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4

 PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

INTRODUCTION

Th e subject of this course of Lectures is the Philosophical History of the World. 
And by this must be understood, not a collection of general observations respect-
ing it, suggested by the study of its records, and proposed to be illustrated by its 
facts, but Universal History itself. To gain a clear idea at the outset, of the nature 
of our task, it seems necessary to begin with an examination of the other methods 
of treating History. Th e various methods may be ranged under three heads: 

Original History 
Refl ective History 
Philosophical History 

ORIGINAL HISTORY

Of the fi rst kind, the mention of one or two distinguished names will fur-
nish a defi nite type. To this category belong Herodotus, Th ucydides, and oth-
er historians of the same order, whose descriptions are for the most part lim-
ited to deeds, events, and states of society, which they had before their eyes, 
and whose spirit they shared. Th ey simply transferred what was passing in 
the world around them, to the realm of representative intellect. An external 
phenomenon is thus translated into an internal conception. Historiographers 
bind together the fl eeting elements of story, and treasure them up for immor-
tality in the Temple of Mnemosyne. Legends, Ballad-stories, Traditions must 
be excluded from such original history. Th e domain of reality—actually seen, 
or capable of being so—aff ords a very diff erent basis in point of fi rmness from 
that fugitive and shadowy element, in which were engendered those legends 
and poetic dreams whose historical prestige vanishes, as soon as nations have 
attained a mature individuality. 
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Such original historians, then, change the events, the deeds and the states of 
society with which they are conversant, into an object for the conceptive facul-
ty. Th e narratives they leave us cannot, therefore, be very comprehensive in their 
range. What is present and living in their environment, is their proper material. 
Th e infl uences that have formed the writer are identical with those which have 
molded the events that constitute the matter of his story. Th e author’s spirit, and 
that of the actions he narrates, is one and the same. He describes scenes in which 
he himself has been an actor, or at any rate, an interested spectator. It is short pe-
riods of time, individual shapes of persons and occurrences, single unrefl ected 
traits, of which he makes his picture. And his aim is nothing more than the pres-
entation to posterity of an image of events as clear as that which he himself pos-
sessed in virtue of personal observation, or life-like descriptions. Refl ections are 
none of his business, for he lives in the spirit of his subject; he has not attained an 
elevation above it. If, as in Caesar’s case, he belongs to the exalted rank of generals 
or statesmen, it is the prosecution of his own aims that constitutes the history. 

REFLECTIVE HISTORY

Th e second kind of history we may call the refl ective. It is history whose mode of 
representation is not really confi ned by the limits of the time to which it relates, 
but whose spirit transcends the present. In this second order strongly marked va-
riety of species may be distinguished. 

(a) It is the aim of the investigator to gain a view of the entire history of a peo-
ple or a country, or of the world, in short, what we call Universal History. In this 
case the working up of the historical material is the main point. Th e workman 
approaches his task with his own spirit; a spirit distinct from that of the element 
he is to manipulate. Here a very important consideration will be the principles 
to which the author refers, the bearing and motives of the actions and events 
which he describes, and those which determine the form of his narrative. Th is 
fi rst kind of Refl ective History is most nearly akin to the preceding, when it has 
no farther aim than to present the annals of a country complete. Such compila-
tions (among which may be reckoned the works of Livy, Diodorus Siculus, Jo-
hannes von Müller’s History of Switzerland) are, if well performed, highly meri-
torious. Among the best of the kind may be reckoned such annalist as approach 
those of the fi rst class; who give so vivid a transcript of events that the reader may 
well fancy himself listening to contemporaries and eye-witnesses. But it oft en 
happens that the individuality of tone which must characterize a writer belong-
ing to a diff erent culture is not modifi ed in accordance with the periods such a 
record must traverse. Th e spirit of the writer is quite other than that of the times 
of which he treats. 

A history which aspires to traverse long periods of time, or to be universal, 
must indeed forego the attempt to give individual representations of the past as 
it actually existed. It must foreshorten its pictures by abstractions; and this in-
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cludes not merely the omission of events and deeds, but whatever is involved in 
the fact that Th ought is, aft er all, the most trenchant epitomist. A battle, a great 
victory, a siege, no longer maintains its original proportions, but is put off  with a 
bare mention. 

(b) A second species of Refl ective History is what we may call the Pragmatical. 
Th is takes the occurrence out of the category of the Past and makes it virtually 
Present. Pragmatical (didactic) refl ections, though in their nature decidedly ab-
stract, are truly and indefeasibly of the Present, and quicken the annals of the 
dead Past with the life of today. Whether, indeed such refl ections are truly inter-
esting and enlivening, depends on the writer’s own spirit. Moral refl ections must 
here be specially noticed,—the moral teaching expected from history; which lat-
ter has not infrequently been treated with a direct view to the former. It may be 
allowed that examples of virtue elevate the soul, and are applicable in the moral 
instructions of children for impressing excellence upon their minds. But the des-
tinies of peoples and states, their interests, relations, and the complicated issue 
of their aff airs, present quite another fi eld. Rulers, Statesmen, Nations, are wont 
to be emphatically commended to the teaching which experience off ers in histo-
ry. But what experience and history teach is this—that peoples and governments 
never have learned anything from history, or acted on principles deduced from 
it. Each period is involved in such peculiar circumstances, exhibits a condition of 
things so strictly idiosyncratic, that its conduct must be regulated by considera-
tions connected with itself, and itself alone. Amid the pressure of great events, a 
general principle gives no help. It is useless to revert to similar circumstances in 
the Past. Th e pallid shades of memory struggle in vain with the life and freedom 
of the Present. Looked at in this light, nothing can be shallower than the oft -
repeated appeal to Greek and Roman examples during the French  Revolution. 
Nothing is more diverse than the genius of those nations and that of our times. It 
is only a thorough, liberal, comprehensive view of historical relations (such exam-
ples as we fi nd in Montesquieu’s ‘Esprit des Loix’), that can give truth and interest 
to refl ections of this order. One Refl ective History therefore supersedes another. 
Th e materials are patent to every writer: each is likely enough to believe himself 
capable of arranging and manipulating them; and we may expect that each will 
insist upon his own spirit as that of the age in question. Th ese certainly have their 
value; but for the most part they off er only material for history. 

(c) Th e third form of Refl ective History is the Critical. Th is deserves mention as 
preeminently the mode of treating history now current in Germany. It is not his-
tory itself that is here presented. We might more properly designate it as a History 
of History; a criticism of historical narratives and an investigation of their truth 
and credibility. Its peculiarity in point of fact and of intention consists in the 
acuteness with which the writer extorts something from the records which was 
not in the matters recorded. Here we have the other method of making the past 
a living reality; putting subjective fancies in the place of historical data; fancies 
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whose merit is measured by their boldness, that is, the scantiness of the particu-
lars on which they are based, and the peremptoriness with which they contravene 
the best established facts of history. 

(d) Th e last species of Refl ective History announces its fragmentary character on 
the very face of it. It adopts an abstract position; yet, since it takes general points 
of view (e.g., as the History of                             Art, of Law, of Religion), it forms a transition to 
the Philosophical History of the World. It must be remarked that, when Refl ec-
tive History has advanced to the adoption of general points of view, if the position 
taken is a true one, these are found to constitute—not merely an external thread, 
a superfi cial series—but are the inward guiding soul of the occurrences and ac-
tions that occupy a nation’s annals. For, like the soul-conductor Mercury, the Idea 
is in truth the leader of peoples and of the World; and Spirit, the rational and ne-
cessitated will of that conductor, is and has been the director of the events of the 
World’s History. To become acquainted with Spirit in this its offi  ce of guidance, 
is the object of our present undertaking. Th is brings us to: 

PHILOSOPHICAL HISTORY

Th e third kind of history—the Philosophical. No explanation was needed of the 
two previous classes; their nature was self-evident. It is otherwise with this last, 
which certainly seems to require an exposition or justifi cation. Th e most gener-
al defi nition that can be given, is, that the  Philosophy of History means nothing 
but the thoughtful consideration of it. Th ought is indeed essential to humanity. It 
is this that distinguishes us from the brutes. In sensations, cognition and intellec-
tion; in our instincts and volitions, as far as they are truly human, Th ought is an 
invariable element. 

Th e only Th ought which Philosophy brings with it to the contemplation of 
History, is the simple conception of Reason; that Reason is the Sovereign of the 
World; that the history of the world therefore, presents us with a rational process. 
It is there proved by speculative cognition, that Reason—and this term may here 
suffi  ce us, without investigating the relation sustained by the Universe to the Di-
vine Being—is Substance, as well as Infi nite Power; its own Infi nite Material un-
derlying all the natural and spiritual life which it originates, as also the Infi nite 
Form—that which sets this Material in motion. On the one hand, Reason is the 
substance of the Universe; viz. that by which and in which all reality has its be-
ing and subsistence. On the other hand, it is the Infi nite Energy of the Universe; 
since Reason is not so powerless as to be incapable of producing anything but 
a mere ideal, a mere intention—having its place outside reality, nobody knows 
where; something separate and abstract, in the heads of certain human beings. It 
is the infi nite complex of things, their entire Essence and Truth. It is its own mate-
rial which it commits to its own Active Energy to work up; not needing, as fi nite 
action does, the conditions of an external material of given means from which it 
may obtain its support, and the objects of its activity. It supplies its own nourish-
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ment and is the object of its own operations. While it is exclusively its own basis 
of existence, and  absolute fi nal aim, it is also the energizing power realizing this 
aim; developing it not only in the phenomena of the Natural, but also of the Spir-
itual Universe—the History of the World. Th at this ‘Idea’ or ‘Reason’ is the True, 
the Eternal, the absolutely powerful essence; that it reveals itself in the World, and 
that in that World nothing else is revealed but this and its honour and glory—is 
the thesis which, as we have said, has been proved in Philosophy and is here re-
garded as demonstrated. 

If the clear idea of Reason is not already developed in our minds, in begin-
ning the study of Universal History, we should at least leave the fi rm, unconquer-
able faith that Reason does exist there; and that the World of intelligence and 
conscious volition is not abandoned to chance, but must show itself in the light 
of the self-cognizant Idea. Yet I am not obliged to make any such preliminary de-
mand upon your faith. What I have said thus provisionally, and what I shall have 
further to say, is, even in reference to our branch of science, not to be regarded as 
hypothetical, but as a summary view of the whole; the result of the investigation 
we are about to pursue; a result which happens to be known to me, because I have 
traversed the entire fi eld. It is only an inference from the history of the World, 
that its development has been a rational process; that the history in question has 
constituted the rational necessary course of the World Spirit—that Spirit whose 
nature is always one and the same, but which unfolds this, its one nature in the 
phenomena of the World’s existence. Th is must, as before stated, present itself as 
the ultimate result of History. To him who looks upon the world rationally, the 
world in its turn, presents a rational aspect. Th e relation is mutual. 

I will only mention two phases and points of view that concern the general-
ly diff used conviction that Reason has ruled, and is still ruling in the world, and 
consequently in the world’s history; because they give us, at the same time, an 
opportunity for more closely investigating the question that presents the great-
est diffi  culty, and for indicating a branch of the subject, which will have to be en-
larged on in the sequel. 

REASON GOVERNS THE WORLD

(a) One of these points is that passage in history, which informs us that the Greek 
Anaxagoras was the fi rst to enunciate the doctrine that Understanding generally, 
or Reason, governs the world. It is not intelligence as self-conscious Reason—not 
a Spirit as such that is meant; and we must clearly distinguish these from each 
other. Th e movement of the solar system takes place according to unchangeable 
laws. Th ese laws are Reason, implicit in the phenomena in question. But neither 
the sun nor the planets, which revolve around it according to these laws, can be 
said to have any consciousness of them. 

A thought of this kind,—that Nature is an embodiment of Reason; that it is 
unchangeably subordinate to universal laws, appears nowise striking or strange 
to us. And I have mentioned this extraordinary occurrence, partly to show how 
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more comprehensive conception of itself—a transcending of its principle—but 
this very act would involve a principle of a new order, a new National Spirit. 

Such a new principle does in fact enter into the Spirit of a people that has ar-
rived at full development and self-realization; it dies not a simply natural death—
for it is not a mere single individual, but a spiritual, generic life; in its case natural 
death appears to imply destruction through its own agency. 

It is not of the nature of the all-pervading Spirit to die this merely natural 
death; it does not simply sink into the senile life of mere custom but—as being a 
National Spirit belonging to Universal History—attains to the consciousness of 
what its work is; it attains to a conception of itself. In fact it is world-historical 
only in so far as a universal principle has lain in its fundamental element,—in its 
grand aim: only so far is the work which such a spirit produces, a moral, political 
organization. If it be mere desires that impel nations to activity, such deeds pass 
over without leaving a trace; or their traces are only ruin and destruction. 

In the very element of an achievement the quality of generality, of thought, 
is contained; without thought it has no objectivity; that is its basis. Th e highest 
point in the development of a people is this,—to have gained a conception of its 
life and condition,—to have reduced its laws, its ideas of justice and morality to 
a science; for in this unity [of the objective and subjective] lies the most intimate 
unity that Spirit can attain to in and with itself. In its work it is employed in ren-
dering itself an object of its own contemplation; but it cannot develop itself objec-
tively in its essential nature, except in thinking itself. 

But fi rst we must observe how the life which proceeds from death, is itself, on 
the other hand, only individual life; so that, regarding the species as the real and 
substantial in this vicissitude, the perishing of the individual is a regress of the 
species into individuality. Th e perpetuation of the race is, therefore, none other 
than the monotonous repetition of the same kind of existence. Further, we must 
remark how perception,—the comprehension of being by thought,—is the source 
and birthplace of a new, and in fact higher form, in a principle which while it pre-
serves, dignifi es its material. For Th ought is that Universal—that Species which 
is immortal, which preserves identity with itself. Th e particular form of Spirit 
not merely passes away in the world by natural causes in Time, but is annulled in 
the automatic self-mirroring activity of consciousness. Because this annulling is 
an activity of Th ought, it is at the same time conservative and elevating in its op-
eration. While then, on the one side, Spirit annuls the reality, the permanence of 
that which it is, it gains on the other side, the essence, the Th ought, the Univer-
sal element of that which it only was [its transient conditions]. Its principle is no 
longer that immediate import and aim which it was previously, but the essence of 
that import and aim. 

Th e result of this process is then that Spirit, in rendering itself objective and 
making this its being an object of thought, on the one hand destroys the determi-
nate form of its being, on the other hand gains a comprehension of the universal el-
ement which it involves, and thereby gives a new form to its inherent principle. In 
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virtue of this, the substantial character of the National Spirit has been altered,—
that is, its principle has risen into another, and in fact a higher principle. 

In this point lies the fundamental, the Ideal necessity of transition. Th is is 
the soul—the essential consideration—of the philosophical comprehension of 
History. 

Spirit is essentially the result of its own activity; its activity is the transcend-
ing of immediate, simple, unrefl ected existence,—the negation of that existence, 
and the returning into itself. We may compare it with the seed; for with this the 
plant begins, yet it is also the result of the plant’s entire life. But the weak side of 
life is exhibited in the fact that the commencement and the result are disjoined 
from each other. Th us also is it in the life of individuals and peoples. Th e life of 
a people ripens a certain fruit; its activity aims at the complete manifestation of 
the principle which it embodies. But this fruit does not fall back into the bosom 
of the people that produced and matured it; on the contrary, it becomes a poi-
son-draught to it. Th at poison-draught it cannot let alone, for it has an insatiable 
thirst for it: the taste of the draught is its annihilation, though at the same time 
the rise of a new principle. 

While we are thus concerned exclusively with the Idea of Spirit, and in the 
History of the World regard everything as only its manifestation, we have, in tra-
versing the past,—however extensive its periods,—only to do with what is present; 
for philosophy, as occupying itself with the True, has to do with the eternally 
present. Nothing in the past is lost for it, for the Idea is ever present; Spirit is im-
mortal; with it there is no past, no future, but an essential now. Th is necessarily 
implies that the present form of Spirit comprehends within it all earlier steps. 
Th ese have indeed unfolded themselves in succession independently; but what 
Spirit is it has always been essentially; distinctions are only the development of 
this essential nature. Th e life of the ever present Spirit is a circle of progressive em-
bodiments, which looked at in one respect still exist beside each other, and only 
as looked at from another point of view appear as past. Th e grades which Spirit 
seems to have left  behind it, it still possesses in the depths of its present. 
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