The introduction to Hegel’s lectures on the philosophy of world history is often used to introduce
students to Hegel’s philosophy, in part because Hegel’s sometimes difficult style is muted in the
lectures, and he discourses on accessible themes such as world events in order to explain his
philosophy. Much of the work is spent defining and characterizing Geist or spirit. Geist is similar to
the culture of people, and is constantly reworking itself to keep up with the changes of society,
while at the same time working to produce those changes through what Hegel called the “cunning
of reason”. Another important theme of the text is the focus on world history, rather than regional
or state history.
The obscure writings of Jakob Böhme had a strong effect on Hegel. Böhme had written that the Fall
of Man was a necessary stage in the evolution of the universe. This evolution was, itself, the result
of God’s desire for complete self-awareness. Hegel was fascinated by the works of Spinoza, Kant,
Rousseau, and Goethe, and by the French Revolution. Modern philosophy, culture, and society
seemed to Hegel fraught with contradictions and tensions, such as those between the subject and
object of knowledge, mind and nature, self and Other, freedom and authority, knowledge and faith,
the Enlightenment and Romanticism. Hegel’s main philosophical project was to take these
contradictions and tensions and interpret them as part of a comprehensive, evolving, rational unity
that, in different contexts, he called “the absolute idea” or “absolute knowledge”. (summary by
wikipedia and d.e. wittkower)
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