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        Robert Wicks has achieved the near-miracle of presenting the whole of Hegel’s thought in a way that will both enlighten the novice and be of great interest to seasoned Hegel buffs for its originality and insight. Wicks’s esteem for Hegel is evident throughout; he writes from the heart as well as the intellect.

        MICHAEL INWOOD, AUTHOR OF A HEGEL DICTIONARY AND EMERITUS FELLOW, TRINITY COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Hegel is a notoriously difficult philosopher to approach on one’s own. This brief introduction offers a useful companion for those making the effort: after opening a window on Hegel’s life and times, Wicks offers a helpful reading of some of the most crucial moments in Hegel’s writings, including key sections of the Phenomenology of Spirit and Encyclopedia. And, in nicely emphasizing the dynamic, practical, and ultimately comprehensive character of Hegelian thought, Wicks suggests—perhaps most importantly of all—some of the reasons his work still matters so much to us philosophically.

        C. ALLEN SPEIGHT, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF PHILOSOPHY, BOSTON UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Hegel is one of the world’s most important—and most difficult—philosophers. This short book brings these ideas to life in real simplicity that would help spark future interest in his groundbreaking ideas.

        THOM BROOKS, PROFESSOR OF LAW AND GOVERNMENT AT DURHAM UNIVERSITY AND DEAN OF DURHAM LAW SCHOOL

      

      

      

      
        
        
        This short book, which outlines G.W.F. Hegel’s main ideas, summarizes the philosophical works and positions with clear, non-technical language while maintaining the dominant threads and principles of explanation that carry throughout Hegel’s systematic philosophy. Indeed, Robert Wicks’s highlighting of Hegel’s view that all of reality is a complex process of growth and development is mirrored in the author’s own tracing of the development of Hegel’s philosophical positions, from the earliest to the last of his writings. By accentuating the biographical, historical, and intellectual context of Hegel’s thought, Simply Hegel provides an excellent introduction—simply but not oversimplified—that will be accessible to anyone new to Hegel, as well as a helpful refresher for those who already have some familiarity with this great thinker.

        DAVID A. DUQUETTE, AUTHOR OF HEGEL’S HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY: NEW INTERPRETATIONS AND PROFESSOR EMERITUS, ST. NORBERT COLLEGE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Simply Hegel is an extraordinary achievement. Robert Wicks manages to explicate Hegel’s multifaceted system and convoluted arguments in ways that are grounded in scholarship, enlightening, sympathetic, and humorous. This book is welcome to anyone trying to make Hegel’s thinking plausible to first (and second, and third) time readers. Whether one approaches Hegel from the traditional perspective of the Phenomenology of Spirit or from that of the Encyclopaedia system, Wicks’s contribution helps readers see the wood beyond the trees while whetting readers’ appetite for studying the trees as well.

        ALLEGRA DE LAURENTIIS, PROFESSOR OF PHILOSOPHY, STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK AT STONY BROOK
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      Simply Charly’s Great Lives series offers concise yet deeply insightful introductions to the world’s most influential thinkers and creators—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other extraordinary figures whose ideas and achievements continue to shape our world.

      Each book opens a window into the life and mind of its subject: their work, their inspirations, the pivotal moments that defined them, and the obstacles they overcame along the way. You’ll also find glimpses of their lesser-known sides—the quirks, contradictions, and private battles that make genius feel unmistakably human.

      Written by leading scholars and experts who have spent years studying their subjects, these volumes move far beyond the familiar timeline of “greatest hits.” They dive deep into the thought processes, struggles, and turning points that propelled these figures toward their most enduring contributions.

      The Great Lives series brings clarity and depth to complex lives, transforming historical icons into vivid, relatable individuals whose ambitions and doubts mirror our own.

      Ultimately, we hope that these books do more than inform—that they inspire. Because the best stories of extraordinary lives don’t just teach us about the past; they remind us what’s possible in our own.

      
        
        Charles Carlini

        New York City
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      Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel was one of the world’s greatest philosophers, and anyone who approaches his writings for the first time will inevitably be puzzled. Indeed, people who have studied his work for decades still labor to decipher the meaning of certain passages. At the same time, there is an amazing simplicity that underlies Hegel’s thought: he saw the universe as a single being that is growing into maturity; humans are the leading lights in this growth, as we work together to build a more rational, morally balanced society. His vision is a tremendous and inspiring one for anyone who looks forward to world peace.

      Since the time of Hegel’s death in 1831, there have been many readers and interpreters of his 20 volumes of writings. Renditions of his philosophy are assorted, and corresponding differences of opinion as to what his most important insights were—differences of opinion about “what is living and what is dead”—are notable in contemporary Hegel scholarship.

      This book is entitled “simply” Hegel. It presents a traditional reading of Hegel as a supreme metaphysician who formulated one of the most impressive and comprehensive philosophical systems in the history of human thought. These days, it is no longer popular to compose grand philosophical systems, but it was standard practice to do so during the early 19th century when he lived. This book tries to respect the spirit in which this great philosopher formulated his thoughts, and does not follow contemporary fashion, which sometimes departs radically from the tradition in which Hegel wrote. The hope is to present in outline Hegel’s views as they were originally intended to be understood, acknowledging that this is an unattainable ideal that can only be approximated, if only because we live with the perspective of a different century.

      This book presents “simply” Hegel in another sense as well. Rather than working through the complex details of his arguments in sequence, as would an advanced and lengthy study, Simply Hegel sums up his main ideas, sometimes with diagrams and charts, along with accompanying examples to illustrate his insights. The aim is to present Hegel’s philosophy in a straightforward, easily understandable, and yet substantially useful and meaningful way, establishing a foundation for further study, if that is desired. As the book works through the contents of his philosophical development and writings, it emphasizes how Hegel’s message can apply constructively to one’s life and fundamental attitudes, and perhaps even change them. The conclusion offers a set of prescriptions from Hegel’s philosophy that can apply constructively to our own lives.

      I owe a profound debt to the people with whom I studied and conversed about Hegel over the years. These include my teacher at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and now good friend, Ivan Soll; my instructors, Christoph Jamme and Helmut Schneider, many years ago when I was a student at the Hegel-Archives in Bochum, Germany; my classmate from graduate school and fine Hegel scholar, Ken Westphal, who I’ve known for decades; and Bob Solomon, an outstanding human being and philosopher in so many respects, who visited Auckland frequently when he was alive and taught so inspiringly as a visitor in my classes. My greatest debt is to my many students who attended my undergraduate class on Kant and Hegel at the University of Auckland, and to the University of Auckland itself. Without them, I would never have been inspired to understand and communicate Hegel’s views as best as I could.

      My first class in Hegel—it was a philosophy of history class—was at Michigan State University, taught by Richard Peterson, where we read Hegel’s lectures on the history of philosophy. It was the most eye-opening book for me, since it described the course of world history from beginning to end as a single narrative. Never had I seen how human history could make sense. I was not in the position to be critical at the time, but this book had a constructive effect on my appreciation for philosophical systems of thought. Prior to that experience, I had been immersed in the study of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language under the guidance of Ronald Suter, one of my first and most authentic professors of philosophy and true Wittgensteinian in the best sense of the word.

      Upon attending graduate school at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, I was exposed to some highly accomplished and influential scholars who specialized in causal and information-based theories of knowledge, mind, and meaning. That path changed a couple of years after I took a graduate course on Hegel’s Phenomenology with Ivan Soll, who reawakened my interest in this philosopher. Working thereafter with Ivan, Bill Hay, and Don Crawford, whose expertise in Kant’s aesthetics gave me a solid background for understanding Hegel from a Kantian perspective, I decided to write a Ph.D. thesis on Hegel’s aesthetics under Don’s supervision. The comparison and contrast between Kant’s and Hegel’s philosophies formed the basis for all my subsequent studies.

      On a more recent note, I would like to thank Charles Carlini, whose editorial support and understanding during the composition of this book has been so impeccably first-rate. It has been a pleasure to work with Charles and to have been given the opportunity to communicate Hegel’s views to others through this book.

      
        
        Robert L. Wicks

        Auckland, New Zealand
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            HEGEL’S LIFE AND TIMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Hegel was born in the city of Stuttgart on August 27, 1770—the same year as the composer Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), the English poet William Wordsworth (1770-1850), and the German poet Friedrich Hölderlin (1770-1843), with whom Hegel would become good friends. Hegel is correctly known as a German philosopher, but the country that we now know as Germany did not exist during his lifetime. The German territory was then part of the Holy Roman Empire, which was a complex collection of kingdoms, duchies, and other domains ruled by monarchs under the authority of the Holy Roman Emperor. The Empire began with the reign of Charlemagne (800-824) and dissolved in 1806 after a decisive battle in December 1805 between Napoleon’s army and the Russians and Austrians at Austerlitz, in the present-day Czech Republic. When Hegel was born, the Holy Roman Emperor was Joseph II, the “king of Germany” and of other lands, who ruled from 1765 to 1790.

      
        
          [image: The Holy Roman Empire in 1789 at the time of the French Revolution, when Hegel was 19 years old.]
        

        The Holy Roman Empire in 1789, at the time of the French Revolution, when Hegel was 19 years old.

      

      Hegel was born in Stuttgart, in the Duchy of Württemberg near the Black Forest area of today’s southwestern Germany. His family was of sound social status, neither extremely wealthy nor impoverished, but well-educated, comfortable, and respectable. His father worked in the financial offices of the Duke of Württemberg, and his mother was the daughter of a successful lawyer. Hegel was very close to his mother, who taught him Latin when he was young. She died when
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      Hegel’s thoughts on religion, Kant’s influence
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      Final years

      
      
      
      The University of Berlin
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