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Hegel's Criticism of Laozi and its Implications
Wong, Kwok Kui
Baptist University of Hong Kong
Abstract
This paper looks at the fundamental differences between Chinese and
western philosophy as reflected in Hegel's famous criticism of Laozi. In his
Lectures on the Histor ofPhilosophy, Hegel argues that Laozi's thought remains
at the beginning stage of philosophy because it cannot move away from the
abstract to derive .a kingdom of determination™ to explain the multitude in
the world. This paper investigates the reason for Hegel's criticism by critically
examining the meaning of**determination” (Bestimmung) in his philosophical
system with reference to his other writings like Te Science ofLogic, and argues
that Hegel is very much in the Socratic tradition of western philosophy, in
which definition and determination are the keys to knowledge. It will then
turn to examine Laozi's approach of knowing the miao f! of heaven and earth
“*without desire" (i, and argues that Laozi is putting forward a method of
knowing by letting the meaning of things appear by themselves'*without
doing anything", a contrast to Hegel's approach of conceptual determination.

Finally, it will examine Laozi's view on yu [. in contrast with Hegel's .. desire"



(Begierde), and concludes that Hegel’s low estimation of Laozi is rooted in his

own developmental view of philosophy.



Hegel’s Criticism of Laozi and its Implications

Introduction

Hegel’s famous criticism of Laozi in his Lecture on the History of Philosophy has
been a centre of controversy in comparative philosophy. It is often regarded as
an example of unfair treatment of Chinese philosophy by the western
counterpart, that the West is measuring the East according to its own standard,
imposing their understanding of what philosophy should be on the latter, thus
passing the judgment that China has no mature philosophy, or, if it has, is still
in a primitive, unsophisticated, undeveloped stage. However, there has been
little serious and detailed discussion about Hegel’s argument in relation to this
important and representative document in the dialogue between western and
Chinese philosophy. Most of the extant discussions stay on the general level,
and very few of them undertake the task of entering into Hegel’s philosophical
system to elucidate his estimation of Laozi in terms of his own system, nor do
they probe further into Laozi’s own argument as possible response to Hegel's
criticism.!

Dispensing for a moment with the question whether Hegel’s criticism is

fair or not, which invokes the bigger question of what philosophy is and

















































































































































































