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Hegel’s Idea of the Absolute and
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Abstract 4

The question of the existence of African philosophy has often
been a debatable one right from old. However, as a result of much work
done by both foreigners and African indigenous philosophers on African
ideas as found in African traditional thought system, we can rightly say
that African philosophy has come to stay. In this paper, our goal is not to
emphasize on the already settled question but to make a comparative
examination of Hegel’s idea of the Absolute with African traditional thought
system. There is no doubt that Hegel's “Absolute idea” is not a peculiarity
to Hegel and western culture as we have discovered similar notions in
African culture or thought system. Suffice it to say that, critical reflection
permeates all races and culture.

Introduction

The focus of this paper is on the place of Hegel's idea of the
Absolute in African philosophy. It simply suggests a metaphysical theme
both in context and content. It is at the same time aiméd at making an
assertive portray of African philosophy from a comparative perspective
and its restriction is on the idealist philosophy of Wilheim Friedrich Hegel
a German philosopher 1770 — 1831.
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In his book The Philosophy of History, Fiegel had derogatorily
detached Afric;ans from rationality. Succinctly stated, Hegel conceived
the African as one who daes everything excepi the ability to reason or
reflact phsimophma!!y This binsed assertion of Hegel about Africa as &
race cauld ph nwmiy pe regarded as not only beer obsolete but also
inconceivable and inconsequential, especially when we objeclively re-
cRamine Alrican history and culturs in addition W the diverse corpus of
terature on Afnicsn ph ‘m.u »hy, Besides, there are mnumerable African
philosepbers including Westen scholars like Barry Hallen, George G.M.
James, Thomas Hodghkin ete, who have done great works on Advican history

duun.uﬁ;‘. Equally nporiantis the universally accepted statoment that
.L*-\Ts'"icafz is the oradles of chvillzation, which retlectively is not devoid of rationality.

Howaver, Adtican philosophy bas come o sty In other words,
African philosopity has gone boyond the debate on its existence or reality
and is practically demarcated from royih.,  To support this claim,
Uduigwomen expresses that;

The debala or controversy on whather or not there

5 an Afvican philosophy is dead and buried. At
toast it is @ matter of imere historical inlerest. .

there ig now an established tradition of Nnmn

philosophy. (3)

This assartion countars z‘myﬂ?ﬂii‘n about the non- existence of an African
chilosophy. Thus we are polsed o examine fundamentally Hegel's
philosophical wdea of ;hw ‘Absobkite” and its place in Alvican philesophy.
We shall establish that the notion of the "Absoluts™ is not peculiar fo
Hegel's thougint but is also inherant in African worldviews and culture. 1t
will also show that African culture or thought system is anchored
fundamentally on rationality. A position that can only be discovered by
critical minds, thus affirming that African source of much of Greek and
other civilizations cannot be denied. ‘Suppmmve of these facts, G, M,
Jamea opines that:

From the Sixth Century B.C therefore to the death of
Aristotle (322 B. C), the Greeks made beast of their
chance to learn all they couid about Egyptians culture;
most students (from Greece) received instructions
directly from Egypt (1).
Thus Greek Philosophy is partiy shaped by the Egyptian early Priests
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and Hierophants (James 3).

Hegel’s ldea of the absolute

Immanuel Kant (1724 - 1804) in hw‘ ‘critical Philosophy” had a
great influence on Hege!’s idea especially his reaction to Kant's position
on the “thing-in-itself’. While Kant had argued that the Mind imposes its
categories upon experience the idealisis especially Hegel rather came
up with the theory that every object and therefore the entire universe is a
product of mind. Here there is a difference betweon ‘the Mind’ and ‘Mind’.
The former is finite while the later is infinite and eternal. Hegel therefore
set for a transformation of Kant's critical philosophy into Absctme* idealism,
As an idealist, Megel was of the view that there cannot be any unknowable
thing-in-itself and that both the content and forms of knowledge must be
the product of the mind contrary to Kant's notion that the mind produces
the forms of knowledge through the various categories and that the forms -
of knowledge receive their material content from the given of our experience.

~In strong terms, Hegel's reaction to Kant's ‘critical philosophy’ is

that “the real is rational and the rational is real”. According to Bertrand
Russel,

When he says this, he does not mean by “the real”

what an empiricist would. He admits, and even

urges, that what to the empiricist appear to be facis

are, and must be, irrational; i is only after their

apparent character has been transtformed by viewing

them as aspects of the whole that they are seen to

be rational. Nevertheless, the identification of the

real and the rational leads unavoidably to some of

the compiacency inseparabie from the belief that

‘whatever is, is right. The whole, in all its complexity,

is called by Hege! ‘the Absolute’. (V(2)

When we consider Hegel's theory that every reality is rational
and that the rational is real, Stump! opines in this respect that; since
there can be nothing unknowable, the idealists and Hegel in particular are
confident that they could know the inner secrets of absolute reality.
Furthermore, the reality for the idealists is expressed in some form of
rationality because, they have argued that there is no independent and
. essentially unknowable external thing ~ in — itself that causes
consciousness rather, it is only Mind that pmducea the object of our
knowledge (314).
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In this connection, one may note that we experience external
things in the world independent of us. If therefore all objects of our
knowledge are the products of ‘Mind’ as against our individual minds,
then, we can attribute all objects external to us to be the product of an
intelligence other than that of a finite individual. Thus Hegel concludes
that all forms of knowledge, all objects indeed the whole universe is .a
product of an absolute subjact, an Absolute Mind called Ciod. s pertinent
at this juncture to consider some steps taken by Hegel in arviving at the

sonclusion of an Absolute idea. '

The Mature of Reality .

The world for Hegel is like ait organic procass (made of many
related parts and arranged in a system). The real iz what Hegel called
the Absolute. Theologically, the Absolute is God. However, Hegel's idea
of the Absolute does not refer to s heing separata from the world of nature
or individual persons. Ohwviously, his realily is a depanure Trom plalo's
distinction betws _,(-"1 appoaranca and re "\i?f\f “%ff{m"z;".;i_:bmf‘: iy tha world of
Hegel is related. Nothing is unrelaied. Thus, nguestion about the separale
individuzl U!lﬂgb‘f\lﬂ axparience different irom us, | !»;Ig_':{‘,f.f acoording to Stumpt
would say:

Whatever we G‘*X;“'(f‘ﬁé‘:t“a(“:‘i‘, as separale thmas will

upon cm‘ufu‘ reflection, lead us o other things o
‘which they are related until al last the procoss of

diaiactical thaughz will end in the E-:i‘s(jw!a)(,.g_.;‘., i the
- Absolute. (316)

Here one notes that the Absolute is not the unity of things as
such since Hegel rejectad the uonc,em of materialism whicn holds that
there are separate, finite particles of hard matter which when arranged in
different formations make up the whole nature of things. Also rgjected by
Hegel is the extremne alternative as conceived by Parmenidas and Spinoza
that “everything is one” or “a single substance with various modes of
attributes” respectively.

For Hegel, the Absolute is rather a dynamic procizss, an organism
having parts but nevertheless united intc a complex system. Thus, one
understands Hegel as saying that the inner essence of the Absolute couid
be reached by human reason that is, by reflection since the Absolute is
described in both Nature and the working of the mind. In this connection,
the Absolute, nature and Man's mind are all connected by thought for
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_example, a person’s way of thinking is as it were fixed by the structure of
Nature, that is, by the way things are naturally ordered. Things behave
the way they do because the Absolute expresses itself through the
structure of Nature. In other words, a person thinks about nature the
way the Absolute expresses itself in nature. -

Here, we see a major departure of Hegel from his predecessor
Kant. Whereas Kant sees the categories of the mind (space and time)
as that which merely makes knowledge pcssible, Hegel sees the
categories as having a mode of being independent of any individual mind
except the Absolute mind. Equally while for Kant, the categories are
conceived as a mental process thus, providing the critical explanation of
the modes and limits of human knowledge, and as concepts in the human
mind by which the mind can understand and experience the world, they
are on the other hand for Hegel, not only mental processes but are ob;ec:trve
realities possessing being independent of the thinking individual.

. Here Hegel succeeded in transforming Kant's ‘critical philosophy’
into Absolute idealism since for Hegel, the categories do not have their
“existence in the individual mind but in the Absolute. Hegel uniike Plato
never ascribed any independent existence to the categories or universals.
They are rather independent of any subjective mind. This means that
ideas or categories are not different from things (objects) like chair, trees,
apple etc. Example what is in a ‘table’ is not more than the universals or

- . categories that we find in it. There is no unknowable part of the table as.

held by Kant (the thing-in-itself). The universals or categories have their
being (existence) independent of the knowmg subjects. Thus the ebject
of thought conmst in thought rtself o

Logic and the. Dlalectlcal Process | ,
Logic in'the Hegelian conception Is equated with metaphysics.

Here, knowing and being are one and the same thing. The rational is -

therefore identified with the actual. The actual is where logic and logical
connections are discovered. It is through logic that we deduce from our
experiences of the actual, the categories that describes the Absolute.

- Hegel's dialectic is expressed in a triadic structure, the
Thesis —> Antithesis —=Synthesis. The graduation or mavement
from the thesis to synthesis, is a continues one. From synthesis, a new
thesis develops and the process continues until it ends in the Absolute.. -
This indicates that, thought instead of coming to a halt, it rather moves in
- acontradiction. However, Hegel's basic triad is that of Being=—> Nothing
——> Becoming. It suggests that'one common feature found in all
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objects is their Being (existence). It is prior to any specific thing and a
general concept the Mind can formulate.

Logic therefore begins with the rn!mtr\im"weﬁ,."aﬁaisaze: urelessness
='5f'*‘-“:v;';("‘f;“dif""“‘ all definile character especially as the first of all things. s
Jeing (thesis) wmer vm-ux:nf in Hegel's wiwu ,n--iw systeim having no

,_,__‘,.;% ant. Thes 2; wh of content in Hegel's Baing is based on the fact that

e e ot »,n.‘-!iﬁi.? COHNEENE, 1L GRhels OG0 Of %}H!‘.:‘: J ’-"\‘,‘-‘Hllf,ﬁ
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LR CEDVSITISNT IrGm Saeing s MO ey oLours whnan we
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i D Same o i it LG R E0HOn

by . Poe S I U |

woothing). S inptic ais “Mathing” s

th SR LY Pt ¢ CITHOVIETL] 1T st i) 1 Nothing }

Ly

ERPUET vy (1 N o P LR | PR PETSRCTE X ooy it 3 T T R l.“."‘r' P for e
i ‘lT‘:-'iv‘?lLLr to & NHrQ Carooiory Lacolnineg Wii!f‘,ﬂ il R TEY *J RS HH i1 g!v gh),
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DACE.
S K a £ A i g j t. s e gow "}45'7'&‘; frsey s "v\\.‘w'""v"‘ 3 i h. 2 ) ;
g !? 0o Gf Hey 1% et UL OGO I ATTICaT U e P”‘ e\f

in s section, our cencern 's not to define f'-‘n can philosophy or
argue for its existence, For sometime past, this had been the major
concern of cvery researcher of writer on African philosophy. Thus, the
available corpus of literature on African philosophy and philosophers could
lead to the cenclusion that African philosophy has come to stay and is
real both in context and content.

We shall therefore focus our attention on the area of Afncan
metaphysics and try to find the place of Hegel's Absolute idea in African
thought system or world-view. We shall adopt a comparative approach
between Hegel's Absolute idea and African traditional thought system as
a philosophy.

The idea of Reality, Being or Absolute idea as conceived by Hegel
no doubt has its place in African culture. According fo Bartholomew
Abanuka, reality is “all that is perceptible or conceivable on the basis of
human experience of the universe” (16). This in a way is to be understood
as that which underlies African beliefs, signs and symbols. The unity of
reality as a whole in the African context stems. primarily, from the fact
that reality that is, things as they are in themselves, are different from
appearance, that is, things as they appear to us in our individual transitory,
subjective state as a whole. This is opposed to nothingness. According
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to Kwasi Wiredu: “Any claim to know something as itis in itself would be
a contradiction as much as it would amount to a cianm to know something
as it cannot be known” (113). -

Here, Wiredu an African indigenous phllmopmr appear to deny
Kant's cognizance of a “thing-in-itself that cannot be krniown. He however
seem to agree with Hegel's holistic noiion of reality. it is equally a
contradiction in line with Hegei clmr version of dialectics of Being and -
not-being.

Reahly in African context canngt be reduced to nothingness.
Something must always exist. According to Abanuka in line with the
Heqehan conceptiors: “all particutar things have one thing in common;
they are all real” (21). This implies that all things have being, existence,
which in Hegel's logic is derived from non-being. Abanuka argues further
that “so far as all particular things are real, they are not repugnant io one
another, their reality must arise from one source or an ultimate support or
reality” (21). Reality in thought actually is a cornbination of both exparience
and ‘being’ serving as the ulimate or support. The question one is likely
lo ask is what is this uitimate support or source? Answering this question
takes us to the ontological base of African thought systern.

Thus, the ultimate support referred o here is a believe in a
supernatural Being which as perceived by the African is the righest of all
beings. This Supernatural Being no doeubt is conceived in the notion of
God the Creator of the universe. The African supernatural belng is supreme
among a hierarchy of beings. This Supreme Being in the African context
expresses itself through other smaller beings such as deities, ancestors,
spirits, rivers etc., which are further expressed in either animate or in-
animate things amund us. Thus both objects and human are discovered
by reason to connect one cmathu fo the Supprnaturat Being. According
to Eneh;

The Afrﬂ,cm believes tmt man’s ontology or
notion of existence is a relationship with all
‘the existent beings or forces including God.

This is because the African accepts that he.

lives in a co-ordinated, harmonious, united and.
religious universe — the universe ‘created,
ordered and directed by the supreme force. The
Highest force-God is responsible for the
existence of all other existent beings and things
orforces (14). ' |
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This shows that the African concept of ontology is based upon the
interconnections and interactions of beings. At this juncture, we cannot
hesitate to admit that reality is perceived from a holistic perspective, a
theory that is in agreement with Hegel's inseparatism of things. To
buthress this holistic view of reality, Eneh succinctly states that “for the
African, there is a harmonious linkage between these forces of human
beings, animals, things, plants etc” (15).

it is pertinent to note that the principle of ultimacy as conceived
in African tradition, deals with the first cause or origin of all things. For
there is no other principle that can be conceived as more fundamental
than ultimacy itself, Its significance is found in all things being a
manifestation or expression of the ultimate reality itseif (being). Thus in
African belief, whatever that has ontological reality is what it is because
the reality it possess has its basis on the ultimate origin or support of all
things.

Inferring from the above, we can assert that the African idea of
the universe is conceived as unitary and this can be likened to Hegel's
concept of inseparable world of things. This includes ancestors, deities,
divinities, spirits, man, rivers and even the dead considered as not being
far removed from the living.

Argumentatively, if reality is conceived as the totality of everything,
which is and their ultimate support, source or force, then, every particular
thing is a part of the whole of reality. Just as Hegel's totality of reality
ends in the Absolute idea or Being, in African tradition, you will agree,
that, every object of being or existence and their relation is an attribute of
the supernatural being linked by other hierarchy of beings. With this
interconnectedness of beings ending in the supernatural, and the supreme
Being or force behind all things having a holistic character, we can liken
this African notion of Supreme Being to Hegel's theory of the Absolute
idea. Both are experienced and reached by means of reason, which in a
technical sense each is part of itself.

Thus, the traditional African perceives existence whether physicat,
or metaphysical, visible or invisible material or immaterial as one because
of the ontological relationship among all beings. He does not make a
. strong distinction between spiritual values from the physical life because
the African thought patterns are more concrete than abstract. Thisis in
a way similar to Hegelian conception of totality.
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Conciusion

We should be reminded cnce again and in summation that the
Supernatural Being (God) is the centre of all things in so far as it contains
in itself all the characteristics which are manifested in varying degrees in
ali particular things. Since in this connection, reality iz a totality of all
that s and anchorad on the supsraltural Being or Foroe, it is realized
that, African Being or nol-being carviot be experienced by sense
axpericnce as an apple is, it is therefore reachzd in conclusion, through

roason or Mind, According to Eneti in Hegelian manner,

The African belisves thal man’s ontological
or nodion of existence is in relationship with
all the existent baeings or torces including God.
This is because the African accapts that he
lives in a coordinaiad, harmonious, uniled
and religious universe — ths universe created,
ordered and directed by the Supreme Force.
The Highest Force — God is responsible for
the existence of all other existent beings and
things or forces (14).

This iinplies that the totality of reality in African tradition is rational and
ihatwhich is rational, is real. A theaory already held by Hegel. in a dialectical
rnanner, the principle ol nothing distinguishes reality from what it is and
this further distinguishes itself from nothing (thesis — Antitnesis - synthesis)
it tuke a unity of being and nothing to get at the real.

Finally, Being of force in African context permeates all things
and is responsible for what is and what is not. According to ldjakpo in

mysterious. All these for him represent aspecis of Reality. In other
words, the African do not consider reality to be one, two or many as in
parmanides, Descartes or Spinoza respectively but reality as a holistic
-notion similar to Hegel's concept of the Absolute idea.
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