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appear to comprehend him even if only to forget about him! Despite the dearth of debates and discussions, making 

an effort to understand Hegel‘s theories is undeniably a worthwhile endeavor. From this researcher‘s perspective, 

doing so consistently sheds light on the kinds of experiences that we, as human individuals, go through on a daily 

basis. Hence, this paper assumes in the line of Zizek that true Hegelians must freely declare their critical integrity 

and explain the significance and validity of Hegel to the modern intellectual environment without equivocation. This 

paper also has similar objectives to revisit and contextualize Hegel once again to understand our fundamental human 

situation better. 

 

Hegelian Philosophy of History: One very distinctive and promising dimension of Hegel‘s entire work is his 

philosophy of history. It is incontestable that Hegel was, beyond all else, a historical figure who regarded human 

thoughts and understanding as unfolding in a process through time. Hegel‘s whole philosophical system is so 

dynamic that no other philosophy/method of looking at the world has ever been. We come to terms with the 

―fundamental core of the Hegelian system‖ [3] when engaging with Hegel‘s Philosophy of History. 
 

To begin with the Hegelian Philosophy of History, we must first grasp one notion in our thoughts vividly from the 

very outset. For Hegel, human history is neither a random assortment of occurrences nor a place where things 

merely happen as a cacophony of sound and fury signifying nothing. [4] History is instead ―a dynamically propelled 

process‖. [4] That dynamic refers to how humans learn to realize that they are ―independent and rational‖ creatures 

dwelling in a rational world. [5] In other words, history shows the progression of the tale—the tale of people‘s 

intellectual awakening to an authentic awareness of themselves and their role in the universe. We must acknowledge 

that Hegel is not making a sweeping generalization here. Many may very well argue that history demonstrates 

human progress. This is not an exceptionally provocative or peculiar thing to say, but what Hegel is suggesting is 

something far more potent than this. 
 

Hegel first claims that being intellectually enlightened entails knowing that people are rational and free. Secondly, 

human history from the beginning was already ‗fixed‘ upon a process and a trajectory that will carry humanity to 

just such an understanding that humans are free and inhabit a rational universe. [7] Now, this realization of reason 

and freedom has existed from the dawn of human history, but the condition is such that humans were simply 

unconscious of it. It is something they would only be able to realize at the ‗end‘ of the whole enterprise when they 

would finally become logical and free in their self-realization. We should keep in mind that Hegel was writing in the 

early 19
th

 century when he said this: after the process, human beings will be able to look back and see that over the 

last three thousand years or more, they have been a part of a grand narrative that has been all about the expansion of 

human freedom and human rationality which is history‘s ultimate objective. 
 

Hegel argues that history‘s ultimate objective, or Telos, was always there from the start and that the course of 

history was such that it just brought that objective to a fruition. [5] For example, let us consider human history to be 

like the germ of, say, an Oporajita plant. From the beginning, the seed carries within itself the neurological destiny 

of blossoming and becoming the plant. The entire plot and strategy of turning the Oporajita seed into a plant were 

there from the beginning, packaged up in the blueprints of the seed‘s DNA. However, the seed itself, of course, was 

not aware of this fact. The seed only realizes that it is ‗a flowering plant‘ by becoming one. The case is precisely the 

same with humans of the Hegelian world. From our earliest beginning, we had bundled up within us ―the destiny of 

becoming free and rational beings.‖ [8] It just took humans several millennia with many disasters and detours along 

the way to realize this freedom and rationality in the present day. This is, in brief, Hegel‘s concept of history. 

What makes Hegel‘s historical philosophy unique is the belief that history is propelled forward by a dynamic force 

that ultimately leads to a predetermined final point. So, if this dynamic force/factor is indeed the engine of all 

historical change, we must comprehensively grasp what it is. To put the matter simply, the dynamic factor in 

Hegel‘s philosophy of history is ―the gap between the ‗concept of spirit‘ and ‗the idea of spirit.‘‖[5]. 

 

The Concept of Spirit and the Idea of Spirit: To elaborate on these two notions, let us begin with the ‗concept of 

Spirit‘. Spirit is a crucial term in the entire Hegelian system. Spirit is the ultimate reality for Hegel. In Hegel‘s 

universe, ―[S]pirit refers to the realm of conscious experience, which, according to Hegel, is the ultimate and only 
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reality.‖ [10] A world beyond conscious experience makes no sense for him since nothing can be said about it. It 

does not exist unless we can perceive it as a conscious experience. Since we are not aware of it, it is not real. 

This ‗Spirit‘ of the universe of conscious experience is the symbiotic relationship between individual consciousness 

or, more specifically, human beings—it is the collective consciousness. We (i.e., our human existence) emerged 

from the myriad subjective minds of experiencing conscious humans. We are all a part of the Spirit, yet ―it 

transcends and exists beyond all of us.‖ [11] It is everlasting (having no past or future) because it constantly exists in 

the eternal present. Here lies Hegel‘s absolute idealism. He says that what is ultimately real is the collective thoughts 

of humans, and this is the ‗Spirit‘. 
 

Then comes ―the concept of Spirit‖ which is the most critical aspect of his argument. The notion of Spirit represents 

the essence of the Spirit itself. According to Hegel, the spirit is freedom and reason. It represents the essence of our 

collective thoughts as thinking, conscious people. The thing which most firmly defined this consciousness is rational 

thoughts, and rational thought is also the freedom of humans. According to him, our collective consciousness is 

radically free as ―spirit produces itself and makes itself what it is.‖ [5] In other words, the spirit is self-generating 

and independent of all external stimuli. 

 

Reason, Freedom, and Humanity: Hegel‘s usage of the word ‗freedom‘ is unusual and practically unmatched in 

the broad Anglo-Saxon philosophical and political history; thus, it is critical that here we further decipher these two 

concepts ‗freedom‘ and ‗reason‘. Interestingly, Hegel asserts that freedom and reason are the same things. To be free 

for humans is to be independent, and to realize one‘s nature is to become what one is (the process of self-

actualization). Self-actualization is how people become what they are really made up of, which is a logical thinking 

person in all their fullness. [12] Nothing in our ‗bodies‘ or animal appetites differentiates us as humans or sets us 

apart from other species; all animals and creatures share these traits. Hegel contends that the only thing that 

distinguishes humans from other animals is our capacity for rational thinking. [12]. 
 

The nature of human consciousness then is ‗thought.‘ Thought, for Hegel, is always rational. Humans are only free 

when they behave following their reason since only then do they comprehend their nature and act according to their 

own self-generated will. Hence, for the collective mind of humans ―freedom is the reason‖. [17] When one acts 

rationally, one acts freely because one acts like a self-determining human and not, for example, like an animal acting 

by its utterly blind instinct. Therefore, as Hegel sees it, humans are free and rational, and this timeless fact applies to 

the collective human condition.  In other words, a free human is a human realizing itself, which means being 

rational. That‘s what it means to be human. Therefore, ―to be rational is to be free‖ [17]. It is to realize the essence 

of a thing that we are. [12] That‘s Hegel‘s concept of freedom. But the problem lies in the fact that the ideas in 

people‘s minds, the ways they think about their situation, generally do not recognize this truth about their own 

essence: freedom and reason. When we observe humans in history, we find that they have generally not understood 

that ―they are essentially rational and free, they have not been fully self-aware, they have not properly grasped either 

their own nature or the relationship to the world around them.‖ [9] They are being, to put it bluntly, ignorant.  
 

This is exactly where the Hegelian conceptualizations of history again come in. The function of history is to bring 

the ideas people hold regarding the nature of what they are and who they are in interline with ―the truth of the 

essence of what they are‖ (e.g., rational and free). [10] History then is the process by which ideas evolved in the 

minds of people until eventually the idea of spirit corresponds to the concept of spirit; and this idea which finally 

corresponds to the concept of spirit is called by Hegel the ‗Absolute Idea‘. [13]. 
  

At this point, Spirit exists both as a concept (which was always true from the beginning) and reality as embodied in 

the thinking minds of conscious humans. History brings forth this correspondence, according to Hegel. Humans now 

finally perceive themselves to be what they have always essentially been: absolutely free and rational. [10] And as 

this concurrence occurs, at this point, history ends—the history that finally fulfilled its function by bringing these 

two together: the idea and the concept. That is the function of history. Here, a diagram may illustrate this complex 

function more vividly: 
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Figure 1: Diagram of Hegelian Concept of History. 

 

On the left hand side of the above diagram, we may observe that at the beginning of human history there was a large 

gap between the concept of what the human ‗Spirit‘ is, and the actual ‗Ideas‘ humans hold regarding the nature of 

what and who they are. Humans had some understanding that they are rational and free but only the barest glimmer. 

Over time as human understanding develops, this gap contracts until eventually (in the 19th century) humans began 

to fully comprehend, they are essentially free and rational. [4] At this level, nature and the distance between the Idea 

of spirit and the Concept of spirit become null. 

 

Approaching the Absolute: Human consciousness, which is man‘s attempt to make sense of himself and his world, 

naturally develops over time towards a greater understanding of this world. Hegel assumes that humans make 

intellectual progress over time. Here he puts forward his striking concepts of ‗dialectics‘.  

Now the dialectic is one of those words one encounters in Hegel which sounds rather scary. In other words, 

dialectics means that ―the ideas develop and become better ideas by coming into conflict with one another.‖ [14] 

This dialectic of ideas has been going on ever since humans formed any ideas about the world at all. Now, whatever 

thought people construct about the universe has some truth/s, but not all truths since it portends the Absolute 

Idea/Absolute Truth. [14]. 
 

As every given thought is insufficient because it catches only part of the facts and hence does not completely 

understand reality fully; it always leaves up the potential of an opposing idea or even the negation of that very idea. 

Because of the antagonistic interactions between these two concepts, a newer and fuller idea will arise that combines 

insights from both the seminal idea and its negation, bringing it closer to the ‗Absolute Idea‘. Of course, this new 

thought falls short of the Absolute Idea, and therefore a fresh dialectic begins. [14] Therefore, according to Hegel, 

no human insight is ever lost, and each idea becomes closer to the Absolute Idea than the preceding one, which is 

how ideas advance. 

 

Conclusion: History ends when the distance between the concept of spirit and the idea of spirit closes to the 

vanishing point—when human consciousness arrives at the Absolute Idea and comprehends that all humans are free 

and rational and exist within a free and rational universe. At this point, ―the concept of spirit is actualized in reality 

as the actual idea‖. [15] So, the concept which was there from the beginning but was not there in the minds of the 

humans from the beginning is now finally present to the conscious thinking mind. Since the concept of spirit has 

been realized as the Absolute Idea and humans now know themselves to be free rational and self-determining 

beings, the dialectic of ideas ceases, and history ends therein. [4] At last, there are no more ideas to be grasped 

because the ‗Absolute Idea‘; which is the absolute grasp of the essence of things, has been achieved. There is no 

contradiction to that; there is no negation of the Absolute Idea; nothing else to say, everything that is true has been 

grasped; nothing else can be further posited meaningfully as its negation. 
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In fine, we may also look back through the dim and distant past and see that there was all alone a narrative driving 

the evolution of the human experience, and the evolution of the human experience was driven by the feeding 

forward of the human mind often driven by passion and emotion but always moving forward to an ever deeper and 

greater grasp of the essence of our actual condition that ―we are free and rational being in a free and rational 

universe.‖[4].   
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