphysical of philosophical
systems, one that remains most within the pale of ordinary experience'.51

What both Kaufmann's and Findlay's sympathetic readings of Hegel have
in common, insofar as they both relate Hegel's 'ideas and language to our own

time',52 is to truncate his corpus and system of thought, at times frenetically,

in order to prune an understanding that could contend and withstand the twin

pressures of liberalism and positivism that had already weighed down so
heavily upon Hegel's legacy.53 This would hold for a whole trend of sympa
thetic commentators as well who would assert a functional division between

Hegel's political and logical thought. Thorn Brooks correctly gauges the
non-metaphysical reading of Hegel's political thought as working on the
assumption 'that we can understand Hegel's views on "actuality" and
"actualization" as less strong metaphysical conceptions (often described as an
"ontology" and not a "metaphysics") and focus on a single work by Hegel —
such as the Philosophy of Right — to the exclusion of Hegel' s additional writ

ings'.54

Sidney Hook, who had come out strongly against Popper's reductionist
reading,55 conceded that, despite the 'compatibility' of Hegel's politics and
his logic, this did not mean that the latter were 'therefore deducible from his

metaphysics'.56 Perhaps even more telling was his need to assail the 'funda
mental ambiguity in that metaphysics'57 as the basis of the retrogressive and

statist elements of the Philosophy of Right. Here, and alongside the growth of

the project to salvage Hegel's political thought, emerged a concomitant orien
tation to either dismiss or understate the value of Hegel's intent to wed poli
tics to a logico-metaphysical foundation.

This trend of dismissive side-glances to the issue of the relation of meta
physics and politics by authors sympathetic to Hegel's politics — to varying

51 Ibid., p. 348.

52 Ibid., p. 18. Findlay, like Kaufmann after him, was explicitly wrestling with
'deep-rooted, prevailing misconceptions ... underived from anything Hegel says' (ibid.,
p. 19).

53 For a consideration of the conjoined liberal and positivist aspects of political
thought and science see Bernard R. Crick, The American Science of Politics: Its Origins
and Conditions (Berkeley, 1959); Richard Bellamy and Terence Ball, 'The Cambridge
History of Twentieth-Century Political Thought', in Cambridge Histories Online (Cam
bridge, 2008); David M. Ricci, The Tragedy of Political Science: Politics, Scholarship,
and Democracy (New Haven CT, 1984); Eric Lee Goodfield, Hegel and the Metaphysi
cal Frontiers of Political Theory (New York, 2014), chs. 2 and 3.

54 Brooks, Hegel's Political Philosophy, p. 3.

55 Sidney Hook, 'From Plato to Hegel to Marx', New York Times, 22 July 1951.
56 Sidney Hook, From Hegel to Marx: Studies in the Intellectual Development of

Karl Marx, Ann Arbor paperbacks for the study of communism and Marxism, AA66
(Ann Arbor, 1962), p. 19.

57 Ibid.
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degrees — would take a significant turn with the publication of Malcolm
Knox and Zbigniew Pelczynski's Hegel's Political Writings in 1964. In
Pelczynski's introduction he made the case that here, for the first time, was an

explicit Anglophone attempt to rehabilitate and initiate Hegel's political
thought into the so-called modern canon where 'Hegel's view [on freedom]
can stand comparison' with 'many liberal thinkers of the age' .58 These authors

set out not only to dispel the arguments of Haym and Popper, but to persuade

those who have seen Hegel as outside the 'stream of Western European politi
cal theory' which favours 'constitutionalism, democracy, and progress . . .
how little substance there is in any such interpretation'.59

With concerns over Hegel's democratic credentials addressed, Pelczynski
intended to assist his readers with an understanding of just why Hegel has
been essentially held 'to stand apart from other "classical" political theo
rists'.60 This matter, he explained, was down to Hegel's metaphysics which
had overshadowed the other elements of thought and left them largely unex
plored. Pelczynski's assessment of the dilemma cleared a path for the restora
tion of our interest in Hegel's political thought: 'once the metaphysical
element becomes dominant ... the character of political theory changes.
The teaching, or the insight, it provides ceases to have any practical signifi
cance'.61 As with Hook and others, the basis of this analysis was that Hegel's
metaphysical politics of the spirit leave us, in alignment with Hook, Popper,
Friedrich and others, but to ponder and 'venerate' the rational beauty of the
world as it is, to stand atop a metaphysical tower in observation of the chaos
below with the sole intent of discovering 'new kinds of order and symmetry' .62

In identifying the conservative curse cast upon his politics as originating in
his metaphysics, Pelczynski is led to conclude that 'Hegel could have kept his
political theory quite distinct from his general philosophy'.63 It is this bisection
which he set out to accomplish for Hegel's corpus, distinguishing between
the metaphysical excesses of the Philosophy of Right and the earlier, non
metaphysical works of political theory which witness Hegel's sobriety, prag
matism and attention to empirical detail.

On this basis Pelczynski called for a clean disconnection of the political
from the philosophical: 'Hegel's political thought can be read, understood,
and appreciated without having to come to terms with his metaphysics.'64
With the Pelczynski and Knox volume then, we have the first articulation of a

58 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Hegel's Political Writings, trans. T.M. Knox
with an introduction by Z.A. Pelczynski (Oxford, 1964), p. 68.

59 Ibid., p. 134.
60 Ibid., p. 135.
61 Ibid.

62 Ibid., 136.

63 Ibid.

64 Ibid.
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project intent on purging Hegel's politics of its metaphysical presuppositions
and the denial of either their necessity for its grounding or their usefulness for

its comprehension. The question of Hegel's political loyalty here as before
replays itself as perhaps the oldest schism amongst Hegel's interested disci
ples and commentators. Unfortunately, the mistranslation and misunderstand

ing of Hegel's second dictum that 'the actual is the rational' has repeatedly
circulated as a surrogate caricature and synecdoche for the larger influence of

Hegel's metaphysics, and this case is no exception. Yet, as we know from
Kaufmann and from Hegel himself, the actual is never the real as we find it.
Rather, as Hegel took care to inform us a year before his death, God 'alone is
truly actual',65 the real — all states included — are but mere 'appearance' in
the process of closing the gap between themselves and their conceptual ideals.

As M.W. Jackson has illuminated, '[n]o political theorist has suffered more
distortion because of a single sentence than Hegel'.66

As is clear, the metaphysics of Hegel's historicism has confused as well as
liberated his readers to a variety of complicated ends. The uses and abuses of
those foundations, over time, have saddled Hegel's legacy with a grave prob
lem. Seen as an arch determinist and reactionary apologist for the authoritar
ian state writ large, Hegel's anti-positivist vision of individual and collective
political life has been plagued by a perceived association with multiple wars,
genocide, anti-scientific and mystical obscurantism, reactionary romanticism
and all manner of violence justified in the name of the collective good.
Pelczynski's soft denial of Hegel's metaphysics glosses over this legacy and,
perhaps worse, reinforces it in the most effective manner by bringing to
completion a host of under and unexamined prejudices regarding Hegel's
thought which, directly and indirectly, impugn his metaphysics. It is precisely
not that his politics 'ceases to have any practical significance'67 where meta
physics is involved, but rather that the practical significances seem dark, danger
ous and distant in light of our liberal-democratic and scientific commitments.

Overturning Popper's prosecution of Hegel is not to be accomplished
by burying the evidence. While much work has been done to rehabilitate ele

ments of Hegel's thought since 1945, much of it is still caught up in this leg
acy of evading, denying or condemning the metaphysical dimension of his
political thought. Jackson informs us of the extent of the damage done to our

appreciation of Hegel's political thought as a result of the legacy of misappre
hending the supposedly conservative apology contained in the Philosophy of
Right's Preface: 'For Hegel's numerous critics the implications... are mon

65 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Hegel's Logic: Being Part One of the Encyclo
paedia of the Philosophical Sciences (1830), trans. William Wallace (Oxford, 1975),
Part 1, §6.

66 M.W. Jackson, 'Hegel: The Real and The Rational', in The Hegel Myths and
Legends, ed. Jon Stewart (Evanston IL, 1996), p. 19.

67 Hegel's Political Writings, Pelczynski introduction, p. 135.
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umental.'68 This resultant 'diremption'69 witnesses one era peeling away unat
tractive and alien elements in a philosopher which it must, nonetheless, reha
bilitate and, ultimately, assimilate. The rehabilitated vision of Hegel's
political thought which Knox and Pelczynski developed, Dickey and Nisbet
have made clear, responded to this crisis by attempting to 'make him appear a
more liberal, rational, and mainstream political thinker than he has been taken

to be in the past' .70

Five years after the Pelczynski and Knox translated collection, Dante
Germino released his 'Hegel as a Political Theorist' in The Journal of Poli
tics. Here Germino would wrangle with the relevance of the Knox and
Pelczynski collection of Hegel's early political writings and assert their sec
ondary value to that of the Philosophy of Right for any assessment of Hegel's

essential political views.71 With this differing aside, Germino recognized that
the core problem is that the Philosophy of Right 'in the English-speaking
world at least... is rarely taken seriously enough — a fate attributable in part
to the author's predilection for system-construction and fondness for need
lessly ponderous jargon'.72 On the basis of the seeming distraction which
Hegel's logical system implied for our gaining better access to his concrete
political theory, Germino, overtly 'in basic agreement'73 with Pelczynski,
reasserted and extended Pelczynski's proviso for our considerations of the
Philosophy of Right: 'Hegel's political thought... can be understood without
constant reference to his total metaphysical system.'74

As a justification for his passing over the 'metaphysical system', Germino
informs us that Hegel was a 'man of insight' whose vision should be exam
ined independently of the assumption that he was a 'prisoner of method' ,75
With no further elaboration as to how or why this need be our approach,
Germino progresses with the Knox-Pelczynski line of advancing Hegel as a
respected member of the 'great conversation'76 of political theory who 'de
serves to be listed among the leading proponents of liberalism'.77

The question of Hegel's liberal credentials aside, Germino goes so far as to
say that the 'excessive preoccupation with Hegel's system and with the not

68 Jackson, 'Hegel: The Real and The Rational', p. 20.

69 I specifically use Hegel's term to describe the process going on here.

70 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, G. W.F. Hegel—Political Writings, ed. Laurence
Winant Dickey and Hugh Barr Nisbet, Cambridge Texts in the History of Political
Thought (New York, 1999), pp. viii-ix.

71 Dante Germino, 'Hegel as a Political Theorist', The Journal of Politics, 31 (4)
(1969), p. 885.

72 Ibid.

73 Ibid.

74 Ibid.

75 Ibid.

76 Ibid., p. 886.

77 Ibid., p. 905.

This content downloaded from 212.98.144.19 on Tue, 03 Sep 2024 04:53:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



NEGATING NEGATION 309

inconsiderable obscurity of the dialectic hinders rather than advances our
appreciation of his contribution to political theory'.78 Here then we have a
rejection of the influence of metaphysics upon Hegel's politics without so
much as a consideration of the supposedly illiberal aspects of Hegel's sup

posed conservatism in the Philosophy of Right; a consideration which has
generally had its basis in Hegel's metaphysics and which was the basis of
Pelczynski's objections. Germino has taken the Pelczynski strategy to an
extreme in order to argue that the metaphysics obscure, but do not negatively

obstruct, Hegel's liberal intentions.
But how can he come to this conclusion in the face of Hegel's comments in

the preface, which have been a bone of contention from the time of its writing

for essentially all of his commentators? Unsurprisingly, the inevitable result
is that, by putting Hegel's metaphysics completely out of view, we eliminate
both the problem of interpreting Hegel's double dictum as well as the debate
over the wider historicist context of the Philosophy of Right altogether. This is

precisely what Germino's reading achieves. The slippery slope of detaching
logical from political developments in Hegel's political thought here comes to
the point where the former's occlusion has transformed the understanding of

the latter, thus permitting Germino's unequivocal call for an end to 'the
all-too-common practice of making [Hegel] a favorite whipping-boy through
a fundamental distortion of his teaching as illiberal and "authoritarian" in the

extreme'.79 While we may perhaps be entitled to agree with Germino, we have

somehow dispensed with Hegel in the rush to redeem and rehabilitate him for

the 'Great Conversation of political theory'.80
With the appearance of Shlomo Avineri's ground breaking and influential

Hegel's Theory of the Modern State in 1972, the question of the influence of
Hegel's system for his politics no longer required so much as a comment. In
this work there is only one significant reference to Hegel's logical thought in

its 241 pages of text.81 Avineri nonetheless provides us with a justification for

this silence; if one were to consider it, one 'may find himself immersed in an

explication of the systematic edifice of Hegel's philosophy without ever
reaching his political theory'.82 Brooks correctly deduces the implications of
this position in that it 'opens up the possibility that if we were to attempt to

understand Hegel's views in political theory "in depth" we would hold a
view different than that held by Avineri himself and closer to Hegel's actual
position'.83

78 Ibid., pp. 885-6.

79 Ibid., p. 911.

80 Ibid., p. 912. The capitalization is Germino's.

81 Shlomo Avineri, Hegel's Theory of the Modern State, Cambridge Studies in the
History and Theory of Politics (London, 1972), p. 221.

82 Ibid., p. ix.

83 Brooks, Hegel's Political Philosophy, p. 138 n.37.
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On accounts like Avineri's, the gulf between the two portions of Hegel's

corpus seems to have been made unsurpassable, and the implication has and
continues to be clear: you cannot get here (politics) from there (metaphysics).
Rather than assail Hegel's conception of metaphysics which cuts a clear path
and argument for political relevance, this trend sees fit to sidestep the former

without really explaining why. What exactly is it about Hegel's metaphysics
that provides such an obstacle to approaching his political theory? Avineri
gives us a hint; where the philosophy is so 'dense' as to 'be more obscure than
illuminating',84 a clear approach to Hegel's political thought is impeded. In
other words, the logic throws more shadow than light on the politics, is
unworthy of consideration and is of no substantial use or value in our consid
erations of Hegel's intentions and accomplishments in the Philosophy of
Right whatsoever.

Yet, and as emerged from my analysis of Germino's declaration of Hegel's
liberal credentials above, this is clearly difficult to sustain. Our reading of
Hegel's vision of political life and action should be, and has historically been,
heavily informed precisely by how we read the overt influences of his logical
system and dialectic within it. Sidestepping these influences and traces, as if
they weren't there, is simply to reify Pelczynski's approach. It also discloses
a conspicuous trend amongst Anglo-American scholars which repeatedly
emancipates a liberal Hegel from a discursive and historical legacy that has
witnessed deep ideological ambiguity at the heart of Hegel's political thought.
Peter J. Steinberger comments in 1988 that 'the efforts of authors such as
Knox, Kaufmann, Pelczynski, and Avinieri. . . show that Hegelian political
thought bears no internal relationship to twentieth-century fascism and that,

on the contrary, the philosophy of Right is reflective of a quite moderate and

rather liberal sensibility'.85

This pragmatic attitude was soon reasserted by Charles Taylor in 1979.
Taylor's Hegel, sought to make sense of Hegel's thought in the context of the
post-Enlightenment period and his engagement with and rejection of romanti
cism at Jena in favour of an 'expressivist' ethic of moral autonomy. These
goals of course are part of Hegel's struggle with modernity and the condition
of alienation in the wake of Kant's revolution in thought. In this way Tay

lor takes Hegel's contemporary value to be reflected in his analysis and
attempted resolution of the social and cultural crises of modern society and
politics. While Taylor openly recognizes that Hegel took the Logic as abso
lutely necessary to his political thought, he parts with Hegel on its value for
explaining and integrating the worlds of spirit, nature and mind.

If 'Hegel's crucial proof in the Logic will not carry conviction today, and if
this constitutes a refutation of his ontology, what interest can there be in

84 Avineri, ix.

85 Steinberger, Logic and Politics, p. viii.
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studying his system?'.86 To answer this question of whether this lack of our
contemporary conviction in Hegel's 'proof merits equivalency to
refutation,87 the easy answer is that it may be, or is transformational for our

understanding of the meaning of his political thought as well as its active par

ticipation in the history of ideas. Taylor spoke in complete earnest in the Pref

ace to his 1975 Hegel when he informed his reader seeking understanding of
Hegel's thoughts on politics, history and modernity that the section on the
logic was 'the most unrewarding' and that 'they might skip this part'.88

As with Taylor, Steven B. Smith did not seek to recast Hegel as a liberal in
his 1989 Hegel's Critique of Liberalism. Yet Smith too sought to resuscitate
Hegel for contemporary thought and denies the primacy or even centrality of

the logic for our appreciation of his politics where 'viewing Hegel as "first
and foremost" a logician and speculative metaphysician . . . tends to isolate
Hegel's philosophy proper from the rudimentary human and political con
cerns that were never far from its center' ,89 Despite distinguishing himself
from the metaphysical and political interpretative camps,90 Smith's intent is
for all intents and purposes, and self-admittedly, an anti-foundationalist
approach tempered by Hegel's 'cultural hermeneutics'.91 Yet, while liberal

commitments may not be behind Smith's intentions for dismissing a meta
physical appreciation of Hegel's politics, his sensitivity to secular methodol
ogy most certainly is:

Hegel seems to belong unalterably to the mystic regions of German specu
lative thought which, we have been assured by more empirically minded
philosophers, has been superseded by the development of increasingly
sophisticated logical and factual disciplines. Hegel's formidable 'system'
seems the very antithesis of the more skeptical spirit driving much of mod
ern philosophy.92

Citing Pelczynski's precedential position explicitly, Smith confidently
reasserts the strategy of detachment as the only way forward: 'rather than con

demn Hegel to the dustbin of history, it remains possible to salvage his useful

political insights from their speculative wrappings'.93

86 Charles Taylor, Hegel and Modem Society (Cambridge, 1979), p. 68.
87 In the year 1979 or beyond it.

88 Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge/New York, 1975), p. vii.

89 Steven B. Smith, Hegel's Critique of Liberalism: Rights in Context (Chicago,
1989), p. 11.

90 Ibid., p. 10. The former running along the lines of Royce and Rosen, the latter
Pelczynski and Germino.

91 Ibid., p. 11. Richard Bernstein attests to the 'non-metaphysical' basis of Smith's
approach in his back-cover review of the 1989 edition.

92 Ibid., p. 1.

93 Ibid., p. 134.
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Allen Wood's 1990 Hegel's Ethical Thought followed in Avineri's, Tay

lor's and Smith's footsteps. Seeing in Hegel's political thought the project of
overcoming modern alienation, he mirrored elements of Taylor's expressivist
and Smith's cultural hermeneutic interpretations. He too sought to sideline
Hegel's metaphysics, and made strong admonition against including them,
warning that, if one did, 'you are in for a difficult and generally unrewarding

time of it, at least from the standpoint of social and political theory. If you are

sensible, you will try to avoid that' .94 These are very strong words. Despite
recognizing the assumptions regarding Hegel harboured by 'English-speaking
philosophers', Wood is nonetheless remorseless in his dismissal of the specu
lative logic and its metaphysical implications, citing Rosen's unequivocal
rejection of Hegel's metaphysics: ' "What is living in the logic of Hegel?" is:
"Nothing"'.95

Like Taylor, Wood's primary concern was to resuscitate Hegel to contem
porary ends, not an idealist logician and metaphysical theorist but rather 'a
philosophical historian, a political and social theorist, a philosopher of our
ethical concerns and cultural identity crises.96 In fact, he informs us that Hegel

himself mis-estimated 'himself as primarily a metaphysician'.97 Finally, he
warns us wholly away from any consideration of seeking the grounds of
Hegel's political thought in his logic such that 'we are likely to miss the con
nection between the two [metaphysics and politics] if . . .we suppose that
Hegelian social thought is grounded in Hegelian metaphysics'.98 Brooks rea
sonably questions the foundations of Wood's approach, retorting that the pri
mary concern should be an understanding of the relevance of Hegel's system
for his political thought — regardless of whether we choose to defend his rele

vance — rather than the 'size of our audience' in doing so.99
What Taylor, Smith and Wood all share in common is a recognition of

Hegel's ambivalent relationship with liberal politics. They all come after the
so-called line of 'political interpretation' started by Pelczynski and in some
sense they are all primarily concerned not merely with the way Hegel
recapitulates fundamental liberal convictions, but with how he founds its
modern criticism. At the same time, the Taylor to Wood line of interpretation

is broadly understandable in terms of taking Hegel as a philosophically
inclined narrator of modernity; a reflection of his times rather than a harbinger

of universally rational or revolutionary potentialities and a sober theorist
rather than a prophet. With Stephen Houlgate, in Wood's rendering of the
Philosophy of Right ' Hegel is . . . already standing on historical ground . . .

94 Allen W. Wood, Hegel's Ethical Thought (Cambridge/New York, 1990), p. xiii.
95 Michael Rosen, in ibid., p. 5.

96 Ibid., pp. 5-6.
97 Ibid., p. 7.

98 Ibid., p. 6.

99 Brooks, Hegel's Political Philosophy, pp. 7-8.
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analyzing specific historical and social self-images of human individuality
and human agency in the world'.100 On this account, Hegel is recast as a psy
cho-social phenomenologist divested of his primary metaphysical claims. This
historicist rendering diffuses Hegel's influence and trans-historical commit
ments, and replants him firmly in the soil of his times. A kind of anthropologi

cal historicism, then, is the result of this strategy, relegating Hegel to a passive

observer and cultural biographer of modernity. What is important to recog
nize here is that with Taylor's and Wood's approach, a new and highly influ
ential cultural line of the non-metaphysical interpretation was introduced that

would run alongside the older Pelczynski reading and interact with it.
Mark Tunick's 1992 Hegel's Political Philosophy represents an updated

collage of these dismissals of the relevance of Hegel's philosophical project
for the purpose of considering his political thought. Tunick's prime concern is

an examination of Hegel's position on the issue of crime and punishment. He
spends a good deal of energy on the issue of Hegel' s notion of retributive jus

tice and its value for a critical understanding of the criminal justice system of

his day. In addition to this, his prime areas of interest are Hegel's political
concepts of freedom and right. Tunick's attention to Hegel as a critic and
observer of modern social practices explicitly rejects Hegel's 'foundation
alism' and instead choses to 'draw upon his interpretations of the puiposes of
and principles underlying our practices'.101 Here he makes his view of the
dilemma of politics and metaphysics in Hegel's political thought very clear:
'While Hegel's political philosophy is metaphysical, rehabilitated it can be
political.'102

Tunick is forthright in admitting his 'modern sensibility that rejects' Hegel's

absolute idealism and metaphysical claims as 'unacceptable'.103 Moreover, he
restates the age-old wisdom that holds that Hegel's logical foundationalism
'forecloses debate and discussion about competing interpretations'.104 On this
basis he asserts that it is best to 'leave aside the metaphysics and appropriate
Hegel as a theorist who can help us think clearly about our practices . . . that
we . . . must resolve in some way'.105 Hegel here becomes captive to our
political presuppositions, our needs and biases, Tunick admitting that 'the
Hegel [he] appropriate^] is a non-foundationalist, non-metaphysical, that is, a
rehabilitated Hegel'.106 On the basis that Hegel coerces political choice onto

100 Stephen Houlgate, 'Hegel's Ethical Thought', Bulletin of the Hegel Society· of
Great Britain, 25 (1992), p. 10.

101 Mark Tunick, Hegel's Political Philosophy: Interpreting the Practice of Legal
Punishment (Princeton NJ, 1992), p. 14.

102 Ibid.

103 Ibid., p. 3.

104 Ibid., p. 4.

105 Ibid.

106 Ibid.
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the grounds of a foundationalism which prescribes action to a rationalist and
preclusive script, he holds that there appears to be little room for real political

life or action. Tunick concludes, with Pelczynski, that 'Hegel's
foundationalism, his commitment to his metaphysics, makes him seem . . .
unpolitical and impractical. My suggestion is that we take Hegel as offering
interpretation of the concepts of practices and leave aside his metaphysical
claim'.107 Yet, again, this completely mistakes Hegel's Doppelsatz of the real
and the rational as a conflation; one which Hegel clearly admonished against.

The idea that rationality for choice and agency is at any time fully accessible

is extravagant. Hegel's intent, rather, was that action participates in its own
dialectical chain driving it towards greater rationality. Having set aside
Hegel's dialectical metaphysics for a more tangible world of actors and
agents, Tunick misses out on how the dialectic is not merely an impersonal
scheme of action for Hegel, but reflects will, agency and subjectivity through

the very act of our engaging in reason as a practice of dialectic. Of course
Tunick restricts his consideration of Hegel's metaphysics to his deism and, by
extension, his rationalist providentialism.

In his response to my work Tunick has stated that he thinks 'there is a
non-metaphysical way of understanding his [Hegel's] theory of the modern
state that . . . helps us think through the problems we face ... If Hegel's
political philosophy cannot do this, why take the time to study it?'.108 Yet
Tunick here gets things upside down. The dichotomy of metaphysical and
practical is simply false: the metaphysical is an implicit influence in the way
we think about political problems.109 The notion that we should jump beyond
Hegel's metaphysics because they are somehow impractical conceals the
ways in which our own — and Tunick's — ideological assumptions about
rationality, normalcy and the imperatives of 'existence' are themselves the
reflection of shared assumptions about the nature of reality. Thus, eliminating

the metaphysical in Hegel — and more importantly, its grounding role for
political thinking — does harm to our capacity to do theoretical justice to the
struggles of existence that Tunick claims he is so concerned with and which
authorizes him, in the first place, to unload Hegel's conceptual apparatus in
favour of its seemingly more worldly insights and use values.

Further, Tunick claims that I am 'unwilling to commit to Hegel's meta

physics' and that, as a result, the question arises as to 'what is useful about a

107 Ibid.

108 Mark Tunick, Review of Eric Lee Goodfield, Hegel and the Metaphysical

Frontiers of Political Theory, Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews, 7 February 2015.
https://ndpr.nd.edu/news/55546-hegel-and-the-metaphysical-frontiers-of-political-theory/

109 Ruth Groff, Ontology Revisited: Metaphysics in Social and Political Philosophy
(New York, 2013); Peter j. Steinberger, The Idea of the State (Cambridge, 2004);
Goodfield, Hegel and the Metaphysical Frontiers of Political Theory.
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framework one is unwilling to accept?'.110 The easy answer, and one which
my book as a whole addresses, is that it is not Hegel's metaphysical system
that is crucial but rather the ineliminable questions and problems of a meta
physical nature to which he addressed his politics. To impugn my defence of
the political value of Hegel' s metaphysics on the grounds that I myself am not

committed to them is here tantamount to conflating agnosticism with atheism.

While I may not subscribe to Hegel's metaphysical system, I may still sub
scribe to the value of the metaphysical questions he is attempting to answer,
just as an agnostic is unable to pass over the question of God's reality at the
cathedral gates they are unwilling to enter! As my work that Tunick questions

has made clear, ' [t]he rejection of the possibility of metaphysics or its accep
tance both generate metaphysical dilemmas and embroil us in metaphysical
questions'.111 In this way, my agnostic inability to count myself a faithful dis

ciple of the content of Hegel's gospel of metaphysical logic does not in any
way detract from the lesson of its form: a form that marries politics to meta

physics in practical ways. Thus, and in response to Tunick, just as we continue

to find it useful to read and reread Plato's metaphysics for the powerful ques

tions it raises, without subscribing to them, so too should we revisit Hegel on

terms which recognize the deep well of metaphysical concerns which moti
vated his thought. To dismiss this dimension is not only to miss out on the
political dialogue Hegel himself was involved in, it is also to miss out on a
debate that we, in both our identification or repugnance with Hegel's logic,
are immediately and substantially intertwined with.

In focusing almost entirely on my Hegel scholarship, Tunick has clearly
paid insufficient attention to its overall participation in the main trajectory of

my argument: the defence of the inevitability of metaphysical questions and
concerns for political, practical thinking. My reading of Hegel was itself
taken up specifically in this context and is meant as a litmus test to explore and

expose the very kinds of liberal, common-sense and epistemological argu
ments which Tunick champions and which I claim evade reflection of the

foundations which are always already present in our most common ideologi
cal conceptions; a depth and breadth which he almost leaves completely unex
amined — though not unrejected — in his review of my work. It is precisely
this glossing over of the conceptual dimension of all thinking that motivates
my indictment of liberal-positivist thinking on Hegel in particular and politi
cal theory in general.112 In this case, and with Donald J. Maletz, 'Tunick
historicizes what is metaphysical or teleological in Hegel into social criticism
freed of truth claims, and he prefers a Hegelianized Marx or an "existentialist"

Hegel to Hegel himself (chapter 6). This point of view is more asserted than

Tunick, Review of Goodfield, Hegel and the Metaphysical Frontiers of Political
Theory.

111 Goodfield, Hegel and the Metaphysical Frontiers of Political Theory, p. 224.
112 Ibid.
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316 Ε. GOODFIELD
argued . . Λ113 Indeed, the ethical and ideological 'preferences' that he
asserts demand justifying argumentation. It is precisely this glaring absence in

so many liberal-positivist appropriations of Hegel that exposes a sweeping
resistance to plumbing the depths of the metaphysical and epistemological
assumptions which their ethical and political judgments — and assertions —
take for granted and conceal.

Following on this trend from Taylor to Tunick would come Michael
Hardimon's Hegel's Social Philosophy: The Project of Reconciliation two
years later, in 1994. Akin to the cultural readings of Taylor and Wood,
Hardimon's central focus is on Hegel's political response to the problem of
modern alienation. In seeking to find a home in the modern world for its citi
zens, Hegel made self-actualization and subjective development a key aspect
of his project of freedom. Hardimon's elaboration of Hegel's three spheres of
the social world witnesses Hegel's differentiated and complex response to
alienation in terms of both social unity and difference. Divorce, poverty and
war become the central obstacles to the fruition of Hegel's project, and
Hardimon considers his response to each. In the end he argues that Hegel's
plan falls short of its aims; poverty in particular, as Marx argued, stands in the

way of the inclusive universality of the state that Hegel sought.

Hardimon's book restates much the same repugnance with Hegel's theo
retical context, seeking 'to avoid using Hegel's technical vocabulary, to mini
mize reliance on his metaphysics, and to present his view in terms that we can

understand'.114 A result of this approach in Hardimon's interpretation is to
tease out aspects of Hegel that seem attractive to us against the grain of
Hegel's actual intentions and theoretical possibilities, in particular his insis
tence that Hegel's true intentions would have been best realized in a demo
cratic political form.115 With Michael Allen Gillespie, 'Hardimon's Hegel
is so attractive to us ... because he no longer is weighted down by the meta
physical and theological baggage that Hegel's previous incarnations had to
bear ... we must wonder whether the Hegel that remains is philosophically
weighty enough to ground the series of reconciliations that Hardimon sees as
so necessary'."6

In 1999, Alan Patten's Hegel's Idea of Freedom, would further Hardimon's
appropriations against Hegel's self-understanding. Patten considers there

113 Donald J. Maletz, review of Mark Tunick, Hegel's Political Philosophy: Inter
preting the Practice of Legal Punishment, American Political Science Review, 87 (2)
(1993), pp. 485-6.

114 Michael O. Hardimon, Hegel's Social Philosophy: The Project of Reconciliation
(Cambridge/New York, 1994), p. 8.

115 Ibid., p. 215.

116 Michael Allen Gillespie, 'G.W.F. Hegel: Modernity and Politics by Fred R.
Dallmayr; Hegel's Social Philosophy: The Project of Reconciliation by Michael O.
Hardimon; Hegel's Phenomenology: The Sociality of Reason by Terry Pinkard', Politi
cal Theory, 25 (4) (1997), pp. 584-97.
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to be four primary approaches to Hegel's political philosophy; the con
ventionalist, the metaphysical, the historicist and the self-actualizing. While
he rejects the first, he argues that the remaining three are all derivative of a
more common foundation in Hegel's idea of freedom. On this basis, Patten's
'civic humanist' reading of Hegel makes frequent reference to Rousseau,
Marx and Kant in ways that illuminate his central argument: as with Franco
before him, freedom is made the central principle of Hegel's political thought.

This allows him to extend an interpretation of Hegelian community as a col
lective of individuals engaged in 'civic activities and dispositions'.117

While he makes clear that he does not hold the position 'that there is no
metaphysical dimension to Hegel's thought'118 he nonetheless asserts that one

must look beyond it to fully appreciate Hegel's political thought. Here he
explained that, to fully understand Hegel's politics, we need to move beyond
the merely metaphysical interpretation,119 turning 'to the historicist and/or

self-actualization readings for assistance'.120 In short the interpretations pio
neered in contemporary readings by the likes of Taylor (who surely shares
aspects of the self-actualization reading), Wood and Pippin are necessary to
augment Hegel's own systematic political project in order to salvage its use
fulness and redeeming value for our age. This is borne out by the fact that Pat

ten, though overtly sympathetic to elements of the metaphysical view, spends

little time after introducing the metaphysical reading either on issues of meta

physics or the writings that Hegel himself took as his primary contribution to

metaphysics; his works on logic.121 Indeed, in claiming that 'Hegel's claims
about freedom and the state can be understood without reliance on the idea

that God is the agent of . . . freedom', Patten sharply distinguishes his
approach from anything that would be understandable as a metaphysical read
ing on his own account of what that means.122 Peter Steinberger took critical

note of Patten's equivocation, holding that his 'interpretation, even as it seeks

to approach Hegel on his own terms, seems to back away from the full force of

the larger Hegelian system... to ignore some of the boldest yet most charac
teristic claims of Hegel's philosophy'.123 In particular, those assertions which
unite free political agency with the capacity for rational thought and a willing
coherence with it.

117 Alan Patten, Hegel's Idea of Freedom (Oxford/New York, 1999), p. 38.
118 Ibid., p. 27.

'19 He attributes the metaphysical reading to Charles Taylor who he claims presents
its most elegant statement in that, for Taylor, 'God plays a pivotal role in accounting for

the intersection of freedom and modern Sittlichkeit' (ibid., p. 17).
120 Ibid., p. 27.

121 In addition, his coverage of the role of the divine as a metaphysical dimension of

politics remains quite limited throughout his book, playing a background role at best.
122 Ibid., p. 166.

123 Peter J. Steinberger, review of Paul Franco, Hegel's Philosophy of Freedom,
American Political Science Review, 95 (1) (2001), p. 205.
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In addition to this, by limiting the metaphysical reading to an understand

ing of the role of God in Hegel's vision of social and political life, Patten
seems to underestimate the full play of metaphysics that the Logic implies for

the theory of right as Hegel himself claims.124 In the end, the perpetuation of

the narrative of the separability of the metaphysical and the political — not
merely as a method but as an imperative — is what is of prime importance
here.

Paul Franco's 1999 Hegel's Philosophy of Freedom witnesses a break with
the Taylor-Wood reading, seeing in Hegel's political thought a critical liber
alism that seeks to marry and balance social with individual goods. Franco's
self-declared goal is to tread a path between the communitarian vision of
Hegel that Taylor propounds and what he considers to be the epistemological
approach of authors like Robert Pippin. Like Wood and Hardimon, Franco
sees in Hegel's civil society a social reconciliation of self and other. In this
position he sees Hegel as compatible with liberal ideals: freedom for Hegel is
at the centre of political life, its institutions of rationality and social reconcili

ation beyond atomizing alienation serve this end.
On these grounds he proclaims that Hegel is 'largely successful in defend

ing the modem, liberal social order on a basis that goes beyond liberalism'125
based on an assessment of his political thought that takes freedom to be 'the
first, last, and in many respects only theme of Hegel's political philosophy'.126

Unsurprisingly, and very much in the spirit of the liberal trend of interpreta

tion initiated by Pelczynski in 1964, Franco dispatches with the systematic
concerns Hegel had woven into the Philosophy of Right, declaring: 'Much of
the argument of the Philosophy of Right is intelligible on its own and can be
evaluated without reference to the logic.'127 This seriously undermines his
earlier statement that '[t]he argument of the Philosophy of Right is incompre

hensible without some acquaintance with Hegel's logic'.128 At best he credits
the logic as merely a 'model' for Hegel's 'procedure' in his political thought,
one through which 'only the most formal understanding' of the latter is pro
duced.129

In the end, and wholly in-line with most other theorists working in the lib

eral trend as well as Neuhouser's publication of the following year, this strat

egy repeatedly settled on a revised basis for the elaboration of right: 'Its
practical relevance to the understanding of liberal democracy at the end of the

124 Thom Brooks restates this point: 'Hegel is also quite clear that the Philosophy of
Right should be understood within the context of the larger system and, in particular, its
foundation in his conception of logic.' Brooks, Hegel's Political Philosophy, p. 4.

125 Paul Franco, Hegel's Philosophy of Freedom (New Haven CT, 1999), p. x.
126 Ibid.

127 Ibid., p. 140.

128 Ibid., p. xii.

129 Ibid., p. 153.
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twentieth century.'130 In short, the content which freedom carries will be
determined by the demands and needs of present readership, as opposed to
Hegel's philosophical intentions or intended audience, asserting that Hegel's
'grandiose' politics do not 'fit well with the skeptical temper of our times'.131

This trend would continue apace with the publication of Fredrick Neu
houser's Foundations of Hegel's Social Theory in 2000. As with his predeces
sors, the goal of Neuhouser's book is to make Hegel accessible and intelligible
to a contemporary readership. His central argument takes up the cause of
Hegel's valuation of reason and its necessity for the development of freedom.

'What makes the rational social order rational?' for Hegel, he asks.132 The
answer is freedom, and the articulation of Hegel's foundation of freedom as
the rational basis of the social order and its institutions is presented as his pri
mary focus. Neuhouser argues that this approach is fundamental to the task of

making Hegel's political thought compelling to a contemporary audience.
At the outset, renewing Pelczynski's view vis-à-vis Hegel's system, Neu

houser suggests that it is possible 'to understand his account of what makes
the rational social order rational and to appreciate its force even while
abstracting from those more fundamental doctrines' and that it 'can be use
fully explored in relative detachment from the rest of his philosophy'.133 Most

other authors since Taylor, and perhaps before, have simply made a clear dis
avowal of the value and significance of such considerations. Neuhouser here,
seemingly more apologetic to Hegel's intentions and project, avoids this
approach in favour of a middle position. What seems first and foremost to
concern him, however, is the very same concern with plausibility and the need

for Hegel to be compelling that first asserted itself in Taylor's and Wood's
works. Thus, the paring down of our reading of Hegel's political thought
is warranted to produce such a result, even though we 'lack access' to the
more basic rational foundations which permit freedom to emerge in the first
place.134

His larger goals, as well, reproduce Pelczynski's early liberal apologetics.
In seeking to salvage Hegel's legitimacy as a liberal thinker, Neuhouser wit
nesses only one substantial departure from the classical liberal tradition that
he associates with theorists such as Locke and Rousseau. Where it is the case

that Hegel makes one's class or station in civil society a conditioning, and by
extension, limiting principle, for one's involvement in the politics of the state,

he argues that this 'is the only aspect of Hegel's position that is unequivocally
and irreconcilably at odds with the fundamental tenets of liberalism' and

130 Ibid.

131 Ibid.

132 Frederick Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegel's Social Theory: Actualizing Free
dom (Cambridge MA, 2000), p. 4.

133 Ibid.

134 Ibid., pp. 4-5.
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claims that 'this unattractive and archaic doctrine is a relatively expendable
part of Hegel's social theory'.135

In short, by withdrawing from the metaphysical and political tenets of
Hegel's political thought, which are 'jolting to our modern (liberal) ears',136
we are able to appropriate a 'plausible', 'compelling' and practical theory of
politics from Hegel amenable to contemporary standards. Here then the trend
of detachment restates itself. The central crisis for Neuhouser's strategy, as
was the case for Patten before him, is that the withdrawal of the rational con

tent from experience, in emphasizing and fixating on the practical procedure
of modern politics, is to remove Hegel's creative assessments of what gives
content to freedom in the first place, and to replace these considerations with a

democratic surrogate: 'a variety of forms of that ideal [freedom] that are gen
erally recognizable as good by modern subjects'.'37

Conclusion

While a short list of relevant works have come into print since Neuhouser' s
publication, this overview sums up the latent yet ongoing complaint that is
deeply woven into the liberal as well as cultural trends of English-speaking
interpretation. These views seem to hold that:

we can't consent to Hegel's rational vision as a legitimate basis for positive
politics as it would all but eliminate consent in the first place, but are willing
to accept a neutered version predicated on the commonsense version of
freedom that we, today, can live with.

The greater challenge for scholarship arises where such readings attribute
these very views and intentions to Hegel himself,138 or leave Hegel altogether

behind in highly selective and unreflective appropriations that generally fail
to consider what value there may be behind his systematic and metaphysical
intents in the first place. While the former represents a crisis for com
mentative scholarship, the latter seems to suggest a far more serious problem
that goes beyond Hegel scholarship and speaks to proprietary assumptions in
Anglophone political thought and philosophy. For example, and witnessing
Neuhouser, most informed commentators would find laughable any intention

to import Hegel's presuppositional metaphysics of the spirit into contempo
rary constitutional or legal frameworks. However, the same cannot be said for

a consideration of our own presuppositions without which political assump
tions, judgments and statements lose intelligibility, and normative force by
extension, and become the outward restatement of positive convention and
mere descriptions of precedent. Here, as Peter Steinberger has brought out,

135 Ibid., p. 205.

136 Ibid., 215. The inclusion of the word 'liberal' here is Neuhouser's own.

137 Ibid., p. 270.

138 Tunick had the good sense to voluntarily resign from any such claim.
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'the state is essentially a structure of intelligibility that embodies and renders

authoritative a society's collective judgment about how things in the world
really are'.139 Practical politics becomes the outlet for such 'collective' meta
physical commitments where 'ordinary political activity focuses largely on
establishing and explicating one or another version of that [collective] under
standing'.140 In short, Hegel's work should not first and foremost be taken as
an invitation to dismiss his foundations in favour of our own, but rather as an

opportunity to explore and extend the intelligible depths of the latter with ref

erence to political thinking.141

Too quickly do the two trends described above dispense with the issue of
justifiable and intelligible foundations, making consistent reference to the
presumptions of present-day methodological and political norms. As a result,
they miss out on the deeper project within which Hegel is crucially involved;
the reconciliation of political problems with those metaphysical. This largely
occurs under the shadow of appropriations of useful and insightful theoretical

elements in Hegel's thought, empowering these authors to advance their own
ends with seemingly little self-inspection or interrogation. On this charge, the

liberal and cultural interpretations fail Hegel's thought by omitting consider
ation and elaboration of the justificatory arguments for such projects; a
demand which Hegel's political thought makes a central concern. Appeals to
anti-foundationalist strategies for the reading of Hegel's thought are made
almost exclusively in the name of the contemporary pillars of methodological
positivism and post-positivism on the one hand, and pluralistic forms of liber

alism on the other, and lead one to question why these authors would choose
Hegel, of all authors, as grist for their mills.

Herein it becomes all the more difficult to accept the oft-repeated critique

of the arch-conservative, obscurantist or quietistic implications of Hegel's
metaphysics that require us to take leave of his larger system in consideration

of his political thought. Contemporary authors sustaining these positions have

insisted upon pragmatic appropriations and the separability of the political

139 Peter J. Steinberger, The Idea of the State (Cambridge/New York, 2004), p. 192.
140 Ibid.

141 On this last point 1 diverge from Brooks' approach: 'a more accurate understand
ing' of Hegel's thought is insufficient to an understanding of Hegel, to history or the
history of ideas. Rather, an accurate understanding requires recognition that the meta
physical ideas in his work are part and parcel of his historical response to fundamental
conceptual problems which problematize political thinking and which are the very pre
conditions of its richness and depth. To get Hegel right we must struggle to understand
why metaphysical foundations matter, not merely for his political thought but for politi

cal thought in general. While Brooks does not foreclose on this possibility, it remains
outside his line of argument.
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content from the 'incredible'142 and 'discredited'143 logical shell, dismissing
Hegel's explicit attempts at systematic unity. The claim of separability is at
the core of these authors' strategies for dealing with the place of politics in
Hegel's larger system. As others have argued, most authors concede the pres
ence of metaphysical elements in Hegel's political thought.144 Yet, as I have
brought out, the resistance against the inclusion of these elements in consider

ation of Hegel's political thought has consistently led to a revisionist strategy
of selective appropriation. The reasons repeatedly asserted against inclusion
are various; the rejection of their having any practical value, the need to make

Hegel's political thought relevant and compelling for a contemporary world,
the odious presence of their reactionary and authoritarian character, their
methodological discrediting, their opaque mysticism, etc.

What concerns me here is to bring attention to the essentially over-determining

result that this century-old and forceful trend has had. This procedure has
taken the dismissal of Hegel's insistence on unity as a starting point, and real
ized a revised body of Hegelian political thought. The result is a scholarship
which has come to take the deformation and morbidity of Hegel's meta
physical presuppositions for granted, ultimately converting the prescriptive
project against metaphysics into a descriptive one. That is, the prevailing pro
scription of Hegel's opaque system has led to its effective elimination from
our representations and understandings of his political thought. The theoreti
cal ramifications of such a remainder, for our thinking and not just for his, are

substantial and the subject of another study.145

Eric Goodfield AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF BEIRUT

142 Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society, p. 69.
143 Allen W. Wood, 'Reply', Bulletin of the Hegel Society of Great Britain, 25

(1992), p. 41. Wood qualifies this discrediting but the overall argument functions on the
assumption that the Logic 'provides no good basis for his [Hegel's] ethics' (ibid.).

144 Brooks, Hegel's Political Philosophy, p. 3.

145 Goodfield, Hegel and the Metaphysical Frontiers of Political Theory. This sub
ject is given primary attention in chs. 4, 5 and 6.
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