
The Education Quartet 

“The Phenomenology belongs to the quartet of greatest works on education. The others are 
Plato’s Republic, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and Rousseau’s Emile. 

Despite their profound differences, these works have important similarities. One is that each 
reflects on education through some overarching story. In the Republic, this is the myth of 
founding the best city in speech, a large part of which is devoted to education of the city’s 
guardians; in the Divine Comedy, it is Dante’s journey to God with the aid of Virgil and Beatrice; 
in Emile, it is Rousseau’s fiction of playing governor to a child not his own by nature.  So too, in 
the Phenomenology — which according to some commentators, is patterned after the 
Bildungsroman or “novel of education” that was popular in Hegel’s day - education is not simply 
talked about but presented as a drama or story. It is the turbulent tale about how spirit or mind, 
Geist, struggles to achieve self-knowledge in the form of philosophic Science. 

Another similarity is that all four are tales of liberation. Each tells of how man is freed from 
bondage: from the cave of deceptive opinions (Plato), or the dark wood of spiritual self-
forgetting (Dante), or the corrupting influence of society (Rousseau). In the Phenomenology, the 
role of cave, dark wood, and corrupting influence is played by what Hegel calls natural 
consciousness [26, 77, 78]. Natural here means uneducated, unformed or undeveloped, in a 
word, naive. Natural consciousness is the familiar. In the Phenomenology, the human spirit finds 
itself within natural consciousness, like Ariel within the cloven pine, and struggles to be free. But 
natural consciousness is not merely our prison. It is also a manifestation of spirit: the mode in 
which our human essence is immediately there. In overcoming natural consciousness, in 
becoming free, spirit therefore overcomes the most elementary condition of its own existence. 

Finally, each work in the quartet explores the bond between reason on the one hand, and action 
and passion on the other: between man as thinker, and man as the being who acts and feels. 
We are reminded of what Socrates says in the Republic about the philosophic conversion: that 
the whole soul, not the intellect alone, must be compelled to turn from the dark error to the light 
of truth (7.518C). Genuine education must be complete and radical.  It must change lives, not 
just our minds. 

Hegel educates his reader by initiating him into the minds of others. He reveals the education of 
consciousness that has already occurred in history. The Phenomenology, he says, is a picture 
gallery [808]: a colorful array of human types or “shapes [Gestalten] of consciousness” [89]. 
These are the phenomena of which the Phenomenology is the logos or reasoned account. In 
the course of the book, we meet all sorts of characters, just as we do when we read Plato’s 
dialogues, or when we journey with Dante through his threefold cosmos. We meet the Scientist 
and the Warrior, the Stoic and the Skeptic, the God-haunted Unhappy Consciousness and the 
self-deifying Beautiful Soul. Sometimes we meet characters lifted from the pages of fiction: 
Antigone, Faust, , or Rameau’s crazy nephew. All have their place in Hegel’s philosophic picture 
gallery. All are stages on the way to the fully developed selfhood that is spirit.” 

-From Chapter 1, “A World of Knowing” -in The Logic of Desire: An Introduction to Hegel’s 
Phenomenology of Spirit, by Peter Kalkavage. Paul Dry Books.




