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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT AND CHAPTER SUMMARIES
Applicant: David Pensgard
Dissertation Title: Hegel’s Modal Ontological Argument
My research into Hegel’s philosophy has led me to two surprising conclusions: first, Hegel’s
philosophy is thoroughly logical; second, his ontological argument (not for the existence of God, but for
the unity of concepts and their objects) is the key to interpreting his entire system.
Hegel’s philosophy is straightforwardly logical (syllogistic, deductive). Yet, contrary to what most
Hegel scholars think, this is not a divergent species of “dialectic” logic; it is internally the very same
logical apparatus that was discovered by Aristotle and developed by dozens of others. Hegel expands
upon these logical achievements by providing grounding for concepts by means of their interconnection,
and by eliminating presupposition. He then puts logic to its preeminent use in a non-theological
ontological argument.
Hegel’s ontological argument is the key to interpreting his entire philosophy. It is, in fact, the
interpretational framework that Hegel himself has provided. Without understanding this argument,
Hegel’s philosophy is hopelessly inaccessible. The topic at hand is therefore no tangential or minor issue
for Hegel scholarship, which after nearly 200 years of interpretative efforts is still attempting to settle
what Hegel’s philosophy is even about.
Hegel’s ontological argument is unusual in two ways. To start, Hegel broadens the category of
ontological argumentation beyond the medieval Christian context. His use of such arguments is not
limited to a religious context or to the existence of God. Instead, Hegel’s expansion of ontological
argumentation extends it to include any effort to deductively unify concepts with their objects. It is by
means of this unification that Hegel intends to ground logic first, and then all knowledge. Therefore, the
Ontological Argument, to Hegel, is a means of grounding knowledge philosophically rather than proving
a theological principle.
In addition, Hegel’s own ontological argument is a deductive syllogism. Contrary to the
expectations of virtually every Hegel scholar today, Hegel does not rule out the use of formal logic.
Instead, he has worked to repair certain flaws in the practice of formal logic that had led to a dogmatic
application of logic. Hegel uses traditional terms for his logical argument such as “syllogism,”
“deduction,” “demonstration,” and “proof,” and he does so without irony or accommodation. Hegel’s
ontological argument is part of a rich tradition that he respects and deeply comprehends, and so it must
not be understood as something set apart from the logic of Aristotle and developed by the Stoics, the
Scholastics, Ockham, and Leibniz, to name but a few. Hegel shows evidence of a deep understanding of
all of these logicians, and even though he gave a thorough critique of traditional, formal logic, his
subsequent development of the science of logic was not meant to overwrite or cancel past advancements
in this field. His efforts were meant to rehabilitate the use of formal logic and remove from its practice the
avoidable pitfalls of dogmatism.
This rehabilitation is pursued through solutions to specific criticisms that Hegel worked to
overcome. He refers to them as presupposition and finitude. Presupposition is the undemonstrated
acceptance of an axiom or rule of inference with no reasonable support. Dogmatism clearly results from
presupposition because it leads to arbitrary starting points and choices of methodologies. Presupposition
is overcome, thinks Hegel, when the rules, tools, and contents used by a logician are grounded, connected,
and derived within a self-supporting system.

Finitude is the second criticism, which is Hegel’s term for the division and isolation of concepts
from one another and from their objects. In a word, this is disconnectedness. Finitude is overcome when
concepts are connected to one another and to their objects.
Hegel’s philosophy involves an extensive program of reconnection for concepts, which is to say,
the logician’s recognition of connections that are already there. In this way, Hegel’s philosophy provides
remedies for these two problems, which means that Hegel was able to overcome the source of the
dogmatism that he believed had plagued the traditional uses of logic from Aristotle to Leibniz.
Most interpreters of Hegel have made the decision to rule out the possibility that Hegel’s
philosophy could make use of syllogistic reasoning. However, this presumes an understanding of Hegel’s
philosophy that remains, even today, unsettled. If this surmise depends on what Hegel’s philosophy is
seeking to accomplish and if interpreters are still attempting to establish what Hegel’s philosophy is
about, then this common belief ought not be placed beyond suspicion. This common belief that Hegel
abandons and replaces traditional logic is not supported well enough to forbid a new investigation. The
field should be open to new evidence. We must therefore ask anew whether Hegel really meant to reject
and replace formal logic. If a good case can be made that he meant to repair the traditional approach to
logic instead of trying to abandon it, and if a coherent philosophy can be detected in light of this
alternative, or even because of it, then the investigation should be worth the effort.
With this and other arguments, and with much textual exegesis, my project works to establish the
legitimacy of reading Hegel as a logician capable of using advanced syllogistics. I then collect evidence
from Hegel’s writings, primarily the Encyclopedia Logic, showing that Hegel’s ontological argument
both exists and that it can be reconstructed and tested as a modal disjunctive syllogism. Only when this is
done can Hegel scholarship find its proper starting place.
Chapter Summaries
Chapter (I) has two major parts, a listing of factors that might obscure our view of Hegel’s
ontological argument as a preparation for exegesis, and second, the textual analysis itself.
Regarding the first part, it is difficult to find and analyze Hegel’s ontological argument because
several factors obscure it from detection: its lack of a formalized presentation; the subtlety of the primary
text; and its similarity with another well-known Hegelian argument, known alternately as the Identity
Thesis and the Absolute Identity Thesis.
With regard to the lack of a formalized presentation, Hegel’s own ontological argument is not
presented with the now-expected signs of formal deduction. The numbered lines, the explicit stating of
standardized rules of inference, the special symbols, and the expected verbal signs of well-worn classes of
inferences are all missing. Hegel does his syllogizing without such signposts. Yet, most of these signs
were established after Hegel’s lifetime. Thus, to expect such indicators would be inappropriate. A reader
must learn to see deductions without such aids.
The second reason that Hegel’s ontological argument has been difficult to identify is that his most
clear and direct text on the subject, the Lectures on the Proofs of the Existence of God (VBDG), does not
present his own argument in a straightforward manner. It appears only to address past versions of the
argument. After this, there is no separate presentation of his own argument as such. For this reason, many
conclude that he has no argument of his own. My contention, in response, is that this lecture and its
analysis, taken as a whole, represents his argument and that its ability to incorporate past forms of thought
into distinct stages is itself evidence of his intentions to produce his own argument in the form of a

disjunctive syllogism. Hegel divides past ontological arguments into two historical stages. These
historical categories are then transformed into premises within Hegel’s own ontological argument. The
first two historical stages are negated, and the only remaining option, Hegel’s own philosophy, is selected
by elimination. Thus, it is a disjunctive syllogism.
Specifically, his presentation and rejection of stage-one ontological arguments (Anselm, for
example) and then stage-two ontological arguments (Descartes, for example) align with the negated
premises of a disjunctive argument of the following form: ~(~A); ~(A v ~A); (A). Option A represents
Hegel’s own position. The first category of ontological arguments (Anselm) rejects A. Anselm, therefore,
posits ~A. Hegel rejects the rejection by negating it a second time: ~(~A). This brings Anselm into line
with Hegel’s position: ~(~A) reduces to A. The same process repeats for the second category of
ontological arguments (Descartes). This group does not reject A but it does doubt it, and is thus unsure if
A is true or not. This is represented by (A v ~A). Hegel rejects and negates this as well: ~(A v ~A). To
make this align with A, however, it must be read in the following way: “It is not the case that it is merely
possible that A or not A is the case.” Hegel thinks of his own position as a necessary truth. The mere
possibility of A must then be negated due to the necessity of A, thus: ~(A v ~A). In this way, the first
two historical stages align with the first negated stages of a disjunctive syllogism. Hegel’s own position,
A, is the third premise, and this is represented by the entire lecture including its analysis of past forms of
ontological argument. That is, the analysis itself is an argument that takes the following simplified form:
not category 1, not category 2, therefore category 3; this matches the form of the disjunctive syllogism
that Hegel derives in the Logics. The lecture itself, by describing and negating two categories of
ontological arguments, represents a third category itself. It is not only Hegel’s analysis of past arguments,
but it also takes the shape of an ontological argument itself.
The third reason that Hegel’s ontological argument is often missed is that it is inappropriately
distinguished from his absolute identity thesis. This thesis is understood to be the core engine of his entire
philosophy even though a consensus about his philosophy’s purpose has not yet been reached. My
position is that Hegel’s absolute identity thesis is his ontological argument. They are the same argument.
If this is true, then the goals and methods that are seen in his ontological argument can serve as aids in
interpreting his absolute identity thesis, which is to say, his entire philosophy. Not only does this
realization allow for his ontological argument to be identified in many other texts, but it drives
interpretation of Hegel’s entire philosophy toward a formal-logical reading. This may help to overcome a
contemporary impasse in Hegel interpretation and it opens Hegel up to an unusual degree of
contemporary relevance.
Two texts will then be explored in depth in the search for clues and “raw data” for Hegel’s
argument: the lecture just mentioned (VBDG) and the Encyclopedia Logic. This is the bulk of the chapter.
Chapter (II) attempts to support the conclusion that comes from the raw data in Chapter I. That data
seems to indicate, upon first reading, that Hegel means to present his system in the form of a deductive
syllogism. Chapter II will support this view, rather than explain it away, by reviewing Hegel’s critique of
formal logic.
This review will be prefaced by a revelation of the advanced state of formal logic in Hegel’s day
along with its paradoxical lack of popularity and progressive loss. This is followed by evidence that Hegel
had a very advanced understanding of formal logic himself despite a nearly overwhelming trend at that
time to discredit it. With this background, Hegel’s critique of formal logic is explored in depth. As
mentioned above, it will be shown that his primary accusation is that logicians of the past had succumbed

to the errors of presupposition and finitude. In other terms, they presuppose the concepts that they use to
do logic and this results in unavoidable dogmatism. Hegel’s solution, however, does not destroy the
syllogism; it merely removes the shroud of dogmatism by connecting concepts together and
demonstrating necessarily that, when systematized, they can be their own ground. This overcomes
presupposition by means of demonstration, and it overcomes finitude (isolation) by means of
interconnectedness. The chapter goes on to discuss several implications of this result and interacts with
some of the relevant literature.
Chapter (III) gets deeper into the logical form of his ontological argument and absolute identity
thesis, which are the same thing. This form, the Disjunctive Syllogism, is derived at great pains by Hegel
in the Logics. In this chapter, the derivation of this syllogism is then traced at a sufficient level of detail.
Some interaction with helpful resources guides the way.
After its derivation is fully described, the properties, position, and function of the Disjunctive
Syllogism are discussed next. It behaves for Hegel as a mediator of concept and being. Yet this syllogism
is itself a concept. Consequently, it acts as the mediator of itself with its own object. And, its object is
itself. It is thus able to unify its contents with its form, the first of the forms of thought to be able to
accomplish this feat. Hegel states plainly that the sole activity of thought is to think itself. Therefore it
follows that the Disjunctive Syllogism is the preeminent form of this activity.
One final characteristic of this form of syllogism is then described to close the chapter, its inherent
modality. Not only does the Disjunctive Syllogism include within its disjunctive judgment (A v ~A) a
reference to possibility, but the largest context in which Hegel applies this syllogism is absolute, implying
that the other premises must involve necessity. Thus, the possibility of the above premise and the
necessity of the others (one negated the other demonstrated) is shown to be implicit. The result is
therefore a modal disjunctive syllogism:
~(□~A); ~◇ (A v ~A); □ (A)
Chapter (IV) delves more deeply into the complete modal syllogism as such and describes the
universal accessibility it naturally provides to itself. I spend some time exploring similar neo-Hegelian
arguments. I use these arguments for comparison as I construct a proof of the Hegelian ontological
argument that I have drawn directly from Hegel’s own words. This reconstruction and proof establishes
the validity of Hegel’s ontological argument.
At the end of the chapter, I also consider the argument’s soundness and find it, in the end, lacking
something important. I then suggest a way forward for the argument as my conclusion. This way forward
involves additional “rounds” of sublation added to Hegel’s system, additions which seem to indicate that
Hegel had stopped prematurely. Once the additional steps are taken, however, the conclusion of Hegel’s
philosophy, pursued by its own rules, is very different from the conclusion that Hegel recommended.
These points will thrust Hegel and the consequences of his system into contemporary philosophical
relevance.
The full text of completed and defended dissertation is now available on ProQuest.

