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GEORG HEGEL
 (1770—1831)

Jürgen-Eckhardt Pleines1

As is usual in the German language, the concept of Bildung (shaping or education in the broadest
sense) is used by Hegel in a variety of different ways and applied equally to the study of nature, society
and culture with their different developments and forms. It accordingly extends from the organic
natural drive (nisus formativus, inward form) to the processes by which ethical and mental maturity is
acquired and on to the highest spiritual manifestations of religion, art and science in which the mind of
an individual, a people or the whole of mankind may be represented. The specific pedagogical or
educational significance of the German word plays only a subordinate role.

In this article, the pedagogical content of Hegel’s work will be approached primarily from the
theoretical perspective of education in its broadest sense. This is not an arbitrary decision that might be
prejudicial to the existing body of texts and to their objectively correct interpretation. On the contrary,
this viewpoint is the only way of arriving at a correct assessment of the possible significance of typically
Hegelian reflection on what is commonly referred to today as ‘educational action’, with a view to
applying those ideas in a derived form under the present circumstances. In contrast, for example, with
Kant, Hegel himself assigned a particularly high importance to this broad concept of education as a
source of proof in his ‘Phenomenology of the Mind’ and in his lectures on ‘The Philosophy of Justice’.
He did so for historical reasons and also for reasons pertaining to developmental logic. These are the
two areas in which it is possible to perceive most clearly how Hegel interpreted the ‘educational
question’ and what he saw as its limits and problems.2

However, in order to acquire a comprehensive picture of the different aspects from which the
phenomenon of education is viewed in its natural and mental, as also in its ethical and cultural, aspects,
we must move beyond these sources and turn our attention to texts on aesthetics, the philosophy of
religion and even on logic, which repeatedly provide sometimes surprising insights into the Greek
paideia, and also into the characteristic educational principles of modern times. At all events, that has
always been the approach of leading Hegelians to the area of pedagogics. The same attitude is
encountered when Willy Moog, for example, goes so far as to put the question as to whether the more
extensive principle of Bildung, which was systematically developed by Hegel, did not at the very least
relativize the task of education as such or even render it superfluous.3

However, the concept of education in its narrower sense was not alien to Hegel. It was after all
one of the guiding themes of his age, even if its relative value in the interplay of schooling, training and
teaching was not uncontroverted, after the frontiers of all education committed to the principle of
practical reason had become indeterminate. Hegel also associated certain more clearly defined concepts
with the word education. However, he never developed them in a broader context so that any exegesis
must draw together the threads of the many—occasionally whimsical—statements dispersed
throughout his work and try to establish a mosaic pattern before drawing conclusions from them. With
that end in view, we shall concern ourselves primarily with the ‘Nuremburg texts’ and with the
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passages from the ‘Encyclopedia’ which are a source of information on natural, mental and ethical
development. Here, we shall also find statements on the need for, and limits of, educational measures,
and on the function of general, specialized and philosophical teaching.

But even in these publications which deal in various contexts with pedagogical issues, many a
false hope will be disappointed because Hegel’s interest in what is commonly termed ‘shaping of the
will’ or character formation was not particularly high. He was quite rightly concerned that educational
endeavours of this kind might imperceptibly turn into doctrinal teaching or mere mental dressage in
which reason, understood as personal insight, reflection and intelligence, would fall by the wayside.
However, in the narrower area of intentional endeavours and teaching measures, it is possible to
discern in Hegel’s work the fundamentals of an educational theory whose principal purpose is to
overcome self-willed action and self-seeking interests in the theoretical and practical spheres alike, and
so move on ultimately to that common purpose of knowledge and volition which is essential to permit
ethical action and culture.

Significantly, Hegel believes that pedagogics must serve to ‘shape the subjective mind’4 and,
referring to the teaching situation, recalls ‘the extent to which Christ had in mind the shaping and
perfection of the individual through his teachings’.5 In both cases the task must be to ‘impart a sense of
ethics to man’. Logically, therefore, pedagogics takes a ‘natural’ view of man and points the way to
‘his rebirth, to the transformation of his first nature into a second, spiritual nature so that spirituality
becomes a habit for him’.6 This is the only route by which man can take possession of his true, spiritual
nature.7 However, this is only possible if the ‘individual will’ is relegated to the background; man must
be made aware of the ‘futility of self-seeking’, whereas the ‘habit of obedience’ must be instilled in
him.8 Man must therefore learn, in the interests of his own broader education, to abandon his purely
subjective ideas and to be receptive to the thoughts of others,9 in so far as they are superior to his own.

It is therefore unacceptable for man to ‘indulge in his own caprices’; that would simply throw
the door wide open to arbitrary action. This self-will, which bears within it the germ of ‘evil’, may even
have to be broken by ‘discipline’.10 The transition from natural love in the parental home to the strict
objectivity of a school must be seen in this light; here the child ‘will not only be loved, but also
criticized and guided according to general principles’.11 Consequently, the school must reflect a
common will and the teaching must be focussed solely on the material which is to be presented and
understood.

That being so, the task of all education would not simply be to take suitable action to ensure
that natural and mental developmental processes take place with the fewest possible inhibitions, but
also to see to it that individual and social life are conducted in a spirit of reflective speech, generous
thought and reasoned action to their highest possible level of perfection. Hegel was convinced that this,
in turn, would only be possible if, in both practical and productive terms, the distinction between will
and reason made by the old school of psychology of character attributes could be overcome and with it
the disjunction between ethical and dianetic virtues. These two contrasts both tend to destroy the unity
of action and, in the final analysis, mean that the individual ceases to be recognizable in his own actions
and works.

This alienation had, of course, already led in philosophy to an ethic of external success and, at
the other end of the scale, to an ethic of sentiment. Hegel believed that both these approaches bore
within them the risk of ethical and moral isolation. His judgement of ‘romantic irony’ and of its
consequences for philosophical ethics was correspondingly harsh. Torn between the longed-for
‘beyond’ and the disillusion of the ‘here and now’, recent moral philosophy had increasingly been
characterized by a divided and split consciousness whose certainties and truths bore within them its
own contradiction, accompanied by the hope of emerging from this desperate situation with outside
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help. Hegel’s analysis of education must be understood in terms of its deep roots in this horizon of
questions that point far beyond strictly educational interests. His analysis sought to reduce a historical
and systematic problem to a common denominator, taking in all forms of consciousness as they were
understood in his day and suggesting a pressing need for their interpretation.

With reference to the classical, medieval and modern understanding of education whose
possibilities and limits Hegel thought through in a manner which, in all likelihood, nobody before or
after him equalled, he distinguishes various sides, levels and forms in the process of ethical and mental
education, and in its different stages and manifestations. He was always aware of the risk of
‘excessive’12 or ‘distorted’ education, and he also cited the reasons for which the enlightened
‘viewpoint of education’13 must, despite its recognized absolute significance,14 be refuted.15 In this
sense, Hegel was certainly the greatest educational theorist of the age of German idealism; he was also
the sharpest critic of the modern principle of education which ran the risk of degenerating into ‘mere
egoism’ or into a pure instrument of ‘arbitrary action and domination’.16 As to the indispensable
‘acquisition’ of formative knowledge,17 which enriches the cognitive and active subject in equal
measure and transforms and liberates him,18 Hegel warned that the subjective-formal aspect of the
‘appropriation’ and ‘use’ of acquired knowledge must not be made the sole centre of attention in this
process; account must also be taken of their objective side by which knowledge itself is brought to life
and reshaped in the spirit of the age.19 It is true that each individual must first pass through ‘the
formative stages of the general mind’ in the learning process, but the thinking contemplation of nature
and a reasoned shaping of history will bring about a substantive change. In that twofold sense, the
formative process must not be seen simply as a quiet and continuous progression. On the contrary,
education has an earlier material content and object which it reprocesses, changes and reformulates
independently.20 That in turn is only possible if the mind has escaped from the ‘immediacy of substantial
life’, acquired a ‘knowledge of general principles and viewpoints’ and attained the stage of ‘objective
thought’,21 which will in future enable it to think and act in a reasoning manner. The subjective side of
the formative process by means of which the human condition is placed on a ‘free mental foundation’22

is therefore described as follows: ‘This individuality assumes its own essence and that is the only way in
which it can have a true existence; its reality and force are equivalent to its degree of education.’23

These different standpoints and levels of modern educational thinking also include the
fundamental difference between theoretical and practical education, which can be compared with the
difference between contemplative and active reason.24 This brings into play a second form of
knowledge which is essentially different in terms not only of its object and genesis but also of its
justification. However, both forms share the ability to abandon the ‘individual particularity’ of
knowledge and volition in order to impress upon both the ‘stamp of generality’. Seen in that light,
education always takes the ‘form of thought’ according to which ‘man is able to know himself and act
not simply according to his inclinations and desires, but to pull himself together’. Thus he sets the
object free and is accustomed to ‘act theoretically’.25 This ‘emphasis on the generality of thought’ and
this achievement of a reasoned abstraction constitute the absolute value of education26 which is not
attained automatically. Referring to both theoretical and practical knowledge, Hegel speaks of the need
for ‘hard work to eliminate the mere subjectivity’ of feelings and behaviour, of opinions and volition in
so far as they follow mere ‘caprice’.27 Theoretical education includes, above all, the acquisition of
varied and proven knowledge and ‘the generality of points of view’ from which things can be judged,
in other words a ‘feeling for objects which are free and independent and not overlaid with
subjectivity’.28 On the other hand, practical education imparts the ability for man to adopt a reflective
and moderate attitude to the satisfaction of his natural needs. That, in turn, is only possible if he
liberates himself from blind nature, devotes himself to his profession and does not merely remain
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confined to the necessary ‘satisfaction of natural needs’ but is also capable of ‘sacrificing himself to
higher duties.29

Modern theoretical and practical education

Hegel appreciated, and at the same time criticized, the modern form of theoretical and practical
education for its strictly formal and unilaterally subjective character. The theoretical plane involved first
and foremost the standpoint of modern reflective philosophy founded on the theory of cognition30

which, hand in hand with the viewpoint of the psychology of character attributes, distorted
understanding of the independent nature and inner purpose of the ‘thing itself’.31 At the practical level,
he went on to criticize the lack of understanding of the forces of the objective mind which were made
clear in their independence and freedom in the institutions of society and culture expressed through
ethics and language. He set great store by the ‘unique attitude of Greek education as spirituality which
has its own individual character’,32 but warned at the same time, taking the example of the sophists,
against an education which was merely subjective or strategic without any deeper system of reference.
He believed that this had many points in common with ‘modern evil’.33 This ‘position of subjectivity’
could only ‘arise in an age of high education in which serious faith has perished and mere vanity
prevails’.34 But this same position is exposed to the criticism of creating room for arbitrary and random
action in the theoretical and practical spheres alike.

Hegel was thus conscious of the origin of, and need for, the concept of education, but its
intermediate position in the case of the sophists, who had shaped the nature of philosophy,35 already
called attention to a dilemma which persisted in modern education. Referring to Socrates, Hegel
maintained that the mind must have attained ‘a given level’ of ‘subjective and objective mental
development’ before the emergence of philosophy;36 he therefore attributes an ‘infinite value’ to
education.37 On the other hand, he speaks of an ‘absolute point of transition’ to call attention to the
limits of an education which adheres to a fixed standpoint instead of moving on to ‘understanding
thinking’.38 That risk already lay in store for the sophists.39 However, it did not develop fully until the
days of late-scholastic philosophy and the modern enlightenment. Viewed from this angle, the feature
shared by both forms of enlightenment was that their content consisted solely of the ‘development of
formal understanding, but not of reason’.40

With reference to the typical, modern principle of education, Hegel concedes that education
has been decisively important in all ages but believes that it ‘acquired a unique significance’ in the days
of the Reformation.41 This ‘education in reflection’ created, in respect of both volition and judgement, a
need to ‘adhere firmly to general viewpoints and apply them to the particular so that general forms,
laws, duties, rights and maxims are determining factors and reign supreme’.42 But this form of
education could only lead to ‘free judgement’ and not to conceptual thinking. It therefore remained
strictly formal with a one-sided attachment to the subjectivity of knowledge and volition. This was
made apparent by an analysis of the bourgeois conscience and by an assessment of the French
Revolution, both of which proved capable of liberating the subject absolutely but were at the same time
unable to give a positive meaning, i.e. a firm content and an objectively convincing shape, to freedom.
Education under these conditions thus became a ‘source of disintegration’43 whose effects were bound
to be felt very soon in the theoretical and practical spheres, although to differing degrees.

By directing his criticism at the ambiguity of all modern education, Hegel raised problems
which have continued to overshadow us until today. The ambiguity of ‘renunciation’ and ‘alienation’
which are necessary attributes of all education, has left an inevitable mark on the history of the moral
sciences and gained a permanent place in our thinking, speech and action. In this sense, Hegel of course
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saw the general task of his ‘Phenomenology of the Mind’ as that of ‘leading the individual away from
his uneducated standpoint and on to the acquisition of knowledge’,44 which could only be achieved by
‘shedding his immediate self’.45 In this context, Hegel was also prone to speak of ‘alienation’ which, in
effect, occurs whenever the mind has lost its faith in an immediate ethic and sees itself as a moral
subject.46 In this confused state, ‘perfect education’ is placed in ‘deadly jeopardy’47 - a situation which
led on to the phenomenon of ‘romantic irony’48 in the history of philosophy and became the preserve of
‘bourgeois society’ with all its consequences.49

The true contradiction, however, facing modern education, which it was unable to understand
or surpass, led the moral world view on which it was based astray into a state of unjustified self-
certainty and endless criticism of everything which already exists. Hegel described this dubious
certainty of all ‘moral education’ in the following words: ‘This negative aspect is itself a characteristic
of education; it is in the nature of a feeling of profound revolt against everything which exists today,
which is alien to self-awareness and wishes to exist without it, in which it finds no trace of itself; a
certainty of the truth of reason which it assumes with the distance between intellectuality and the world
and is certain of its own destruction.’

Significantly, he goes on to mention the other side of the moral viewpoint: ‘The positive
phenomenon includes so-called immediately understandable truths of sound human reason [...] which
contains nothing other than this truth and the need to find itself and remains blocked at the level of that
need.’50 Against this ironic suspension of all that exists, which allows nothing real to escape its own
judgement and declares itself to be the sole yardstick of goodness and justice, he objects elsewhere:
‘Incipient education always begins with criticism, but complete education sees the positive side in all
things’.51

The modern notion of reason

An even more fundamental reproach is leveled against typical modern education when it is accused of
being in a state of inner torment which is manifested in its own language.52 This criticism culminates in
the following observation: ‘Mental education, the modern notion of reason, brings out this conflict in
man which makes him an amphibious being trying to live in two mutually contradictory worlds so that
the conscience is set adrift in this contradiction and blown hither and thither, unable to find satisfaction
anywhere.’53 But if education resides in this very contradiction which it is unable to overcome through
reason, it will remain at the level of reason-based judgements which distinguish between being and
appearance or being and volition as direct contrasts, just as they distinguish between the prosaic here
and now and the ideal hereafter, or the incomparably divine and the pathetically human.

But for Hegel this was only half the truth of this conscious form of an eminently ironic or even
despairing faith, since these very conflicts bore within them the hope of ‘intercession’ or
‘reconciliation’. He therefore goes on to write in the work cited above: ‘This duality of life and
conscience brings with it a need for modern education, governed by reason, to put an end to this very
contradiction. However, if understanding cannot break out from the vice-like grip of these contrasts,
the solution for the conscience will remain purely hypothetical [...].’

When the ‘standpoint of education’ is viewed in this manner with Hegel in both
philosophical/historical and systematic perspectives, it is seen to be a necessary stage in the general and
individual process of acquisition of maturity by the mind which, torn by inner conflicts, has not yet
come into its own and now looks forward to its future fulfilment. In Hegel’s scheme of things, this
conscience is consequently not only split, but also feels an urgent need to settle those very conflicts
which it has itself brought forth, although it can never do so. In the long run, it is impossible to live in
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this dual world;54 and so education looks, in the last resort, to philosophy for an answer to those
questions which it had itself raised but was unable to answer within the confines of its own horizon:

The question then arises as to whether this universal conflict which is unable to move beyond the stage of mere theory and
postulated solutions, is truth itself and the highest ultimate purpose. If general education has lapsed into the same
contradiction, the task of philosophy will be to resolve the conflicts, i.e. to show that neither the one in its abstraction nor
the other in its same biased position hold the truth, but are on the contrary self-destructive; truth lies in the reconciliation
of the two and in intercession between them, and this intercession is no mere abstract demand but something which has
already been brought to completion and must always be so completed hereafter.55

The fracture between two worlds which is deeply felt by education and the ‘need for a philosophy’56

which is supposed to resolve this contradiction without simply negating it in the name of a direct or
absolute knowledge, affects practical knowledge in particular because the growing alienation between
ethics and morality, which was to gather pace in the modern world, led to a lack of direction in speech
and action in which education played a determining role.57 The criticism already made by Hegel of the
educational system of the sophists, which owed much to the philosophy of Plato or Socrates, was
strengthened in the longing for a pure morality which could forget reality and the present in its radical
criticism of existing circumstances in the name of the absolute.

The truth of this education which either degenerated into irreconcilable contradictions or
awaited its redemption from outside in a spirit of longing despondency, was either a ‘feeling of deepest
revolt’58 or the inability to act59 in relation to a world which did not bend itself to its own ideal
standards and justifiably made its own demands of a morality which had become alien to it. In this way,
modern education suspended the link between practice and reason, so opening the door to ideologies
which were to become dangerous to human action in many respects. Pedagogics were also exposed to
this risk and their plea for ‘development of the personality’ may under certain circumstances seem just
as dubious as the tendency to subscribe to an educational theory which has long ago lost all certainty of
its foundation in reason and increasingly seeks its salvation in the irrational; but this may well deprive it
of any firm basis in comparison with the Hegelian position.
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