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Objective: This article examines two conflicting interpretations of Hegel’s
philosophy regarding Concrete Freedom in relation to Historical Context.
Robert Pippin, based on his particular reading of Hegel, emphasizes
participation in existing institutions and historical rationality, conceiving
freedom within the framework of modern society and gradual reform. In
contrast, Slavoj Zizek, drawing on a distinct intellectual system shaped by
his unique engagement with Hegel, argues that genuine freedom is only
possible through revolutionary ruptures, emphasizing a radical critique of
ideological structures and the internal contradictions of the system. The
aim of this article is to analyze this conflict and propose a resolution
derived from the of Hegel’s general system of philosophy and his
philosophy of history. By focusing on an understanding of and Historical
Time Awareness regarding historical change-points, the article shows how
both perspectives are incomplete and neither, on its own, provides a
comprehensive view of the dialectical development of society.
Nevertheless, the two can be integrated through a new synthesis within the
Hegelian dialectic.

Methods: conceptual analysis and critical comparison Results: The
findings suggest that freedom is achieved neither solely through
participation in existing institutions (Pippin) nor exclusively through
radical critique (Zizek), but rather through a dynamic and historically
aware engagement with history, especially by attending to decisive
historical change-points.
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Extended Abstract

This study investigates how freedom can be attained in relation to existing historical structures
and contexts. The fundamental inquiry is whether the realization of freedom requires
recognition and engagement with these structures—working toward liberation via internal
reform—or whether such engagement inherently obstructs freedom, making radical rupture
and revolutionary movement the only viable path. In other words, does freedom necessitate
coexistence with institutionalized frameworks rooted in historical traditions, or can it only be
realized through a radical break from them? This dilemma is examined through two contrasting
contemporary interpretations of Hegel: the “institutionalist” reading by Robert Pippin and the
“radical” reading by Slavoj Zizek. Drawing on Hegel’s dialectic and philosophy of history, the
study argues that while both interpretations are, in certain respects, incomplete, each highlights
essential dimensions of freedom that remain insufficient in the absence of the other.

This issue carries significant weight from both philosophical and political perspectives.
Philosophically, as Pippin argues, freedom in the modern world becomes meaningful only
within social institutions, historical norms, and institutionalized structures. For Pippin,
rupturing from these institutions leads to the denial of autonomy and a descent into
normlessness and self-destruction (O’Connor, 2011).

In contrast, Zizek, drawing on Lacanian psychoanalysis and his distinctive reading of
Hegel, emphasizes revolutionary moments—instances in which individuals confront dominant
structures and ideologies, thereby generating the possibility of liberation. From his perspective,
ideological structures are so powerful that any form of accommodation merely reproduces
domination, leaving no space for authentic freedom (Flisfeder, 2023). Thus, this is not merely
a theoretical issue but one with tangible social and political consequences, as we all operate
within institutional frameworks, and our relationship to them fundamentally shapes our
experience of freedom. Moreover, engaging with this question can yield critical insights into
contemporary crises such as political regression, social fragmentation, and the crisis of
legitimacy facing modern institutions.

The theoretical contribution of this research lies in its engagement with the broader critical
project of reconstructing and reinterpreting the Hegelian legacy through contemporary lenses.
This study avoids the extremes of institutional conservatism and unfounded revolutionary
radicalism, seeking instead a historically grounded dialectical middle path. Pippin’s reading
asserts that institutions are not obstacles to freedom but its very condition, as freedom without
institutional realization lacks meaning and historical rationality (Pippin, 2008, 172-173). In
this view, free will is only formed and understood within legitimate, historically evolved
structures. Conversely, Zizek emphasizes the internal contradictions of history and the role of
revolutionary subjects in disrupting existing orders. For him, human beings do not harmonize
with the historical order but rather reveal its fractures and crises (Najjar & Mustafa, 2023). This
tension has long characterized Hegelian scholarship and remains vital for understanding both
Hegel’s philosophy and our current historical moment. Furthermore, the study’s integration of
political, social, and historical concepts underscores its interdisciplinary character.

The central question guiding this study is: What is the relationship between historical
structures and freedom? Are these structures obstacles to freedom or its instruments? From this
inquiry emerge several sub-questions: Why does Pippin insist on working within existing
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structures? How does he propose to overcome the internal barriers to freedom that persist
within them? Conversely, why does Zizek advocate for their negation, and does this stance
distance him from historical rationality? Do either of these readings fully capture Hegel’s
philosophy, or does his dialectical system offer a way to synthesize and reconcile these
opposing positions? More specifically, can Hegelian dialectics justify both the preservation and
negation of structures in the pursuit of freedom?

This study employs a conceptual analysis methodology. In the first stage, it defines and
introduces key concepts such as freedom, historical structure, autonomy and .... The
subsequent analysis focuses on two key interpretations of Hegel: Pippin’s institutionalist and
Zizek’s revolutionary readings. Pippin’s view is explored through concepts such as historical
rationality, the institutional realization of freedom, and the necessity of historical self-
understanding. Zizek’s reading is examined through notions like antithesis, negativity, the
revolutionary subject, and the disruptive role of negation in historical progress. Ultimately, the
study aims to transcend the binary opposition between these readings by drawing on core
elements of Hegel’s philosophy of history and dialectical logic to formulate a new, more
integrative synthesis.

This research concludes that while both Pippin’s and Zizek’s interpretations illuminate
fundamental aspects of freedom in Hegel’s thought, each remains insufficient on its own.
Pippin underscores that freedom cannot be realized without established institutions and norms.
Yet Zizek contends that when these structures become ideologically rigid and resistant to
transformation, they obstruct freedom, and only radical rupture can reopen the path to
emancipation. The critical limitation of both readings lies in their underappreciation of
dialectical temporality. History—as the ground of freedom—unfolds through phases that at
times demand institutional development (as Pippin suggests), and at other times require radical
negation (in line with Zizek). Therefore, both engagement with and rupture from existing
structures are historically necessary, depending on the moment. Identifying such moments—
termed “foundational transformations,” “historical inflection points,” “turning points,” or
“structural revolutions”—is crucial. These are periods when history enters a new phase,
previous orders lose legitimacy, novel ideas emerge, entrenched habits lose their rationality,
and profound human experiences such as loss and historical sorrow come to the fore. In such
moments, one must side with Zizek; at others, with Pippin. Hegel’s dialectical system thus
offers a more nuanced and dynamic understanding of the relationship between structure,
rupture, and freedom.
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