
Hegel also argues strongly against the 
epistemological emphasis of modern philosophy 
from Descartes through Kant, which he describes as 
having to �rst establish the nature and criteria of 
knowledge prior to actually knowing anything, 
because this would imply an in�nite regress, a 
foundationalism that Hegel maintains is 
self-contradictory and impossible. Rather, we must 
examine actual knowing as it occurs in real 
knowledge processes. This is why Hegel uses the 
term phenomenology. Phenomenology of mind is 
thus the study of how consciousness or mind 
appears to itself. In Hegel's dynamic system, it is the 

study of the successive appearances of the mind to 
itself, because on examination each one dissolves 
into a later, more comprehensive and integrated 
form or structure of mind.

Phenomenology of Spirit

Stage 1: Reality (being) is shaped by thought and is, 
in a strong sense, identical to thought. Therefore, 
the underlying structure of all of reality is ultimately 
rational, logic is not merely about reasoning or 
argument but rather is also the rational, structural 
core of all of reality. Thinking and being are 
equivalent, and so logic and metaphysics are 
equivalent as well. The underlying element of it all 
is Geist; thus the activity of thinking is no less than 

Geist articulating itself.  Hegel argues in his 
speculative logic that being is to be understood as 
self-determining reason or “Idea” (Idee).

Encyclopedia Logic
Lectures on Logic
The Science of Logic

Stage 2: As Geist works itself out more fully, it 
reaches the point where it simply cannot remain as 
it is; it is incomplete, and therefore it "others" itself; 
this is where the philosophy of nature emerges. In 
the philosophy of nature, however, he goes on to 
show that logic tells only half the story: for such 
reason is not something abstract—is not a 
disembodied logos—but takes the form of 
rationally organized matter. What there is, 

according to Hegel, is thus not just pure reason but 
physical, chemical and living matter that obeys 
rational principles..

The Philosophy of Nature

Life is more explicitly rational than mere physical 
matter because it is more explicitly self-determin-
ing. Life itself becomes more explicitly rational and 
self-determining when it becomes conscious and 
self-conscious—that is, life that can imagine, use 
language, think and exercise freedom. Such 
self-conscious life Hegel calls “spirit” (Geist). Reason, 
or the Idea, comes to be fully self-determining and 
rational, therefore, when it takes the form of 
self-conscious spirit. This occurs, in Hegel's view, 
with the emergence of human existence. Human 
beings, for Hegel, are thus not just accidents of 
nature; they are reason itself—the reason inherent 

in nature—that has come to life and come to 
consciousness of itself. Beyond human beings (or 
other �nite rational beings that might exist on 
other planets), there is no self-conscious reason in 
Hegel's universe.

Lectures on The Philosophy of Spirit
The Philosophy of Subjective Spirit (proposed)

In his philosophy of objective spirit Hegel analyses 
the institutional structures that are required if 
spirit—that is, humanity—is to be properly free 
and self-determining. These include the institutions 
of right, the family, civil society and the state. 
Free will can only realize itself through the 
context of: 
1) Law/Right – non-interference as a way of 
respecting others 
2) Morality – humans re�ect their own subjectivity 
of others in order to respect them, 
3) Ethics – integrates individual subjective feelings 

with universal notions of right realized through 
family civil society and the state. History follows the 
dictates of reason and that the natural progress of 
history is due to the outworking of absolute spirit.

Lectures on Natural Right and Political Science
Elements of the Philosophy of Right

Art expresses Absolute Spirit through objects that 
have been made (sensuous expression).

Art, for Hegel, also gives expression to spirit's 
understanding of itself. It di�ers from philosophy 
and religion, however, by expressing spirit's 
self-understanding not in pure concepts, or in the 
images of faith, but in and through objects that 
have been speci�cally made for this purpose by 
human beings. Such objects—conjured out of 
stone, wood, color, sound or words—render the 
freedom of spirit visible or audible to an audience. 
In Hegel's view, this sensuous expression of free 
spirit constitutes beauty. The purpose of art, for 
Hegel, is thus the creation of beautiful objects in 
which the true character of freedom is given 
sensuous expression.
The principal aim of art is not, therefore, to imitate 
nature, to decorate our surroundings, to prompt us 
to engage in moral or political action, or to shock us 
out of our complacency. It is to allow us to 
contemplate and enjoy created images of our own 

spiritual freedom—images that are beautiful 
precisely because they give expression to our 
freedom. Art's purpose, in other words, is to enable 
us to bring to mind the truth about ourselves, and 
so to become aware of who we truly are. Art is 
there not just for art's sake, but for beauty's sake, 
that is, for the sake of a distinctively sensuous form 
of human self-expression and self-understanding.

Lectures on the Philosophy of Art

Religion expresses Absolute Spirit through the 
images and metaphors of faith (feeling and belief ).

In religion—above all in Christianity—spirit gives 
expression to the same understanding of reason 
and of itself as philosophy. In religion, however, the 
process whereby the Idea becomes self-conscious 
spirit is represented—in images and 
metaphors—as the process whereby “God” 

becomes the “Holy Spirit” dwelling in humanity. 
Furthermore, this process is one in which we put 
our faith and trust: it is the object of feeling and 
belief, rather than conceptual understanding.

Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion

Philosophy expresses Absolute Spirit  through pure 
concepts (conceptual understanding).

The highest, most developed and most adequate 
understanding of spirit is attained by philosophy 
(the bare bones of whose understanding of the 
world have just been sketched). Philosophy 
provides an explicitly rational, conceptual 
understanding of the nature of reason or the Idea. 
It explains precisely why reason must take the form 
of space, time, matter, life and self-conscious spirit.
In Hegel's view, philosophy and religion—which is 
to say, Hegel's own speculative philosophy and 
Christianity—both understand the same truth. 
Religion, however, believes in a representation of 
the truth, whereas philosophy understands that 
truth with complete conceptual clarity. It may seem 
strange that we would need religion, if we have 

philosophy: surely the latter makes the former 
redundant. For Hegel, however, humanity cannot 
live by concepts alone, but also needs to picture, 
imagine, and have faith in the truth. Indeed, Hegel 
claims that it is in religion above all that “a nation 
de�nes what it considers to be true” (Lectures on the 
Philosophy of World History, 105).

Lectures on the History of Philosophy

In the philosophy of absolute spirit Hegel then 
analyses the di�erent ways in which spirit articulates 
its ultimate, “absolute” understanding of itself. 

Stage 3: When this stage of its development is 
completed, Geist "returns" to itself, which is the 
emergence of the philosophy of mind. 

The Philosophy of Spirit

How to Use this Chart
This chart provide some assistance for those who 
do not have the time to read everything Hegel 
wrote and to allow readers approaching Hegel 
for the �rst to have some sense of what they are 
reading and how it �ts into the larger picture. 
Hopefully this should to facilitate a more 
sympathetic understanding of Hegel greater 
appreciation of his overall project. 

The far right column presents an outline of Hegel 
entire philosophical system. It provides a roadmap 
to help situate one’s reading within the larger 
system. The far left column provides a summary 

of that section of system. This will help to clarify 
references and arguments dependent upon other 
parts of the system that are outside your current 
reading and to help you keep the overall argument 
in mind as you read particular works.

The center columns show the writings that address 
that particular part of the system. There are three 
kinds of writings attributed to Hegel. The �rst are 
the three volumes of the Encyclopedia of 
Philosophical Sciences in Outline. These provide 
an overview of the entire system. There were not 
intended to stand on their own but were to be used 

by his students as a kind of syllabus for his lecture 
courses. While they were not intended to stand 
on their own and the ideas are not fully developed 
they do show how all of Hegel’s ideas �t together 
and represent the best description of the overall 
structure of his system.

The second center column has the lectures courses. 
Hegel did not write the text for these books and 
they were not published in his lifetime. These were 
edited from the notes and transcriptions of his 
former students. They vary quite a bit based on 
which student was taking notes and which year 

that student heard the lectures. While they 
are not written by Hegel they are very 
important because they represent the only 
full explication of his philosophical ideas.

The third center column shows the books 
that Hegel himself wrote and published. 
They are polished and authoritative 
however they only represent a small part 
of the entire system and many points 
reference and require clari�cation from 
other parts of the system.
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