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conception of India and Indian philosophy if in that text he levels a critique of 

Romanticism that anticipates, resembles, or is connected with his critical appraisal of 

India. In fact the Phenomenology does contain such a critique, and moreover at a few 

points in the text Hegel’s discussion unmistakably proceeds with reference to Eastern 

cultures specifically, obscure and devoid of proper names as the language might be on the 

whole. 

That Romanticism is a target of criticism in Hegel’s Phenomenology is perhaps 

well enough known not to require a thorough rehashing here, but some discussion should 

still prove useful before proceeding to the instances in which Indian (or, generally, 

“Oriental”) traditions receive mention in the text. After all, not just the extent of Hegel’s 

Romanticism or anti-Romanticism but also the very purpose, structure, and contents of 

the Phenomenology remain subjects of serious debate for historians and philosophers. 

Hegel scholar and translator Richard Kroner indicates these multiple sites of controversy 

when he writes that the Phenomenology “is without doubt one of the strangest books ever 

written…[M]any obscure passages remain open to interpretation. The work claims to be 

rational, but it shows every evidence of having been written under inspiration. In fact, it 

unites extremes seldom or never before united. It is vehemently anti-Romantic, yet it is 

undoubtedly the most Romantic of all Hegel’s writings.”
137

 One of the single most 

famous sentences of the Phenomenology, occurring first in the preface but recurring in 

slightly altered formulations at various points in the text, epitomizes the Hegelian 

absolute-idealist philosophy of the Phenomenology in distinction to competing strains of 

thought such as subjective idealism and Romanticism. Hegel declares, “In my view, 

which can be justified only by the exposition of the system itself, everything turns on 
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grasping and expressing the True, not only as Substance, but equally as Subject.”
138

 

Subsequent philosophers and scholars have ascribed immense significance to this 

declaration, and with good reason. For one thing, the pair of terms “substance” and 

“subject” highlights the central importance of modernity for Hegel as the exclusive 

historical moment at which Spirit is poised to arrive at self-consciousness—or, more 

precisely, as the moment at which it has already succeeded in doing so. As discussed 

above, in ancient Greece, according to Hegel, Spirit existed immediately insofar as 

human beings were part of an “ethical substance,” within which they were wholly 

identified with and identifiable according to their social roles. Subjectivity resulted from 

the irreconcilable conflicts that these roles necessarily generated, exemplified for Hegel 

by the tragedy of Antigone. The emergence and intensification of the free subject as self-

aware agent, which reached dizzying new heights in the early modern period with Bacon, 

Descartes, and the Enlightenment, marked a movement of Spirit that it would be futile to 

hope to undo or reverse. Self-conscious Spirit cannot be a return to pre-subjective ethical 

substance, a primordial oneness of everything, but must make room for independent 

individuality. 

Moreover, the statement that “everything turns on grasping and expressing the 

True, not only as Substance, but equally as Subject," is key to understanding what Hegel 

took to be a fundamental philosophical difference between himself and his 

contemporaries. In the context of what was said about Spinoza and Romanticism in 

Chapter 1, it must be noted that on Hegel’s interpretation—however contestable it might 

be—Spinozism is perhaps unparalleled in articulating subjectivity as substance, but it is 
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incapable of perceiving substance also as subject. Romantic thought, for its part, ends up 

(as the preface to the Phenomenology alleges) oscillating between two opposed but 

equally one-sided poles. One is an overemphasis on independent subjectivity, which 

insofar as it prioritizes subjective consciousness in aesthetic experience and as 

“intellectual intuition,” duly acknowledges and values the subjective, but in effect wants 

to do away with substance, or at the very least to relegate it to a mysterious, still all-too-

Kantian “beyond” that is only dimly and periodically accessible, if at all, to the rational 

mind. The other, a Spinoza-inspired return to substance, commits the same mistake that 

Spinoza’s philosophy does in prioritizing the objective and leaving little room for the 

articulation of free, self-determining subjectivity.
139

 

For this reason (among many others that could be offered), it is credible that an 

occasional target of the Phenomenology is the high Romanticism Hegel detected in some 

of his contemporaries. He viewed the exaltation of subjective pure intuition as 

tantamount to abjuration of reason; Romantics’ common-enough fascination with the 

East or the Orient as an exotic source of poetic, aesthetic, and mystical insight facilitated 

this, and so only made matters worse. In effect, as Halbfass has observed, despite “the 

apparent inconsistency” between Romanticism’s vain, narcissistic emphasis on abstract 

subjectivity and its fascination with the exotic East, the truth for Hegel is that “the 

‘Orientalizing’ attitude…only aggravates the condition” of the peculiarly Romantic 

ailment.
140

 The Phenomenology’s preface, for example, in pointing out the 

“impoverishment” of Spirit in the modern world, declares that “whoever wants to shroud 

in a mist the manifold variety of his earthly existence and of thought, in order to pursue 
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the indeterminate enjoyment of this indeterminate divinity, may look where he likes to 

find all this.”
141

 It goes on, however, to insist that locating and partaking in such 

enjoyment cannot serve as a substitute for Knowing: “Still less must this complacency 

which abjures Science claim that such rapturous haziness is superior to Science.”
142

 The 

same train of thought concludes with a remark that charts the vast chasm separating such 

immersion in feeling from the rational life of Spirit, for Hegel. He writes, “Thus the life 

of God and divine cognition may well be spoken of as a disporting of Love with itself; 

but this idea sinks into mere edification, and even insipidity, if it lacks the seriousness, 

the suffering, the patience, and the labour of the negative.”
143

 Here, clearly, edification 

and insipidity refer to bad tendencies to which Hegel thinks Romanticism is ever 

vulnerable—and which are only further enabled by fixation on the “mystic East”—while 

the sentence’s final phrase describes the virtuous activity of reasoning Spirit. Hegel’s 

aversion to the attempt to take refuge in pure intuition or feeling, which to him entails the 

effective abandonment of reason, is abundantly clear here.  

The case could be made, then—and Halbfass for one has indeed made it—that 

Hegel’s desire to temper the Romantics’ exoticizing of the Orient therefore gives a sharp 

edge to his select few direct statements in the Phenomenology about the region. The most 

pointed references occur in §684, §689, and §803 of the book. In the first of these, which 

is the commencement of the first “sub-shape” of reason in religion, “natural religion,” 

Hegel says that whether a belief in a particular “determination of the religious Spirit” is 

true or false depends on the resemblance of Spirit as it really is to the representation 

given it in the religion (via founding narrative, iconography, doctrine, etc.). 
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Consequently, “the incarnation of God which occurs in oriental religion has no truth, 

because the actual Spirit of that religion is without this reconciliation” between Spirit and 

the determination of it via representation.
144

 In other words, Hegel claims that Oriental 

culture in itself has attained to neither the reality nor the conception of Spirit as both 

substance and subject, and so its religion(s) cannot provide Spirit the opportunity to 

behold and comprehend itself as subject in substance, and thereby to be reconciled. The 

second remark occurs shortly after the first, and is noteworthy for equating “the 

innocence of the flower religion,” by which Hegel most likely means Buddhism (though 

he could be referring to Hinduism or even to some kind of generalized pan-Indian 

“religion”), with “the self-less idea of self.”
145

 Finally, and similarly, in the section on 

Absolute Knowing toward the end of the Phenomenology, Hegel states that when once a 

religious community, “so far as it is at first the substance of absolute Spirit,” expresses 

that Spirit as the unity of extension and being, “and in so doing has revived in thought the 

Substance of the Orient, Spirit at once recoils in horror from the abstract unity, from this 

self-less substantiality, and against it affirms individuality.”
146

 This further evinces 

Hegel’s view that Eastern religions accord no place to Spirit in its subjective capacity, 

and hence that even if a philosophy of pure, abstract, or undifferentiated substance seems 

on the surface to be a good antidote to the modern European overemphasis on free 

agency, subjectivity, and individuality, it nevertheless offers no lastingly satisfying 

solution. 

 Thus, in at least at a few places in the Phenomenology Hegel’s mind is on Eastern 

or Oriental culture generally and, arguably, even India specifically. Bradley L. Herling 
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has claimed that §689 in particular is “Hegel’s first reading of Indian culture,” and that 

the section “introduce[s] many of the themes that would persist in Hegel’s interpretation 

of India: it is a realm of pantheism, passivity, selflessness, and amorality.”
147

 Nicholas A. 

Germana has gone even further in a recent essay, echoing Herling’s ideas but adding the 

contention that “the basic place of India in Hegel’s philosophical system was laid out in 

the Phenomenology, and did not change in any fundamental way over the course of the 

next twenty-four years.”
148

  

B. Science of Logic and Encyclopedia 

 Viyagappa has examined in detail the lengthy “exoteric” notes concerning India and 

pantheism that Hegel inserted into the 1831 second edition of the Science of Logic and 

the 1827 second edition of the Encyclopedia. Since these important remarks were only 

present in the revised editions, they will be taken up in section 4 below and also in 

Chapter 3—though it is worth noting here that the remark Hegel added to the 

Encyclopedia appears in a prominent place, namely at the very end and culmination of 

the work: in the last subsection, “Philosophy,” of the last section, “Absolute Mind,” of 

the third part of the text, the Philosophy of Mind (Philosophie des Geistes). Hegel’s two 

texts from the 1810s otherwise contain little more than passing references to India. 

Specifically, there are two in the Science of Logic:  

1) “As we know, in the oriental systems, principally in Buddhism, nothing, the 

void, is the absolute principle.”
149
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2) “With this wholly abstract purity of continuity, that is, indeterminateness and 

vanity of conception, it is indifferent whether this abstraction is called space, pure 

intuiting, or pure thinking; it is altogether the same as what the Indian calls 

Brahma, when for years on end, physically motionless and equally unmoved in 

sensation, conception, fantasy, desire and so on, looking only at the tip of his 

nose, he says inwardly only Om, Om, Om, or else nothing at all. This dull, empty 

consciousness, understood as consciousness, is—being.”
150

 

Across the three volumes of the Encyclopedia there are also just two, if 

considering only Hegel’s own “remarks” (Annerkungen) following numbered paragraphs 

of the text and leaving out pupils’ later “additions” (Zusätze)
151

: 

1) “The Orientals sought to overcome the first defect [from which predicates used 

to characterize God suffer, namely that they have a limited content and are thus 

inadequate], in the determination of God, for instance, by means of the many 

names they attributed to him. At the same time, however, there were supposed to 

be infinitely many of those names.”
152

 

                                                           
150

 Ibid., 97. 
151

 See note 65 below. There indeed are additional references in Encyclopedia Zusätze: e.g., 113 (§63), 120 

(n.17 to §71), 175 (§112), and 224 (§151) in the Logic (Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Encyclopedia of 

Philosophical Sciences in Basic Outline, Part I: Science of Logic, trans. and ed. by Klaus Brinkmann and 

Daniel O. Dahlstrom [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010]); 88 (§275) in the Philosophy of 

Nature (G.W.F. Hegel, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences in Outline, Part II: Philosophy of 

Nature [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970]); and 31 (§389), 39 (§392), 43-44 (§393), 46 (§394), 116 

(§406), and 149 (§411) in the Philosophy of Mind (G.W.F. Hegel, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical 

Sciences, Part III: Philosophy of Mind [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971]). 
152

 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Encyclopedia of Philosophical Sciences in Basic Outline, Part I: 

Science of Logic, trans. and ed. by Klaus Brinkmann and Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2010), 70 (§29). 



93 

 

2) “The cow, the monkey, or the Brahman or Lama do not count as God for the 

Indian thanks to so-called mediated knowledge, reasoning, and syllogism; instead 

he believes it.”
153

 

C. Philosophy of Right 

 On Viyagappa’s interpretation, §355 of the Philosophy of Right (1821) is 

“properly speaking” the only passage in any text published during Hegel’s lifetime 

“which dwell[s] upon the character of the Orient in general.”
154

 This paragraph appears in 

“Ethical Life,” the third, final, and largest part of the Philosophy of Right. It is the sixth-

to-last numbered paragraph in the book and, unlike many of the numbered sections, 

features a specific subheading—“The Oriental Realm.” For Hegel the Oriental is the first 

of four “world-historical realms” that Spirit enters upon, or in (as) which it manifests, 

over the course of its “gaining absolute knowledge of itself and thereby freeing its 

consciousness from the form of natural immediacy and so coming to itself.”
155

 These 

realms have four corresponding structuring principles. Social organization and life in 

each of the four realms follow the ordering principle of each realm. The principle of the 

Oriental realm is “the shape of the substantial spirit as the identity in which individuality 

is submerged in its essence, and in which it does not yet have legitimacy for itself.”
156

 

The worldview that is based on this “shape” of Spirit is “inwardly undivided and 

substantial,” affirming and reflecting that shape. The consequences are diverse but quite 

profound, and it is worth quoting the paragraph at length to gain a clear sense of Hegel’s 

convictions regarding “the Orient” in the early 1820s: 
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According to this view [i.e., the one proper to the Oriental realm], the 

secular government is a theocracy, the ruler is also a high priest or a god, 

the constitution and legislation are at the same time religion, and religious 

and moral commandments – or rather usages – are also laws of right and 

of the state. Within this magnificent whole, the individual personality has 

no rights and disappears altogether, external nature is immediately divine 

or an adornment of the god, and the history of the actual world is poetry. 

The distinctions which develop between the various aspects of customs, 

government, and the state take the place of laws, and even where customs 

are simple, these distinctions become ponderous, elaborate, and 

superstitious ceremonies – the accidents of personal power and arbitrary 

rule – and the divisions of social estates harden into a natural system of 

castes. Consequently, the Oriental state lives only in its movement, and 

since nothing in it is stable and what is firmly established is fossilized, this 

movement turns outwards and becomes an elemental rage and devastation. 

The inner calm [of such a state] is that of private life and of submersion in 

weakness and exhaustion.
157

 

 

In the remark to the paragraph Hegel writes, interestingly, that this first world-historical 

“moment,” i.e., the principle of the Oriental realm, “at which spirituality is still 

substantial and natural constitutes, as a form, the absolute beginning of every state’s 

history.”
158

 A few things about the foregoing passage are notable: for one, the claim that 

“the history of the actual world is poetry” anticipates Hegel’s later claims, in his lectures 

on the philosophy of history and elsewhere, that Indians have no history.
159

 For another, 

with the exception of one earlier mention in the Philosophy of Right (see the following 

paragraph) this is the first time Hegel mentions caste explicitly, and it is already 

presented as something “hardened” and rigid in the Eastern world. Finally, the last two 

sentences recall the viewpoint of the “Spirit of the Orientals” fragment, but they are 

difficult to understand even dialectically: why, for example, does the “movement” of the 
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Oriental state turn outwards in rage and destruction on the basis of there being 

“nothing…stable” in the state (except, apparently, what is “firmly established” and 

“fossilized”)? And why, even if there is a corresponding “inner calm,” must it be one of 

“submersion and weakness in exhaustion”?  

 While the discussion in “The Oriental Realm” remains quite general—Viyagappa 

is absolutely correct in this regard—and thus involves a broader geographical and cultural 

domain than India alone, Hegel does bring up India several times elsewhere in The 

Philosophy of Right. In the remark
160

 to §5, discussing the will in the aspect of abstract 

indeterminacy, Hegel says that the only kind of freedom proper to will in this aspect is 

negative freedom; he continues, “This is the freedom of the void, which is raised to the 

status of an actual shape and passion. If it remains purely theoretical, it becomes in the 

religious realm the Hindu fanaticism of pure contemplation; but if it turns to actuality, it 

becomes in the realm of both politics and religion the fanaticism of destruction…”
161

 At 

§206, in the context of a wider treatment of estates as a development in the sphere of civil 

society, India comes up as a contrasting example to modern western societies where 

individuality, or in Hegel’s words “the principle of particularity and subjective 

arbitrariness,” is given its proper due. “The division of the whole into estates,” Hegel 
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writes in the remark, happened in the East and the ancient world “objectively and of its 

own accord, because it is rational in itself; but the principle of subjective particularity 

was at the same time denied its rights, as when, for example, the allocation of individuals 

to specific estates was left…to birth alone, as in the Indian caste-system.”
162

 Subjectivity 

denied in this way “consequently shows itself – since it likewise appears as an essential 

moment – as a hostile element, as a corruption of the social order” and ultimately “either 

overthrows the social order…or if the social order survives as a ruling power…appears as 

inner corruption and complete degeneration, as was to some extent the case in Sparta and 

as is now entirely the case in India.” Finally, in an unusually long remark to §270, which 

deals with the universality of the state, Hegel discusses the relation between the state and 

religion. Introducing the complexities of the issue, Hegel warns that “it should not be 

forgotten that religion can take on a form which leads to the harshest servitude within the 

fetters of superstition and to the debasement of human beings to a level below that of the 

animals (as among the Egyptians and Indians, who venerate animals as higher 

beings).”
163

 

 

III. Lectures 
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The preceding two sections of this chapter have dealt with both published and 

unpublished works of Hegel’s up to the early 1820s. The decade of the 1820s, or more 

precisely the period of his tenure in Berlin from 1819 to 1831, was a busy one for Hegel 

in terms of lectures. Many, indeed the majority, of his lecture courses on aesthetics, the 

philosophy of religion, the philosophy of history or world history, and the history of 

philosophy were delivered in Berlin: aesthetics four times (1820-21, 1823, 1826, 1828-

29), philosophy of religion four times (1821, 1824, 1827, 1831), philosophy of (world) 

history five times (1822-23, 1824-25, 1826-27, 1828-29, 1830-31). An important 

exception is the history of philosophy; Hegel lectured on the history of philosophy a total 

of ten times in his life, but three of these were before taking up tenure in Berlin—1805-

06, 1816-17, and 1817-18. From 1819 on, he gave a course on the history of philosophy 

every other year: 1819, 1820-21, 1823-24, 1825-26, 1827-28, 1829-30, and 1831 (a 

course that was cut short by Hegel’s death).
164

 

All of Hegel’s lecture manuscripts and notes remained unpublished during his 

lifetime, although student transcripts of his lectures were circulated and even sold on 

occasion. The story of their editions by various figures (often involving decisions to 

combine portions of manuscript from separate courses), their appearance in print, and 

their translation into English (often with further editing and combining) is long, 

incredibly complex, and still far from completed. It is thus unfeasible to offer a course-

by-course analysis of even one of Hegel’s Berlin lecture series, let alone all four, in spite 

of the fact that it has typically been with reference to these lectures (whether direct or 

only secondhand) that charges of Eurocentrism and racism in Hegel have been leveled. 
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For the same reason, however—i.e., that so much more attention has been paid to Hegel’s 

lectures than to his other works—there is less need to devote a great deal of space and 

time to a painstaking review of the lectures. For the purpose of providing a general 

picture of Hegel’s ideas, opinions, and judgments about India and Indian philosophy, a 

representative sampling of remarks both will have to, and can, suffice here.
165

 

A. Aesthetics 

In Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, which incorporates material from the 1823, 

1826, and 1828-29 lecture courses, Hegel has a fair amount to say about India in the 

course of presenting a philosophy of art that accords with his speculative idealism as the 

latter had taken shape into the 1820s. The first part of the lectures articulates the idea or 

concept, in the precise Hegelian sense, of artistic beauty. Here, it is worth noting, Hegel 

insists that the “highest content which” can find expression in art is freedom, since this is 

in fact “the highest destiny of the spirit.”
166

 Freedom, which is also final or absolute truth, 

i.e., truth according to the concept of truth, is likewise the standpoint of religion and 

philosophy (as well as what is communicated by them), but art nevertheless “belongs to 

the absolute sphere of the spirit” and in terms of its content “stands on one and the same 

ground” as they do.
167

 Art properly speaking expresses the Idea, which “is alone the 

genuinely actual,” as beauty; or, to put it another way, art is the self-realization of the 

Idea of beauty in a “sensuous” medium, for “when truth in this its external existence is 
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present to consciousness immediately, and when the Concept remains immediately in 

unity with its external appearance, the Idea is not only true but beautiful. Therefore the 

beautiful is characterized as the pure appearance of the Idea to sense.”
168

 The remainder 

of the lectures present, or embody, a schema that follows this conceptualization of the 

Idea of beauty, with the second part tracing the historical-logical development of the ideal 

of beauty through particular forms of art (the “symbolic,” “classical,” and “romantic”), 

and the third part systematizing the Idea of beauty in art also in terms of specific arts 

(architecture, sculpture, painting, music, and poetry). 

The three discussions of India that are of considerable length fit, apparently neatly 

enough, into this account. In the first of these, Hegel argues that the Indian conception of 

Brahma as an abstract or indeterminate Absolute results in art that must be understood as 

a confused “symbolism of the fantastic,” where consciousness has progressed out of 

immediate identification of the Absolute with externally existent phenomena but has not 

yet advanced to “conscious” symbolism, and instead is only capable of trying to “heal the 

breach again by building the separated parts together in a fanciful way.”
169

 The 

discussion runs to fourteen pages of text, and cannot be analyzed here with sufficient 

attention to its depth and complexity. In the course of it, however, Hegel describes the 

state of Indian consciousness and imagination categorically as one of “continuing 

intoxication, this crazing and crazedness,” which veers between wild sensuous excess and 

the extreme abstraction of an “undetermined and therefore empty universality utterly 

devoid of content.”
170

 Again: “Indian imagination is in general caught in the steady 
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process of introducing into the midst of external appearance whatever is most non-

sensuous and, at the same time, conversely, of obliterating again the most natural and 

sensuous realm by the most extreme abstraction.”
171

  

In the second discussion, having proceeded from unconscious symbolism to the 

symbolism of the sublime, which “lifts the Absolute above every immediate existent and 

therefore brings about the liberation which, though abstract at first, is at least the 

foundation of the spirit,” Hegel identifies pantheism as the first art-form of sublime 

symbolism and Indian poetry as “the first example of such pantheistic poetry.”
172

 He 

reiterates his earlier claim that Brahma is an abstract universality to which all other gods 

in the Indian pantheon revert despite their apparent individuality and specificity. It is “the 

formless One which, only when transformed into the infinite multiplicity of terrestrial 

phenomena, provides an opportunity for the pantheistic mode of representation.”
173

 In 

other words, as a result of their struggle to make individual existents hold up in the face 

of an absolute that swallows all determinacy, Indians end up with poetry that involves 

litanies of such individual “terrestrial phenomena” that are ultimately transcended by an 

asserted substantial unity. After giving one example of this in a description of Krishna 

from the Bhagavadgītā, Hegel declares, “But this recitation of the height of excellence, 

like the mere change of shapes in which what is to be brought before our eyes is always 

one and the same thing over again, despite the wealth of fancy which seems at first sight 
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to be deployed there, still remains, precisely on account of this similarity of content, 

extremely monotonous and, on the whole, empty and wearisome.”
174

 

These first two treatments are placed in the section on the symbolic form of art, 

which is developmentally earlier than both classical and romantic art according to the 

lectures’ structure. The third and final major discussion comes much later in the lectures, 

when Hegel is working through an account of poetry, the fifth and final individual art that 

features in the lectures. Here, however, rather than speaking on Indian poetry specifically, 

Hegel subsumes it under the general heading “The Oriental Epic” as he outlines the 

“historical development of epic poetry.” Acknowledging that at this point he will only 

provide a “fleeting and sketch survey, whatever that may be worth,” he reminds his 

audience that Eastern or Oriental poetry is “generally rather primitive because it always 

keeps closer to viewing things in terms of the substantive whole and to the absorption of 

the individual consciousness in this one whole.”
175

 After arguing that China has no true 

epic poetry, Hegel states that “from the little so far made known to us from the Vedas,” 

religious views in the remote past of India constituted the basis of a mythology that could 

be rendered in epic form. The epics that resulted, however, were heavily religious and 

hence stood “only half at the level of poetry and art.” As Hegel writes, 

Above all, the two most famous of these poems, the Ramayana and the 

Mahabharata, explain to us the entire outlook of the Indians in its whole 

splendour and magnificence, its confusion, fantastic flabbiness and lack of 

real truth, and yet, on the other hand, its overwhelming delightfulness and 

also the individual fine traits of the feeling and heart of these spiritual but 

plant-like beings. […] The substantive foundations of the whole thing are 

of such a kind that our Western outlook can neither be really at home there 

nor sympathize with it because we cannot resolve to abandon the higher 

demands of freedom and ethical life. […] …the spirit which has produced 

these enormous poems gives evidence throughout of an imagination which 
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not only preceded a prosaic social organization but is absolutely incapable 

of the prosaic circumspection of the intellect. It could give shape only in 

primitive poetry to the fundamental tendencies of the Indian mind…
176

  

 

To these more extended reflections on India should be added a few of the many 

statements that appear at various places elsewhere in the lectures yet are nonetheless 

highly significant. For example at one point Hegel asserts, “In India everything is miracle 

and therefore no longer miraculous.”
177

 At another he comments on “Indian feebleness 

and loss of self.”
178

 He says the Greeks “did not persist…in the unfree Oriental unity 

which has a religious and political despotism as its consequence; this is because subject, 

losing his self, is submerged in the one universal substance, or in some particular aspect 

of it, since he has no right and therefore no support for himself as a person.”
179

 

Concerning poetry, he states that “the Eastern mind is on the whole more poetic than the 

Western, Greece excluded. In the East the chief thing is always the One, undivided, fixed, 

substantive…”
180

 Concerning historical sensibility, he flatly announces that “the Indians, 

Orientals in general indeed, except perhaps the Chinese only, have not prosaic sense 

enough to give us an actual historical narrative because they run off into either purely 

religious or else fantastic interpretations and transformations of the facts.”
181

 Lest this 

begin to seem like a simple catalogue of errors and embarrassments, however, two final 

remarks pose an important contrast. The first is taken from the introduction: 
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From this foundation of a genuine spiritual art [in contemporary 

Germany], and the sympathy it has received and its widespread influence, 

there has sprung a receptivity for and freedom to enjoy and recognize 

great works of art which have long been available, whether those of the 

modern world or the Middle Ages, or even of wholly foreign peoples in 

the past, e.g. the Indian. These works, because of their age or foreign 

nationality, have of course something strange about them for us, but they 

have a content which outsoars their foreignness and is common to all 

mankind, and only by the prejudice of theory could they be stamped as 

products of a barbarous bad taste.
182

 

 

The other appears much later, in the section on poetry. Hegel says that “even Indian 

poetry, despite all its distance from our view of the world and from our mode of 

portrayal, is not wholly strange to us, and we can laud it as a high privilege of our age to 

have begun more and more to unveil its sense for the whole richness of art and, in short, 

of the human spirit.”
183

 

B. Philosophy of religion 

 The Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion are perhaps most interesting in that 

they provide clear evidence of Hegel’s turns of thought regarding India as the decade of 

the 1820s proceeded. Several scholars, including the editor of the definitive English-

language version of the lectures, have expended patient efforts to pull apart the threads of 

individual lecture courses, which had become tangled together through the collation of 

student transcripts of various courses.
184

 The result is a valuable outline of the differences 

and commonalities in Hegel’s account of Indian religion across the four courses, from the 

first one in 1821 to the final one in 1831. The precise details of the reconstruction and 
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even a summary comparison of the changes are beyond the scope of the present work.
185

 

One thing that can be said is that the entirety of Hegel’s treatment of Indian religion in 

the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion is contained in Part II, “Determinate 

Religion,” which is—as Peter C. Hodgson rightly terms it—Hegel’s attempt at 

“work[ing] out an adequate philosophical conceptualization of the history of 

religions.”
186

 In the 1821 lecture manuscript, which unlike the later versions of the 

lectures is not fleshed out with additional material from student transcripts, the discussion 

of India is highly condensed, even fragmentary. It is notable for remarks such as, “The 

haste and restless activity of Europeans [is], on the whole, entirely foreign to Orientals, 

who comport themselves as a universal essence, not as a contingent, wholly indifferent 

free will,” and for the claim that Hindus’ chief aim is “annihilation.”
187

 The 1824 and 

1827 lectures, where the discussion on Hinduism runs to nearly 35 pages in translation, 

present it as the “religion of phantasy” (die Religion der Phantasie) whereas in the 1831 

lectures it is “the religion of abstract unity.” While, again, there is much more to the 

matter, the 1824 and 1827 lectures cast brahman, the Indian absolute, as an “absolute 

unity as neuter principle,” which in its abstract indeterminacy whips back and forth 

between the universal One that absorbs all things into itself and needing to proceed to 

particular determinations (e.g., lesser gods and deities) that each take on the aspect of 

brahman before again vanishing into the unity. The result is “confusion marking the 
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Hindu presentation,” and “shocking inconsistency.”
188

 The 1831 course focuses more 

than earlier ones on brahman as “thinking [which]…is known as thinking in self-

conscious beings, in human beings”
189

; Herling concludes that—given the final lecture’s 

unique emphasis on thinking and thought in Indian religion—although other elements of 

Hegel’s late conception of India remain “both dangerous and retrograde,” “For a 

worldview that was supposedly so far away, the recursive movement within Hindu 

religious thought is so Hegelian, recalling the very ‘summum of the idea [the concept,’ 

that it almost seems, in 1831, to be a kind of secret sharer: India as the semblance or 

Schein of Hegel’s system. At the very least, the difference of Indian thought made its 

presence felt” to Hegel.
190

 

C. Philosophy of history 

It has been suggested that Hegel’s philosophical account of world history as 

communicated in the lectures on the philosophy of history is a minor part of his system, 

simply elaborating on what is “thematized only by a few paragraphs” in the Encyclopedia 

and Philosophy of Right.
191

 On the other hand, it has also been claimed that even 

according to Hegel himself “the philosophy of world history is not merely one among the 

many disciplines of his system, but ‘the’ system in its entirety.”
192

 Whatever the case, 

possibly more than anywhere else Hegel displays in the lectures on history a rather 

backward-looking attitude toward India (and the East or Orient generally), that fixes it in 

a position of permanence and stasis despite Hegel’s frequent praise for the originary 
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achievements of its spirit.
193

 In the introduction, for instance, in an infamous formulation 

that Hegel repeats in other places, the audience learns that Eastern peoples only know 

that one is free, while the Greeks discovered that some are free, and only in the modern 

Christian-Germanic world is it known, both for the first time and finally, that all are free. 

“Orientals” specifically, Hegel says, “do not yet know that Spirit—Man as such—is free. 

And because they do not know it, they are not free. They know only that one is free; but 

for this very reason such freedom is mere caprice, ferocity, dullness of passion, or, 

perhaps, softness or tameness of desire—which again is nothing but an accident of nature 

and thus, again, caprice. This one is therefore only a despot, not a free man.”
194

 In a 

comment that elicits a multitude of mixed impressions regardless of how 

nonjudgmentally Hegel may have intended it, he states, “It strikes every one, in 

beginning to form an acquaintance with the treasures of Indian literature, that a land so 

rich in intellectual products, and those of the profoundest order of thought, has no 

History…India has not only ancient books relating to religion, and splendid poetical 

productions, but also ancient codes; the existence of which latter kind of literature has 

been mentioned as a condition necessary to the origination of History—and yet History 

itself is not found.”
195

As a result, India must be non-dynamic, an unchanging society, for, 

“A culture which does not yet have a history has made no real cultural progress, [and this 
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applies to the pretended history] of India over three and a half thousand years.”
196

 To take 

just one more example from among numerous others, in the excursus on India in the 

portion of the lectures dealing with “The Oriental World” Hegel attempts to explain that 

as a consequence of its merely preliminary understanding of the true absolute, which it 

conceives only as undifferentiated substance, Indian consciousness is tantamount to 

dreaming. In dreaming, one’s waking consciousness dissolves into the dream, and 

correspondingly Hegel asserts that the Indian’s loftiest aspiration is annihilation, 

immersion into substantial spirit. Spiritual power, then, is (believed to be) acquired 

through the negation of one’s finite existence, which is a dubious achievement, since, “In 

its highest degree this negation consists in a sort of hazy consciousness of having attained 

perfect mental immobility—the annihilation of all creation and volition,” but nevertheless 

Indians “make it their aim to reach the highest degree of abstraction—the perfect 

deadening of consciousness.”
197

 

Again, critical and reductivist comments in the Philosophy of History are 

accompanied by, and for Hegel do not seem the least bit incompatible with, praise for the 

inaugural and inventive aspects of the Eastern spirit. “In Asia arose the Light of Spirit, 

and therefore the history of the World,” Hegel states in the introduction to the lectures.
198

 

Shortly afterward he adds, in a geographical statement that is also unmistakably 

metaphorical, “The Sun—the Light—rises in the East.”
199

At times, as in the quotation 

above where he acknowledges works of Indian literature as being “of the profoundest 

order of thought,” Hegel even appears to accept more specifically that Indians might be 
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capable of the same kind of rationality as Europeans. Nevertheless, “Europe is absolutely 

the end of history; Asia the beginning,” and the East “is the childhood of History.”
200

 

When the European West reflects on the East, then, it looks back upon its childhood or its 

past; it does not look at a peer, a contemporary. So India, like Asia generally, despite still 

being a geographical place, the home of many human beings, and a living land, is not 

fully present. It is in the past; its culture may persist, but that is all it does: persist—static, 

unchanging, lifeless. 

D. History of philosophy 

Given the position of India in world history, one might think it obvious that Hegel 

would have a consistent standpoint concerning the place (or non-place) of India in the 

history of philosophy. Yet here too Hegel appears to have experienced difficulty. From 

the 1805-1806 lectures in Jena to the first Berlin course of 1819, Hegel’s remarks on 

India and the East were incredibly brief, amounting to a scant few paragraphs.
201

 By the 

1825-1826 course, however, Hegel had added a substantial section on “Oriental 

Philosophy,” placing it after the introductory section but outside Part I, “Greek 

Philosophy.” Philosopher Robert Bernasconi believes that Hegel’s exposure to the work 

of H.T. Colebrooke between 1824 and 1825 led him to think the matter over and 

consequently expand the portion of the lectures dealing with Indian and Oriental 

philosophy prior to delivering the 1825-1826 lectures.
202

 This accords with the positions 

of Halbfass and of Viyagappa, who claims that Hegel “almost translated” Colebrooke’s 
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essays for the lectures, so heavy was his reliance on them.
203

 Both Bernasconi and 

Halbfass take the shift in the length and nature of Hegel’s post-1826 material on India to 

attest to a learning process, “an increasing readiness to differentiate, to await the results 

of further research, and perhaps even to reconsider some of his earlier generalizations.”
204

 

At no point did Hegel reorganize the lectures to incorporate Indian philosophy into the 

main narrative of the history of philosophy, however, nor did he ever publicly proclaim 

its inclusion. Instead, as Bernasconi puts it, “The evidence is that Hegel at the end of his 

life seriously considered beginning the history of philosophy with India, but that he 

nevertheless rejected the idea.”
205

 

For Bernasconi, Hegel’s explanation in the 1825-1826 lectures for why a 

substantive discussion of Eastern philosophy appears for the first time is telling. Hegel 

says it is due to the fact that it has only become possible recently to make confident 

judgments concerning it. Yet this is simultaneously an admission that the choice to 

exclude Asian philosophies previously “was made largely in ignorance and that the 

justification, such as it was, was provided mainly after the fact.”
206

 Relatedly, Park and 

Viyagappa both show that in terms of form as well as content, Hegel’s approach to the 

history of philosophy was greatly influenced by certain of his contemporaries.
207

 He was 

of course also contending with Romanticism, but not only that, Hegel was shoring up his 

own philosophy against attacks. The theologian August Tholuck compared his thought 
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with “Arab and Muslim theosophers on the one hand and Spinoza on the other,” which 

opened Hegel up to charges of pantheism and atheism.
208

 According to Park, Hegel wrote 

Africa and Asia out of the history of philosophy as a way of defending himself against 

these attacks. 

Returning to the structural position of Asian thought in the lectures, Hegel’s 

decision about it and his way of accounting for it are indeed cause for further reflection. 

Park asserts that putting “Oriental Philosophy” in an unnumbered section prior to Part 

One demonstrates that for Hegel “the Orient is literally not part of the history of 

philosophy.”
209

 This is undeniable, since for one thing the lectures’ introduction includes 

a short statement explaining why the philosophy of the East is separated out. For another, 

in setting down his division of the history of philosophy, Hegel says, “Speaking 

generally, we have properly only two epochs to distinguish in the history of Philosophy, 

as in ancient and modern art—these are the Greek and the Teuton.”
210

 The point could 

not be made more clearly. As Bernasconi sees it, “It is as if the very status Hegel gave to 

philosophy made him especially reluctant to expand its boundaries” to include India, 

even as in his last years he increasingly made approving remarks about the presence of 

philosophy there.
211

 

Such remarks, as already indicated, were never entirely unambiguous. To take a 

sampling, just in the introduction to the Lectures on the History of Philosophy, Hegel 

variously says the following: 1) “In the Persian and Indian religions very deep, sublime, 

and speculative thoughts are even expressed;” 2) “it is said that such races [as the 
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Indians] have also had a Philosophy proper to themselves; but the universal thoughts of 

interest to Indian books limit themselves to what is most abstract…;” 3) “The conclusion 

to be derived from this is that no philosophic knowledge can be found here;” 4) “The 

Eastern form must therefore be excluded from the History of Philosophy, but still, upon 

the whole, I will take some notice of it.”
212

 All this is coherent enough, and Hegel’s 

characterization of Indian thought in the “Oriental Philosophy” section is consistent with 

it on the whole. Still, certain passages there are more difficult to reconcile with one 

another than the above. Consider the following trio, for instance: 

1) “The first philosophy in order is the so-called Oriental, which, however, does 

not enter into the substance or range of our subject as represented here. Its 

position is preliminary, and we only deal with it at all in order to account for 

not treating of it at greater length, and to show in what relation it stands to 

Thought and to true Philosophy.”
213

 

2) “It is quite recently that we first obtained a definite knowledge of Indian 

philosophy; in the main we understand by it religious ideas, but in modern 

times men have learned to recognize real philosophic writings.”
214

 

3) “The Idea has not become objective in the Indian Philosophy; hence the 

external and objective has not been comprehended in accordance with the 

Idea. This is the deficiency in Orientalism [i.e., Oriental philosophy].”
215
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Bernasconi and Halbfass have identified additional comments in the manuscripts of the 

1829-1830 lectures where Hegel appears to accept that there was or is philosophy in 

India. Bernasconi points simply to Hegel’s “momentous admission” that “Oriental 

philosophy could be treated as ‘actual philosophy.’”
216

 Halbfass provides a lengthier 

quotation that includes in part the sentence, “In the formation of the Oriental world, we 

do find philosophizing, too—indeed, the most profound philosophizing…”
217

 There is 

some apparent terminological confusion; Bernasconi uses “actual philosophy” to translate 

wirkliche Philosophie in contrast to “philosophy proper,” die eigentliche Philosophie, 

which might suggest that Hegel never claimed the latter could be found in India. 

Halbfass, on the other hand, uses “real philosophy” for eigentliche Philosophie and “truly 

philosophical systems” for wirklich philosophische Systeme, indicating that both phrases 

are Hegel’s. Whatever the case, the deep ambiguity regarding Indian philosophy persists. 

Along with the periodic alternations between cautious openness to Indian thought and 

declarations of its pre-philosophical status, it is characteristic of the Hegel of the 1820s in 

contrast to the Hegel of previous decades. 

 

IV. Hegel’s perplexity: crisis and response, 1821-1831 

From the foregoing it is possible to argue, if not absolutely plain to see, that 

Hegel’s general position and specific ideas concerning India did not remain exactly as 

they had been when first formed in his youth; rather, it appears that they underwent 

modification and revision over time. Beginning at least with Halbfass in India and 

Europe, certain scholars have asserted that this is only natural given Hegel’s historicist 
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sensibilities and sensitivity to the latest information and scholarship available. 

Significantly, with the arrival of famed linguist Franz Bopp to Berlin in 1821 after 

spending several years in Paris studying Sanskrit at the expense of the kingdom of 

Bavaria, Hegel began to follow developments in several European fields of study quite 

closely. Bopp, who remained at the University of Berlin for the rest of Hegel’s life, 

continued to conduct research into comparative grammar and linguistics. It was arguably 

owing to his genial acquaintance with Bopp that Hegel came not only to appreciate and 

speak about the links between Germany (and Europe more broadly) and India, but also to 

learn much about India that challenged his early views. Perhaps, as a result, his irritation 

at certain Romantic appropriations of India was tempered by a dawning respect for its 

cultural and intellectual traditions and productions. 

That there appear to have been shifts and nuances in Hegel’s orientation toward 

India over time is a fact the implications of which are not immediately clear. Certainly, it 

does not categorically invalidate claims that Hegel’s philosophy was Eurocentric or even 

racist, which might still have a solid basis. (These will be elaborated and examined in 

Chapter 4). Nor would it, however, provide much confirmation for views of an 

exclusionary nature, such as “Indian philosophy is not real philosophy;” in fact it 

suggests the opposite, regardless whether Hegel did or did not arrive at an unfavorable 

final position on the matter. But it has perhaps done something different from, say, what 

the bare reality of globalization on its own might do, to draw in to the discussion of cross-

cultural understanding those philosophers of European heritage who have an abiding 

respect for Hegelian thought. 
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Evidence that Hegel learned enough about India to have his early ideas challenged 

or unsettled seems above all to have fanned more fires than it has extinguished. Bradley 

L. Herling has recently offered a compelling case that between 1824 and 1831 especially, 

Hegel found himself profoundly challenged and questioned by what he learned about 

India, with the complexities of his encounter and negotiation being reflected in his output 

during the period. Herling states that “the usual treatment of Hegel’s observations in the 

[philosophy of] history lectures,” particularly if delivered in isolation from other lectures 

and works and using only the 1956 Sibree Englush translation, is insufficient for 

providing insight even into “the context for [Hegel’s] textual practices,” let alone the 

various profound considerations and reconsiderations Hegel undertook.
218

 These 

“dislocations and disruptions” show that “Hegel’s reflection on India…was by no means 

monolithic or self-same,” and the lectures on the philosophy of history are “but one site 

in the development” of Hegel’s multidimensional account.
219

 Herling focuses closely on 

the four versions of Hegel’s lectures on the philosophy of religion (1821, 1824, 1827, 

1831) to trace out the significant shifts in Hegel’s conception of India and Indian thought. 

Already in 1821 “the position of India, taken as pantheistic, was by no means simple; the 

difference of the Orient was already linked to a troubling, pantheistic alterity in Hegel’s 

own philosophical milieu—and perhaps in his own thought.”
220

 For 1824 Hegel greatly 

expanded the section on Indian religion, and posed elements of Hindu thought alongside 

Kantianism in order to critique the latter. The 1824 lectures thus “exhibit a strange 

rupture, where the alterity of the Indian Other tempted Hegel to use it in making potent 

judgments within his own intellectual community,” but in giving in to this temptation 
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Hegel was unable to prevent Indian thought “from drifting dangerously close to the 

European present.”
221

 1827, however, was a “profoundly anti-Indian year” in which 

Hegel, sensing danger in having allowed “moments of cultural and philosophical 

proximity to creep into his system in 1824,” sought to re-establish the distance, 

foreignness, and inferiority (or primitiveness) of Indian thought with respect to Europe.
222

 

In the 1831 lecture course, finally, fresh changes in the ordering, categorization, and 

characterization of Hinduism and Buddhism show that Hegel locates Indian thought at “a 

higher level of conceptual development” than ever before; while the account still contains 

a critique of Asian and Spinozist thought as pantheist, Herling concludes, “we can only 

think that despite his objections, Hegel was coming to peace with these internal and 

external alterities by allowing them some higher dignity within his system.”
223

 

Historian Lucia Staiano-Daniels
224

 contests Herling’s reading, but not in the way 

that might be expected, i.e., by altogether denying the dynamic trajectory that Herling 

charts. Rather, Staiano-Daniels argues that it is mistaken to regard Hegel’s position in 

1827 as so intensely negative. Her article seeks to challenge in Hegelian fashion the one-

sidedness of the received view (among postcolonial theorists particularly, it seems) of 

Hegel as completely derogatory and chauvinistic toward India. This is understandable, 

and it parallels Herling’s concern that reducing Hegel’s engagement with India to “an 

Orientalist straw man is not the best historical approach—and it hardly serves the 

theoretical interests of the present.”
225

 According to Staiano-Daniels, even in 1827 the 
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“darkness” of India proves to be illuminated by certain moments of approval and praise, 

with the result being “a brief and unexpected elevation of Indian thought” as per the 

article’s title. 

Here should be mentioned the Encyclopedia and Science of Logic notes, which 

Hegel composed in 1827 and 1831, respectively, as he prepared revised editions of those 

texts for publication. Herling and Staiano-Daniels do not refer to them in their 

discussions; Viyagappa provides an extensive analysis of the Encyclopedia note, though 

not of the later Science of Logic note. Briefly, it can be said that the note added to the 

Encyclopedia at §573 strikes a tone consistent with the generally conservative and 

denigrating position Herling shows Hegel taking in 1827. After quoting, “amongst [the 

Bhagavadgītā’s] effusions, prolix and reiterative ad nauseam, some of the telling 

passages,” Hegel asserts they reveal that in Hinduism “the empirical everything of the 

world” just drowns or vanishes in the concept of Brahma, “the pure unity of thought in 

itself.”
226

 Hinduism may be a monotheism, Hegel allows, but “so little is concrete in this 

divine unity” of its One that “with a monstrous inconsistency, [it] is also the maddest of 

polytheisms.” So if it is a monotheism, then it is “an example of how little comes of mere 

monotheism, if the Idea of God is not deeply determinate in itself.”
227

 According to 

Hegel, Hindus’ consciousness of the One is “split between the featureless unity of 

abstract thought, on one hand, and on the other, the long-winded weary story of its 

particular detail.”
228

 In this respect the “Mohammedan” absolute is purer and more 

sublime, because it truly exalts and transfigures particulars into the universal that dwells 

in them, instead of just alternating back and forth from one to the other, between 
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proliferation and annihilation. But all the “oriental…modes of envisaging God” are in the 

end defective or incomplete, since “they stop short of defining substance as subject and 

mind.”
229

 

The note in the Science of Logic, added to the section on “Measure” in the first 

book of the first volume of the work (“The Objective Logic”), brings up Indian thought in 

the course of once again addressing the charge of pantheism that has been leveled against 

philosophy. Hegel explains that Indian pantheism “in its monstrous fantasies has in an 

abstract way received this development [of a concept of the one substance] which runs 

like a moderating thread through its extravagances.”
230

 Interestingly, he admits that the 

Hindu trinity has been compared with the Christian and even that “in them a common 

element of the nature of the Notion can be recognized,” before still claiming that the 

difference between them must be understood because “not only is this difference infinite, 

but it is the true, the genuine infinite which constitutes it.”
231

 The Indian doctrine fails to 

achieve the “the dispersal of the unity of substance into its opposite,” that is back out into 

external particulars, and like Spinozism it does not “exclude the unity” but in fact 

overemphasizes it at the cost of the finite—no lasting solution, since “this is only to 

submerge all content in the void, in a merely formal unity lacking all content.”
232

 Perhaps 

nothing in this note is vastly different from Hegel’s earlier characterizations of India. 

What is deeply intriguing about the passage, though, is a certain contrast between it and 

the 1831 lectures on religion; there, as Herling points out, Chinese religion becomes “The 

Religion of Measure” and Hinduism and Buddhism occupy a still-higher stage, “The 
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Religion of Abstract Unity,” where the crucial development in them is “the move beyond 

many arbitrary ‘measures’…back into a rule of universality and singularity.”
233

 As 

mentioned earlier, Herling connects this placement to Hegel’s novel emphasis on 

“thinking” as an essential component of the Indian idea of substance. This means that in 

1831 Indian thought apparently verges, more than ever, on the “thought thinking itself” 

that is characteristic of Hegel’s very conception of philosophy as the doctrine of the 

speculative reflection of self-conscious, self-determining spirit. 

In his important 2014 work, Peter K.J. Park
234

 adopts a perspective that diverges 

from those of both Herling and Staiano-Daniels presented above. Park claims, “What the 

editors Walter Jaeschke and Pierre Garniron took to be Hegel’s increasing interest, over 

the decade of the 1820s, in Oriental philosophies I interpret rather as his increasing effort 

to counterargue the Orientalists’ claims about philosophy in Asia.”
235

 For Park, Hegel’s 

repeated denials that there was (or had been, or could have been) philosophy in the East 

were not simply the frank articulation of a passionate and genuinely-held conviction, but 

were part of a strategy to repel a competing claim made by certain individuals with whom 

Hegel did not (want to) find himself in agreement. Park’s case depends on showing that 

Hegel was part of a certain trend and had to contend with rival ones—that he was 

implicated in, and the status of his own philosophy was threatened by, debates in 

philosophy, theology, and historiography raging in his day. Park brings an immense 

amount of historical research to bear on his thesis and his case is far from weak, but still 
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the fact remains that Hegel spent more time learning about India in the last decade of his 

life than he had in the first five combined. Not only Jaeschke and Garniron but a number 

of other competent scholars, Halbfass and Viyagappa among them, have interpreted this 

as evidence of increasing interest in Indian culture and thought, even partiality toward it 

on Hegel’s part, rather than just a particularly impressive effort to “know the enemy.” 

 In light of the recent and persisting scholarly difference of opinion concerning 

Hegel’s increasing attention to India, a final point stands to be made here, namely that 

Germana’s central claim in “India and Hegel’s ‘Scientific’ Method in the Phenomenology 

of Spirit” turns out to be somewhat extravagant (see p. 25-26 above). Is it really the case 

that from 1807 “the basic place for India was laid out,” and never really changed after 

that in Hegel’s mind or work? From both the voracious reading and study Hegel 

undertook from 1822 onward, and the various revisions scholars have charted in his 

positions and views as reflected in modifications to the content—and sometimes also the 

structure—of his lectures (not to mention the 1827 reviews and the notes added to the 

revised editions of the Science of Logic and Encyclopedia), it must be concluded that 

even if he did eventually reconsolidate his early impressions into a stance relegating India 

to a subordinate position in the hierarchy of peoples, cultures, or civilizations and 

excluding it from the history of philosophy proper, he did so only with certain 

reservations. He labored in progressive, and perhaps progressively uneasy, awareness of 

the challenge India posed to his characterization of it specifically, and to his encyclopedic 

classification and arrangement of peoples as moments in the progression of world-

historical Geist generally.  
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Germana rightly observes that greater acquaintance with Indian thought was 

“destabilizing” for Hegel, particularly insofar as it might turn out that there were deep 

affinities between it and his own thinking. He also stresses that Hegel’s critique of 

Romanticism in the Phenomenology was leveled just as Romantic enthusiasm for India 

was swelling, and that this would become a constant concern. But Germana takes the fact 

that Hegel never explicitly “elevated” India—by admitting it into the history of 

philosophy proper, for example—to indicate that his response was effectively determined 

in 1807. According to Germana, if Hegel had engaged Indian philosophy on its own 

grounds at any later point, then he “might” have promoted it out of “Oriental stagnation” 

and connected it with the history—even the present—of the Greco-European West.
236

 

Hegel’s account of India is static, however, and Romanticism (which glorifies India) is 

always characterized as a hopeless regression, a false move back toward an irretrievably 

lost immediacy. Germana contends that a true disruption of Hegel’s system could only be 

claimed if he had taken India on its own terms, which never happened (because if it had 

then India would have come to occupy a different place in his system), and thus that his 

“evaluation of Indian thought…changed very little (if at all) in its essence” over the 

quarter century from the publication of the Phenomenology to Hegel’s death. 

 Dorothy M. Figueira, also a perceptive yet severe critic of Hegel, shares with 

Germana the view that Hegel’s “idiosyncratic interpretation of Indian philosophy”
237

 was 

inextricably connected with his displeasure at the Romantic Indomania of Friedrich 

Schlegel and others. Her conviction that Hegel’s “determination to establish his own 

system and ‘save’ the intelligibility of history precluded a true interpretation of Indian 
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metaphysics” is well-founded.
238

 Yet it allows nonetheless for a more flexible, nuanced 

understanding of Hegel’s encounter with Indian texts and ideas—of his “rather complex 

negotiation of the nexus between Romantic thoughts and India,” to use Herling’s 

phrase
239

—than does Germana’s “fixing” of Hegel’s essential position in 1807 with 

certain passages of the Phenomenology. Kurt F. Leidecker, who noted some decades ago 

that Hegel may have used and indeed abused Indian thought in the service of certain 

ends, particularly “for the sake of historical and dialectical consistency,”
240

 still 

concluded that the “amount of elucidation and discussion” he offered in his lectures and 

writings “in itself shows that he was wrestling here with quite formidable problems.”
241

 

Moreover, argues Leidecker, there was so much appeal for him in the Indian 

philosophical works that were appearing “that Hegel himself came close to 

compromising his own convictions.”
242

 Even if in the end he did not compromise them, 

there are nonetheless many indications that “the contrast between East and West, though 

frequently discussed with brutal frankness, might not have been conceived as 

absolute.”
243

 Hence, there should not be such a rush to conclude that after penning some 

early remarks in the Phenomenology Hegel had made up his mind for good, and could 

never seriously entertain alternative conceptions about India, Indian philosophy, or the 

relation between India and Europe. There is much that suggests otherwise. 

The present chapter has attempted to gain some initial, limited clarity on a set of 

perplexing problems via a broad survey of Hegel’s writings and statements about India 
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throughout his lifetime. Further understanding, including a fuller picture of Hegel’s ideas 

about various aspects of Indian philosophy, can now be sought through close scrutiny of 

the 1827 reviews, Hegel’s longest and most thorough treatment of Indian thought. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Hegel’s Review Articles on the Bhagavadgītā and Indian Philosophy and Religion 

 

 In 1995, introducing his English translation of Hegel’s two-part review essay of 

1827, Herbert Herring explained that he was motivated to the work by Wilhelm 

Halbfass’s observation in India and Europe (1988) that Hegel’s review “has not found 

the attention which it deserves. It was never translated into English.”
244

 Although 

Herring’s translation is problematic for a number of reasons—one scholar has bluntly yet 

understandably deemed it “inadequate”
245

—it was the first English rendering of Hegel’s 

text and remains the sole one.
246

 Thanks in no small part to both Halbfass’s and Herring’s 

efforts, some notice has been paid in the ensuing two decades to the review. More work is 

still needed, however, for three reasons. First, many contemporary Hegel scholars remain 

altogether unfamiliar with this important moment in his philosophical endeavors. Second, 

when scholars do tackle questions of race, culture, non-Western thought, India, etc. in 

Hegel they often, perhaps even typically, concentrate on his lectures and devote 
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comparatively less (if any) attention to the review—this despite Halbfass’s considered 

opinion that the two articles are “Hegel’s testament, as far as his understanding of India is 

concerned.”
247

 Third, when the review essays are discussed there tends to be a specific 

focus.
248

 Some, like Helmut Gipper and Saverio Marchignioli, have carefully considered 

disputes between Hegel and his contemporaries concerning philology, terminology, and 

translation. Others, such as D.K. Prithipaul, have reflected specifically on the validity of 

Hegel’s critique of the ethical principles advanced in the Gītā. Only a few have offered 

general or overarching analyses; still, in some of these the spotlight is only trained on the 

review for a brief moment, as in Teshale Tibebu’s Hegel and the Third World. In 

particular, Viyagappa’s section “The Weakness of the Unity of Brahman,” in a study the 

stated goal of which is “to read and understand simply the texts which have not been so 

far exposed satisfactorily,” is supposed to be the place where the review is fully dealt 

with.
249

 Yet, while Viyagappa certainly does discuss the review there, he casts it largely 

in terms of Hegel’s critique of Hindu religious thought as a philosophy of substance, 

stressing the themes of Indian monotheism and polytheism present in Hegel’s account. 

Viyagappa’s analysis is sophisticated, lucid, and certainly quite valuable, but it is 

organized along particular interpretive lines rather than according to the article’s structure 

and sequence. The present chapter, then, supplies the detailed reading that is absent from 

Viyagappa’s book, and that is presupposed yet not provided in certain other 
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commentaries and critical analyses. After doing so, the chapter returns to critical and 

scholarly contentions surrounding Hegel’s review and his overall account and evaluation 

of Indian philosophy. First, some background is necessary for understanding the specific 

circumstances that prompted Hegel to compose his reviews. 

 

I. Background 

In addition to what was mentioned in Chapter 1 regarding European attention to 

India (see p. 34-37 and note 68), a further select chronology of key events in the 

transmission of Indian philosophy to early-modern Europe will be helpful here. As early 

as the sixteenth century, interactions between European Christian missionaries—

Protestant as well as Catholic—and Indians in western and southern regions of the 

subcontinent yielded initial documents, such as translations into European languages 

(e.g., Portuguese, French) and manuals in local ones (e.g., Tamil, Marathi, Konkani).
250

 

The year 1651 saw perhaps the first published translation of a Sanskrit text into any 

European language: an appendix of poems by Bhartṛhari included in the Dutch Calvinist 

missionary Abraham Roger’s The Open Door to the Hidden Heathenism (De Open-
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Deure tot het verborgen Heydendom), published in Amsterdam two years after Roger’s 

death.
251

  

Such efforts increased steadily into the 1700s, particularly as the English 

intensified their mercantile and commercial presence; Britain’s East India Company, 

vying successfully against its French and Dutch competitors, gained a customs exemption 

from the Mughal empire in 1718 and then earned extensive land-use and legal-

administration rights in 1765.
252

 The Company had for a time an uneasy relationship with 

the proselytization work of various Christian missions, tending instead to “avoid or even 

prohibit missionary activities.”
253

 (This policy would be reversed shortly after the turn of 

the century.) Missionaries nevertheless remained active, learning and writing locally and 

sending or carrying manuscripts back to Europe. Their contributions were formative and 

established the basis for serious European learning, which was then extended and 

developed through the endeavors of employees of the British East India Company, whose 

ranks swelled in the latter half of the eighteenth century. 

While some missionaries came to respect Indian culture, traditions, and thought 

even as they sought to promulgate Christian teachings and produce converts, this was not 

typically the case. Among a number of eighteenth-century exploits worthy of note is the 

circulation in Europe of a text called the Ezourvedam, a fraudulent version of the Vedas 

concocted by French Jesuits near Pondicherry and possibly meant to be used to convert 

Hindus to Christianity. Voltaire, who had access to it by the 1760s, deployed it for 

exactly the opposite of its intended purpose: to extol the merits of Indian civilization, 
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which he claimed had developed religion on the basis of universal reason, prior to and 

independent of any other human society.
254

 The “scandalous” text of the Ezourvedam was 

published in France in 1778, translated into German a year later, denounced as a forgery 

by the French scholar Pierre Sonnerat in 1782, and further discredited in an 1822 

article.
255

 

The last two decades of the eighteenth century saw an absolute flurry of India-

related scholarly activity, much but not all of it based for the first time on direct and 

extensive knowledge of Sanskrit. Prominent among the productions of the period is 

Charles Wilkins’ full, direct English translation of the Bhagavadgītā, the first appearance 

of that work, and indeed of a major Indian philosophical text, in any European language. 

Wilkins went to India in 1770 and learned Sanskrit in the service of the British East India 

Company. His translation appeared in print in London in 1785 and quickly became 

known throughout Europe. While it may have been, as Figueira writes, that “40 years 

elapsed before the next significant treatment of Indian speculative thought in the 

West”
256

—that is, August Wilhelm Schlegel’s complete translation of the Bhagavadgītā 

from Sanskrit to Latin—a great deal happened in the meantime nonetheless. Wilkins also 

published a complete English translation of the Hitodapeśa, a classic of Sanskrit 

literature, in 1787. Having established the Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784 while there 

in the service of the East India Company from 1783, William Jones also achieved a high 

level of Sanskrit ability and produced an English translation of the fourth-century play by 

Kalidasa, Śakuntala, in 1789. Georg Forster used it to make a German translation, which 

he published in 1791. The next year Herder published his German renditions of excerpts 
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from Wilkins’ two English translations. The first direct Sanskrit-to-English version of the 

Manusmṛti (or Laws of Manu) under the title Institutes of Hindu Law: Or, the Ordinances 

of Menu… was issued in 1796, a posthumous release of the work of Jones, who had died 

in 1794.
257

 A translation of the Īśā-Upaniṣad (or Īśopaniṣad) appeared in the six-volume 

edition of Jones’ collected works brought out in 1799.  

In the first two decades of the nineteenth century, the frequency of significant 

moments in the European intellectual encounter with India did not abate. In 1801, 

Herder’s student Friedrich Majer prepared the first full German translation of the 

Bhagavadgītā, albeit using Wilkins’ English translation rather than the original Sanskrit. 

Importantly, between 1801 and 1802 Oupnek’hat, the first considerable translation of 

some of the roughly 108 Upaniṣads, appeared in Europe. It was the work of French 

scholar Abraham Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron, who had spent the years 1754-1762 in 

India seeking the “original, primal” sources of Oriental religion and studying Persian and 

Sanskrit, the former successfully, the latter much less so. As a result, he based the fifty 

Latin Upaniṣads he published (after testing out four of them in French in 1787) on the 

1657 Persian translation of Dara Shikoh.
258

 A second edition of Forster’s English-to-

German translation of Śakuntala came out with a preface by Herder in 1803, the year of 

Herder’s death. Friedrich Schlegel, who spent 1803 and 1804 learning Sanskrit in Paris 

with Alexander Hamilton (a British navy officer who had been stationed in Bengal and 

studied Sanskrit alongside William Jones and other Asiatic Society members), crafted 
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fragments of the Bhagavadgītā directly from Sanskrit into German in his Uber die 

Sprache und Weisheit der Indier of 1808.
259

 Thaddä Anselm Rixner ventured a German 

translation of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad from Anquetil-Duperron’s Oupnek’hat in the 

same year. Schlegel’s older brother August Wilhelm Schlegel, who began studying 

Sanskrit in Paris in 1815 under Antoine-Leonard de Chézy and along with his compatriot 

Franz Bopp, was called to Bonn in 1818 to occupy the first chair of Indology in 

Germany, assembled the first Devanāgari (Sanskrit-script) printing press in Europe there, 

and then in 1823 published the Bhagavadgītā in full Latin translation with the Sanskrit 

text accompanying it.
260

 Finally, Henry Thomas Colebrooke, who along with Wilkins and 

Jones was a major early figure in British Indian studies, brought out two essays in 1824 

in Transactions of the Royal Asiatic Society, the journal of the organization he had 

founded the prior year. Colebrooke had spent the years 1782-1814 in India—still more 

than half his life by 1824—and acquired an extensive amount of learning in Indian 

philosophical traditions. Full collections of his work would not appear until later in the 

century, but the 1824 essays “On the Philosophy of the Hindus,” like Colebrooke’s 1808 

“On the Vedas, or Sacred Writings of the Hindus” (which had appeared in Asiatic 

Researches, the journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal), were unsurpassed in their day 

and well known throughout Europe.
261
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documented the extensive correspondence between Colebrooke and August Wilhelm Schlegel that Schlegel 
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Turning to the immediate occasion for Hegel’s reviews, three additional events 

are significant: the appearance of some articles critical of Schlegel’s Latin translation of 

the Bhagavadgītā, the participation of Wilhelm von Humboldt in defense of Schlegel, 

and Hegel’s co-founding of the Jahrbücher fur Wissenschaftliche Kritik (Yearbooks for 

Scientific Criticism). The French Sanskrit scholar Alexandre Langlois was the author of 

the articles, which appeared in the French Journal Asiatique in 1824. Von Humboldt 

prepared a rebuttal article for Schlegel’s journal Indische Bibliothek (it appeared in 1826) 

and then gave two formal talks at the Prussian Academy of Sciences in Berlin, on June 

30, 1825, and June 15, 1826. In July 1826 Hegel and several friends launched their 

Jahrbücher für wissenschaftliche Kritik, with the intention of both offering cutting-edge 

philosophical and scientific “culture” to public servants, and also establishing a “counter-

Academy,” a sort of protest against the Berlin Academy of Sciences’ neglect of such 

scientific-educational activities (as well as, not insignificantly, its failure to make Hegel a 

member).
262

 When Hegel learned of von Humboldt’s lectures he immediately stopped 

working on the Encyclopedia, which he was partially rewriting for a second publication, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
initiated in 1820, hoping to “consult the oracle of [his] lights” (The Making of Western Indology, 147). 

Rosane Rocher and Ludo Rocher, Founders of Western Indology: August Wilhelm von Schlegel and Henry 

Thomas Colebrooke in Correspondence, 1820-1837 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2013). 
262

 There is a much longer story in the background here. As Terry Pinkard has explained, since being 

invited to Berlin in 1818 Hegel had been hoping an invitation to membership would come his way, but due 

in large part to a feud with Friedrich Schleiermacher none had (nor, in fact, ever would). This was 

disappointing, but it was not Hegel’s primary motive in creating the journal. Merely advancing his own 

philosophy was not the chief reason, either. Rather, Hegel believed the Academy to be failing well short in 

its own stated purpose, i.e., of advancing science. As Pinkard puts it, Hegel believed the Academy “had 

devolved into an academic clique devoted to the pursuit at best of ‘science’ for its own sake and neglecting 

the public role that ‘science’ had to play in modern life itself. Hegel thus never conceived of the new 

publication as a Hegelian journal; it was never intended to propagate Hegel’s philosophy but to propagate 

the ideal of Wissenschaft-connected-with-Bildung in general. Not surprisingly, Hegel’s opponents’ charges 

that the Jahrbücher were only ‘Hegel journals’ were immediately rebutted by members of the editorial 

board, who quite rightly pointed out that many of the key articles were written by people who by no stretch 

of the imagination could be said to have anything to do with Hegel’s philosophy.” See Pinkard, Hegel: A 

Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 414, 445-447, 534-541, 613-614. The 

quotation is from pages 537-538. 
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to go through them and write his own assessment.
263

 He published the resulting text in the 

Jahrbücher journal in two sections, January 1827 (its inaugural edition) and October 

1827.
264

  

 

II. First article 

 Hegel begins his review with very brief general reflections on the European 

understanding of India and the state of Indian studies in Europe. India, he states, is 

typically thought of as being a source of philosophy: from ancient times in Greece and 

Europe there were legendary stories of Indian wisdom, and these have continued to 

circulate so that people associate the origin of philosophy with not just the Orient in 

general but India specifically. In the present day, however, real knowledge of India is 

finally becoming possible thanks to direct access to the original sources (i.e., texts). This 

knowledge renders prior information—legends, reports, and other talk—obsolete. So 

although Europeans know that India is very old, it is at the same time a “new world” in 

terms of its literature, sciences, and arts, since Europeans have only recently discovered 

and begun to understand these via direct examination. Hegel suggests that Europeans’ 

initial “joy at the discovery of these treasures did not let us accept them in a composed 
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 In December 1826 Hegel wrote to a friend who was proofreading his drafts of the new edition of the 

Encyclopedia, “One of the many interruptions which has delayed this work is an article I had to finish for 

our critical journal on Mr. Wilhelm von Humboldt’s treatise on the Bhagavad-Gita. I shall have to save a 

second article on the same theme for later.” Hegel to Karl Daub, December 19, 1826, in Hegel: The Letters, 

trans. by Clark Butler and Christiane Seiler (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 514. 
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 Though von Humboldt’s articles are dated to 1827, they may have been published earlier; in any event, 

there is no question that Hegel had access to the text of his lectures by December at the very latest, in order 

to write the December letter mentioned in the previous note and to publish the first part of his review in 

January of 1827. It does not appear that he attended von Humboldt’s lectures, which would not be 

surprising since he was not a member of the Academy, but he may have been able to obtain unpublished 

versions of Humboldt’s lecture transcripts or prepublication versions of the articles. Perhaps, again, the 

lectures were published individually before being collected into the Academy’s Abhandlungen for the years 

1825/6 (published with the date 1827). 
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and moderate way.”
265

 Here, in the very first paragraph of the review, Hegel indirectly 

(yet not so subtly) criticizes the Romantic reception of Indian thought as excessively 

enthusiastic.  

Hegel goes on to observe that William Jones and other Europeans who first 

gained immediate access to the original works considered their value to consist not only 

in being the direct sources of ancient Asian traditions, but also in providing fresh 

authentication of both those traditions and even Western stories and “mythologies” 

(Mythologien) concerning Asia. Hegel disagrees, taking issue with the last aspect of this 

view in particular; for him attempts to locate in Indian texts corroboration of Greek, 

“Mosaic” (mosaischen), or European stories and ideas about India and Asia are easily 

corrupted. He mentions, providing details in a footnote, a “far-reaching deceit” in which 

“obliging Brahmins” embroiled Francis Wilford, a British researcher. (Hegel takes his 

version of events directly from Wilson’s, published in the journal Asiatic Researches.) 

First a pandit dutifully supplied, at Wilson’s request, excerpts from Indian works that 

reflected the accounts offered in Wilson’s European sources. When Wilford began to 

discern that the texts had been faked or were fraudulent, the pandit doubled down by 

“forging the manuscripts in a most shameless way” and producing “ten Brahmins” ready 

to stake everything holy in their religion on the truth of the passages the pandit had 

furnished (5, emphasis in original). This cautionary tale is not Hegel’s only rationale for 

claiming that rather than looking for convergences between Western legends and Indian 

records, it is better to use the original works for the purpose of studying “the peculiarity 

                                                           
265

 Hegel, On the Episode of the Mahabharata known by the name Bhagavad-Gītā by Wilhelm von 

Humboldt, Berlin 1826, 3. Parenthetical page numbers in the text of the present chapter refer to Herring’s 

English translation of the reviews; in fact it is a dual-language version, with German and English on facing 

pages. 
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of [the] Indian world-view and ideas”(5).
266

 He also believes that just by becoming more 

familiar with the originals one is led to focus on their content and what they reveal about 

the Indian mind. So in a sense the attempt to confirm European tales or reports with 

Indian sources is for Hegel completely beside the point, regardless of the nature or 

quality of Indians’ participation in such efforts. Yet the cumulative effect of the reference 

to the Wilford episode, together with Hegel’s elaboration in the footnote, in the very first 

paragraph of the review is to communicate that Hegel thinks (and wants his European 

reader to be aware) that Indians are obsequious, duplicitous, and unreliable—they should 

not be taken at their word. 

At any rate, in Hegel’s view knowledge (Kenntnis) can only result from focusing 

on what is actually in the original texts. He praises von Humboldt for having done just 

that in his lectures and thus having “grossly enriched our insight into the Indian 

conception of the highest spiritual interests”(7).
267

 Hegel continues, “Real information 

can only derive from what has been achieved in the essay under consideration: the rare 

combination of a profound knowledge of the original language, intimate acquaintance 

with the philosophy and the wise reservation not to transcend the strict meaning of the 

original, to see nothing more than what is precisely expressed in it”(7). He declares 

himself in full agreement with von Humboldt’s claim that each Indian work must be 

studied on its own, and carefully, in order for a complete and unconfused picture of 

Indian thought to emerge. Often, Hegel laments, in German publications on Indian 

religion or philosophy and in histories of philosophy “a particular aspect, derived from a 

certain author, is presented as Indian religion and philosophy in general”(9, emphasis in 
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 Hegel’s text reads “der Eigentümlichkeit indischer Ansichten und Vorstellungen” (emphasis in original). 
267

 “…unsere Einsicht in die indische Vorstellungsweise von den höchsten Interessen des Geistes 

wesentlich bereichert.” 
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original). This leads too frequently to disappointment: a person trying to become 

informed about Indian thought finds that names, terms, definitions, and the like differ 

widely from one author to the next, and that from all the partial presentations, 

idiosyncratic views, or particular conceptions no general understanding can be gained. 

The Bhagavadgītā, on the other hand, unlike so many studies by European 

authors, appears to Hegel “specially suitable to grant us a distinct idea of the most general 

and most sublime in Indian religion. As an episode it serves in particular a doctrinal 

purpose and is thus freer of the wild, enormous phantastic compositions, dominant in 

Indian narrative poetry,” although “even in this poem it is necessary to cope with many 

things and to abstract much in order to emphasize what is interesting”(9). In these 

remarks Hegel manages to play up and put down the Bhagavadgītā at the same time, 

while disparaging Indian poetry on the whole. Perhaps he also senses the potential 

contradiction lurking in the claims that on one hand the Bhagavadgītā serves a doctrinal 

purpose (which must be specific to some degree, it would seem), that on the other it can 

on its own provide a general understanding of Indian religion and philosophy, and yet 

also that certain things need to be ignored and others “abstracted” (abzuziehen) in order 

for the true meaning of the text to be distilled. For he turns to some authorities to support 

his idea that this can be done, and indeed that von Humboldt’s essay facilitates the 

process. First he appeals to Governor General Warren Hastings’ foreword to Charles 

Wilkins’s English translation of the Gītā, which advises the Western-Christian reader not 

just to suspend expectations with regard to literary conventions, moral sensibilities, and 

textual religio-cultural references, but in fact to expect “obscurity, absurdity, barbarian 

customs and a depraved morality”(9-11, emphasis in original). Then he quotes Wilkins 
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and August Schlegel in turn to show that Indians think highly of the Gītā and Brahmins 

take it to encapsulate their religion. By masterfully condensing the poem’s main ideas 

and teachings, von Humboldt’s work “spares us especially from the exhaustions caused 

by the tedious repetitions of Indian poetry”(11) and “leads us automatically” to 

understand how important the text is to Indians, how completely and ideally it expresses 

the essentials of their religion. So, Hegel concludes, real knowledge of Indian religion 

and philosophy in general can be gotten from following von Humboldt’s helpful account. 

In all this, however, not only does Hegel evidently sustain a pejorative tone toward Indian 

poetry, culture, and society, he also subverts von Humboldt’s point in the passage he 

quotes. In fact, von Humboldt urges that major Indian texts be read and reflected on one 

at a time, then compared with others. Instead, it appears that Hegel is preparing or 

prepared to take the Bhagavadgītā as effectively the first and last Indian word on Indian 

religion and philosophy. 

At this point Hegel offers a word on the Bhagavadgītā’s “situation” (Situation), 

which he says is “self-explanatory enough”(11). The great warrior Arjuna is on the 

battlefield, moments away from engaging the enemy, in whose number are many of his 

relatives, when he is “overcome with timid scruples”(11-13) (gerät in zaghaften 

Kleinmut). He sets down his weapon and engages Krishna—his charioteer and an 

incarnation of the god—in a dialogue that occupies the poem’s eighteen hymns or lessons 

and “presents a complete philosophical system”(13). According to Hegel, it would never 

cross the mind of a European to frame in this way a poetic work whose purpose is to 

communicate a philosophy. For one thing, the idea that a warrior on the brink of battle 

would suddenly pause “is of course contrary to all conceptions we Europeans have of war 
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and of the moment when two great armies are confronting each other, ready to fight”(13). 

It is not entirely clear here whether Hegel is suggesting that Europeans do not know what 

it is like to experience hesitation before mortal combat, or that a superior would not 

solicit advice from a subordinate regarding conduct in war, or only that a single soldier 

would not be able to halt the onset of a massive battle this way—perhaps he means all of 

these. Whatever the case, it is difficult to avoid the inference that for Hegel the 

preposterousness of the Bhagavadgītā’s setting corresponds either to something in 

Indians’ character, which would cause them to really display such behavior on the 

threshold of the fight, or else to something in their imagination, which would lead them 

to concoct such an implausible scenario. For another thing, he adds, having a 

philosophical dialogue take place on a battlefield runs afoul of standards in poetic 

composition as well as habits in presenting philosophy; Europeans may “locate the 

meditation and presentation of a philosophical system in our study or elsewhere, yet 

certainly not in the mouth of the general and his charioteer at such a decisive hour”(13). 

Since the European would neither act as Arjuna does nor ever think to articulate a 

philosophy via conversation on the frontline of an imminent battle, the Bhagavadgītā will 

inevitably appear very strange. And for Hegel, exotic on the surface means unusual on 

the inside too: “This strange form of the introduction makes us prepared for the fact that 

also with regard to the essence, the religion and morality, we are to expect completely 

others [sic] than our familiar ideas”(13).
268

 

Hegel now delves into the content of the dialogue and is occupied with 

philosophical analysis, particularly of the ethical theory Krishna promulgates in the text, 
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 “Dieser äußere Eingang bereitet uns darauf vor, daß wir auch über das Innere, die Religion und 

Moralität, ganz andere als uns gewöhnliche Vorstellungen zu erwarten haben.” 
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for the rest of the first article of his review. He explains that the first lesson Krishna seeks 

to impart to Arjuna concerns the practical (or action) rather than the theoretical (or 

knowledge): the necessity of relinquishing attachment to the fruits or outcomes of 

actions. “We can recognize in this,” Hegel writes, clearly showing that he is thinking of 

Kantian morality and that at least on a superficial level there is a parallel, “the moral 

obligation to do the good for the sake of the good only and duty only for duty’s sake”(13-

15). There is, however, a second and distinct necessity: “to know what aim action is to 

strive after, what duties it must fulfill or must respect” since interest is typically 

“determined by arbitrariness or circumstances” and since the principle of non-attachment 

to the fruits of action “like that of modern morals, does as such not yet lead to anything, 

and from itself there cannot result any moral duties”(15). Hegel proposes to look first into 

“the motivation of the whole poem” (der Veranlassung des ganzen Gedichts) for a 

concrete explanation of what the principle of nonattachment obliges one to do, and then 

to examine how the text relates duty and action to “the Yoga-teaching”(15) (Yoga-Lehre). 

Arjuna’s very hesitation to do battle is a case in point for Hegel of the 

indeterminacy of a purely formal moral principle like the Kantian categorical imperative 

or the Indian renunciation of attachment to the results of actions. This is because his 

reluctance stems not from deep opposition to wounding or killing others but from just the 

“peculiar fact” (Umstand) that the forces he confronts in battle are his own kin and those 

of the army under his command. Does this situation even involve a moral consideration, 

then? According to Hegel it appears to, but whether it truly does depends on “the nature 

of that value which in the Indian Arjuna’s mentality is attached to family-ties”(15-17). In 

other words, if in India family bonds do constitute a properly moral (sittliche) domain, 
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then Arjuna’s aversion to visiting pain and death upon his relatives could be said to have 

a moral basis. What makes for a moral conception of family relationships? As Hegel 

writes, “To the moral understanding of the European the sense of this tie is the moral in 

itself” (das Sittliche selbst) “so that the love for one’s family is as such the completion, 

and morality consists only in the fact that all sentiments connected with this tie… have 

that love as their foundation and as a self-sufficient starting point”(17). Is the same true 

of India? How can this be determined? For Hegel, Arjuna’s own justification for his 

resistance to engaging in battle reveals his understanding of the value of family bonds, 

which is by extension the understanding of Indian people and which does not have to do 

with love.  As Hegel reads the Gītā, Arjuna’s reservations are founded on something less 

than this truly “moral sentiment” (diese moralische Empfindung). The problem for him is 

not the killing of family members per se. Killing them would be a crime or evil deed, yes, 

but only because it would ultimately bring the entire people to ruin. Thus the value of 

family ties among Indians is not connected with morality according to Hegel, since the 

feeling of the family tie is moral “only in so far as it is retained in its purity or rather 

developed in its purity as love and when, as mentioned above, this love is preserved as 

basis”(19). Instead, in the Bhagavadgītā “great importance is attached to the conversion 

of this tie into a superstitious context, into an immoral belief in the dependence of the 

soul’s fate after death on the cake and water-libations of the relatives, that is to say those 

who have remained true to the caste-distinction”(19). In other words, it is only his fear of 

upsetting the ancient ritual order, not love for his distant relations or respect for their 

innate worth as human beings, that explains why Arjuna is horrified at the thought of 

warring with them. While superficially pleasing to European ears, Hegel cautions, the 
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references Arjuna makes to religion and the dereliction of duty in justifying his 

“scruples” (here, Zweifeln) are misleading. The former involves primarily ritual offerings, 

the latter the preservation of caste distinctions and purity, and thus the terms have “a 

meaning for which we have neither religious nor moral respect”(21). To Hegel this shows 

that “the poet has not yet overcome the common Indian superstition in favor of a moral, 

truly religious or philosophical definition”(21).
269

 

The sub-morality of the Indian viewpoint expressed in the Bhagavadgītā—or at 

least its first two chapters—is further confirmed for Hegel in Krishna’s rejoinder to 

Arjuna’s protest. Krishna first chides Arjuna, saying his hesitation is simply weakness 

and it is a soldier’s duty to do battle, but this has no effect on Arjuna. Indeed it is 

insufficient; Krishna has to answer for the “moral collision” introduced in the reference 

to duty. While his eventual way of doing so, Hegel explains, will “display the higher, all-

surpassing metaphysics which on the one hand transgresses action completely towards 

pure intuition or knowledge and thus enters the innermost of Indian spirituality, and 

which on the other hand causes the more important collision between this abstraction and 

the practical and thereby evokes the interest to find out in which way this collision could 

be adjusted and solved,” at this early point in the work Krishna merely suggests this 

move. For the moment he confines his counsel “to common popular ideas only”(21-23). 

One of these is the dictum that the wise person does not grieve for either the living or the 

dead. After quoting several passages from Chapter 2 of the Gītā that follow the 

appearance of this famous line, Hegel again declares that Krishna’s advice does not 

constitute “a moral statement”(23) (eine moralische Bestimmung). Nor does Krishna’s 

                                                           
269

 “Der Dichter hat sich hierin nocht nicht über den gemeinen indischen Aberglauben zu einer sittlichen, 

wahrhaft religiösen oder philosophischen Bestimmung erhoben.” 
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further elaboration on Arjuna’s duty as a soldier, because it links his duty directly and 

totally to his caste membership rather than to his individual moral agency. Again, Hegel 

admits that Krishna’s comments superficially strike the European reader as involving 

ethical considerations, especially given the Latin terms Schlegel uses in his translation, 

but he reiterates his view that in truth they do not: the duty Krishna insists on is “natural 

destination” (Naturbestimmung) as opposed to “moral obligation” (sittliche Bestimmung) 

(25). 

Hegel’s analysis turns finally, in the article’s last four paragraphs, to a comparison 

of Sāṅkhya and Yoga. For Hegel, in Krishna’s transition from the standpoint and 

principles of the former to those of the latter as a way to persuade and indeed enlighten 

Arjuna, “the entirely strange field of Indian world-view is revealed”(25) (eröffnet sich 

erst das ganz andere Feld indischer Betrachtungsweise). This has much to do with what 

is distinctive about Yoga: “The noble strains or rather the sublime profundity which are 

revealed here, makes us directly overcome the European contrast of the practical and the 

theoretical with which we had commenced this depiction; acting is being absorbed in 

knowing or rather in the abstract meditation of consciousness”(25, emphasis in 

original).
270

 The discussion is intriguing, even if frustrating—it somehow manages to be 

brief, condensed, complex, and meandering all at once. It is also very significant for two 

reasons. One is simply that it shows Hegel to be aware of both Sāṅkhya and Yoga as 

differentiated but related schools or systems of Indian philosophy, and interested enough 
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 “Der höhere Schwung oder vielmehr die erhabenste Tiefe, welche sich hier auftut, führt uns sogleich 

über den europäischen Gegnsatz, mit welchem wir diese Darstellung eröffnet, von dem Praktischen und 

Theoretischen hinaus; das Handeln wird im Erkennen oder vielmehr in der Abstrakten Vertiefung des 

Bewußtseins in sich absorbiert.” 



141 

 

in them as such to pay some attention to the details.
271

 The other is that in the course of 

the discussion here Hegel seems to accept both Yoga and Sāṅkhya as philosophical 

doctrines; yet also, perplexingly, to say on one hand that Yoga is nevertheless the higher 

doctrine in Indian thought, while suggesting on the other that Sāṅkhya is on the contrary 

more valuable and more appropriately referred to as “philosophy” (apparently even going 

so far as to identify it with Indian philosophy itself)—all with his initial declaration of 

das ganz andere, “the entirely strange,” “completely different,” or “wholly other” nature 

of Indian thought echoing throughout. Closer scrutiny bears this out. 

On Hegel’s account, along with (or because of) the way the distinction between 

the theoretical and practical is blurred in Yoga, with the practical being furled into 

meditative knowing, the boundary between religion and philosophy also appears 

undefined, which has led von Humboldt to say that the Gītā contains “a complete 

philosophical system” (eine vollständiges philosophisches System) (27, emphasis in 

original). Hegel neither accepts nor rejects von Humboldt’s claim explicitly. Instead, he 

remarks that in the history of philosophy, particularly when dealing with “the more 

ancient periods of a people’s culture,” there is “difficulty and confusion” trying to 

differentiate between religion and philosophy and to find a “special characteristic” (eine 

Eigentümlichkeit) in virtue of which the feature common to these two “modes of 

consciousness” (Wiesen des Bewußtseins) could be said to properly belong in or to one or 

the other. What is common to religion and philosophy, Hegel states, is “the highest and 

therefore most spiritual, dwelling in pure thought”(25) (denen gemeinschaftlich das 
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 This point could also be reversed: these paragraphs show Hegel to be interested enough in Indian 

philosophy to have read Colebrooke and other European expositors with sufficient care and sensitivity to 

gain an awareness of the existence of diversity in Indian thought and even an understanding (in basic 

though certainly not advanced detail) of some commonalities, differences, and specificities of Sāṅkhya and 

Yoga. 
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Höchste und darum das Geistigste, nur im Gedanken seinen Wohnsitz Habende). He then 

says, straightforwardly enough, that in the case of India the distinction between religion 

and philosophy can be made thanks to Colebrooke’s “extracts from truly philosophical 

works of the Indians”(27) (eigentlich philosophischen Werken der Inder). Where exactly 

Hegel takes the distinction to lie, however, is less clear. He goes on to say that in both the 

Gītā and “the philosophical systems” there is a difference between “Sāṅkhya doctrine and 

Yoga doctrine”(27) even if it may seem at first that Yoga is only a particular teaching 

contained within the more general Sāṅkhya system. He identifies calculation and 

reasoning as the hallmarks of Sāṅkhya; in this he follows Colebrooke’s view that 

Sāṅkhya philosophy values counting, number, and calculation “in the enumeration of its 

principles,” and von Humboldt’s definition of  Sāṅkhya, which holds that “in it reasoning 

and philosophical reflection is intense” (in ihr das räsonnierende und philosophierende 

Nachdenken rege sei) (27-29). As for what Yoga itself is, Hegel provides an initial 

definition gleaned from von Humboldt, then promises to analyze in a second article what 

the Yoga system or school of thought (Richtung) says concerning “the definition of God 

and man’s relationship to God” and the relation between “action and morality”(31). He 

reiterates that the simplified, popularized pseudo-Sāṅkhya of the Gītā’s opening chapters 

poses this relation as a problem but fails to resolve it satisfactorily. Hegel’s von 

Humboldt-derived characterization of Yoga at this point—at the conclusion of the first 

article of his review—should be carefully noted and compared with the earlier phrase 

“der Abstrakten Vertiefung des Bewußtseins”: in Yoga “that kind of reflection (if it can 

still be called so) is at work which, without reasoning, through meditation strives after a 
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direct awareness of the truth, even after unification with primordial truth as such” (31, 

emphasis in original).
272

 

The difference between Yoga and Sāṅkhya might seem to be relatively clear as it 

stands. But this is not all Hegel has to say about the matter, and what remains is the 

source of the biggest obstacles, both to the putative distinction between religion and 

philosophy and to an unclouded understanding of Hegel’s stance on philosophy in India. 

For Hegel’s final two moves here are, first, to unsettle the account just given by claiming 

that by virtue of a shared or single goal the difference is superseded, or disappears; and 

second, to insist that because religion and philosophy prescribe separate paths to this goal 

a distinction nevertheless remains. The relevant passage is worth quoting at length: 

What has been stressed in the foregoing with regard to moral conceptions 

has appeared as very unimportant, and we would characterize these as 

popular, entirely common motives. Now, if what remains is the most 

interesting part where, as Herr von Humboldt points out p. 32, Krishna in 

his instructions obviously dwells upon the Yoga [sichtlich bei dem Yoga 

stehenbleibt], one must remark that from the highest Indian point of view 

[auf dem höchsten indischen Standpunkte]—as this is expressed also in 

Bhagavad-Gītā, 5th lesson, 5th śloka—this difference disappears; both 

ways of thought have the one and only goal [haben Ein Ziel und]: The one 

who understands, that the reasonable (Sāṅkhya-Śāstra) and the religious 

(Yoga-Śāstra) are one and the same doctrine, is the one who verily knows 

(Schlegel’s translation). It should be remembered on the other hand that as 

much as in this final goal [in diesem letzten Ziel] Indian religion and 

philosophy agree, the unfolding of this same goal [dieses Einen Zieles] 

and essentially of the path to this goal, as it has been done through and for 

thought, has proceeded in a way which is quite different from the religious 

aspect [religiösen Gestalt], so that it would well deserve the name of 

philosophy. The path which philosophy is directed to, shows itself entirely 

peculiar and valuable [eigentümlich und würdig] when comparing it with 

the path which Indian religion partly prescribes, partly tolerates when 
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 “…dasjenge Nachdenken (wenn es etwa noch so heißen kann) rege sei, welches ohne Räsonnement 

durch eine Vertiefung zur unmittelbaren Anschauung der Wahrheit, ja zur Vereinigung mit der Urwahrheit 

selbst gelangen will.” Hulin’s translation of this passage more clearly attributes the definition to von 

Humboldt (Hegel’s text does not include quotation marks): “…la réflexion (si elle mérite encore ce nom) 

qui est à l’œuvre dans cette doctrine «tend, sans l’aide du raisonnement discursif, par une absorption 

meditative (Vertiefung), à l’intuition immediate de la vérité et même à une union avec la Vérité Originelle 

elle-même». (Hegel et L’Orient, 156). 
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itself taking the turn to the elevation of the Yoga conception. Hence one 

would do utterly wrong to Indian philosophy, which is Sāṅkhya doctrine 

[welche Sanc’hya-Lehre ist], if one would judge it and its procedure by 

that what [sic] has been said above, what is called Sāṅkhya doctrine in the 

Bhagavad-Gītā and what does not go beyond the common, popular-

religious views. (29) 

 

It is helpful to weigh particularly the last two sentences of Herring’s English translation 

against Hulin’s French here:  

En outre, la voie tracée par la philosophie s’avère originale et digne, comparée à 

celle que la religion indienne pour une part prescrit et pour une part admet – en 

une sorte d’amalgame – lorsqu’elle-même tend à s’élever aux idées du Yoga. 

Aussi serait-ce faire le plus grand tort à la phlosophie indienne – qui est la 

doctrine du Sâmkhya – et à sa méthode, que de porter un jugement sur elle en se 

référant à ce qui, dans la Bhagavad-Gîtâ, porte le nom de Sâmkhya et qui ne va 

pas au-delà des representations communes et de la religiosité populaire.
273

 

 

All the same, the key phrase der indischen Philosophie, welche Sanc’hya-Lehre ist, 

remains puzzling. It is quite difficult to understand, in any language, what exactly Hegel 

is trying to say here. For one thing, it must be taken in the context of both his previously-

stated claim that what religion and philosophy have in common is “dwelling in pure 

thought,” and his conviction that not only is there a “special characteristic” for 

determining what might belong to one domain rather than the other but also the “truly 

philosophical works of the Indians” make it possible to determine this in the case of 

Indian culture. The result seems to be that Yoga is a (or the) religious path to the one 

final goal, although the idea that Sāṅkhya is more deserving of the designation 

“philosophy” is hard to square with the fact that for Hegel it is only when Krishna 

“dwells upon the Yoga” in the Bhagavadgītā that the difference disappears and the fact of 

a single goal becomes evident. Moreover, then, and perhaps more importantly, the 

passage appears to adopt the position that Sāṅkhya is philosophy while Yoga is not. Then 
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 Hulin, Hegel et L’Orient, 155-156. 
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why does Hegel talk about both as “philosophical systems”(27)? More to the point, why 

does he refer to Yoga as the “higher turn” and “more sublime and profound” 

development in Indian thought, if on the contrary he thinks that India reached its highest 

philosophical attainment in Sāṅkhya? Finally, what to make of the implications for the 

existence of philosophy in India? It may be that in equating Indian philosophy and 

Sāṅkhya Hegel is nevertheless still not claiming that there is proper philosophy in India. 

He may, in other words, be asserting that Sāṅkhya is where to look for the truest kind of 

Indian philosophy; or even be making the bolder statement that there is nothing but 

Sāṅkhya worthy of the name “Indian philosophy,” and thus that “Indian philosophy” just 

means Sāṅkhya and vice versa—but still it is only the most-advanced kind of Eastern 

philosophy, not yet “true” philosophy. Yet in rather clear contradiction to this stands the 

assertion in the paragraph above that the “unfolding” (Ausbildung) of the ultimate goal 

“as it has been done through and for thought, has proceeded in a way which is quite 

different from the religious aspect, so that it would well deserve the name of 

philosophy.”
274

 

In sum, Hegel advances three main contentions in the first (and shorter) of the two 

articles that make up his review. First, he claims the Bhagavadgītā contains all that is 

needed for a full and accurate comprehension of Indian religion and philosophy, provided 

one can put up with “tedious repetitions” and other superfluous elements while drawing 

out what is essential, the core ideas. Next, he says that though the work seems to bear 

traces of developed morality in Arjuna’s reasons for not wanting to do battle against his 

kin and in the teachings Krishna provides in response, what is actually communicated is a 
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 Hulin: “l’élaboration…qui y mènent s’étant opérée par le moyen de la pensée et en fonction d’elle, a 
abouti à se différencier de la figure proprement religieuse au point de mériter tout à fait le nom de 
philosophie.” Hegel et L’Orient, 155. 


