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Critique of Liberalism
and Reconstruction of the Theory
of Liberty
— Hegel’s Political Philosophy and its
Influence

Abstract

The critique of liberalism made by Hegel in the
early 19th century is the German reflection of liberal-
ism which is different from romanticism. It can be con-
sidered a solution to the tension between the Enlight-
enment and the Romantic Movement, and the
manifestation of the academic revolution in the wake
of the French Revolution. Hegel’s critique. of liberal-
ism reflects the condition in Germany in the late 18th
century and early 19th century. Liberalism, as an ide-
ological system and a social system, has revealed its
inner contradictions and crises after its development
in England from the 17th century to the 18th century,
> from: England. to France and from France to Germany.

Hegel’s critidue of liberalism means in his mind a rad-
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ical academic revolution and the solution of the pro-
blems and contradictions which are inherent in the
theoretical foundation of liberalism and stuck out by
Roussean, Hume and Kant. Therefore, Hegel’s critique
of Kant’s moral liberlism and, therefrom, the English
and French theories signifies the rise and development
of bourgeois political philosophy.

If declaring that man has natural rights is the sub-
stantial spirit of the liberal political philosophy of the
Western Europe in the 17 the and 18th centuries, soci-
al contract theory provides it with conceptual frame
and procedural explanation. Hegel’s critique of liberal-
ism is directed at both the theories of natural rights
and social contract. In the critique of natural rights,
Hegel points out that Locke’s empirical approach
could not prove the “inevitability” and “universality”
of such a right, the natural right it advocated is but “a
content without form”; he also points out that the
natural right expounded and proved by Kant and Fi-
chte’s transcendental approach is “a form without con-
tent”, is also abstract, an “empty formalism”. In the
critique of social contract theory, unlike the historical
urisprudence, Hegel does not refute on negate social
contract as a historical event; nor like Hume, Hegel
does not reveal the logical confusion on the basis of

utilitrianism. His critique is directed first at its indiv-
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1dualist theoretical foundation. In his view, individual-
ism forges the nature of individual and the nature of
society and state. The self-conscionsness of man can
never be achieved initially by an individual, an indiv-
idual and his rights can not exist prior to society and
society is in no sense a simple combination of individu-
als. Different from Locke’s argument in defence of pro-
perty right on the basis of man’s natural aspect, He-
gel’s social concept of property right holds that only
when natural objects become the property of man’s
will, can man’s self and the outer world be independ-
ent of each other. On the basis of completely changing
the means-end relationship between property right
and state elaborated by contractarians, Hegel inte-
grates social contract theory with political economics
and points out that social contract theory is but an
“understanding” viewpoint on the stand of political
economics. Besides, Hegel’s target of criticism inc-
ludes the “result of pure understanding”. Through the
profound analysis of the French Revolution — a major
event testing the liberal political philosophy — Hegel
makes a complete sorting out of the legacy of Europen
political philosophy in the 17th and 18th centuries.

By showing that various types of liberalism are
“abstract ideas”, Hegel reconstructs the theory of libe-

rth which becomes an aggregate of modern theories of



liberty. He discovers the intersubjective structure of
man’s existence and defines that man is social man,
thus topples the modern philosophical tradition of epi-
stemology advocating “cogito, ergo sum”, and sets up
the real foundation for the practical philosophy which
begins to revive from Kant. Upon the philosophical pa-
ttern of intersubjectivity, Hegel founds a new concept
of liberty, a new concept of liberty about ethical sub-
stance, in which he accomplishes the synthesis of an-
cient ethical substance and modern moral subject. He
distinguishes “Moralitat” from “Sittlichkeit” and stre-
sses that the latter is higher than the former, implying
that he surmounts Kant’s science of “Gemiit” with the
science of “Geist” and endows liberty with very con-
crete contents by tesorting to ethical definition, con-
quering the empty and abstract character of modern
concepts of liberty. Meanwhile, although he emphas-
izes the principle that ethical life has substantial rela-
tionships, he brings about a brand-new transition in
this substantial concept — substance should be
simultaneously understood as subject. Therefore, when
compared with ancient idea, Hegel’s concept of liberty
about ethical substance elaborates subjectivity, and
when compared with modern idea, it elaborates the
substantical principle.

Hegel’s concept of liberty realizes a historical and
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epochal synthesis, he delineates it as the dialectical
development of the links in the concept. The process
of evolving from “family”, via “civil society”, to “sta-
te” embodies the development of the consciousness of
liberty, and the idea of liberty can only be realized in
the “state”. The civil society sprang from “the di-
sintegration of family” is a “system of needs” with par-
ticularity as its basic principle which shows the di-
sintegration of the direct or primitive ethical spirit.
However, the emergence of civil society is inevitable,
it provides the full definition of liberty with necessary,
though inadequate, contents, and demonstrates there-
from the dialectics of civil society. Moreover, the dia-
lectics of civil society is that such a society causes the
separation of particularily from universality, and the
force to overcome the separation rests in the civil so-
ciety itself. Judiciary, police and corporation are im-
portant links mediating civil society and state. As a
“result” of the development of ethical concept, “state”
implies that ethical idea becomes real, and the reality
of state lies in the fact that it realizes the unification
of universality and particularity, so the state manifests
itself as the perfect unification of political community
and personal liberty, and being a member of a state
means the acquisition of one’s substantial liberty. As

every state is an individuality, the relations among
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states resemble that among people in the civil society,
and this limits the state’s rights. As a result, every sta-
te eventually turns out to be a link in the world his-
tory. This history is also the history of the develop-
ment of the idea of liberty from elementary to higher
levels. The target of history is to realize the principle
that all men are liberal and make the real aspects of
society and state acquire reasonable patterns. There-
fore, the end of history is also the completion of the
concept of liberty. In the theory of the end of history,
Hegel accomplishes the reconstruction of modern
theory of liberty, and in the reconstruction, he accom-
plishes finally the critique of liberalism.

The influence of Hegel’s political philosophy is
complicated and far-reaching. It not only functions as
a lasting resource for the critique of liberalism, but
also serves as an important resource for the self-
modification and self-criticism of liberalism. The
modification of classical liberalism made in the 19th
century England by John Mill and the Oxford idealist
school, their emphasis on the legislation in society and
realizing welfare in the whole society, and their deep
awareness of social duty have significant connection
with German philosophy, especially Hegelian philo-
sophy. Hegel’s political philosophy also exerts weighty
impact upon the change of the U.S. liberal tradition
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between two world wars. It is on the basis of turning
Hegelianism into pragmatism that John Dewey, the
most prominent political philosopher of that period,
completes his critique and reconstruction of liberal-
ism. After World War [, liberalism revives and grows
into neo-liberalism. Hegel’s political philosophy plays
an important role in the critique of and challenge to
neo-liberalism brought along by communitarianism
and the critcal theory of the Frankfurt School, and
aslo in the development of the theory of the neo-liber-
alism itself.

More important, the specific historical course of
the German society forecloses the post-Hegelian “bou-
rgeois  political philosophy of further growth, and He-
gelian political philosophy whose expansion possibility
was foreclosed by the German bourgeoisie achieves de-
velopment in German proletariat. The critique of He-
gelian political philosophy is not only a turning point
of Marx’s political thought development, but also that
of his entire thought development.

At the time of analysing and critisizing Hegelian
political philosophy, Marx brings light to the limit of
political revolution, thus integrating the overcome of
civil society with the transcendence over political
emancipation. Propelling political emancipation for-

ward to human emancipation makes the theme of
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Marxs political thought. This theme constitutes the
prerequisite and foundation for the study of political
economics which is deemed by Marx the center of his
work after 1844, and Marx’s political philosophy is
completed in his study of economics. Undoutedly,
Marx is the true successor to Hegel’s political philo-

sophy.



