


Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy



SUNY series, Philosophy and Race
—————

Robert Bernasconi and T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, editors



Africa, Asia, and the 
History of Philosophy

Racism in the Formation of the 
Philosophical Canon, 1780–1830

Peter K. J. Park



Cover image © Zsolt Ercsei / Bigstockphoto

Published by State University of New York Press, Albany

© 2013 State University of New York

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner 
whatsoever without written permission. No part of this book may be 
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means 
including electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording, or otherwise without the prior permission in writing of the 
publisher.

For information, contact State University of New York Press, Albany, NY
www.sunypress.edu

Production by Diane Ganeles
Marketing by Kate McDonnell

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Park, Peter K. J.
 Africa, Asia, and the history of philosophy : racism in the formation of the 
philosophical canon, 1780–1830 / Peter K. J. Park.
   p. cm. —  (SUNY series, Philosophy and Race)
 Includes bibliographical references (p.   ) and index.
 ISBN 978-1-4384-4641-7 (hardcover : alk. paper)
 1. Philosophy—History—18th century. 2. Philosophy—History—19th
century. 3. Continental philosophy—History. 4. Philosophers—Europe—
Attitudes. 5. Racism. 6. Philosophy, African. 7. Philosophy, Asian. 
I. Title. 

 B802.P27 2013
 190.9'033—dc23 2012019188

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



Contents

List of Figures vii

Acknowledgments ix

Preface xi

List of Abbreviations xv

Introduction 1

1 The Kantian School and the Consolidation of Modern 
 Historiography of Philosophy 11

2 The Birth of Comparative History of Philosophy: 
 Joseph-Marie de Gérando’s Histoire comparée des 
 systèmes de philosophie 31

3 India in Friedrich Schlegel’s Comparative History 
 of Philosophy 51

4 The Exclusion of Africa and Asia from the History 
 of Philosophy: The Formation of the Kantian Position 69

5 Systematic Inclusion of Africa and Asia under 
 Absolute Idealism: Friedrich Ast’s and 
 Thaddä Anselm Rixner’s Histories of Philosophy 97

6 Absolute Idealism Reverts to the Kantian Position: 
 Hegel’s Exclusion of Africa and Asia 113

7 The Comparative History of Philosophy in 
 August Tholuck’s Polemic against Hegel 133



vi Contents

Conclusion 149

Notes  153

Bibliography 199

Index 221



vii

Figures

Figure 1. Table of contents of the first volume of 
Jacob Brucker’s Historia critica philosophiae (1742–4). 73

Figure 2. Diagram of the epochs of Greek philosophy in 
Thaddä Anselm Rixner’s Handbuch der Geschichte der 
Philosophie (1822–3). 108

Figure 3. “Overview of the history of philosophy” in 
Friedrich Ast’s Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie (1825). 112

Figure 4. Title page of Wilhelm Tennemann’s Grundriss der 
Geschichte der Philosophie (1820). 118

Figure 5. First page of the table of contents of 
Tennemann’s Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie (1820). 119





ix

Acknowledgments

One agency, two foundations, and many, many people made this book 
possible. I would like to thank first my teachers: Peter Reill, Margaret 
Jacob, Richard Popkin, and James Wald. I would like to thank the peo-
ple who helped me to improve the manuscript of this book with their 
criticisms, questions, answers, suggestions, and practical aid. They are 
Sunil Agnani, Ali Anooshahr, Charles Bambach, Robert Bernasconi, 
Thomas A. Brady, Jr., Zoltan Biedermann, Neilesh Bose, Susan Briante, 
Matthew J. Brown, Stephen Chappell, Alexandra Cook, Sean Cotter, 
Jon Daniel, Tobias Delfs, Wendy DeSouza, Gita Dharampal-Frick, 
Thomas Douglas, Douglas Dow, Reem Elghonimi, J. Michael Farmer, 
Micah Forbes, Amy Freund, Diane Ganeles, Kimberly Garmoe, Frank 
Garrett, Bryan Givens, John Gooch, Pamela Gossin, John Grever, 
Dragana Grbić, Simon Grote, Ming Dong Gu, Knud Haakonssen, 
Charles Hatfield, Joseph Holt, Pia Jakobsson, Eric F. Johnson, Andrew 
Kenyon, Sigrid Koepke, John Christian Laursen, Corinne Lefèvre, 
Nancy E. Levine, David Luft, Jürgen Lütt, Megan Lynch, Anne 
MacLachlan, Benjamin and Marianne Marschke, Farid Matuk, Kelly 
Maynard, Kate McDonnell, Angelo Mercado, Jessica Murphy, Cihan 
Yüksel Muslu, Michelle Nickerson, Zsuzsanna Ozsvath, Charlton 
Payne, Jared Poley, Clark Pomerleau, Jeremy Popkin, Julie Popkin, 
Jeremy Prince, Stephen Rabe, Courtenay Raia, Gita Rajan, Monica 
Rankin, Cindy Renker, Natalie Ring, Nils Roemer, Mark Rosen, Axel 
Rüdiger, Hartmut Scharfe, Eric Schlereth, Rainer Schulte, Linda Snow, 
Jerry and Elke Soliday, Sabrina Starnaman, Deborah Stott, Mikiko 
Tanaka, Brent Thorn, Claudia Verhoeven, Han Vermeulen, Brent Vine, 
William Weber, Georg Werther, Daniel Wickberg, Jeffrey L. Wilson, 
Michael L. Wilson, Gabriel Wolfenstein, Victor Wolfenstein, Amy 
Woodson-Boulton, Johan van der Zande, and the staff of the Center 
for 17th and 18th-Century Studies at UCLA and of the McDermott 
Library at the University of Texas at Dallas. 



x Acknowledgments

My project benefited from the research work that others shared 
with me on the history of Orientalism, language sciences, and race 
science. For this, I thank Tuska Benes, Robert Bernasconi, Sai Bha-
tawadekar, Robert Cowan, Nicholas Germana, Wilhelm Halbfass, 
Bradley Herling, David Hoyt, Hanco Jürgens, Roland Lardinois, Kris 
Manjapra, Suzanne Marchand, Douglas McGetchin, Frank Neubert, 
Karen Oslund, Pascale Rabault-Feuerhahn, Saverio Marchignoli, and 
Indra Sengupta. I am fortunate to have Doug as my most constant 
companion in research. I thank Brad for being a careful critic of my 
manuscript at a late stage of development. 

I began the research for this book in 2000–2001, when I was a 
doctoral fellow funded by the German Academic Exchange Service 
(DAAD). I thank the Service and my colleagues at the South Asia 
Institute at Heidelberg University: Dietmar Rothermund, Tilman 
Frasch, and Harald Fischer-Tiné. In 2009, I spent several months 
reading in the libraries of Halle an der Saale with the support of a 
Fritz Thyssen Fellowship from the Francke Foundations. I thank the 
Foundations and my hosts at the Interdisciplinary Centre for Pietism 
Research and the Interdisciplinary Centre for European Enlightenment 
Studies: Daniel Fulda, Rainer Godel, Frank Grunert, Erdmut Jost, 
Britta Klosterberg, Thomas Müller-Bahlke, Axel Rüdiger, Christian 
Soboth, Jürgen Stolzenberg, Udo Sträter, Sabine Volk-Birke, and 
Andrea Thiele. I must also thank the dedicated staff of the Archive 
and Library of the Franke Foundations. I would not have been able 
to take up the Thyssen Fellowship without the leave granted by my 
dean, Dennis Kratz.

I would never have finished writing this book without the 
emotional support of Rafael Alanis, Johnny Armijo, Gwen Camacho, 
Shane Chang, Howard Chin, Kristian Craige, Micah Forbes, Rita Joye 
Gray, Gus Heard-Hughes, Kate Hugh-Jones, Peter Hornick, Richard E. 
Jones, Jin Kim, Annette Korbin, Uwe Küchler, Richard Kwon, Bran-
dyn Lee, Lucy McCauley, Scott B. Morgan, Craig Navarro, Spenser 
Nicholas, Paul Nogler, Jena Pincott, Coryn Prince, Jesse Rossa, Emily 
Sandor, David Schonfeld, Julianne Scott, Luis Selva, Shawn Suarez, 
Thomas and Mahwish Syed-Mangan, Sergey Trakhtenberg, and Ben-
jamin Vogler. 

Yungsuhn, David, Simon, Mom, and Halmoni, this book is dedi-
cated to you. 



xi

Preface

When I began this project more than a decade ago, I did not consider 
that racism could have been involved in the formation of the modern 
canon of philosophy. Having paid little attention to Christoph Mein-
ers, I could not have suspected that the racist arguments of this half-
forgotten anthropological writer of the late eighteenth century lay at 
the origin of the exclusion of Africa and Asia from modern histories 
of philosophy. Two developments since the completion of my dis-
sertation in 2005 affected my thinking. The first was that I read the 
dozen articles by the philosopher Robert Bernasconi on race concepts 
and racism in the thought of Kant and Hegel. The second was that I 
read more extensively in Meiners’s corpus. 

Christoph Meiners (1747–1810) was a professor of philosophy 
at the University of Göttingen and the author of more than forty 
books and one hundred and eighty journal articles on psychology 
and aesthetics; the history of science, philosophy, and universities; and 
early anthropology. Meiners is included in Johann Gustav Droysen’s 
account of the “Göttingen Historical School,” which is credited with 
the development of the modern historical sciences. There is evidence 
to suggest that Meiners shaped the human sciences in Germany and 
France through his numerous publications and that he continued to 
influence historical and anthropological thought in the nineteenth 
century.1 In this book, I argue that Meiners was the first agent of a 
successful campaign to exclude Africa and Asia from the history of 
philosophy and that this campaign was carried forward by Wilhelm 
Tennemann, who was the most important Kantian historian of phi-
losophy at the turn of the nineteenth century, and Hegel. Meiners’s 
direct influence on them is evident in their arguments for excluding 
the Orient from the history of philosophy. The central arguments that 
cut across both Kantian and Hegelian histories of philosophy were 
racial-anthropological ones, imported from Meiners’s publications 
and repeated without much change. Kant never produced a work of 
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history of philosophy, but he sketched the outlines of one in his logic 
lectures. There, one can behold Kant’s own words authorizing the 
exclusion of the Orient from the history of philosophy. His reasons 
for the exclusion were ones he got from Meiners, whose influential 
Geschichte des Ursprungs, Fortgangs und Verfalls der Wissenschaften in 
Griechenland und Rom (History of the Origin, Progress, and Decline of the 
Sciences in Greece and Rome) appeared in 1781.2

I should note that Meiners remains a conspicuously under-
researched Aufklärer. The exact nature of his contribution to the 
human or social sciences, the kind and degree of his influence on his 
contemporaries and on posterity is still mostly unknown. Historians, 
including literary historians, of the German Enlightenment either have 
completely passed over him or have discussed him without address-
ing his racism.3 A couple of historians have described his work just 
enough to denounce it as racist.4 More recently, one historian of the 
German Enlightenment has attempted to treat Meiners’s “science of 
culture” without discussing his science of race.5 Studies that confront 
his racism with analysis are few.6 I believe that the position of Mein-
ers, always on the periphery of historical accounts of the eighteenth-
century “science of man,” is a result of the shock and revulsion that 
historians in the wake of World War II and the Holocaust have felt 
for his racist ideas. Meiners is not the face of the German Enlighten-
ment that the historians can countenance. 

The present work is not a history of scientific racism in the 
German Enlightenment. That history still awaits to be written. And 
when that history comes out, it will provide a vital context for read-
ers of my work. That history will show that racism of the modes or 
types identified by our contemporary social scientists existed in the 
eighteenth century. According to the sociologist Michael Banton, there 
are three types of racism: racist ideology, racial prejudice, and racial 
discrimination.7 All three describe eighteenth-century phenomena. It 
was racial prejudice that animated David Hume to write the footnote 
to his essay “Of National Characters” (1753), where he states that 
non-whites, especially negroes, are naturally inferior to whites.8 Racial 
prejudice is the substance of Kant’s comments about blacks in “Obser-
vations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime” (1764).9 Racial 
discrimination was embodied in the electoral laws in France (before 
and after the Revolution), the Dutch Republic, and much of the rest 
of Europe, which denied political rights to persons with the slightest 
trace of African blood.10 Finally, eighteenth-century racist ideology is 
exemplified by Meiners’s anthropological work. 
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In the 1780s and 1790s, Meiners published several essays in 
which he argued against the abolition of slavery, defended aristocratic 
privilege and rule, and gave moral justifications for European colo-
nialism. He argued from racial-anthropological grounds. If, accord-
ing to Banton, racist ideology is “the doctrine that a man’s behavior 
is determined by stable inherited characters deriving from separate 
racial stocks having distinctive attributes and usually considered to 
stand to one another in relations of superiority and inferiority,” then 
what we have in Meiners’s publications is racist ideology. Indeed, 
Georg Forster was able to recognize the ideological function of Mein-
ers’s anthropology. One of the most effective arguments that he could 
bring against Meiners was the charge that the latter abetted the pro-
slavery camp with his claims about the “nature” of black Africans. 

Racist ideology presupposes a theory of races.11 What we know 
about the eighteenth century is that the thesis of naturally distinct 
races was being theoretically and empirically elaborated by some of 
the most prominent natural historians and medical and anthropo-
logical thinkers of the European Enlightenment. Their names were 
Linnaeus, Buffon, Voltaire, Henry Home, Kant, Blumenbach, Georg 
Forster, and Meiners. 

It is not so problematic for my claim of racism in Kantian and 
Hegelian histories of philosophy that the words race and racism do not 
appear in them. (It is a fact that the word racism does not appear in 
any European language until the early part of the twentieth century.12) 
But as Pierre-André Taguieff notes, racial prejudice, racial discrimina-
tion, and racist ideology do quite well without the word race.13 The 
German Enlightenment’s most notable racist, Meiners, seldom used 
the word. Herder explicitly rejected the word, but it would be a mis-
take to conclude from this that there is nothing racist in his thought. 
Taguieff is right that “the word race can no longer be taken for the 
exclusive (or best) indicator of the modes of racialization.”14 

The decisive role that Meiners played in the exclusion of Africa 
and Asia from modern histories of philosophy is documented below. 
Historians would do well to investigate the extent to which Meiners 
is also responsible for the exclusion of Africa and Asia from modern 
histories of the sciences—astronomy, mathematics, and medicine or 
biology in particular—and from modern histories of the arts. The 
results of such investigation may well challenge the opinion of some 
historians that the eighteenth-century science of man dissipated and 
left no epistemic foundations for the human and social sciences of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.15 
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Introduction

In the modern university, courses on the history of philosophy intro-
duce students to philosophy as a discipline.1 History of philosophy 
courses alternate with logic courses as ways to teach students the 
canon of philosophy in more than one sense of the word canon. By 
recounting philosophy’s past (what philosophy was), the history of 
philosophy teaches what philosophy is (the concept of philosophy). 
The history of philosophy teaches the goals, rules, and language of 
proper philosophical reasoning. Teachers of philosophy do not merely 
recount the history of philosophy, they use it to define philosophy in 
exact terms and set its epistemic boundaries, differentiating it from 
other fields of knowledge such as mathematics, natural sciences, social 
sciences, and theology. Philosophers use the history of philosophy 
to reaffirm the canon of philosophy in the sense also of the authors 
and texts that define the discipline and to show philosophy’s coher-
ent and progressive development. “History of philosophy research 
reveals clearly that its ultimate goal is never only a historical know-
ing, but always at the same time an understanding that puts itself in 
the service of philosophy.”2 The history of philosophy can do all this 
work, however, only by performing massive exclusions. 

The present work is a historical investigation of the exclusion of 
Africa and Asia from modern histories of philosophy. It is an account 
of the events that led to the formation within German philosophy of 
an exclusionary, Eurocentric canon of philosophy by the first third of 
the nineteenth century. 

The exclusion of Africa and Asia from histories of philosophy 
is relatively recent. It was no earlier than the 1780s that historians 
of philosophy began to deny that African and Asian peoples were 
philosophical. Also beginning at that time, they segregated religion 
from philosophy and argued that Africans and Asians had religion, 
but not philosophy.3 Stated more simply, historians of philosophy 
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began to exclude peoples they deemed too primitive and incapable 
of philosophy. 

There is, however, an older tradition of history of philosophy 
writing. From the time of Marsilio Ficino (1433–99) to the death of 
Étienne Bonnot de Condillac (1715–80), the prevailing convention 
among historians of philosophy was to begin the history of philoso-
phy with Adam, Noah, Moses (or the Jews), or the Egyptians. In some 
early modern histories of philosophy, Zoroaster, the “Chaldeans,” or 
another ancient Oriental people appear as the first philosophers. The 
great majority of early modern historians of philosophy were in agree-
ment that philosophy began in the Orient. It was in the late eighteenth 
century that historians of philosophy began to claim a Greek begin-
ning for philosophy.4 

Historians have established that from the eighteenth century 
onward Europeans had ever greater access to the languages and litera-
tures of Asia and that the stream into Europe of manuscript sources and 
source-based information on Asian philosophies only increased over 
the course of the modern centuries.5 Prominent names in European 
cultural and intellectual history are associated with the late eighteenth- 
and early nineteenth-century “Oriental Renaissance.”6 Some historians 
pinpoint this rebirth to the time when officials of the British East India 
Company acquired the knowledge of Sanskrit and then intensified 
the collection and transport of Sanskrit manuscripts to Europe. A key 
activity of the Oriental Renaissance was the translation of Asian texts 
into European languages, which cleared the way for their literary and 
scientific appropriation by Europeans.7 This led to reevaluations—even 
radical reorderings—of the perceived historical origins of European 
peoples and civilization. In 1786, the Chief Magistrate for the Supreme 
Court of British Bengal, Sir William Jones, spread the news that San-
skrit and Persian appeared to be descended from the same mother 
language as that of Greek, Latin, Gothic, and Celtic languages.8 Jones 
formulated the thesis of the family relation between these languages. 
The names Indo-Germanic, Indo-European, and Aryan were coined in 
the nineteenth century to signify this relation. 

The excitement generated by the European discovery of Sanskrit 
and Persian literatures led to efforts in Europe to establish institu-
tions for the study of them. The first professorial chair of Sanskrit 
in Europe was created at the Collège de France in 1814.9 Paris in the 
early nineteenth century was Europe’s center of Oriental philology. 
The Schlegel brothers traveled to Paris to learn Sanskrit. The older 
brother, August Wilhelm, went on to become the first professor at a 
German university to offer courses in Sanskrit language and literature, 
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which he did starting in the summer of 1819 at the newly founded 
Prussian university in Bonn.10 The Prussian government provided the 
funds for the manufacture of the printing press that August Wilhelm 
used to produce his Sanskrit-Latin edition, with commentary, of the 
Bhagavadg¥tå in 1823.11 Also in 1819, the Kingdom of Bavaria spon-
sored two of its subjects to study Oriental languages in Paris. One of 
them, the exceptionally talented Franz Bopp, acquired enough techni-
cal expertise to establish the Indo-European linguistic relationship on 
hard grammatical evidence. In 1821 he was given a professorship in 
Oriental languages at the University of Berlin. His efforts culminated 
in an extensive comparison of the grammar of Sanskrit, Persian, and 
several European languages. His work was published as Vergleichende 
Grammatik des Sanskrit, Zend, Griechischen, Lateinischen, Litthauischen, 
Gothischen und Deutschen, appearing in six volumes between 1833 and 
1852.12 Intellectual historians as well as practicing linguists of today 
regard Bopp as one of the founders of modern linguistics. 

Sanskrit philology and comparative grammatical studies spread 
to other German and Central European universities. By 1903, there 
were forty-seven professors, including twenty-six full professors, 
of Sanskrit and comparative Indo-European philology in German-
speaking Europe.13 The multiplication of professorial chairs resulted 
in piles of journals, philological treatises, grammars, dictionaries, and 
translated editions of Asian texts. In the nineteenth century, German 
scholarly production in these fields exceeded that of the rest of Europe 
and America combined.14 By the second half of the century, the over-
production of German, university-trained Orientalists led to their exo-
dus. Some were able to find work in the British Empire.15 

Given this history, one may suppose that Asian philosophical 
ideas had a presence in modern German thought and that some 
German philosophers may have regarded Indian philosophy as part 
of their Indo-European or Aryan heritage. Certainly, Friedrich Max 
Müller, the famous Sanskritist and comparative philologist at Oxford, 
thought precisely in these terms. In the introduction to his English 
translation of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, he states, “While in the 
Veda [Hindu sacred scriptures] we may study the childhood, we may 
study in Kant’s Critique the perfect manhood of the Aryan mind.”16 
Müller was not a professor of philosophy, and so one cannot say that 
he represented the view of the academic philosophers. What then did 
academic philosophers think of Asian philosophies?

The following quotations are taken from histories of philosophy 
published during the last two centuries. Julius Bergmann states in 
his Geschichte der Philosophie (1892): “Just as its name, so philosophy 
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itself is originally Greek.”17 Friedrich Michelis states in his Geschichte 
der Philosophie von Thales bis auf unsere Zeit (1865): “No Asian peo-
ple . . . has lifted itself to the heights of free human contemplation 
from which philosophy issues; philosophy is the fruit of the Hellenic 
spirit.”18 Albert Schwegler’s Geschichte der Philosophie im Umriss (1863) 
states: “When and where does philosophy begin? . . . Obviously at 
that point when the first search for the final philosophical principle, 
for the ultimate reason for Being, was made in a philosophical man-
ner. In other words, with Greek philosophy.”19 In the fifth edition 
of his history of Greek philosophy (1892), Eduard Zeller offers this 
comment: “All the same, we do not need to search for any foreign 
sources: the philosophical science of the Greeks may be completely 
explained by recalling the spirit, the devices, and the educational sta-
tus of the Hellenic tribes. If there has ever been a people which was 
suited to generate its sciences on its own, it was the Greek.”20 In the 
eighth edition of Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie (1894–1902), 
Friedrich Ueberweg claims that neither the Nordic peoples nor the 
Orientals, but only the Greeks had the capacity to invent philosophy: 
“Philosophy, as a science, could not originate among the Nordic peo-
ples, who are distinguished through their strength and courage, but 
do not have culture, nor among the Orientals, who are indeed capable 
of producing the elements of a higher culture but who tend more to 
passively preserve such elements rather than improve them through 
mental activity, but solely among the Hellenes, who harmoniously 
unite mental power and receptivity within themselves.”21 The His-
tory of Philosophy from Thales to Comte (1871) by George Henry Lewes 
similarly states: “It is the distinguishing peculiarity of the Greeks, that 
they were the only people of the ancient world, who were prompted 
to assume a scientific attitude in explaining the mysteries which sur-
rounded them.”22 Seymour Guy Martin et al. in A History of Philoso-
phy (1941) is more terse: “Philosophy originated in the ancient world 
among the Greek people.”23 Bertrand Russell’s A History of Western 
Philosophy (1945) states, “Philosophy begins with Thales.”24 Martin 
Heidegger said in a lecture at Cerisy-la-Salle, France, in 1955: “The 
often heard expression ‘Western-European philosophy’ is, in truth, a 
tautology. Why? Because philosophy is Greek in its nature; Greek, 
in this instance, means that in origin the nature of philosophy is of 
such a kind that it first appropriated the Greek world, and only it, 
in order to unfold.”25 

Reflecting the disciplinary opinion, the great majority of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century histories of philosophy either complete-
ly pass over non-European thought or relegate it to the “pre-history” 
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of philosophy, in which case it still was not accorded the status of 
“philosophy.” Moreover, some of these histories present no reasons for 
the exclusion of Asia and Africa, taking a Greek origin of philosophy 
for granted. 

The development of the modern discipline of philosophy and 
the exclusion of non-European philosophies from the history of phi-
losophy are related phenomena, but scholarly inquiry into their con-
nection so far has yielded little explanation. The history of the history 
of philosophy (historiography of philosophy) is already a small field 
occupied by a handful of scholars. In the classic works of histori-
ography by Lucien Braun and Lutz Geldsetzer, passing reference is 
made here and there to debates on the origins of philosophy, but that 
is all.26 Martial Guéroult’s three-volume Histoire de l’histoire de la phi-
losophie, which was to be part of a larger philosophical project called 
Dianoématique, does not thematize the historical origin of philosophy, 
but does assume that it is Greek.27 More recent research by the team 
of scholars led by Giovanni Santinello and the “archaeology of the 
history of philosophy” by Ulrich Johannes Schneider investigate the 
theory and practice of history of philosophy but without investigat-
ing its Eurocentrism.28 

I am aware of only three philosophers who have published 
essays on the exclusion of non-European thought from the history 
of philosophy as a problem for philosophical and historical inquiry. 
They are the U.S.-based philosophers Wilhelm Halbfass and Robert 
Bernasconi and the British scholar Richard King.29 Halbfass surveyed 
two dozen works of history of philosophy and found that, starting 
in the late eighteenth century, historians of philosophy tended over-
whelming to exclude Asian philosophies.30 His explanation was that 
a restrictive definition of philosophy came to narrow the scope of 
the history of philosophy with the result that Indian and other non-
European philosophies fell out of this scope. Although most of the 
historians of philosophy that Halbfass surveyed viewed reason as a 
universal human faculty, they seemed to regard the proper develop-
ment and use of reason as something else—indeed, as something not 
universal. Criteria were established for what counted as “proper,” 
“actual,” or “real” philosophy.31 

Bernasconi has called the dual claim of the universality of rea-
son and the Greek origin of philosophy “the paradox of philosophy’s 
parochialism.” He asks, “What is one to make of the apparent tension 
between the alleged universality of reason and the fact that its uphold-
ers are so intent on localising its historical instantiation?”32 When and 
how did the history of philosophy become the story of Europe, of 
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the West, of Greeks and Germans? Bernasconi had to delve into the 
historiography of philosophy, his focus trained on developments dur-
ing the late eighteenth century. He identified two historians of phi-
losophy who claimed that philosophy’s origin was Greek: Dieterich 
Tiedemann, the author of Geist der spekulativen Philosophie von Thales 
bis Sokrates (1791–7), and Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann, who claimed 
a Greek origin for philosophy in the first volume of his Geschichte der 
Philosophie (1798).33 To explain the claim of the Greek origin of phi-
losophy, Bernasconi considered the thesis in the first volume of Martin 
Bernal’s Black Athena that, starting in the late eighteenth century, racist 
ideas and attitudes induced major revisions in historiography.34 He 
concluded, however, that better arguments than Bernal’s were needed 
“before it [could] be established that the history of philosophy as a 
modern academic discipline was from the outset dominated by racist 
considerations.”35

Bernasconi has also probed Hegel’s and Heidegger’s denial of 
Asian philosophy.36 Both philosophers explicitly denied that Chinese 
or Indian philosophy was philosophy.37 In the case of Heidegger, the 
claim of the Greek origin of philosophy seems tied up with the quest 
for a German identity and future.38 Hegel used the distinction between 
religion and philosophy to more narrowly delimit philosophy and 
exclude Asian thought from it, but this landed Hegel in perplexity 
after 1827, when he acknowledged the existence of philosophy, auton-
omous from religion, in India.39 Despite this acknowledgment, Hegel’s 
assessment of Indian thought is so negative, his regard for Indian 
civilization so contemptuous, that Bernasconi wonders whether con-
temporary debates (in Germany) about pantheism were a factor in 
Hegel’s thinking about India.40 Through yet other essays analyzing 
Hegel’s judgments of Africa and Asia in world history, Bernasconi 
has confronted the issue of racism—Hegel’s racism.41 

Beyond any historian, it is a philosopher, Bernasconi, who sets 
the stage for my investigation. I approach my problem by analyzing 
changes in the writing of history of philosophy based on actual his-
tories of philosophy published in the early modern centuries up to 
the early nineteenth century. I uncover racial ideas in these histories 
and track them down to their sources. I then tell the history of the 
history of philosophy with the thread of racism intact. 

My account begins in the 1790s, when Kantian philosophers 
began a coordinated campaign to reform the history of philosophy. 
In journal articles, longer treatises, and in the introductions to the 
histories of philosophy that they themselves authored, the Kantians 
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formulated the method of a priori construction in historical writing. 
According to the principles of a priori construction, the history of phi-
losophy was to be organized under a ruling definition of philosophy, 
which also established criteria for what qualified as philosophy. This 
definition the Kantians took from the master as they were convinced 
that Kant had presented the one true system of philosophy. If Kant’s 
philosophy provided a definition of philosophy and principles by 
which the history of philosophy could now be organized, it also pro-
vided principles of exclusion. In Geschichte der Philosophie, written by 
Wilhelm Tennemann (1761–1819) in the Kantian mode, Egyptian and 
Asian philosophies are excluded. In Chapter 4, I examine more closely 
to what extent Tennemann’s exclusion of Egypt and Asia conforms 
to Kant’s own thought.

Historiographers of philosophy have tended to see the Kantian 
“revolution” in the writing of history of philosophy as one of those 
great moments in philosophy’s scientization (Verwissenschaftlichung), 
but a contemporaneous development in France suggests a different 
narrative. Joseph-Marie de Gérando (1772–1842) and Friedrich Schle-
gel (1772–1829) pioneered the comparative history of philosophy, the 
methodological principles for which they derived from the emerging 
sciences of comparative anatomy and comparative physiology. With a 
comparative-historical approach to problems of philosophy, de Géran-
do was able to show that Locke’s (eclectic) philosophy succeeded in 
fulfilling the promise of philosophy while other philosophical systems 
failed, Kantianism being a spectacular example. 

Schlegel’s comparative history of philosophy revealed the flaws 
in kind and degree of each of five classes of philosophical systems. 
The comparative history of philosophy seemed to disclose the erst-
while existence of man’s perfect intelligence, which Schlegel conceived 
as the knowledge of divine revelation. In relation to it, the systems 
of philosophy were historical degenerations—the products of human 
intelligence in decay. In his 1808 publication, Ueber die Sprache und 
Weisheit der Indier, Schlegel presented more evidence, which he took 
from Indian textual sources, for the existence of divine revelation. He 
extended the comparative-historical analysis of philosophical systems to 
Oriental philosophies, putting them on par with European philosophies 
and radically affirming the reality of Oriental philosophy. Schlegel’s 
and de Gérando’s comparative histories of philosophy are included in 
my account so as to disrupt the Kantian paradigm which drives the a 
priori and teleological constructions of the history and historiography 
of philosophy such as we find in the works of Geldsetzer and Braun.42 
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That philosophy is exclusively of Greek origin was an opinion 
held by only three published historians of philosophy in the eighteenth 
century. All three were active late in the century. Christoph Meiners 
(1747–1810), Dieterich Tiedemann (1748–1803), and, as already men-
tioned, Tennemann excluded the Orient. Tiedemann tersely stated his 
reasons for the exclusion. These can be summed up by the following: 
the so-called philosophical ideas of the Chaldeans, Persians, Indians, 
and Egyptians “contain mere poetry of times still half-brutish” or 
are based on revelation.43 He urged that such ideas be barred from 
the history of philosophy. Meiners, a friend of Tiedemann’s ever 
since their days at the same Gymnasium, elaborated his reasons over  
copious pages in several of his books and articles. He is the key 
to explaining the exclusion of Asia and Africa from the history of 
philosophy.44

Tennemann, whose first volume of Geschichte der Philosophie 
appeared in 1798, was immediately criticized for not including any 
account of Oriental philosophies. His critics sided with historiographi-
cal tradition, which regarded the Orient (e.g., Egypt or India) as the 
birthplace of Greek learning. Even as they were confronted by recent 
and growing information on the civilizations of the ancient Persians 
and Indians, Kantian historians of philosophy remained very ambiv-
alent about Asia. This ambivalence was perfectly expressed in the 
compromise position struck by Friedrich August Carus (1770–1807), 
an idealist philosopher at the University of Leipzig. He proposed 
that non-European thought be discussed, but not in connection to the 
historical development of Greek philosophy. This became the solution 
adopted by the later Tennemann and Hegel (1770–1831). 

Hegel explicitly excluded the Orient from the history of philoso-
phy, although he was compelled to give an account of what Oriental 
philosophy is and why it should be excluded. In 1825, Hegel said in 
his history of philosophy lecture, “The first is Oriental philosophy, but 
it does not enter into the body of the whole presentation; it is some-
thing only preliminary, of which we speak in order to account for why 
we do not occupy ourselves with it further and what relation it has 
to thought, to true philosophy.”45 That Oriental philosophy is in ways 
preliminary to Greek philosophy was not disputed by either Friedrich 
Ast (1778–1841) or Thaddä Anselm Rixner (1766–1838), who taught 
the history of philosophy at the University of Landshut and at the 
Lyceum in Amberg, respectively. This, however, presented them no 
reason to deny that Oriental thought was philosophy and deserving 
of a place in the history of philosophy. Ast and Rixner, who became 
idealists in the wake of Schelling’s System of Transcendental Idealism 
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(1800), designated Indian philosophy as the primeval philosophy 
(Urphilosophie), placing it in the first major period of history along 
with the philosophies of the Chinese, Tibetans, Chaldeans, Persians, 
and Egyptians. They placed Greek philosophy in the second major 
period and medieval and modern philosophies in the third and fourth 
periods, respectively. 

That Hegel had a choice between two positions on Oriental phi-
losophy becomes visible in the context of the standing debates over 
Oriental philosophy among historians of philosophy. It is surpris-
ing that Hegel sided with Tennemann and Meiners, adopting their 
arguments as his own. Hegel’s position on Oriental philosophy is 
a reversion from the position of Ast and Rixner and, thus, cries out 
for explanation. 

Hegel’s view of the Orient, his statements about “the Orien-
tal character,” his refusal to compare Asian to European systems or 
schools of philosophy can be explained more fully in the context 
of the theological controversies in which he was embroiled. In the 
1820s, Christian polemicists stepped up their attacks on Hegelianism, 
denouncing it as “pantheism,” un-Christian, and morally repugnant. 
In both scholarly and polemical publications, the theologian and Ori-
entalist August Tholuck (1799–1873) compared Hegel’s philosophy to 
certain speculative systems from the medieval Middle East and more 
generally classified his philosophy as “conceptual pantheism” along 
with the systems of the Eleatics, Spinoza, and Fichte. In one of these 
polemical works, Tholuck presented the history of philosophy as a 
long succession of pantheistic systems starting with the “pantheistic 
religions” of China and ending with the systems of Schelling and 
Hegel.

In my final chapter, I argue that Hegel’s elaboration, over the 
course of the 1820s, of the reasons for excluding Asia from the history 
of philosophy was a defensive maneuver against Tholuck’s polemi-
cal attacks. In the end, Hegel was able to ward off the danger of 
comparisons made between his philosophy and Oriental speculation. 
Through his own telling of the history of philosophy, Hegel could 
show students that the history of philosophy was not a repetition of 
empty speculation, but a progressive or true development.

When the debates over Oriental philosophy ended in the period 
after Hegel’s death, the absence of Africa and Asia from the lecture 
halls and seminar rooms of philosophy had become normal. Within 
one generation, academic philosophers succeeded in excluding the 
non-European world and in consolidating a canon of philosophy that 
powerfully legitimized their discipline.
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1

The Kantian School and the 
Consolidation of Modern 

Historiography of Philosophy

The history of philosophy presents to us reason in its sublime 
aspect, in its divine striving after truth without concealing its 
weaknesses, since it shows us its aberrations and entanglements 
in vain whimsy; it gives us a faithful painting of the transience 
of human opinions and of the ever more victorious struggle of 
reason against error and superstition.

—Wilhelm Tennemann (1798)1

In 1791, Karl Leonhard Reinhold (1758–1825), the important early 
exponent of Immanuel Kant’s philosophy, decried the lack of agree-
ment among philosophers on what constitutes the proper object of the 
history of philosophy.2 There was no agreement on even a concept of 
philosophy.3 It remained an unresolved question whether the scien-
tific study of nature, for instance, came under the domain of philoso-
phy. None of the existing concepts of philosophy satisfied Reinhold, 
who was compelled to give his own definition: Philosophy is the 
“science of the determinate interrelation of things, independent of 
experience.”4 He elaborated this definition term by term: Philosophy 
is “scientific” as opposed to that which is “common, unordered” or 
“irregular.”5 The “philosophy of the common man” consists of acci-
dental knowledge as means toward the satisfaction of sensual needs 
and does not qualify as philosophy.6 If philosophy is to fulfill its 



12 Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy

intended purpose, it should satisfy the need of consciousness only, the 
need of reason itself. Philosophy is the science of the “determinate” 
or “necessary,” as opposed to the accidental, interrelation of things.7 
Things accidentally related to each other come under the domain of 
history and not philosophy.8 Philosophy is “independent of experi-
ence” since the forms by which reason arrives at the interrelation of 
things are determined by the nature of human consciousness, the 
human faculty of representation, which does not originate in experi-
ence, but rather makes experience possible.9 

Due to a “completely indeterminate” concept of philosophy, the 
idea of the history of philosophy has been equally indeterminate. 
This is the reason why one commonly confused the “actual” history 
of philosophy with intellectual history (the history of the sciences in 
particular) and with the “lives and opinions” of the philosophers. 
Reinhold also drew a distinction between the history of philosophy 
and the special histories of particular subfields of philosophy; such as 
metaphysics, which was often confused with philosophy in general.10 
Reinhold considered the history of philosophy as separate and distinct 
also from the history of the literature of philosophy.11 This traditional 
confusion of genres gave him cause to strictly define the history of 
philosophy as “the portrayed quintessence of the changes that the 
science of the necessary interrelation of things has undergone from 
its [first] emergence to our times.”12 

Reinhold also wanted to exclude from the history of philosophy 
biographical details of the philosophers, excerpts of their writings, 
and reports by others of their contents. He wanted to exclude even 
historical information derived from the philosophers’ own writings.13 
However, he did concede—but only barely—that in the special cases 
in which the psychological or moral character of a man, or certain 
circumstances of his life, had a decisive impact on his philosophical 
system—indeed, if his philosophical system was a peculiar one; that 
in these rare cases, the history of philosophy may take such historical 
data (e.g., biographical details) into consideration.14 However, even 
the most accurate historical information could supply at best “noth-
ing more than materials for the history of philosophy and not this 
history itself.”15 Notwithstanding rare exceptions, recounting the life 
circumstances of a philosopher would be a “useless waste of time” in 
the lecture hall and, Reinhold added, would even excuse the lecturer 
as well as the students from thinking.16 

In this chapter I argue that, in distinguishing between what 
the history of philosophy had been previously and what it ought to 
be, Reinhold was calling for reform in this field of knowledge. He 
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inaugurated a movement in the writing of history of philosophy that 
would span the rest of the decade and spill into the nineteenth centu-
ry. As never before, German university philosophers would explicitly 
discuss the concept, content, form, purpose, method, scope, types, 
and value of the history of philosophy. Greater space was allotted to 
the discussion of these themes in the introductions and prefaces to a 
growing number of student handbooks on the history of philosophy 
as well as full-scale works on the same. These appeared alongside 
a dozen separate theoretical treatises on history of philosophy in 
this period.17 That issues relating to the history of philosophy drew 
more attention in the 1790s than at any other time in the eighteenth 
century was due partly to the radical changes in the political and 
social order of Europe then occurring and philosophical reflection 
in Germany (as elsewhere) on the meaning of these changes for the 
history and destiny of humanity. During these years, Kant posed 
the question, “Whether the human race is constantly progressing?”18 
Interest in the history of philosophy received a concrete stimulus in 
1790 with the announcement of the Berlin Royal Academy’s prize 
question: “What real progress has metaphysics made in Germany 
since the time of Leibniz and Wolff?” After looking through Ger-
man philosophical journals of this period, the historiographer Lutz 
Geldsetzer reported that “the overwhelming portion of the philo-
sophical research is devoted to historical themes.”19 One should note 
that Reinhold’s essay, “Ueber den Begrif der Geschichte der Philoso-
phie” (“On the Concept of History of Philosophy”), was published 
in a journal wholly devoted to the theoretical discussion of the his-
tory of philosophy: Beyträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie, edited by 
Georg Gustav Fülleborn. Seven volumes of this journal appeared 
from 1794 to 1799.20 That there was increased interest in the history 
of philosophy among academic philosophers is more than plausible 
if one considers that the discussion of the history of philosophy was 
philosophical in nature, beginning with the very concepts of history 
and philosophy.21 “It is above all in Germany and in the northern 
countries that the most important works of history of philosophy 
were conceived and executed,” states Joseph-Marie de Gérando in 
Histoire comparée des systèmes de philosophie (Paris, 1804).22 Wilhelm 
Tennemann, the leading German historian of philosophy at century’s 
end and de Gérando’s translator, declared with some self-conceit: 
“The  German nation has done far more for the reclamation and cul-
ture of the field of history of philosophy than any other nation.” He 
added, “This is a fact that needs no proof.”23 More recently, Lucien 
Braun has commented, “The history of philosophy is, at the moment 
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of its radical modification, a German thing, a Protestant thing.”24 All 
elements of the history of philosophy were subject to debate, and 
opinions were so varied that in 1800 one internal observer remarked, 
“Among the writers of history, no type is more disunited than the 
writers of the history of philosophy.”25 

I view Reinhold, Kant’s greatest early exponent, as leading a 
movement to overthrow the long tradition of history of philosophy 
writing in the West.26 This tradition has its beginnings with Diogenes 
Laërtius, the third-century author of Lives and Opinions of Eminent Phi-
losophers, which has been one of the most frequently consulted sourc-
es on ancient philosophers since its Latin translation and printing in 
1475.27 The work organizes philosophers into schools, following their 
chronological succession and beginning with the biographical details 
and philosophical views of each school’s founder. As late as the eigh-
teenth century, “lives and opinions,” a combination of doxography and 
biography, was the dominant mode of history of philosophy writing.28 
The “lives and opinions” mode is characteristic of several successful 
works of history of philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. One such work is Thomas Stanley’s The history of philosophy: con-
taining the lives, opinions, actions and discourses of the philosophers of every 
sect (1655–62), which draws its material heavily from Isaac Casaubon’s 
Latin edition of Diogenes’s text.29 Another example is Pierre Bayle’s 
Dictionnaire historique et critique, expanded and republished several 
times since the first edition of 1697.30 (Bayle ordered his articles alpha-
betically by philosopher’s name.) An early eighteenth-century example 
is Gerhard Johannes Voss’s De philosophia et philosophorum sectis in the 
enlarged edition of 1705.31 History of philosophy was offered in Acta 
philosophorum, a journal edited by Christoph August Heumann from 
1715 to 1726.32 André-François Boureau-Deslandes’ Histoire critique de 
la philosophie, où l’on traite de son origine, de ses progrez et des diverses 
revolutions qui lui sont arrivées jusqu’à notre temps, published in 1737, is 
another work of “lives and opinions.”33 These were all eclipsed by the 
Historia critica philosophiae, written by the Lutheran theologian Jacob 
Brucker.34 Its five volumes (the fourth volume was issued in two parts) 
appeared between 1742 and 1744; a sixth volume appeared with the 
second edition of 1766–7.35 It would not be an exaggeration to say 
that the eighteenth century consulted Brucker. Several generations of 
philosophers learned the history of philosophy from his work. After 
finishing his own six-volume history of philosophy, Dieterich Tiede-
mann complained that his contemporaries still used Brucker as if no 
new work in the history of philosophy had been done since.36 Johann 
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Gottlieb Gerhard Buhle, another end-of-century historian of philoso-
phy, considered Brucker the true founder of the history of philoso-
phy.37 Goethe learned his history of philosophy from Brucker. Kant, 
Hegel, and Schopenhauer referred to Brucker.38 The great bulk of the 
articles on philosophers and topics in the history of philosophy in 
Denis Diderot’s Encyclopédie are not much more than translations of the 
relevant parts of Brucker’s Latin work.39 (Denis Diderot and his col-
laborators used Boureau-Deslandes’ Histoire critique secondly.40) There 
were yet other foreign imitators.41 De Gérando wrote that the Historia 
critica philosophiae was “the vastest composition of this genre that still 
[sees] the light of day.”42 With Brucker’s work, the history of philoso-
phy attained new heights of erudition through the study and criticism 
of an array of sources and with attention paid to the historical and 
cultural context of the philosophers’ ideas. 

Nonetheless, Reinhold charged that historians of philosophy, 
Brucker not exempted, had devoted more space to the lives of phi-
losophers than to their philosophical ideas. Thoroughly dissatisfied 
with the existing works of history of philosophy, he declared,

The man who has in his possession and power not only 
the old monuments and sources of the history of philoso-
phy, but all necessary and useful historical, philological, 
grammatical and logical aids is nevertheless called a mere 
compiler and mechanical handler of the materials for a 
future history of philosophy, not inventor of its plan, not 
architect of its structure.43

If all previous authors of history of philosophy were compilers and 
mechanical handlers, what new requirement did Reinhold set for a 
man to deserve the title of historian of philosophy? He required that 
he have “an acquaintance with the nature of the human faculties of 
representation, knowledge, and desire.”44 That is, he required them to 
be acquainted with the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. Reinhold was 
not happy and would not be happy until a Kantian thinker wrote 
the history of philosophy. Until this future event, the history of phi-
losophy was condemned to read like Bayle’s unrelentingly skeptical 
account of philosophy in Dictionnaire historique et critique, one of the 
more widely known sources on the history of philosophy circulating 
in the eighteenth century in which, Reinhold bewailed, “the most 
famous and worthy autonomous thinkers [Selbstdenker]” are treated 
“in the most unworthy manner.” By the end of the eighteenth century, 



16 Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy

eleven editions of Bayle’s Dictionnaire, including the German edition 
of 1741–4, existed.45 

Georg Goess, Privatlehrer at Erlangen, agreed perfectly with 
Reinhold: The history of philosophy should be something distinct 
from the existing genres of “history of the human intellect,” history 
of sciences, and “lives and opinions.”46 Goess also wanted to separate 
the history of philosophy from the history of mathematics, natural 
history, and the history of mankind and its religion.47 Similarly, the 
forementioned Buhle, a professor ordinarius of philosophy at Göt-
tingen (and a Kantian), taught that the history of philosophy was 
separate and distinct from other historical sciences, e.g., intellectual 
history, the history of arts and sciences, and history of religions.48 
For Buhle, too, a collection of literary and biographical notes (“lives 
and opinions”) relating to the texts of philosophers or philosophi-
cal schools did not qualify as history of philosophy.49 The history 
of philosophy as presented by Johann Heinrich Alsted, Gerhard 
Johannes Voss, and Daniel Georg Morhof, “for whom philosophy 
itself . . . was in the first instance a form of literature,” would not 
be acceptable.50 Morhof’s concept of history of philosophy encom-
passed exactly those things that Goess wanted to exclude: natural 
philosophy, mathematics, astrology, and magic.51 Brucker’s approach 
was also unacceptable because the Historia critica philosophiae was, at 
a certain level, a history of natural philosophy concerned centrally 
with the theory of matter.52 

Morhof’s Polyhistor, a fine example of the genre historia literaria, 
which flourished in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centu-
ries, consists of three parts: literarius, philosophicus and practicus.53 The 
Polyhistor literarius is divided into seven sections: libraries, method, 
excerpting, grammar, criticism, rhetoric, and poetics. The Polyhistor 
philosophicus is divided into the history of philosopy (Polyhistor philo-
sophicus-historicus), covering the ancient schools, the Scholastics, and 
the Novatores as well as the history of natural philosophy (Polyhistor 
physicus) including metaphyics (in the Aristotelian sense), the artes 
divinatoriae, magic, mathematics, and, finally, the theory of knowl-
edge. The third part, Practicus, covers ethics, politics, economy, his-
tory, theology, jurisprudence, and medicine. Like its predecessor, the 
Humanist encyclopedia, the Polyhistor disclosed the contents of the 
great philosophical, poetical, rhetorical, and historical texts of antiq-
uity, but in addition gave a historical account of each field through an 
account of the literature relating to it. The Polyhistor was in this sense 
“literary history” in that knowledge of any discipline is intimately 
tied to knowledge of books and libraries.54 
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In the early pages of the first edition of the Polyhistor, Morhof 
claims the glory of being the first to write a work of historia liter-
aria as outlined by Francis Bacon in De augmentis scientiarum (1623).55 
There, Bacon proposes the idea of collecting philosophical systems 
and opinions from the writings of the ancients, whether they dealt 
directly with philosophical matters or not.56 Historia literaria combined 
Baconian methods of attaining knowledge with the older, Human-
ist methods of attaining knowledge through texts.57 Therefore, when 
the Kantians moved to separate the history of philosophy from the 
history of all other fields of knowledge; when they insisted on a dis-
tinction between the history of philosophy on the one hand and the 
history of literature on the other, they were rejecting both Humanist 
and Baconian modes of historical writing, which were by then two-
hundred- and three-hundred-year-old practices. 

Reinhold, Goess, and Buhle wanted the history of philosophy 
to become an autonomous field of knowledge and hoped to set its 
boundaries with a Kantian definition.58 To them, it was necessary to 
have a definition and to base the definition on a precise concept of 
philosophy. “Philosophy is the science of the nature of human mind 
in and for itself, and of its pure relation to objects outside itself. 
The history of philosophy is a pragmatic account of the most impor-
tant attempts made by the most preeminent minds of antiquity and 
modern times to bring about this science.”59 That previous historians 
“did not correctly, precisely, and distinctly establish . . . the concept 
of philosophy and . . . the purpose of the history of philosophy and 
mistook its true domain” is why the discipline, in its current state, 
is more “literary” or “cultural history” than history of philosophy.60 

In the same year that Reinhold called for the reform of the his-
tory of philosophy, another essay appeared, bearing a remarkable title: 
“A Few Ideas on the Revolution in Philosophy Brought About by I. 
Kant and Particularly on the Influence of the Same on the Treatment of 
the History of Philosophy.”61 The author, Carl Heinrich Heydenreich, 

claimed that Kant’s philosophy necessitated a “complete transforma-
tion of the method of treatment of philosophical history” just as it 
necessitated a revolution in philosophy itself; and that even the best 
of the existing histories must appear as mere compilations in relation 
to a (yet to be realized) history of philosophy composed according 
to Kantian principles.62 Now that Kant presented the one true system 
of philosophy, in Heydenreich’s opinion, it was now possible to give 
an account of philosophy that could present its development toward 
its true end. The term he used for such an account was “pragmatic 
history.”63 He also argued that, since Kant had sized up the whole 
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field of pure reason, a pragmatic history of metaphysics was now 
possible as well. Furthermore, a pragmatic history of practical phi-
losophy could now be written since the “path to the true principles 
of morality” had been established.64 A pragmatic history of religion 
was likewise for the first time feasible now that Kant had arrived at 
the true principles of rational religion.65 

Heydenreich published an expanded version of his essay under 
a different title, Originalideen über die Kritische Philosophie (1793), which 
poses these questions: “Is there one philosophy? What is its essence? 
From when can one recount its existence? In what sense and to what 
extent can one call Kant the creator of philosophy? What kind of 
influence do his investigations have on the treatment of philosophi-
cal history?”66 More boldly than in the earlier version, Heydenreich 
claimed that Kant’s Critical Philosophy provided a universally valid 
concept of philosophy. Believing that he was in possession of this true 
concept, he defined philosophy as

[t]he science of human nature, to the extent that its pow-
ers are determined by the original, essential, universally 
valid forms, rules and principles and to the extent that the 
efficacy of these (powers) can be grasped through the pure 
consciousness of these (forms, rules, principles) individually 
and as a whole.67 

Original sources and the careful scrutiny of the same, so essential to 
humanist and modern-historical practice, were thought more or less 
superfluous if one may judge by Heydenreich’s assertion that “[t]he 
only source of knowledge for all philosophy is consciousness itself,” 
the purpose of philosophy being the investigation of “the faculties of 
human nature.” He also claimed that the form and function of these 
faculties were a design of nature and that one should understand 
them “through pure consciousness of the natural laws” that rule their 
operation.68 

For Heydenreich, the most conspicuous sign of the incomplete 
state of philosophy before Kant’s arrival was the absence of a uni-
versally valid concept of this science—a point that Reinhold had also 
made. One was faced with a choice among a dozen concepts of phi-
losophy. Heydenreich noted that it was actually a position taken by 
certain “skeptical” opponents of the Critical Philosophy that, due to 
the existence of several competing concepts of philosophy, one should 
withhold assent to any one concept. For them, the purpose of the his-
tory of philosophy was to show the strengths and weaknesses of exist-
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ing systems of philosophy and to demonstrate especially the inherent 
limitations or defects of systematic philosophy in general. They com-
pared systems of philosophy and allowed themselves to take the best 
aspects of two or more systems if, in doing so, it should prove useful 
to their ends. These unnamed opponents of Kantian philosophy were 
Johann Georg Feder, Christoph Meiners, and Christian Garve, known 
to the learned German public as “common sense philosophers” and 
known to today’s historians as Popularphilosophen.

As Feder explained, “[i]n order to protect myself from the delu-
sions of one-sided representations and to reach well-founded insights 
it is necessary to compare different ways of representation and to 
study several systems.”69 The method of Popularphilosophie is exhib-
ited in Feder’s textbook history of philosophy, Grundriss der philoso-
phischen Wissenschaften, nebst der nötigen Geschichte, zum Gebrauche 
seiner Zuhörer (1767; 2nd ed. 1769).70 Kantians ridiculed Feder and 
other Popularphilosophen for their concept of philosophy, which they 
derided as “syncretism.”71 

Although the Popularphilosophen received training in Leibnizio-
Wolffian philosophy, it was not their intention to produce systematic 
philosophy. They were not interested in finding the rational founda-
tions of human knowledge and morality and were not persuaded 
by the recent claims of the Kantians to having done so. Johan van 
der Zande has described them as moderate or “methodical” skeptics 
who settled for probabilites in knowledge and not certainties.72 The 
Kantians may have claimed that Kant had strictly shown the limits of 
the human faculties of knowledge, but the Popularphilosophen claimed 
that they had always assumed these limits as a given. 

Heydenreich complained of the “skeptics” who “cannot per-
suade themselves that Kant’s critical system is new and singular, the 
first and last of its kind. They refer to history and accuse all those of 
ignorance who claim that no attempt of a philosopher before Kant 
can be compared . . . to the latter’s enterprise.”73 Here, Heydenreich 
was echoing Kant’s irritation with the “scholars for whom the history 
of philosophy (ancient as well as modern) is itself their philosophy”: 

[I]n their opinion nothing can be said that has not already 
been said before; and in fact this opinion can stand for 
all time as an infallible prediction, for since the human 
understanding has wandered over countless subjects in 
various ways through many centuries, it can hardly fail 
that for anything new something old should be found that 
has some similarity with it.74 
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Like Kant, Heydenreich did not say who these critics were or what 
they argued exactly, but he could well have been referring to the 
first reviewer of the Critique of Pure Reason. The anonymous review 
appeared on January 19, 1782 in a supplement to the Göttingische 
Anzeigen.75 The reviewer, who would later reveal himself as Christian 
Garve, summed up Kant’s philosophy as a “system of higher or tran-
scendental idealism” not unlike that of George Berkeley.76 

Bishop Berkeley claimed that objects in the world were mere rep-
resentations or “modifications” of ourselves.77 To the extent that this 
seemed true of Kant’s philosophy, it invited comparisons to Berkeley’s.78 
Others compared Kant to David Hume. Johann Georg Hamann, for 
instance, called Kant the “Prussian Hume.”79 Late eighteenth-century 
critics pegged Kant’s philosophy as a skeptical idealism, which com-
mon sense philosophers regarded moreover as a form of solipsism or 
“egoism,” i.e., doubt of the reality of everything except one’s own self.80 

Heydenreich also did not mention Johann August Eberhard at 
Halle, who referred readers to the history of philosophy, specifically 
to the achievements of Leibniz, in arguing for the unexceptionality of 
Kant’s work.81 Eberhard claimed that whatever was true in Kant’s 
philosophy was already discovered by Leibniz and that wherever 
Kant differed from Leibniz, Kant was wrong.82 Eberhard carried out 
his polemic in a journal founded specifically to combat Kantianism, 
Philosophisches Magazin, edited by himself and J. G. Maass and J. E. 
Schwab.83 In an article appearing in the first volume (1788–9), Eber-
hard wrote,

The Leibnizian philosophy contains just as much of a 
critique of reason as [the Kantian philosophy], while at 
the same time it still introduces a dogmatism based on a 
precise analysis of the faculties of knowledge. It therefore 
contains all that is true in the new philosophy and, in 
addition, a well-grounded extension of the sphere of the 
understanding.84

If this were true, the Kantians could not claim that Kant’s philoso-
phy represented a real advance over the Leibnizio-Wolffian system. 
Claims of a “Copernican revolution” effected by the new philosophy 
would be unfounded. In Eberhard’s view, there was no real progress 
in philosophy since the time of Leibniz and Wolff. 

The first counterattacks came from Reinhold and another Kan-
tian, A. W. Rehburg, through articles and reviews that appeared in 
the Jena-based Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung, but the Wolffians’ provo-
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cation was too great: Kant broke a personal vow not to engage in 
controveries with his critics and wrote a rare polemical piece, On the 
Discovery According to Which Any New Critique of Pure Reason Has Been 
Made Superfluous by an Earlier One? (1790).85 Here, he reiterates, but 
in clearer terms, the central theses of his Critique of Pure Reason and 
accused Eberhard of misinterpreting—indeed, misrepresenting—his 
philosophy to the public. Thus, in 1793, with no sign of this contro-
versy relenting, Heydenreich came to Kantianism’s defense by argu-
ing that those who denied the originality of Kant’s philosophy by 
referring to history betrayed an inability to judge that philosophy. 
He contended that history showed the novelty and singularity of the 
Kantian system.86 

From Heydenreich’s (Kantian) perspective, philosophy was in a 
woeful state before Kant, when all systems “without exception” were 
“groundless and inconsequential” by virtue of the fact that they were 
not “Critical” (not Kantian). He likened this state of philosophy to 
a state of war, which the Critique of Pure Reason brought to an end.87 
Heydenreich would not altogether deny the usefulness of previous 
philosophical work, but what could one expect from eras that did not 
know Kantian philosophy?88 In a Kantian era, a history of philosophy 
was at last possible. The “pragmatic historian” could now show the 
progressions and revolutions of philosophy in their coherent totality 
and describe the development of a system or opinion of a philoso-
pher in connection to the nature of the faculties of the human mind. 
The author of such a history should be able to judge the diversity 
of opinions and systems by applying firm principles. He should be 
able to explain why the human mind took this and that turn, leading 
ultimately to the most recent revolution in philosophy. It was as if 
Kantian philosophy bestowed on the historian special powers of divi-
nation, enabling him to see the past and future course of philosophy. 
Heydenreich called Kantian philosophy the “light” that reveals the 
link between one moment in philosophy to the next. He even stated 
that the historian of philosophy was to show the “goal” to which 
philosophy was directed.89 Finally, as if to forestall criticism that an 
application of Kantian principles to the history of philosophy would 
skew that history and result in one-sidedness, Heydenreich assured 
the reader that “the rules of critique and hermeneutics” were not to 
be discarded; that no inappropriate meaning would be imposed on 
this history but, rather, its “actual” meaning would be strengthened.90 

Possibly the most rigorous theorist to tackle these questions 
was Johann Christian August Grohmann, a Kantian philosopher at 
Wittenberg.91 In an essay Über den Begriff der Geschichte der Philoso-



22 Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy

phie (1797), Grohmann defined the history of philosophy in stricter 
terms than even Reinhold or Goess: “The history of philosophy is 
the systematic exposition of the necessary and effective systems of 
philosophy considered as science of a priori knowledge.”92 Philosophy 
is concerned with knowledge that is neither empirical nor temporal.93 
The chronology of history can contradict the progress of philosophy 
since the latter “proceeds systematically according to the laws of 
thinking itself.”94 Grohmann warned that the historian who sticks 
to chronology is apt to do so at the expense of reason. The history 
of philosophy did have some sort of order, but, for Grohmann, this 
order was not chronology. 

Does the Kantian theory of history of philosophy actually con-
form to Kant’s own thought? Kant never offered a lecture course 
on the history of philosophy. He never produced a formal work of 
history of philosophy nor did he publish theoretical views on the 
history of philosophy, but, as I have shown, the converts to his phi-
losophy published in this area and sometimes with his approval. In 
their responses to the Berlin Academy’s prize question on the progress 
of metaphysics, K. L. Reinhold, Johann Heinrich Abicht, and Christian 
Friedrich Jensch argued that Kant’s philosophy was a decisive step 
forward from Leibniz’s and Wolff’s.95 Kant himself drafted a response 
to the Academy’s question.96 In “Lose Blätter zu den Fortschritten 
der Metaphysik” (“Loose Papers on the Progress of Metaphysics”), 
published in Kant’s Gesammelte Schriften, there is a fragment “on a 
philosophical [philosophirende] history of philosophy”97: 

All historical knowledge is empirical and thus knowledge 
of things as they are, not as they must necessarily be. . . . A 
historical account of philosophy relates how and in what 
order one has philosophized until now. However, to philoso-
phize is a gradual development of human reason, and this 
could not have gone on or have even begun empirically, but, 
indeed, by concepts only. What reason compelled through 
its verdicts on things . . . must have been a (theoretical or 
practical) need of reason to climb toward the grounds [of 
things] and further toward the first grounds; from the very 
beginning through common reason. . . .98 

Unlike ordinary history, the history of philosophy is not empirical; it 
is not characterized by chance or accident. The history of philosophy 
as “a gradual development of human reason” has a logical necessity. 
Kant continues:
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A philosophical history of philosophy is itself not histori-
cally or empirically possible, but rationally, that is, a priori 
possible. For when it selects the facta of reason, it does not 
borrow them from historical narrative, but draws them from 
the nature of human reason; as philosophical archaeology.99

For Kant, the terms “historical” and “empirical” do not describe the 
work of the historian of philosophy.100 So different is the history of 
philosophy from ordinary history that Kant suggested to rename it 
“philosophical archaeology.”

“How is an a priori history possible?” Kant posed this question 
in 1794 and alluded to the traits of a prophet.101 In a letter of August 
14, 1795 to Carl Morgenstern, Kant flatters his friend, writing that he 
is a man capable “of composing a history of philosophy that does not 
follow the chronological order of books relating to it, but the natu-
ral order of the ideas which must successively develop themselves 
according to human reason.”102 In “Lose Blätter,” Kant describes the 
history of philosophy as “so special a kind that nothing of what is 
recounted therein could happen without knowing beforehand what 
should have happened and therefore also what can happen.”103 Thus, 
Kant himself seems to prescribe the a priori construction of the history 
of philosophy. 

In another of Kant’s manuscripts, one finds this passage: 

There are thus three stages that philosophy had to go 
through with respect to metaphysics. The first was the 
stage of dogmatism; the second was that of skepticism; the 
third was that of the criticism of pure reason. This temporal 
order is grounded in the nature of the human faculty of 
knowledge.104 

Not only do Kant’s words authorize the a priori construction of the 
history of philosophy; they also prescribe the narrative: Metaphysics 
was dogmatic; skepticism falsified it; and then true metaphysics was 
achieved by Kant. The history of philosophy culminates in Kant’s 
philosophy.105

Attacks against Kantianism grew more intense in the 1790s. 
Critics renewed the charge of Humean skepticism even as Kant and 
Reinhold maintained that Kantian philosophy refuted Hume’s skep-
ticism. Salomon Maimon thought that Kant succeeded in refuting 
the dogmatism of School Philosophy, but he was not persuaded that 
Kant succeeded in refuting skepticism. Indeed, Maimon interpreted 
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Kantianism itself as a variety of skepticism. This was also the view 
of Kant’s friend in Göttingen, Carl Friedrich Stäudlin, the author of 
Geschichte und Geist des Skepticismus, vorzüglich in Rücksicht auf Moral 
und Religion (1794).106 Stäudlin was aware of Kant’s claim that he had 
defeated skepticism, but he pointed out that, to some readers, Kant’s 
philosophy seemed as harmful to religion and morality as the works 
of the greatest skeptics.107 In the introduction to Geschichte und Geist 
des Skepticismus, Stäudlin disapproved of popular disruptive kinds of 
skepticism, while approving of the “philosophical skepticism” that 
he, during the 1780s as a student at Tübingen, found in Kant’s work. 
He related further how, after studying the Critique of Pure Reason, he 
and fellow-students became more skeptical, doubting everything that 
they had been taught, including their religion.108 Despite Kant’s and 
Reinhold’s statements to the contrary, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason 
was interpreted from the moment of its first appearance as the newest 
incarnation of skepticism. Kant was a skeptic malgré lui. 

Kant’s philosophy was attacked continually since 1781. Among 
the battery of arguments used by the Popularphilosphen and orthodox 
Wolffians were arguments from history. As Heydenreich noted, the 
history of philosophy, as it stood, did not do justice to Immanuel 
Kant. History was used not infrequently to indict Kant on a variety of 
charges, including Berkeleyan subjectivism and Humean skepticism. 
Historical precedents, the failures or successes of past systems, were 
facts brought up in arguing that Kant’s philosophy did not represent 
real progress in philosophy. 

If the history of philosophy could be used to confute Kant’s 
claims, it could be used also to defend them. In the 1790s, the rival 
philosophical schools moved the battle into the field of history of phi-
losophy, with the Kantians hoping to usurp the writing of the history 
of philosophy from those empiricists, eclectics, and other pre-Critical 
writers whose job it had been previously.109 Within a decade of the 
completion of Kant’s philosophical project, there arose a coordinated 
effort among Kantian philosophers to rewrite the history of philoso-
phy so as to remake it into the unfolding of the Critical Philosophy. 
The break from historiographical tradition could not have been more 
complete: The Kantians favored a priori construction in historical writ-
ing and insisted on a definition and criteria for philosophy derived 
from Kant’s system. 

While there were a half-dozen Kantians who contributed to 
the theory of history of philosophy, there were just two Kantians 
who actually dedicated labor to writing histories of philosophy of 
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any length: Buhle and Tennemann. Buhle authored an eight-volume 
Lehrbuch der Geschichte der Philosophie (1796–1804) and a separate six-
volume work, Geschichte der neuern Philosophie seit der Epoche der Wie-
derherstellung der Wissenschaften (1800–1804).110 Tennemann, a professor 
of philosophy at Jena and later at Marburg, produced the lengthi-
est history of philosophy written in the Kantian mode: the eleven-
volume, unfinished Geschichte der Philosophie (1798–1819).111 He also 
published a single-volume history, Grundriss der Geschichte der Philoso-
phie (1812; later editions of 1816, 1820, 1825, and 1829).112 Given the 
scale of Tennemann’s project and the reforms he hoped to institute, 
Geschichte der Philosophie was positioned to displace Brucker’s Historia 
critica philosophiae as the standard work of history of philosophy.113 

In the introduction to his Geschichte der Philosophie, Tennemann 
detailed the flaws of previous histories of philosophy. They were 
mainly collections of reports on the lives and opinions of philoso-
phers. They made incomplete use of sources or used inappropriate 
sources. They were poorly organized and lacked an overall plan.114 
Like the other Kantians, he charged that previous histories of philoso-
phy were simply copied out of earlier works “without critique, taste, 
discriminations” and “without philosophical spirit.”115 They perpetu-
ated “a mass of historical errors” and the prejudices of the Church 
Fathers, who unfortunately relied on revelation and were biased in 
favor of the Jews. Subsequent historians of philosophy, the majority 
of them theologians, introduced the dubious notion of “antediluvian 
philosophy” and theological polemics into the history of philosophy.116 
In brief, Tennemann regarded most previous histories of philosophy 
as unphilosophical compilations and chronicles.117 

Tennemann was able to concede that Brucker’s work was a great 
achievement, but he made the qualification that its greatness lies in 
the scale of the compilation and not in any transformation of the way 
in which sources were studied. In Tennemann’s view, Brucker, too, is 
guilty of giving greater description to the lives than to the systems 
of the philosophers, and even where he gives greater description to 
the latter, the result is fragmentary. In addition to these weaknesses, 
there are “many investigations that do not belong in there.” As sharp 
as he was, Brucker could have possessed more “philosophical spirit”; 
his concept of philosophy was “too vacillating and indeterminate”; 
and he did not proceed from “a fixed point of view and plan.”118 
Yet, despite these many flaws, Tennemann fully acknowledged that 
Brucker deserved praise for “the first complete work on the history” 
of philosophy.119 
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Tennemann recognized that the history of philosophy shared cer-
tain characteristics with other genres of history, but he still held that it 
was an autonomous genre separate from the history of nations, schol-
arship, and other sciences. In agreement with Reinhold and Goess, 
Tennemann cautioned against mistaking the history of the literature 
of philosophy for the history of philosophy itself.120 In his Grundriss 
der Geschichte der Philosophie (1816 edition), Tennemann differentiated 
between, on the one hand, the history of philosophy and, on the other, 
the history of mankind, intellectual history, history of the sciences, 
biography, literary history, analysis of works, and compilations of 
opinions. He assigned to these latter the status of “either background 
knowledge or materials useful to the history of philosophy.”121 No less 
importantly, the history of philosophy should not be a mere exposi-
tion of philosophical systems with the historical dimension omitted.122

Regarding kinds of sources, Tennemann permitted philosophers’ 
own writings, other literary works by them, reports and investiga-
tions of observers, and other historical data.123 “Philosophemes” (Phi-
losopheme) should in any case be taken only from the writings of the 
philosophers. Their extra-philosophical writings should be treated as 
supplementary sources.124 Since all the information from such a fund 
of sources cannot be incorporated into a history, it was important to 
decide what should be included. Tennemann presented some rules: 
That which has “a relation to and influence on the formation of this 
science [philosophy]” may be included. That which “disrupts the 
coherency and overview of the history” should not be included.125 
Detailed biographies of philosophers should not be included as these 
would “injure the unity of the history” and inappropriately connect 
the actual object of inquiry, philosophy, to the personal histories of 
the philosophers. Details of the life of a philosopher may still be 
woven into the history of philosophy, but only if doing so enhances 
the coherency of philosophy’s development.126 

As a philosopher practicing history of philosophy, Tennemann 
had no use for the fanatical precepts put forward by Reinhold and 
Grohmann. In the introduction to his Geschichte der Philosophie, 
Tennemann works methodically toward a definition for the “history 
of the discipline of philosophy”: 

History in the broad sense is the recounting of past events. 
History in a narrower sense is the recounting of a succes-
sion of events that composes a whole. A mere chronology 
does not compose this whole. These events must stand in 
mutual relation to each other as changes, effects, or causes 



27The Kantian School

with respect to an object; or their mutual relation must 
consist in their being directed toward a purpose.127 

The history of a people, the biography of an individual, and the his-
tory of philosophy itself were given as examples of history in the nar-
rower sense. Contra Grohmann, Tennemann held that chronology is 
essential to every kind of history, including the history of philosophy. 
He would observe chronology as “the first law of history.”128 Contra 
Reinhold, who had argued that the history of philosophy had nothing 
to do with events in time and space, Tennemann held a heterodox 
position. He stated that events in the history of philosophy related 
both internally to human consciousness and externally to the world. 
“The development of reason occurs through external stimulation and 
thus depends on external causes” that advance, impede, or hold it in 
place.129 “The efforts of reason are inner events of the mind.” “There is 
thus an internal and external connection among events in time. Events 
have their external causes and results, and they have their internal 
grounds in the organization and laws of human consciousness.”130 
Lastly, these events have a relation to reason’s purpose.131 Unlike sim-
ple annals and chronicles, history as conceived by Tennemann can 
claim to present events “according to their real interrelation in time” 
as causes and effects.132 “This concrete relation among events is the 
foundation of all history, the condition of fidelity and truth, without 
which history would no longer be history.”133 

“Science,” as defined by Tennemann, is a “system of knowl-
edge.”134 “[R]eason is the only source of all science; for every science is 
an architectonically rendered structure for which reason draws up the 
idea and guides the completion.”135 The “idea of science” is a “neces-
sary expression of reason,” subsisting through all the changes of the 
science’s history.136 Tennemann thus reasoned that the idea of science 
is at the same time an ideal of science, but in this case, the events relat-
ing to that science, taken together, constitute a history whose course 
runs from what is consummate in philosophy to what is defective. 
Since he considered such a course “unnatural,” contradicting “every 
analogy of human nature,” he recommended that one view the idea 
or ideal of the science as the “goal.” As such, “all events . . . now 
appear not as changes of the science, but rather as exertions and 
activities of reason on behalf of science.”137 Through such reasoning, 
Tennemann was able to arrive at a complete definition: “History of 
philosophy is exposition of the successive development of philosophy 
or exposition of the exertions of reason to realize the idea of the sci-
ence from the final grounds and laws of nature and freedom.”138 Even 
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before the turn of the nineteenth century, the first Kantian historians 
self-consciously set themselves on the path of teleology. 

But not all students of philosophy were persuaded that a revo-
lution had taken place in philosophy and that a corresponding revo-
lution in historiography was necessary. Certainly, the opponents of 
Kantian philosophy remained unconvinced. One such opponent was 
Friedrich Nicolai (1733–1811), the literary critic and editor of Briefe, 
die neueste Literatur betreffend, his collaboration with Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing and Moses Mendelssohn from 1759 to 1765. He edited the 
Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek from 1765 to 1792. Near the end of his 
life, this pillar of the Berlin Enlightenment and member of that city’s 
Academy of Sciences noted that esteemed German authors still did 
not agree on what belongs in the history of philosophy or how this 
history was to be organized and made practical.139 He was well aware 
that Tennemann thought that the purpose of the history of philosophy 
was to cultivate the science of the final grounds and laws of nature 
and freedom and their interrelation.140 He related that Reinhold, as 
early as 1781, wanted to remove all references to “opinions” from the 
history of philosophy. For Nicolai, these were enough clues to indi-
cate that Tennemann and Reinhold believed that this “science of the 
final grounds of nature and freedom” was already discovered; that 
the project of philosophy was completed through Kant’s critique of 
theoretical and practical reason and Reinhold’s theory of the faculty 
of representation. Or in any case, this was the tone of many followers 
of Kant.141 Nicolai continued,

They believed that philosophical science has been fully 
discovered and secured; that knowledge has reached its 
conclusion with Kant and Fichte; and that it has fulfilled 
what philosophers had sought since millennia. Thus, Goess, 
Buhle, Grohmann, and Reinhold all at the same time viewed 
philosophical history from the perspective that all philoso-
phers of ancient and modern times should be represented, 
and be accepted or rejected, according to how much they 
had in common with the Critique of Pure Reason.142 

Buhle came in for harsher criticism. What made both of his works 
“completely useless,” in Nicolai’s judgment, was “his slavish adher-
ence to the Kantian system, by which he subordinates to this sys-
tem the whole history of philosophy and wants to discover almost 
everywhere traces of Kantian ideas . . . he judges many objects all 
too one-sidedly; indeed, sometimes distorts the true perspective of 



29The Kantian School

the doctrines of ancient philosophers.”143 Nicolai found that this was 
especially apparent in Buhle’s account of Aristotle, in which con-
stant agreements are discovered between Kant and Aristotle through, 
Nicolai alleged, Buhle’s arbitrary translation. He did this even if the 
method and system of these two philosophers were essentially differ-
ent. Nicolai pointed out that Tennemann, too, proceeded mainly from 
Kantian perspectives, although he was nowhere near the same degree 
a partisan as Buhle. He compared Tennemann to another historian 
of philosophy, Dieterich Tiedemann. While it could be said that both 
Tennemann and Tiedemann carefully studied sources and exercised 
good judgment, “Tiedemann [was] attached to no system” and was 
free of biases.144 

Nicolai, too, had no attachment to any particular system. This 
eclectic philosopher was not deterred, throughout the years of Kan-
tianism’s ascendancy, from thinking that “the best philosophy” was 
“the one that examines all systems impartially”; the one that distin-
guishes “disputes over words from truly different opinions”; the one 
that does not separate systems, but “seeks to unite them as it selects 
the best from each.”145 In 1808, when Nicolai published these criti-
cisms, eclecticism was already an endangered philosophy in Germany 
as increasingly only one system was being presented to students.146

We shall see in Chapters 5 and 6 that the Kantian School changed 
the conventions of writing the history of philosophy for later histori-
ans of philosophy. The Kantians discarded the old rules of composi-
tion, which had defined the genre for centuries, and embraced the 
rules of a priori construction. They (re)wrote the history of philosophy 
so that it read as the unfolding of Kantianism and demonstration of 
its truth. We shall see in Chapter 4 that they also excluded Africa and 
Asia from the history of philosophy, which they justified with racial-
anthropological arguments learned from Christoph Meiners. This 
combination of a priori construction and racial Eurocentrism would 
become enduring features of modern histories of philosophy starting 
from the era of Kant’s Critiques. 
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2

The Birth of Comparative 
History of Philosophy
Joseph-Marie de Gérando’s 

Histoire comparée des systèmes de philosophie

[T]he first glance cast on the history of philosophy does not give, 
one must admit, all the satisfaction that one could have expected. 
A multitude of hypotheses raised in some haphazard way and 
swiftly destroyed; a diversity of opinions . . . , sects, even par-
ties, interminable disputes, endlessly recurring misunderstand-
ings, barren speculations, errors upheld and spread through blind 
imitation, discoveries slowly made and mixed with false ideas, 
reforms heralded in each century but never carried out; a succes-
sion of doctrines each overturned by the next . . . human reason 
as such in a sad circle of vicissitudes, climbing up during fortu-
nate times, but soon tumbling down again; experience and reason, 
common sense and speculation . . . fight constantly and present 
each other with reciprocal refutations on every point; idealism 
locked in battle with materialism, each in turn snatching away 
from the intellect the objects that it believes it knows or the feel-
ing it has of its own dignity and existence; philosophy exalted by 
dogmatism to a point where limits are no longer set on its preten-
sions, then carried by skepticism into the abyss of absolute doubt, 
calling out for an unchanging base of support . . . searching for 
a sure route toward the truth, but foiled always in its wishes 
and hopes; in the end the same questions, which were shared 
by the first geniuses of Greece more than twenty centuries ago, 
stirred up again today by such voluminous writings devoted to 
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their discussion: This is the spectacle . . . offered to the eyes of 
the observer . . . enough to inspire in shallow minds a profound 
despondency.

—Joseph-Marie de Gérando (1804)1

While the Kantian revolution in the field of history of philosophy was 
unfolding in Germany, another revolution in this field was occurring 
in France and in a neighboring corner of Germany. In this and the next 
chapter, I discuss the histories of philosophy by Joseph-Marie de Géran-
do (1772–1842) and Friedrich Schlegel (1772–1829). They conceived and 
realized the idea of comparative history of philosophy. De Gérando 
authored the Histoire comparée des systèmes de philosophie, relativement aux 
principes des connaissances humaines (Comparative History of the Systems 
of Philosophy with Respect to the Principles of Human Knowledge), a three-
volume work published in 1804. It was expanded into four volumes 
for the second edition of 1822.2 Schlegel delivered a cycle of lectures 
in 1804–5 on the history of philosophy, titled Die Entwicklung der Phi-
losophie in zwölf Büchern (The Development of Philosophy in Twleve Books), 
which was preserved through auditors’ transcriptions.3 I include de 
Gérando and Schlegel in my historiography because, as inventors of the 
comparative history of philosophy, they help to disrupt the dominant, 
Kantian paradigm at work in many historiographies of philosophy. 

Joseph-Marie de Gérando was a professor of moral philosophy 
at the Lycée de Paris when he published the Histoire comparée des sys-
tèmes de philosophie. He had been appointed to the professorship after 
winning a prize from the Institut de France for his work Des signes et 
de l’art de penser (On Signs and the Art of Thinking), 4 vols. (1800). He 
won another prize—this time from the Berlin Royal Academy of Sci-
ences—for his essay De la génération des connoissances humaines (On the 
Generation of Human Knowledge) (1802).4 As the historian of philosophy 
for the French state, he presented a Historical Report on the Progress 
of Philosophy since 1789 and on Its Current State during the Council 
of State of February 20, 1808. In the same year in which his Histoire 
comparée appeared, he became Secretary General of the Ministry of 
the Interior, an office that he held for more than six years. In May 
of 1805, he accompanied Napoleon I to Milan, where the latter was 
crowned King of Italy. De Gérando rose further up the ranks of the 
French government. In 1808, he was appointed a Master of Requests 
and was sent to Italy to help reorganize  Tuscany and the Papal States. 
In 1811, he became a Councillor of State and, in March of that year, 
an officer in the Légion d’honneur as well as a baron of the empire. 



33The Birth of Comparative History of Philosophy

In 1812, he began a term as intendant of newly annexed Catalonia. 
Under the restored Bourbon monarchy, de Gérando continued to serve 
as a Councillor of State. He held other political offices and teaching 
positions during his prodigious career. 

In the introduction to the Histoire comparée, de Gérando rules 
out the possibility of a general and complete history of philosophy 
as too vast and too difficult to be hoped for. He believed that such 
a history would not be interesting to the French public as the util-
ity of it would be unclear. Rather, what de Gérando intended was 
something more preliminary. He conceived a system of classification 
(nomenclatures regulières et simples) that he hoped would serve as a 
“general introduction to the entire history of philosophy.”5

De Gérando distinguished his project from that of the Kantian 
historians. He would not rely on a priori principles of organization, 
nor would he judge philosophical systems using theoretical criteria. 
Instead, he would judge them by their practical effects in the realms 
of science, art, and government. His work thus had little in common 
with the Traité des systèmes (1749) by Étienne Bonnot de Condillac. 
He greatly disagreed with that author, who set out to demonstrate 
the shortcomings of other philosophical systems on the basis of his 
abstract principles. He would, in contrast, determine any shortcom-
ings a posteriori. The task remained to describe systems of philoso-
phy, but, for de Gérando, this also extended to the “causes” (e.g., 
“motives”) and “effects” of each system.6 

As to the method, de Gérando stated that his Histoire comparée 
was conceived in accordance with “the experimental method” (la 
méthode des experiences), which, as he pointed out, was the method 
most neglected by historians of philosophy.7 This method demands 
that each system of philosophy be considered without dismissing 
certain ones outright; that each be judged separately as well as in 
comparison; and that the causes, circumstances, and effects of the 
revolutions in philosophy, the division of philosophical schools, and 
their controversies be studied.8 The reader is asked to imagine the 
invaluable treasure of experience and knowledge of almost thirty cen-
turies of errors, disputes, and successes in philosophy.9 De Gérando 
recognized, however, that such vast and varied information made a 
general and comprehensive history of philosophy too difficult and 
unappealing. He was offering, therefore, what he believed to be a 
more effective method of study.

It was a remarkable stroke of originality. De Gérando did 
for the history of philosophy what the naturalists did for the his-
tory of nature: He devised a system of classification under which 
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 philosophical doctrines could be analyzed (i.e., compared) and sorted 
into “regular and basic classes.”10 In the Histoire comparée, the facts of 
philosophical history were converted into a kind of natural history, 
“a geographical map of the doctrines and opinions that constitute the 
intellectual world.”11 

De Gérando viewed the comparative history of philosophy as an 
empirical-analytical or observational science not different from natu-
ral history. He regarded comparative analysis as taking the place of 
experimentation and calculation, which, in the case of either natural 
or philosophical history, was not possible. In another parallel to the 
study of nature, de Gérando treated each system of philosophy as 
a complete organism, whose characteristics were inextricably linked, 
and he regarded generalizations about the history of philosophy as 
“essentially comparisons and classification of observed facts.”12 

One will recall that, in the late seventeenth century, Daniel 
Morhof saw himself as realizing Bacon’s vision of a universal history 
of letters that would document the arts and sciences of all epochs and 
regions of the world; their antiquity, progress, demise, and restoration 
as well as the circumstances of their invention. This universal history 
would preserve the knowledge of the rules and methods of cultivation 
of the arts and sciences and be a record of the divisions of the learned 
world, their greatest controversies, calumnies, and achievements. This 
universal history of letters would record the best and most important 
writers, books, schools, and other institutions of learning that have 
ever existed. De Gérando, too, saw himself as realizing the idea of 
inductive or comparative history, which he explicitly attributed to 
Bacon.13 

As Bacon had recommended, de Gérando composed a compara-
tive history that established principles of relation, united effects to 
their causes, and determined the favorable and unfavorable circum-
stances for the advancement of social knowledge. For de Gérando, it 
was Bacon who clarified the importance of the history of philosophy. 
Thus, with respect to his aims, de Gérando falls squarely in the Baco-
nian tradition, whose eighteenth-century anchor was Jacob Brucker. 

De Gérando was of the opinion that there is really one funda-
mental question with which the history of philosophy is concerned. 
How do we know and how do we know that we know?14 Brucker 
had also described the history of philosophy as 

the history of the human understanding, clearly showing 
the extent of its capacity, the causes of its perversion, and 
the means by which it may be recalled from its unprofitable 
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wanderings, and successfully employed in subserviency 
to the happiness of mankind. Whilst it traces the origin 
and growth of useful knowledge, it also discovers the 
manner in which errors have arisen and been propagated, 
and exposes the injury which they have done to science, 
literature, and religion.15 

Like de Gérando, Brucker had conceived the history of philosophy 
as “a faithful register of discoveries in the world of science” and “an 
important branch of the history of universal erudition.”16

Early in the first volume of de Gérando’s work is a review of 
previous histories of philosophy. The French historian of philosophy 
singled out Brucker for a long review. He wrote, “Brucker by himself 
forms an era in the history of philosophy.”17 Brucker’s work is “the 
most complete and most extensive that we possess,” and the labor 
that it must have required “frightens the imagination.”18 Among the 
pastor’s merits were “a perfectly good faith, a sagacious mind, an 
excellent method, an untiring patience, a scrupulous exactitude.”19 De 
Gérando praised Brucker also for his research of medieval philosophy. 

It was equally important to enumerate the flaws of the Historia 
critica philosophiae. De Gérando thought that its presentation of barbar-
ian philosophies was “inaccurate,” that too much attention was given 
to the minor circumstances of the lives of the philosophers, and that the 
causes both particular and general of the development of philosophy 
were neglected. The principal defect, however, was Brucker’s man-
ner of explication, which the French thinker claimed lacked elegance, 
variety, and clarity. In addition, it would have been better if the views 
of the philosophers had been introduced earlier and the reader given 
a choice of different possible interpretations of a doctrine.20 

While Brucker could be classed among the “compilers” of the 
history of philosophy, who restrict themselves to relating the opin-
ions of philosophers without assessing them or utilizing them for 
some theoretical or practical end, many historians of philosophy 
who have entered the field since Brucker wrote in all-too-theoretical 
a manner.21 Without naming them, de Gérando noted that these more 
recent historians, being biased toward particular doctrines, presented 
the succession of philosophical opinions as proofs destined to justify 
those doctrines.22 De Gérando was cognizant, therefore, of two distinct 
approaches to the history of philosophy prior to his own work. 

The Histoire comparée is a three-volume work divided into two 
parts. The First Part, presenting an “Abridged History of the Princi-
pal Systems of Philosophy with Respect to the Principles of Human 
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Knowledge,” occupies the whole first volume and half of the second. 
The Second Part, titled “Critical Analysis of the Systems of Philosophy 
on the Generation of Human Knowledge,” occupies the remaining 
half of the second volume and all of the third. The initial chapters are 
devoted to discussing the design of the Histoire comparée, the histori-
ography of philosophy, and the question of the origins of philosophy. 
These are followed by chapters presenting the facts of the systems of 
philosophy in the order of their historical chronology. 

But what makes the Histoire comparée original and unprecedent-
ed is its Second Part: a comparative analysis of systems of philoso-
phy. With respect to the principles of human knowledge, systems of 
philosophy fell into one or another of de Gérando’s six asymmetrical 
classes: rationalism, empiricism, idealism, materialism, dogmatism, 
and skepticism. De Gérando’s analysis of these classes did not follow 
a linear order of either chronology or logical development. Rather, it 
was comparable to the procedure of analysis already embraced by 
contemporary natural historians. 

The Second Part begins with the critical analysis of rational (or 
speculative) philosophy. These systems, which are the oldest in history, 
present propositions that can be reduced to the principle of identity 
(also known as the principle of contradiction).23 Any truth derived 
from this principle has only a logical, and not a metaphysical, neces-
sity.24 For de Gérando, history’s testimony was overwhelming. The 
consequences that follow from the principles and methods of rational 
philosophy have always been the same. These systems have a pro-
nounced and regular preference for a priori methods, and in these sys-
tems ideas are ranked on a ladder from the general to the particular 
(or from the abstract to the sensible) with the most universal notions 
and highest abstractions at the summit. These methods impose a 
simpler order on human knowledge, but one that is entirely artifi-
cial. Only in the perspective of speculative philosophy does it seem 
necessary. Because speculative principles are expressions of relations 
between or among the most universal ideas, they must be regarded 
as original and nonderivative for these relations to have the character 
of first principles. This results in the hypothesis of innate ideas so 
essential to speculative philosophy.25 

If universal principles are anterior to particular truths, if the lat-
ter borrow their force from the former, then general notions are nec-
essarily anterior to and independent of those ideas acquired through 
perception or deduction.26 It becomes essential then for the speculative 
philosopher to establish the validity of his system by showing that 
certain general notions are natural and inherent to the human mind; 
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that not all our ideas originate from sensory perception.27 A philoso-
pher who supposes an independent origin for abstract notions will 
believe that he can proceed from these in establishing a true system 
of philosophy.28 

It is a further feature of speculative philosophy that logical 
relations are mistaken for metaphysical laws. To confound simple 
logical relations with metaphysical laws is an error almost inevitable 
in speculative philosophy. Refusing to rank experience with prin-
ciples of knowledge, the speculative philosopher does not accept the 
data of experience.29 For him, knowledge is necessarily anterior to 
existence and attempts to foretell it or constitute it a priori. In spite 
of everything, all his deductions have only a logical validity. This is 
to say that the speculative philosopher is restricted to transforming 
deductions into new combinations of terms. He may believe himself 
to judge what is, but he knows only what the mind must think. 
From his confusion arise false ideas of “essence” and “substance,” 
which he assumes is what gives existence to things or determines 
their manner of existence instead of what they are truly, namely, his 
mere conceptions.30 

De Gérando claimed also that speculative philosophy has always 
resulted in systems of absolute identity. Insofar as speculative max-
ims are the expression of the principle of identity, insofar as logical 
formulae are the only means of their transformation, the mind travels 
in a circle. Since it is impossible to admit any conditions other than 
those that are already a part of this circularity, in every case one will 
find the same idea disguised under different expressions. Whatever 
variety, whatever modifications the mind encounters, it must reject 
them as inconsequential. This procedure establishes a priori the nature 
of “substance” as the principle of existence, but ultimately finds only 
necessary existences, that is, eternal and identical substances. This is 
the end-result of speculative philosophy when pursued to its final 
consequence. De Gérando found in the historical record four instances 
when the system of absolute identity appeared: the Eleatic School, 
Giordano Bruno, Spinoza, and the disciples of Kant. He viewed 
the Alexandrian Platonists as coming close to a system of absolute 
identity.31 

De Gérando held that skepticism and resurgent idealism were 
other consequences of speculative philosophy.32 He used Descartes 
as an example. This speculative philosopher doubted the faculties 
of sensory perception, but as these are the only means by which the 
material world is known, his system inevitably leads to the view 
of idealism.33 Speculative philosophy has an ill-effect on the sciences 
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because it encourages the mind’s dependency on rational formulae, 
which attach fundamental importance to definitions, and keeps the 
human mind from moving beyond abstraction.34 

Furthermore, speculative philosophy has a negative effect on 
the arts. Speculation can divert the mind from the contemplation of 
nature, which de Gérando called “the true school of the beaux arts,” 
and from the study of the passions, the true source of eloquence.35 
History showed him that the Eleatics produced “mediocre rhetori-
cians” (among the Sophists); that neo-Platonic and Arab philosophers 
(he grouped them together) produced “almost no distinguished writ-
er”; that the Scholastic method “posed obstacles to the restoration of 
taste”; that the German nation, “among all modern nations the one 
that has shown more a general penchant for speculative doctrines, is 
also the one whose literature developed with greater tardiness and 
difficulty.” Again, in the historical record, he could find evidence of 
speculative philosophy’s negative influence on the literary arts.36 

De Gérando also warned of speculative philosophy’s negative 
effects on morality. He feared that speculative doctrines allowed the 
mind to prevail over the sentiments. On the basis of speculative doc-
trines, which are ultimately subjective, one might presume a right 
to interrogate the moral code. He feared that moral philosophers, in 
seeking the moral law in certain ideal combinations, could be divert-
ed from the true interests of the moral community. In the delicate 
application of a moral principle to varying circumstances, speculative 
doctrines might indiscriminately impose absolute and inflexible max-
ims, which are so characteristic of a priori methods. He recognized a 
potential for great practical errors and misjudgment in, for example, 
the speculative doctrines of Plato.37 

De Gérando wrote that nothing could seem more absurd to ordi-
nary men than idealism. He conceded, however, that this philosophy 
had not yet been refuted.38 Nearly all ancient and modern philoso-
phers have concluded from both experience and reason that things 
exist which do not come into the sphere of the senses. But a small 
number of thinkers deny this. Some of them have gone so far as to 
limit themselves absolutely to the self, believing that there are no 
grounds for ascribing any reality to sensory perceptions. This was the 
case of certain “new sects in Germany” who viewed both sensations 
and ideas as products of the subject’s inner activity. For these think-
ers, nothing exists but an intellectual world, which counts as the only 
reality. “Among the ancients, Pythagoras, Plato, and Plotinus only 
intimated this doctrine, which Berkeley and Hume among the mod-
erns developed in a brilliant manner. . . .”39 De Gérando observed that 
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even Leibniz could not avoid a kind of idealism. (This is an observa-
tion that he shared with Tiedemann and Buhle.) He noted that Kant, 
too, sensed in Leibniz the common error of confounding the domain 
of reason with that of experience.40 

Leibniz regarded experience as only a series of phenomena or 
appearances, and so he sought his first truths elsewhere. For him, the 
mind was the source of all notions. He thought that he could con-
firm the reality of abstract truths simply through their possibility and 
existence in God; in the sense that they are perceived by the Eternal 
Mind and must, therefore, be eternal. The truths of experience were 
accorded a lesser status by Leibniz, who regarded sensory perceptions 
as merely phenomena. The title of “substance” as the real existence 
he conferred solely on the monads, which do not reveal themselves to 
the senses, but are demonstrable by reason. In connection to Leibniz, 
de Gérando warned that knowledge came in danger of being reduced 
to the study of the relations of one’s own conceptions instead of the 
laws of nature.41

De Gérando included in the class of idealism the “mixed sys-
tems” of those who, after detaching ideas from an immediate relation 
to external objects, tried to establish some sort of external reality with 
the aid of long deductions. Leibniz served again as a useful exam-
ple: He tried to establish the union of mind and matter through his 
hypothesis of a pre-established harmony between ideas and objects 
and through his hypothesis of the representative faculty of the intel-
lect, supposed as a kind of mirror of the universe. Thus, Leibniz’s 
philosophy was a modified and restrained kind of idealism.42 De 
Gérando added that such “mitigated idealism” also characterized the 
philosophies of Descartes and Kant.43 

De Gérando’s critique of idealism revolved around the “conse-
quences” of this philosophy. He charged that idealism resulted in “an 
abyss of paradoxes and uncertainty” between a speculative reason 
that leads the mind to idealism and a powerful instinct that brings it 
back to a reality. Characteristic of idealism is a vacillation between the 
need to trace our perceptions back to externally existent objects and 
the impossibility of establishing their existence.44 De Gérando called 
this “the principal cause of agitation, anxiety [and] vacillation” of the 
modern philosophical experience.45 

Uncertainty of whether human knowledge has any reality is 
another consequence of idealism. For our knowledge to be deemed 
real, a reality must be the source of this knowledge. If knowledge of 
reality can be obtained through the artifice of deductions, the first 
logical truths of the mind must be taken as real truths.46 If the real exis-
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tence of external objects is established in this manner, external exis-
tence must be placed on the level of basic and immediate knowledge 
that does not need demonstration. However, if one did not accept 
a basic and immediate knowledge of external existences, believing 
rather that the supposed truth of external existences is in fact just 
an outcome of synthetic combinations performed by the mind, he 
would fall into “the most absolute idealism.”47 (The idealists of the 
first kind could find themselves drifting toward absolute idealism 
as well.) As a further consequence, the absolute idealist will find no 
refuge other than in a “most complete skepticism,” where all reality 
is removed from our judgments and nothing remains of the mate-
rial of our knowledge except the identity of ideas.48 Then, our first 
ideas having only the value of zero (“A = A”), all knowledge would 
be reduced to a series of equations of the emptiest kind (“nothing 
= nothing = nothing etc.”).49 According to de Gérando, the absolute 
idealist cannot escape this circle of nothings, which in all cases does 
not deserve the title of knowledge.

The history of philosophy shows that distinguished thinkers 
who have a great talent for combination are led to the most abso-
lute idealism through their method of a priori demonstration of the 
phenomena of existence. As if by necessity, they arrive at that singu-
lar hypothesis: that the self creates nature, that the self posits itself 
freely, or that in this first free act lies the origin of all knowledge.50 
For them, it is inadequate to view the mind as simply the specta-
tor of existence. Rather, the mind is the author of existence. Having 
destroyed existence, the mind must begin to reconstruct, but when 
it lacks even the materials, it must straightaway create. In this con-
nection, de Gérando pointed to “the new idealists of Germany” who 
“create entities . . . patently.”51 He refrained from enumerating all the 
contradictions that arise when the ego is conferred the power to posit 
itself and other entities. He had shown adequately the ultimate con-
sequences of the principles of idealism.

As a class, dogmatic philosophy encompasses more diverse species. 
De Gérando defined dogmatism as any system of philosophy that 
steps beyond the natural limit of the human faculties, including the 
dogmatisms of method and doctrine, “belief,” “mystical dogmatism,” 
and “scientific dogmatism.”52 

Mystical dogmatism is included in the analysis because it, too, 
is concerned with knowledge. In mystical dogmatism, all types of 
knowledge are placed in the sphere of a superior or invisible intel-
ligence as cause or source of human knowledge.53 The mystic defines 
very little. Simply contemplating, he obtains knowledge through 
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immediate intuition. The language of mystical dogmatism is a collec-
tion of obscurities. Mystics have a “profound disdain,” “almost a sort 
of horror” of the faculties of sensation and the methods of observa-
tion. They liken the experience of the senses to a veil that hides truth. 
They prefer the immediate intuition of inspiration and ecstasy. They 
occupy themselves very little with the phenomena of the sensible 
world and deal rather with ideal conceptions. In their contemplations, 
they enjoy separating themselves from space and time and crossing 
into infinite realms. If a mystic offers to explain nature, he claims 
that his knowledge was obtained through mysterious influences. If 
he speculates on causes, he arrives at eternal hierarchies.54 

The mystic favors abstract truths because they consist of very 
vague terms that are adaptable to any interpretation or deduction. 
For the mystic, abstract propositions seem to open up communica-
tions with the realm of intelligences (not the physical realm). Mysti-
cal truths are assumed to be eternal, necessary, and innate and are 
presented as images of the infinite, as pictures of the essence of things 
or of their origin. Historically, such images have justified systems 
of emanation and celestial influences, or they have been personified 
and turned into supernatural beings or subordinate intelligences that 
serve as messengers between the Supreme Intelligence and human 
beings. Finally, since mystical doctrines are completely subjective and 
require only the exercise of reflection, they lend themselves to habits 
of silent and solitary meditation. De Gérando gave the examples of 
Pythagoras, who relied on mathematical truths to support his mys-
terious doctrines; Plato, whose high regard for abstract notions led 
him to recommend contemplative practices; the eclectics of Alexan-
dria, who transformed metaphysical principles into many images and 
eternal hierarchies and genealogies of particular moral and intellec-
tual notions; the theosophers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
who came up with supernatural theories with the aid of some axi-
oms regarding “essences” and “substances”; and Malebranche, who 
believed he could see all general truths in God.55 

According to de Gérando, scientific dogmatism has the guise of 
true science. Scientific dogmatists are interested in discovering causes, 
but their method is speculation. They are interested foremost in the 
first cause as the first link in a great chain by which all other causes 
are explained. The earliest scientific dogmatists created the cosmogo-
nies of the Egyptians and Phoenicians in the attempt to explain the 
universe through the history of its formation. The origin of things 
must be explained because without such an explanation all their other 
explanations would be untenable.56 Scientific dogmatism has receded 
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in modern times through the critique of Bacon, Descartes, Leibniz, 
and Newton. The last in this list even restricted proofs exclusively 
to demonstration. He rejected analogy, resorting rather to analysis, 
calculus, and experience.57 Newton continued to employ hypotheses, 
but these were less arbitrary since they had to be confirmed through 
demonstration. Thus, his scientific conceptions remained within the 
realm of phenomena as when he demonstrated universal attraction 
without claiming to know its nature.58 A penchant for systematic unity 
leads the scientific dogmatist to find a single principle that can explain 
everything and unite all subordinate hypotheses. Such a system, being 
the product of one mind and not of the agreement of minds, is not 
susceptible to critique.59 While the effort to harmonize facts with a 
ruling idea is good, scientific dogmatism’s arbitrary hypotheses, more 
often than not, distort observations, forcing facts to fit a system.60 

Comparing scientific dogmatism to mystical dogmatism, de 
Gérando noted that both turned to speculative philosophy for sup-
port. Both engendered controversy and doubt.61 The history of philos-
ophy demonstrates that the multiplicity of dogmatic systems leads to 
Pyrrhonism.62 “Forsaken to hypotheses, philosophy resembles a coun-
try delivered to anarchy . . . thinkers despair of the truth as when 
politicians despair of liberty after long revolutions.”63 As contradictory 
propositions arise from the same principle, each with equal right, one 
soon arrives at complete skepticism. 

Skepticism (most of the time, de Gérando does not differentiate 
between Pyrrhonian and Academic skepticisms) is the name of another 
large class of philosophy, consisting of many different species both 
ancient and modern. Skepticism confounds all philosophical views 
into one class, assimilating truths to errors by refuting all “signs” for 
distinguishing between them. Skepticism annihilates all the laws of 
reason and principles of method, causing one to despair over reason’s 
feebleness.64 De Gérando named the skeptics in the history of philoso-
phy: Montaigne, Pierre Charron, La Mothe Le Vayer, Bishop Huet, 
Pierre Bayle, Joseph Glanville, George Berkeley, and David Hume.65 

De Gérando claimed earlier that, in the history of philosophy, 
dogmatism gave rise to skepticism. He now also claimed that skep-
ticism gave rise to new systems of idealism. He saw Bayle in par-
ticular as preparing the way for modern idealism by renewing and 
further developing the arguments of the ancient Eleatics against the 
existence of matter and by reducing what little certainty remained 
of sensory experience to a mere modification of the soul. For evi-
dence, de Gérando pointed to Berkeley’s idealism, which he viewed 
as a consequence of the modern trend of skepticism. He pointed also 
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to Hume’s philosophy, confirming that skepticism led to idealism.66 
The ultimate consequence of this chain of development, argued de 
Gérando, was an absolute skepticism that forever destroyed all pos-
sible relation between ideas and objects, between ideas and the ego, 
and rendered uncertain the relation even between ideas themselves. 
This kind of skepticism destroyed all hope of ever knowing the truth.67

The history of philosophy seems to issue a warning. If the spirit 
of doubt prevails in a country or century, one should guard against 
the return of dogmatism, but in more aggressive forms. In refusing 
to accept the simplest truths, one abandons all truths for the most 
arbitrary assumptions. The history of philosophy presents many such 
episodes: The two newer Academies dissolved after failing to sup-
press the dogmatic systems of the Greeks. The Academics fell into 
disrepute, and this cleared the way for the mystical exaggerations of 
the Alexandrians. Indeed, the former seemed almost to justify the lat-
ter in presenting doubt as an abyss that threatened to engulf the mind. 
In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, skepticism rose up against 
Scholastic philosophy, but induced inaction. This was followed by “a 
rebellion of the imagination” in the form of theosophy. As theosophy 
revived with a new fervor, dogmatic systems proliferated anew. De 
Gérando was able to recognize the extent to which the doubts of 
Montaigne were complicit in the errors of Malebranche. Perhaps more 
than any other time, the eighteenth century favored skepticism, but 
by the end of that century a mass of rash political and moral sys-
tems arose, including the new sects of Illuminism, Mesmerism, and 
Convulsionism.68

In a show of impartiality, de Gérando conceded that Pyrrhonian 
skepticism was useful in its time; that Pyrrhon and Arcesilas exposed 
important problems and forced an interrogation of philosophy. In the 
current era of science, however, skepticism is not so useful. Philoso-
phers have been sufficiently instructed on the dangers of hypotheses 
and are aware of past errors. The real danger comes from prolonging 
the uncertainties, which invites the return of dogmatic systems—“just 
as anarchy invokes despotism.”69

Empiricism, which de Gérando distinguished from the experi-
mental philosophy, divides into two species.70 There is an “empiricism 
of ignorance,” where the mind abandons itself to sensory impres-
sions. There is secondly an empiricism based on reflection and anal-
ysis, which does not venture beyond knowing particular facts and 
contingent truths. This latter species rejects all theories as well as 
inductive and deductive reasoning. It thinks that the idea of a con-
nection between effect and cause is arbitrary. It conceives the mind 
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as completely passive and so reduces all intellectual operations to 
sensory perception.71 In practice, however, no empiricist has ever fully 
adhered to these principles.72 

Historically, empiricism’s contributions to the progress of human 
knowledge are negligible. The empiricists of antiquity did not pro-
duce any innovative or useful ideas, alleged de Gérando. Empiricism 
did not ever lead to any important discoveries. It was basically “use-
less to science” and “deadly to morality.”73 

The general descriptions and critiques of rationalism, idealism, 
dogmatism, skepticism, and empiricism did not exhaust the field of 
the history of philosophy. One final class of philosophy remained 
to be analyzed. De Gérando designated Kantianism (or Criticism) a 
philosophical class unto itself as it did not fit into any of the other 
classes. De Gérando understood that Kant’s intention was to limit 
and legitimize claims of knowledge and to resolve the long-standing 
conflict between dogmatism and skepticism, between rationalism 
and experience, and between idealism and materialism.74 Indeed, he 
thought that Kant was to be commended for recognizing that the 
certainty and usefulness of knowledge could only be attained through 
a middle path between dogmatism and skepticism, between rational 
speculation and empiricism, and between idealism and materialism.75 
De Gérando could not forget to mention that the need for a middle 
course was a general corollary to his own deliberations on philosophy. 
In an enlightened era, dogmatism can only be discredited while skep-
ticism must be seen as a passing condition of the mind. Skepticism 
is, in any case, “too contrary to our nature, too revolting to common 
sense.”76 After the sciences were perfected through experimentation 
and after long speculations produced only a succession of failed philo-
sophical systems, the drawbacks of rationalism are now clear. The 
limitations of empirical philosophy were made evident through the 
progress of the sciences, which established relations between phe-
nomena, between moral knowledge and natural science, and between 
physics and mathematics. Finally, the conflict between idealism and 
materialism exposed the inadequacies of both.

On the Kantians, de Gérando related that they claimed to pose 
questions anterior to the principles that constitute each of the opposed 
classes of philosophy and their respective approaches to the problem 
of human knowledge. Kantians believed that Kant had discovered a 
route between the opposed approaches; that he had not borrowed 
from any preexisting school of philosophy; and that his philosophy 
was not eclecticism, but an independent theory even hostile to eclec-
ticism. Thus, they claimed that Kant had actually invalidated and 
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surpassed all previous philosophies.77 De Gérando acknowledged that 
in the history of philosophy there was “no example of a revolution 
as swift as that which was affected in Germany by the doctrines of 
Kant . . . it passed suddenly from the profoundest obscurity to the 
most astounding celebrity.”78 The German public initially found this 
new species of philosophy repulsive, but, eventually, “one believed 
himself transported to a world of wonders.”79 

De Gérando saw in Kant’s philosophy some positive features: 
It sets limits on the powers of philosophy. Its goal is to give human 
knowledge an indisputable foundation. It succeeds in disabusing the 
mind of many old illusions and precludes newer ones. It exemplifies 
methodical analysis and classification. Finally, it stirs up hope for 
a coming golden age of philosophy and of peace among all philo-
sophical sects.80 De Gérando also saw the flaws: Kant’s philosophy 
flatters the human mind. Readers become too excited at the prospect 
of new discoveries in philosophy. The obscurity of Kant’s system, its 
“secret charm,” attracts those who are fond of mystery. Its difficult 
proofs are like a long initiation, offering titillation for the intrepid. 
Contemplative minds are seized with pleasure at the ideal types of 
pure reason. In this philosophy, Platonic morality is transformed into 
a monstrous enthusiasm that promulgates its own laws. Those who 
love singularity find pleasure at Kant’s neologisms. The vainest minds 
are flattered merely by the idea of membership in a privileged sect; 
of being invested with a supreme power to decide matters of phi-
losophy.81 De Gérando blamed Kant for the “presumptuous vanity” 
of his partisans and for their excessive contempt for the doctrines of 
other philosophers.82 De Gérando understood well why the Kantians 
held Popularphilosophie in special contempt. Having appointed them-
selves the legislators of human thought, Kantians were indignant at 
the Popularphilosophen, who dared to assume the same role.83 

De Gérando rejected the claim that Kant’s was unlike any previ-
ous system of philosophy, for the exact opposite seemed to be true. 
Adherents of contrary systems of philosophy became his followers.84 
The Critique of Pure Reason, which declares that all knowledge is 
bound within the limits of experience, attracted proponents of the 
experimental philosophy. It also attracted proponents of rational phi-
losophy with its claim that all knowledge proceeds a priori from the 
laws of the understanding.85 Kant repeated Locke’s view that there are 
no innate ideas, but he reiterated with Leibniz that experience results 
from establishing the connections between phenomena with the aid 
of inner notions. Kant took from Plato the idea of pure reason and 
from Aristotle his logic. Kant maintained that “we can know only 



46 Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy

the simple appearance of things,” and this accorded with idealism. 
He cast doubt on the faculties of the human mind as well as external 
entities, and this accorded with skepticism.86 

De Gérando’s account of the philosophical developments after 
Kant did not reflect well on the latter’s system. He compared the 
divisions and debates over Kantian philosophy to those between the 
Realists and Nominalists of medieval times. The controversies sur-
rounding Kant’s philosophy extended themselves into other fields, 
such as moral and political philosophy, jurisprudence, literature, and 
matters of taste. De Gérando related that this partisanship repro-
duced itself in many forms and slid into invective. Universities were 
infected, and literary gazettes were filled with personal attacks that 
passed for reviews.87 

For de Gérando, history is a witness to the fanatics that Kant 
bore. It is as if Criticism by its very nature inspires mediocre men 
to high pretensions. It is as if Kantian philosophy exalts the vanity 
of those who presume to be the arbiters of knowledge. De Gérando 
thought it remarkable that in defending their system the Kantians 
relied least of all on the truth of some principle or other, but respond-
ed to nearly all objections with the charge that their opponents did 
not understand them. 

Joining irony to stinging critique, de Gérando contended that 
the only positive outcome of Kant’s philosophy was the many suc-
cessive and unexpected systems that it engendered. These, in turn, 
occasioned new revolutions, splitting the Kantian school into many 
sects roiling with their own controversies. Besides orthodox Kantians 
and “half-Kantians” (who modified Kantianism with elements from 
Leibniz or Locke), de Gérando identified four main sects, founded by 
Fichte, Schelling, Bouterweck, and Bardili. (Reinhold was excluded 
because he did not qualify as a founder of a new sect. He ultimately 
ceded himself to Fichte though he began as an orthodox Kantian.) De 
Gérando observed that these four sects, which pure Kantians called 
“heterodox,” came to overshadow the original Kantian school. Het-
erodox Kantians all agreed that the project of philosophy was still 
incomplete and Kant’s system too indeterminate to be called a system 
of philosophy.88 

There is nothing in the historical record, argued de Gérando, to 
indicate that there was any progress in either scientific knowledge or 
moral life in the period after Kant. On the contrary, there were “cer-
tain unfortunate effects,” certain neologisms, dryness of language, 
partisanship, moral peril, and uncertainty.89 The stunning contrast 
between the results and the original hopes of the founder of Criti-
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cism has to reflect badly on this philosophy. De Gérando described 
the situation of philosophy in the aftermath of Kantianism with a 
political analogy: Philosophy became disgusted with science just as 
anarchy at times becomes disgusted with liberty. The abuses com-
mitted in the name of philosophy did more harm to it than outside 
attacks against it.90 

If the history of Kantianism is not enough to condemn it, then 
perhaps its failure to attain its own lofty goals is. De Gérando consid-
ered the claim that Kant successfully refuted idealism: His followers 
believed that Kant had demonstrated the existence of external objects, 
but in effect he had demonstrated a thing of nonsense because what 
he demonstrated was that certain things exist of which we do not 
know a single property. According to Kant, we know neither the rela-
tion to us nor the action on us of the thing-in-itself; neither the rela-
tion nor the reciprocal action between things-in-themselves. Any such 
relation can only be a property or power of things, and not knowing 
what things are in themselves, we cannot know whether they have 
in themselves any property or power. By Kant’s own admission, his 
proof of the existence of external objects carries no force or validity 
because it consists in principles and laws to which he accorded a 
subjective validity and not an objective validity going beyond the 
sphere of our ideas and applicable to some external reality.91 Hence, 
de Gérando had to deny that Kant succeeded in refuting idealism. De 
Gérando then invoked the name of Reinhold, who called Kant’s sys-
tem a “transcendental idealism” but also an “empirical realism,” and 
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, who said it was in fact a kind of “subjective 
idealism.”92 Fichte and Schelling viewed Kant’s system as a system 
of idealism in one respect and a “practical realism” in another.93 On 
the other hand, there was Bardili, who called the Kantian system a 
“rational realism.”94 These and other commentators seemed to con-
firm de Gérando’s opinion that a disguised idealism makes up the 
essence of Kant’s philosophy.95 To say that human knowledge consists 
of appearances only is to admit that knowledge is futile since there 
is not even a term of comparison to which the appearances can be 
related back. In such a system there is no means of examining whether 
knowledge is true or illusory.96 

De Gérando next addressed Kant’s philosophy in regard to 
materialism. The materialist outlook affirms the existence of matter 
and bodies. De Gérando believed that this was not disturbing in itself. 
Materialism is disturbing in its negative consequences, specifically, the 
denial of the reality and independence of the mind. He was, therefore, 
astonished to find that Kant conceded these consequences and even 
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tried to prove them by establishing under the titles of theses and 
antitheses a series of paradoxes through which he found that the argu-
ments for and against the simplicity and spirituality of the mind have 
equal force. Kant argued that this simplicity and spirituality could be 
neither known nor demonstrated; that the self was but an appearance 
whose reality could not be determined. Kant’s thought was in accord 
with precisely those propositions that made materialism dangerous 
to morality. By only one circumstance was Kant not a materialist: he 
did not accept materialism’s positive knowledge of the existence of 
bodies endowed with properties. However, in de Gérando’s opinion, 
this was not a great consolation. Insofar as Kant argued against the 
reality of the mind, he advanced materialism even while disputing it 
on the level of external realities. Kant was able to avoid a complete 
materialism by turning to the “inglorious route” of skepticism—a 
skepticism in regard to both mind and matter.97 

The next objection raised by de Gérando had to do with the 
claim that Kant had refuted skepticism. It was not necessary to come 
up with new arguments when one could simply refer to the argu-
ments of Kant’s greatest critic, Salomon Maimon. He showed that 
Kant’s system, when properly understood, was itself a skepticism 
concerning both experience and morality. If Maimon is right, Kan-
tianism leads unavoidably to an absolute skepticism.98 Bouterweck 
similarly concluded that Kantianism was a “transcendental skepti-
cism,” although he could see why Fichte and Schelling described it 
as a “practical realism.”99 

De Gérando wrapped up his analysis of Kantianism on a con-
ciliatory note. He again acknowledged that Kant had exposed the 
inadequacies of all previous systems and identified the most essen-
tial problems of philosophy, but there was no backing down from 
his main criticism: Kant failed to achieve what he had set out to 
do; to find a middle path between perennially opposed systems of 
philosophy. 

The final chapter of the Histoire comparée redirects the read-
er’s attention away from the failures of Kantianism to the successes 
of the philosophies of Bacon and Locke. While Kantianism failed to 
reconcile the systems of idealism and materialism, the philosophy of 
experience succeeded in selecting principles from competing systems 
with which to form its basis. As de Gérando had already shown, 
rationalism or empiricism is sterile by itself. The former is sterile 
because it limits itself to ideal recombinations of the principle of iden-
tity. The latter’s sterility is due to its inability to derive from one fact 



49The Birth of Comparative History of Philosophy

additional facts. The experimental philosophy unites rationalism and 
empiricism through the useful employment of reason in observation. 
The experimental philosophy avoids the excesses of both dogmatism 
and skepticism by applying doubt to dogmatism and affirmation to 
skepticism. Unlike rationalism, the experimental philosophy does not 
require proofs where they are not needed, and this helps to disarm 
skepticism.100 The experimental philosophy is not exclusive enough 
for sectarian spirits, and its principles not mysterious enough for zeal-
ots. Its maxims have never been revolutionary. It conforms too well to 
general reason.101 To those who believe that the philosophies of Bacon 
and Locke are to blame for the political upheavals of the end of the 
eighteenth century, de Gérando would reply that no philosophy could 
be more innocent of the charge than the experimental philosophy. It 
could never authorize a rash trial of abstract theories on the people. 
De Gérando could recommend the experimental philosophy to a state 
that seeks reforms, but one that also wants to accommodate them to 
present circumstances as well as to the lessons of the past.102 Most 
of all, de Gérando recommended this philosophy because it actually 
attained the goals of philosophy. It guaranteed morality by ensuring 
the independence of the mind and by conferring to moral sentiments 
the status of knowledge. He reminded the reader also of its positive 
effects on the arts and on taste generally.103 

In 1804, Napoleon Bonaparte appointed the author of the His-
toire comparée Secretary General of the Ministry of the Interior.104 As a 
minister of the French state, de Gérando was a political moderate who 
advocated a moderate and prudent philosophy, the key principle of 
which was to select the best elements from all previous philosophies 
and to do so with the guidance of independent reason and for the 
practical benefit of society. He was an eclectic as was the philosophy 
he advocated.105 De Gérando claimed as his predecessors Newton, 
Leibniz, Buddeus, Rudiger, Syrbius, Jean Le Clerc, Hollmann, Brucker, 
Diderot, and Rousseau—all of whom he identified as eclectics.106 Kant, 
too, was an eclectic of a sort, notwithstanding the fact that his phi-
losophy failed to have practical and lasting goodness.107 

In the comparative analysis of philosophical systems, Kant’s 
system came out badly as did all other idealisms. Comparison also 
revealed that all modern philosophical systems were eclectic, Kantian-
ism being no exception. Comparative history of philosophy avoided 
a priori schemata, teleology, and conceptual hierarchies. It revealed 
certain repetitions in the history of thought. These were to be taken 
as valuable lessons for philosophy in and for the present. 
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India in Friedrich Schlegel’s 
Comparative History of Philosophy

Philosophy is nothing other than history of philosophy if one under-
stands history correctly.

—F. Schlegel (undated)1

From these investigations it emerges sufficiently that the Indians 
had real philosophy in both form and method and that, at this 
time, we lack only sufficient documents to be able to incorporate 
it into the history of philosophy. 

—F. Schlegel (1804–5)2

Friedrich Schlegel (1772–1829) was a wonderfully erratic personality. 
His career path led him through literary criticism, university lecturing, 
journalism, novel writing, Oriental philology, historical studies, and 
diplomacy. At the time of the French Revolution, his literary values 
were neo-classical; his politics pro-revolutionary; and his philosophy 
Fichtean idealism. By his twenty-fifth year, however, he had turned 
away from both Fichte and neo-classicism. By age thirty-six, he had 
converted to Roman Catholicism and had become a political conserva-
tive. He began work as a diplomat and propagandist for the Austrian 
government. Between 1797 and 1808, he wandered in and between 
Germany and France as an impoverished writer and lecturer. Born in 
Hannover, this son of a superintendent of the Lutheran Church died 
in Vienna as a member of Catholic Austria’s political and intellectual 
elite. For a long time, he was remembered mainly for being one of 
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the literary theorists of Romanticism, but in 1950 Raymond Schwab 
christened him the founder of “the Oriental Renaissance.”3 Also, his-
torians of linguistics credit him with propagating Sanskrit studies in 
Germany. They recount how Schlegel brought attention to the com-
mon ancestry of the languages of Europe with Persian and Sanskrit. 
His work, Ueber die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier (On the Language 
and Wisdom of the Indians) of 1808, inspired other Germans to delve 
into comparative language studies.4 Schlegel was also the first histo-
rian of philosophy to treat Asian philosophical ideas together with 
European ones in “one basic historical and systematic context.”5 His 
history of philosophy is the beginning of comparative—in the sense 
also of cross-cultural—history of philosophy.6 

Schlegel’s career as an Orientalist began after he arrived in Paris 
in late 1802 or early 1803. He studied Persian with Antoine-Léonard 
de Chézy (1773–1832), who later became a professor of Oriental lan-
guages at the Collège de France. Schlegel studied Sanskrit with help 
from Alexander Hamilton, the British naval lieutenant and member of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal, detained in France after the resumption 
of war with Great Britain. 

In a letter dated May 15, 1803, Friedrich informs his brother, 
August Wilhelm, that he was learning much from the British officer:

I have not only made progress in Persian, but have finally 
reached my great goal, that is, to know Sanskrit. Within four 
months I will be able to read Shakuntala in the original text, 
although I may still need the translation as before. It has 
demanded tremendous effort due to a great complication 
and a particular method of guessing and labor, since I had to 
learn the elements without elementary books. Lastly, to my 
great benefit, it so happened that an Englishman Hamilton, 
the only one in Europe besides [Charles] Wilkins to know 
the language and know it fundamentally, came to my aid 
with advice at the very least.7

Schlegel visited the Bibliothèque Nationale for its numerous Per-
sian and some two-hundred Sanskrit manuscripts. In a letter dated 
August 14, 1803 to August Wilhelm, he wrote that he spent his days 
copying from Sanskrit manuscripts and lexicons. He worked on San-
skrit three to four hours daily, spent another one or two hours going 
through his work with Hamilton, and then worked another two or 
three hours in the evening.8 Three months later, Friedrich thought 
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himself competent enough to begin a verse translation of Kālidāsa’s 
Śakuntalā.9 A partial translation of the drama, along with his other 
translations of Sanskrit texts, was appended to Ueber die Sprache und 
Weisheit der Indier.

Schlegel spent 1804–8 in Cologne, where he composed and deliv-
ered lectures on the history of philosophy to an audience of three 
patrons. These lectures were edited and published by C. J. H. Win-
dischmann three decades later.10 They are included in the Kritische 
Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe as vols. 12 and 13, bearing the titles Die Ent-
wicklung der Philosophie in zwölf Büchern, Propädeutik und Logik, and 
Anhang zur Logik. Jean-Jacques Anstett, who edited these volumes, 
observed that these philosophy lectures pointed in the direction of 
Schegel’s conversion to the Catholic Church.11 

Hans Eichner, Frederick Beiser, and Elizabeth Millán-Zaibert 
have argued that Schlegel’s thinking took a historical turn in the 
years 1796–1808 and that this was, at the same time, a turn away 
from the foundationalism of Fichte’s philosophy.12 In his early twen-
ties, Schlegel was an admirer of the French Revolution and Fichte. 
Like others enamored with Fichte’s philosophy, Schlegel regarded 
Fichte as the one who came along to complete Kant’s revolution in 
philosophy. He believed that Fichte had established the first principle 
of philosophy and that an objective aesthetics and ethics, includ-
ing the principles of republicanism, could now be established.13 He 
admired Fichte also for his strong public support for the French 
Revolution. 

Schlegel was not a Fichtean for very long. He developed doubts 
in the summer of 1796. During a visit with Novalis in July, Schlegel 
and his friend shared with each other their doubts about Fichte’s 
philosophy. On a trip to Jena in August, Schlegel met friends in the 
circle of Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer. Manfred Frank suggests 
that from this circle Schlegel could have learned skeptical arguments 
against Fichte.14 Schlegel’s doubts definitely intensified after meeting 
Fichte. In a letter to C. F. Körner, Schlegel complained that Fichte had 
too little idea of things that did not directly concern him and that 
he was weak in every science that had an object. On his side, Fichte 
was amused by Schlegel’s attempt to win him over for the study of 
history. Schlegel was stunned when Fichte told him that he would 
rather count peas than study history. At some point in the conversa-
tion, Fichte asked rhetorically, “We are supposed to appropriate the 
works of great artists of yore by studying them? . . . Oh, had we a 
pure aesthetics first!”15 
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After the meeting, Schlegel decided to write a critique of 
Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre. The surviving fragments of this critique, 
titled “Geist der Wissenschaftslehre,” focused on Fichte’s founda-
tionalism.16 Schlegel had determined that Fichte’s first principle of 
true philosophy—that the self posits itself freely—was a dogmatic 
assumption. In addition, Fichte’s philosophy was too abstract; cut 
off from human experience. What Fichte lacked but needed was 
a historical perspective on his own system.17 On January 30, 1797, 
Schlegel announced that he had “decisively separated himself from 
the Wissenschaftslehre.”18

What Fichte could not fathom doing, Schegel would do. The 
latter was developing a historical perspective not just on Fichte’s phi-
losophy, but on all philosophies. A nascent appreciation for the history 
of philosophy is apparent from a few of Schlegel’s philosophical frag-
ments from his early Romantic period (1796–1808). In these fragments, 
Schlegel inverts the Fichtean valuation of philosophy, while collapsing 
the distinction between philosophy and history and transvaluating 
both in their relation to each other. One reads in one of these frag-
ments that Fichte’s philosophy is too mathematical and not system-
atical to the extent that it is not historical.19 Another fragment states: 
“As soon as philosophy becomes science, we get history. All systems 
are historical and vice versa. The mathematical method is precisely 
the anti-systematical.”20 Schlegel went further: “History is nothing but 
philosophy, and the name can be completely substituted.”21 In other 
words, it is impossible to do philosophy without doing the history 
of philosophy.22 

In his lecture course, Die Entwicklung der Philosophie in zwölf 
Büchern, of 1804–5, Schlegel said more on why it is impossible to 
do philosophy without having a historical perspective.23 He provided 
historical examples: Descartes attempted to abstract his way out of all 
previous systems in order to create a completely new philosophy, but 
he failed. Fichte also tried to completely forget all previous thought, 
but he also failed. They failed because their philosophies were not in 
fact complete abstractions; they contained reminiscences or refutations 
of previous systems. In refuting or criticizing a previous system, they 
attached themselves to it. The whole procedure of foundationalism 
is flawed, beginning with the assumption that there must be a first 
principle in philosophy, because any philosophical system supports 
itself on another philosophical system; because philosophies build a 
connective chain in which the creation of one philosophical system 
depends on knowledge of another. All philosophical systems are 
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linked by history, and to understand any given system, some under-
standing of the whole chain is required.24 

Schlegel used the example of Kant: “Kant himself shows that a 
critique of philosophical reason cannot succeed without a history of 
philosophy, because, as a critique of philosophical reason, his work 
is not historical enough, though full of historical relations. . . .”25 
Kant’s philosophy is full of references to the attempts, failures, and 
partial successes of past philosophies. Either he appropriated parts 
of previous systems or he was responding to previous systems. Not-
withstanding this, Kant’s approach to philosophy was “not histori-
cal enough.” Philosophy’s past mattered to Kant only insofar as he 
could overcome it.26 Without a historical perspective, Kant could 
judge other systems only by the model of his own. His judgments 
of other philosophies could be neither historical nor critical, but only 
self-referential and dogmatic.27 Millán-Zaibert makes an important 
connection between Schlegel’s emphasis on history as essential to 
critique and his view of philosophy as being framed by life, as begin-
ning in media res.28 

The First Book of Die Entwicklung der Philosophie is titled “Intro-
duction and Historical Characterization of Philosophy According to 
Its Successive Development.” Interestingly, this introduction begins 
with the problem of introducing philosophy.29 Schlegel embraced a 
historical perspective from the outset. He related how, in recent times, 
there have been two kinds of introductions to philosophy. An example 
of the first kind is Fichte’s lectures on the vocation of scholars. It 
introduces a person to philosophy in that it conducts him through the 
transition from the ordinary perspective of life to the higher, specu-
lative perspective of philosophy. By comparing philosophy to life, it 
is the rhetorical option for introducing philosophy. The second kind 
of introduction is exemplified by Fichte’s short presentation of the 
Wissenschaftslehre. It demonstrates the necessity of philosophy for the 
sciences; especially a first principle. It establishes one with a defini-
tion. This kind of introduction is a comparison between sciences and 
philosophy, or a presentation of philosophy’s relation to the sciences, 
and tends to be encyclopedic. 

But if philosophy is to be critical, an introduction to philosophy 
ought to be critical as well. The previously mentioned kinds of intro-
ductions are, however, of a contrary purpose. One cannot carry out 
a comparison of philosophy to life or to the sciences without already 
being acquainted with philosophy. The more basic question is, what is 
philosophy? Because the answer to this question is disputed, because 
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the very thing is not fully known, it is  presumptuous to argue that all 
the other sciences should take their first principle from philosophy.30 

Schlegel then described the third, older kind of introduction, one 
that was common among the Scholastics: a logic. Usually, it preced-
ed what was regarded as actual philosophy, viz., metaphysics. Logic 
was regarded as a distinct science. This conception has endured into 
the most recent times. Kant and Fichte ascribed to this conception, 
although they greatly restricted its claims. Regardless, the use of a 
logic to introduce a person to philosophy is no less questionable. 
Despite philosophers’ claims, a logic is not knowledge, but an orga-
non.31 Logic cannot teach us what truth is or what the fundamental 
principle of philosophy is. Either would be the concern of philoso-
phy itself; an introduction to philosophy that presents the truth or 
the fundamental principle of philosophy is not an introduction: it is 
philosophy itself.32 

Schlegel continued: A definition of philosophy is no better an 
introduction if one expects the definition to capture and present the 
complete concept of philosophy based on a real character description 
of the object in its entirety. To give such a description in an intro-
duction is impossible. If it were possible, the introduction would be 
philosophy itself, bringing us back to the problem of introducing phi-
losophy. Schlegel was not opposed, however, to a short, preliminary 
and superficial definition of philosophy. So, he defined philosophy as 
knowledge of the inner human being, the causes of nature, and the 
relation of human being to nature, or, since philosophy is incomplete, 
the striving after this knowledge.33 

By beginning with the problem of how to introduce a person to 
philosophy, Schlegel prepared his auditors to consider seriously his 
claim that a history of philosophy was the only proper introduction 
to philosophy. When he called for a history of philosophy, it did not 
mean an enumeration of philosophical systems in historical succession 
or a deduction of all possible philosophies or a proof of the neces-
sity of philosophy.34 None of these passes as history of philosophy.35 
Rather, what he called for was “a critique of all previous philosophies, 
which at the same time establishes the relation of these philosophies 
to each other.”36 He sought a characterization and classification of 
all philosophies or, to borrow from Millán-Zaibert, a “historical tax-
onomy” that could “free him from the confines of any one system 
and [put] him in a position to critique the various contributions of 
other philosophers.”37 Millán-Zaibert articulates the principle behind 
the method of comparative history of philosophy: “When history is 
incorporated into the very method of philosophy itself, we can assess 
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a given contribution of a philosopher, not only by classifying her 
arguments as valid or invalid, sound or unsound, but by comparing 
the merits of the contribution to other contributions made by other 
philosophers from different periods.”38 I note that this principle is also 
what de Gérando claimed to be a major advantage of comparative 
history of philosophy.39

If one compares Schlegel’s comparative history of philosophy 
to de Gérando’s, she will find that they share the same form and 
method, but not the same content. We shall see that Schlegel expe-
rienced philosophy as an education and passage out of philosophy 
whereas de Gérando experienced it as a confirmation of the experi-
mental philosophy as best for state and society. 

Schlegel listed five major varieties (Arten) of philosophy: 
empiricism, materialism, skepticism, pantheism, and idealism. (One 
should note that these are not identical in either kind or number to 
the classes of philosophy in de Gérando’s Histoire comparée.) Apply-
ing the results of his comparative analyses, he opened with the claim 
that, of the five varieties, only the fifth (idealism) was truly philo-
sophical. In other words, empiricism, materialism, skepticism, and 
pantheism are not as philosophical as idealism. In the First Book of 
Die Entwicklung der Philosophie, Schlegel characterizes each of the four 
inferior classes of philosophy (always in relation to each other) before 
coming to the class he called “intellectual philosophy,” “intellectual 
dualism,” or “idealism.”40 (The reason for the different names will 
be discussed.) There comes a point in Die Entwicklung der Philosophie 
where Schlegel counts not five, but seven classes of philosophy.41 I 
will not dwell equally on each of these classes of philosophy, but, 
rather, will relate particular points of Schlegel’s analysis to illustrate 
his way of writing the history of philosophy and to access the per-
spective from which he observed philosophy. As we saw in Chapter 2, 
de Gérando’s comparative history of philosophy reveals its author to 
be a Lockean, i.e., an eclectic empiricist. In this chapter, we shall see 
that Schlegel’s comparative history of philosophy reveals its author 
to be a kind of idealist.

Schlegel regarded empiricism as the lowest kind of philosophy. 
Indeed, it can hardly be called philosophy. Rather, it is resignation 
from philosophy due to the lack of intellectual power to do philoso-
phy. Empiricism sticks to experience, locating truth in sensory impres-
sions; it does not penetrate into the inner nature of matter, on which 
the materialist’s attention is still mainly focused. Empiricism is a com-
plete philosophical standstill or abstention from philosophy in that 
an empiricist who has any thought must fall into either  materialism 
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or skepticism. Empiricists negate the distinction between the sensible 
and the supersensible by denying knowledge of the latter. This is not a 
reason, however, that prevents empiricists from going beyond sensory 
impressions to their source, that is, going from appearances to matter. 
This is how almost all empiricists are secret materialists. They fear 
only being recognized as such. Schlegel added that this observation 
applied especially to his own time.42

For Schlegel, empiricism is an oscillation between materialism 
and skepticism and not a definite variety of philosophy. In this lies its 
own refutation. It is more powerfully refuted, however, by pantheism. 
The principle of identity, as an absolute certainty, is pantheism’s best 
proof against empiricism. The empiricist must necessarily concede 
that a = a. This is not a sensible knowledge however; it is a rational 
knowledge. The empiricist is forced to accept this principle as a higher 
knowledge, which then refutes and reverses his strict empiricism.43 

Schlegel held that empiricism arises from extensive decline of 
the mind. It is resignation from philosophy due to a weakness and 
inability of human reason to go beyond experience and sensation. 
It does not have materialism’s absolutism, but it is not skepticism 
either. Empiricism is, therefore, a “middle thing,” a variation between 
materialism and skepticism.44 

Empiricists, who ground and limit everything to experience, do 
not recognize such a thing as a science of reason. But if experience 
were to be abstracted from all rational knowledge, only historical 
knowledge would remain; so that, for the empiricists, there can be 
no science (no philosophy) other than history.45

Schlegel analyzed skepticism and pantheism in relation to each 
other and discussed them at some length. Pantheism is the absolute 
opposite of skepticism since the former is “the most dogmatic of all, 
most absolute, most evident of philosophical systems.”46 Yet, despite 
their opposition, there is a path by which pantheism leads easily to 
skepticism. One could proceed as Zeno did and explain all represen-
tations of movement, change, and diversity as empty appearances to 
such an extent that nothing is true. As long as one denies diversity, 
there is really nothing that stands in the way of the pantheist’s idea 
of the infinite, but, also, there is nothing that stands in the way of 
doubting and disputing the unity of the infinite.47 

Schlegel knew of the several ancient and modern varieties of 
skepticism. He made special mention of one modern variety of skep-
ticism—the one that denies completely the possibility of knowledge 
of an infinite reality and takes refuge in faith and conviction. Schle-
gel called this variety “mixed skepticism,” because an actual skeptic 
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would accept faith not more—indeed, probably less—than he would 
knowledge. Schlegel counted six kinds of skeptics: (1) those who come 
to skepticism from empiricism or atomistic materialism (“the most 
vulgar” skeptics), (2) those who come to skepticism from dynamic 
materialism (most prevalent among the ancient Greeks), (3) those who 
come to it from pantheism, (4) those who come to it from idealism as 
a passing or (5) fixed condition; and finally (6) “the Jacobian crossing-
over from doubt to faith.”48

Schlegel characterized skepticism: It is related more to polemics 
than to philosophy. Its greatest strengths are in refuting other philo-
sophical systems, in its effectiveness in polemics. Skepticism focuses 
on the positive claims or systems of others, disputing them rather 
than constructing a system of its own. It is not the vulgar skepti-
cism but the higher skepticism that resolves itself, through a critique 
that extends to all systems of philosophy existent up to the present.  
“[F]ruitful and real” skepticism is critique. As critique, it should be the 
first science—or even the science of sciences—since in it lie the prin-
ciples of all sciences, which must submit themselves to testing and 
investigation. In a way, Kantian philosophy falls under this variety 
of skepticism. In comparison to empiricism and materialism, skepti-
cism is superior, for it cannot be refuted by either. Finally, skepticism 
is more closely related to the “intellectual philosophy” (still to be 
described) than is either of the other two.49 

Schlegel described pantheism: There is only one pantheism with-
out variety. Its source is pure reason since the principle of identity 
is its singular foundational principle. Pantheism explains everything 
straightaway as one and unchanging; it annuls differences as mere 
appearances. The idea of the infinite is a pure thought that completely 
excludes concepts of difference, variation, and condition. It entails the 
thought that finite things are not real. In respect to form and mode 
of thought, pantheism is on the opposite end from empiricism and 
materialism. The latter philosophies proceed from multiplicity while 
pantheism proceeds from the absolute unity of infinite reality. Also, 
pantheism is opposed to dynamic materialism as the latter accepts 
not one, but two or three primal principles.50 

The principle of identity (a = a or +a is not –a) is absolutely, 
infinitely certain, but completely empty. While it may have an infi-
nite intensity of truth, it has no extension whatsoever. Nothing is 
certain but its unity, which is a negative idea of reality, from which 
nothing positive can be derived.51 Pantheism is, therefore, completely 
content-less and unscientific. A good systematizer, however, can con-
ceal its emptiness with an artificial aggregation of positive ideas and 
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 special propositions. Pantheism’s first principle can be combined with 
positive ideas to conceal its inconsequence. The pantheist Spinoza 
was so certain of the logical consequences of his craftwork that he  
could hardly wait to bring it to his opponents. In Spinoza’s phi-
losophy is “a strong admixture of intellectual philosophy,” namely, 
Descartes’.52 

In cases of scientifically constructed pantheism, skepticism may 
not be so opposed to pantheism. In fact, the way to transform pure 
pantheism into a scientific system is through a negative skepticism, 
wherein one argues that everything is appearance and deception and 
(if the concept of highest reality is to be retained) accepts the (nega-
tive) idea of the infinite, which throws off even the most spiritual of 
predicates as limitations on it.53 

Schlegel contended that a pure pantheist could not build a system, 
that pantheism was not a system, because a series of pure negations 
does not make a system. The pure pantheist clings to the first idea—the 
highest idea that human consciousness is capable of—the idea of divin-
ity. He immerses himself completely in it. Relative to this idea, every-
thing else evaporates before his eyes. The pure pantheist is thoroughly 
religious, but he has only a negative idea of religion. The religion that 
has the pantheistic idea as its basis is a negative religion or what some 
have called mysticism. The negative idea of divinity is, for everyone, 
easier to grasp, because it has an intense certainty. Scientific and specu-
lative minds have an affinity for it. Lastly, it is historically true that 
pantheism has appeared more often as religion than as philosophy.54 

Schlegel claimed that pure pantheism never existed in Europe—
that it was entirely an Asian phenomenon. According to his account, 
pantheism emerged in Asia specifically among several Indian sects, 
including the Indian “penitents” called yogis. These immerse and lose 
themselves completely in the negative concept of divinity. They strive 
toward absolute abstraction from everything positive, sensory, and 
spiritual; toward the complete annihilation of themselves as either 
sense or intellect. They are, in a way, better pantheists than they are 
philosophers.55

Pure pantheism may have never existed in the West, but a hybrid 
variety has existed among Christian mystics (Schlegel’s example is 
Simeon Stylites). There have been several Christian mystics who 
explained divinity as an infinite nothing (due to the negative idea 
of divinity), to which no predicate or quality can be attached. They 
named their mode of thought nihilism.56 

Earlier in these lectures, Schlegel said that there was only one 
pantheism with no varieties. But his auditors then heard that panthe-
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ism’s principle could be combined with positive ideas—Spinoza’s sys-
tem being the example. Schlegel contradicted himself more blatantly 
when he called neo-Platonism an “excellent . . . variety of panthe-
ism”—consisting of a greater admixture. The neo-Platonists sought 
to unite three different philosophies—those of Pythagoras, Plato, and 
Aristotle—and so were called syncretists. Schlegel recognized that 
Plotinus’s principle was the same as Spinoza’s: Both spirit and matter 
derive from a higher being, but this being can be thought of as neither 
spirit nor matter because either predicate is unworthy of Divinity. 
Like all other Alexandrian systems, neo-Platonism was an admixture, 
the most logically consequential one, standing in the middle between 
pure pantheism and idealism.57 

Schlegel then turned to the variety intellectual philosophy. This 
class is opposed to both empiricism and materialism. If intellectual 
philosophies do not completely deny the existence of matter, they 
give matter a secondary, or derived, existence with the argument that 
matter comes from spirit or that it has reality only in the mind.58 
Prior to Schlegel, “intellectual philosophy” and “ideal[ist] philoso-
phy” were sometimes taken to be synonymous. In Schlegel’s clas-
sification, idealism is placed within the class intellectual philosophy, 
which encompasses the two varieties idealism and dualism: Idealism, 
as already mentioned, denies the existence of matter, explaining it as 
mere appearance and deducing it (and everything else) from a spiri-
tual principle. The second variety, dualism, views matter and spirit 
as original substances or principles, but gives the priority to mind, 
from which matter is derived. Schlegel added that this dualism is 
distinct from “materialistic, intellectual dualism” without explaining 
what the latter is.59 

Intellectual philosophies are antithetical to skepticisms since the 
former attempt to explain the relation of spirit to matter and prove 
this relation in the universe by providing a dogmatic construct of 
the universe that pretends to show either that matter comes from 
spirit or that the appearance of matter arises from spirit or that 
matter is subordinate to and ordered by spirit.60 The opposition 
between intellectual philosophies and the philosophies of the other 
classes is not absolute. There is a side to intellectual philosophies 
that is not necessarily in conflict with other systems. Higher empiri-
cism as Lebensphilosophie, dynamic materialism, higher skepticism, or 
 pantheism-turned-into-realism is compatible and often combined with 
intellectual philosophy. Precisely because intellectual philosophy can 
assimilate the philosophies of all other varieties; because it is the most 
universal, most inclusive, and richest of all philosophies, contradic-
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tions are prone to arise in it and, hence, a new skepsis. From Schlegel’s 
historical perspective, the greatest, most remarkable systems have 
been those of intellectual philosophy. This class is outstanding for 
delivering what philosophy wants: a system. It is a far more capable 
philosophy in this regard than pantheism and all other varieties.61 
Morally and aesthetically, none of the other philosophical classes can 
be praised for ideas higher and more beautiful than those of intel-
lectual philosophy.62 

For Schlegel, the greatest example of intellectual philosophy is 
Plato’s. This philosopher set consciousness higher than being, mind 
above body, in order to induce an idea of the divine as the most 
perfect, most unlimited, all-encompassing intelligence; as the highest, 
most perfect understanding that brings forth primal images, from 
which it builds all things. There is, however, a latent materialism 
in this philosophy, for in it the world and all things are created by 
the most perfect intelligence from an originally existing material. 
Herein lies the imperfection of this system and, actually, of most 
systems of intellectual philosophy. They contain the seeds of their 
own degeneration into intellectual dualism. These systems fall short 
of their original intention, which is to give primacy to mind (over 
body). Failing to achieve unity of principle, this idealism degenerates 
into dualism, in which two originary principles are acknowledged 
and mind is regarded as conditioned by matter and even subordinate 
to it (matter is seen as the first and older of the two). To the extent  
that matter sets limits on the divine, the former is superior to the 
latter.63

Reason begins its swing from intellectual dualism to materialism 
as it comes to realize that intelligence is unthinkable without matter. 
It is not active without matter. Without an object, it cannot even be 
passive; it simply cannot be. Thus, there must be something beyond 
the intelligence, something other than itself. Here is the root of the 
error that assumes the primacy of matter.64 This is how the highest 
systems, the intellectual philosophies, are inherently flawed. 

The highest goal that philosophy can set for itself is to know 
God, but even intellectual philosophy misses this goal. It is a goal that 
cannot be reached by asserting that the intellect is the highest spirit; 
by claiming that its nature is divine. Only God creates whereas the 
intellect can only represent. This is why intellectual philosophy can 
never explain creatio ex nihilo. Intellectual philosophy is, in the end, 
the best approximation of God’s nature of which man is capable. 

Schlegel believed that intellectual philosophy could not have 
been solely the work of man, for intellectual philosophies seem to 
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draw on a higher perspective, on a supernatural source. Schlegel 
suggested obliquely that intellectual philosophies derive from divine 
revelation.65

Idealism is Schlegel’s name for the modern variety of intellec-
tual philosophy. It is related to intellectual dualism as much as are the 
ancient varieties of intellectual philosophy. Intellectual dualism starts 
out from excessive reverence for the intellect, the idea, or the world 
of intelligibles as infinite and sublime, while idealism starts out from 
contempt for the body and sensory perceptions, regarding the latter 
as appearances. Schlegel identified two historical circumstances that 
contributed to modern idealism: The first was developments in modern 
physics that showed sensory representations to be subjective and illu-
sory (they did not reveal the objective character of things). The second 
was the influence of Christianity and its general contempt for sensation. 
Berkeley, to take an example, became an idealist out of mere religiosity. 
There are also the examples of Malebranche and Leibniz, who con-
structed idealist systems under the influence of the Church Fathers.66 

Both ancient and modern varieties of intellectual philosophy 
agree on the primacy of intellect. In this essential respect, dualistic and 
idealistic philosophers do not differ from each another. Idealists deny 
the existence of the external world or explain it as mere appearance 
while dualists do not, but both accept the existence of an intelligible 
world (i.e., ideas).67 

The characterization of idealism reached the point where Schle-
gel analyzed what he regarded as its major flaw. This is the failure 
of idealist systems to adequately explain appearances. In Berkeley’s 
idealism, an appearance has the status of an illusion without purpose 
or rule. To the extent that his system is an idealism, Leibniz resorted 
to a completely arbitrary hypothesis to explain appearances. Kant 
and Fichte tried to reduce appearances to the laws of the human 
understanding, but invited the question, what guarantees the truth of 
these laws? What is it that determines the laws of the understanding? 
Fichte’s efforts notwithstanding, it could not be the understanding 
that determines these laws, because the understanding is what these 
laws condition. To determine these laws, one can only go beyond the 
self; one can only assume the existence of a not-self. It may not be 
true after all that the external world is empty appearance. 

Schlegel brought out other arguments against the idealist’s  thesis 
of empty appearances: The not-self cannot be so empty as to con-
tain no being at all or have no basis whatsoever in being, because 
appearances, as either images or words, are still meaningful; they 
still speak to the understanding.68 Furthermore, one who maintains 
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that the external world is empty appearance cannot also maintain 
the existence of infinite reality, which is a thesis still affirmed by all 
idealists. “A diverse and well-designed empty appearance would be 
a whole world of nothing. But how can an empty world of nothing 
exist beside the divinity of infinite reality?” asked Schlegel. “How 
can empty appearance exist in an infinite reality?”69 His queries never 
satisfied, the idealist is easily conducted to pantheism or skepticism.70 

After summarizing the three component characteristics of mod-
ern idealism (the dissolution [“empty appearance”] of real bodies, the 
arbitrary determination/delimitation of the self, and the principle of 
activity in cognition), Schlegel turned to the problem of the origins of 
philosophy. On this question, he was as critical as ever. He stated that 
the question could refer to, actually, two questions. The first concerns 
the mere possibility of philosophy. The second concerns the histori-
cal origin of philosophy. The first is the more speculative question: 
What is the origin of philosophy? Is the origin divine or human? 
If philosophy’s origin is human, from which human faculty did it 
arise and how did it develop? Is philosophy possible as a science? 
The second question asks: How is a system of philosophy related to 
others or how did it arise from other systems? This question seeks 
to trace, if possible, the successive developments of philosophy back 
to an original source.71 The second question can facilitate the answer 
to the first question or, at least, clarify the way in which one could 
come closer to answering the more speculative question.72 For a varia-
tion on the second question, one could ask “whether one ought to 
begin absolutely with Greek philosophy—not go[ing] back farther in 
order to derive it from earlier, Oriental philosophy—whether Oriental 
philosophy is even to be admitted into the history of philosophy.”73 
This question breaks down into two particular questions: (1) Is Greek 
philosophy related to Oriental philosophy? Is it part of Oriental phi-
losophy? Does the former derive completely from the latter? (2) Can 
Oriental philosophy be incorporated into the history of philosophy? 
Are there adequate documents for a historical-critical investigation 
of its spirit, emergence, development, coherency, form, and method? 
Schlegel told his auditors that answers to these questions have been 
both affirmative and negative and that those who have answered 
negatively were correct to maintain that history should be based on 
reliable documents only and never on unreliable tradition. He recom-
mended, however, that competent accounts and excerpts by those 
who had access to the sources be regarded as reliable as authen-
tic original works. But he conceded that neither kind of documents 
actually existed for Oriental philosophy. There have been excerpts of 
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Egyptian, Phoenician, Chaldean, and magi philosophemes since the 
time of the Alexandrians, but these were so obscure and mixed up 
with Greek ideas or so obviously falsified that no historical use could 
be made of them. Schlegel, thus, fully acknowledged that adequate 
documentation of Oriental philosophy was lacking.74 

On whether Greek philosophy derives from Oriental philoso-
phy, the deniers have said that the origin of Greek philosophy must 
be explained through itself, because the most ancient of Greek ideas 
exhibit such originality that there is no reason to derive them from an 
earlier, foreign source. They have said of the ancient Ionian physicists 
that their doctrines have the stamp of autonomy and originality; that 
there is nothing similar in Oriental philosophy so far as is known; and 
that, rather, there is a great difference in fundamental ideas between 
Oriental and Ionian philosophies.75 

But the case is quite different with Pythagoras and Plato. In 
either philosopher’s thought, there are doctrines that do not serve 
as first principles, although they are the most significant of his phi-
losophemes. These philosophemes definitely contradict the domi-
nant mode of Greek thought, including Greek religious and moral 
ideas, and were completely unknown to the Greeks or were rejected 
by them, while the same philosophemes were accepted universally 
among several Oriental nations.76 Plato’s doctrine of Ideas and remi-
niscence, which seemed so strange and paradoxical to the moderns 
as well as to the Greeks, is a dominant Indian doctrine. Evidence of 
this can be found not only in the scholarly books of the Indians, but 
also in their popular plays. A singular idiosyncrasy or paradox, such 
as what is peculiar in Plato’s thought, could derive from a doctrine or 
religious belief held universally by the Egyptians and Indians if that 
doctrine does not cohere with the rest of Greek thought and if the 
philosopher, whose idiosyncrasy it was, knew the Oriental doctrine.77 

Schlegel believed that it could definitely be established that 
Plato’s doctrine of transmigration was taken from the Egyptians. 
Whether the latter had gotten it from the Indians is not yet estab-
lished. This doctrine is so completely interwoven with the rest of the 
body of opinions and ideas of the Indians and so characteristic of the 
Indian mode of thought that no ancient Indian writer fails to mention 
the transmigration of the soul. The origins of Greek  philosophy can 
be explained through itself in the case of Ionian physical philoso-
phy, but the same cannot be said for either Pythagorean or Platonic 
philosophy.78 

In Schlegel’s opinion, they who deny that the ancient Oriental 
nations had philosophy go too far. They sometimes concede that the 
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Orientals had representations of divinity and possessed knowledge of 
the nature of things, but they deny that this knowledge had a philo-
sophical form; that their ideas were assembled or executed scientifi-
cally and systematically. They argue that the knowledge in Oriental 
texts is mere folk belief. They ignore what ancient Greek and Roman 
sources say about Oriental philosophy and claim that, in any case, it 
is completely inaccessible; that nothing can be decided either for or 
against Oriental philosophy.79 

Schlegel recounted what the deniers of Oriental philosophy have 
said about A. H. Anquetil du Perron’s translation of the Zend-Avesta.80 
Anquetil du Perron believed that he had transmitted to the West the 
writings of Zoroaster, but others charged that this text was attributed 
falsely to the legendary Persian sage; that it contained no real Persian 
tradition; that it was not a reliable document of ancient Persian or 
Indian philosophy or that it had simply no relation to the latter. Schle-
gel agreed that the attribution to Zoroaster did not have the slightest 
probability. He then presented the counterarguments: These mostly 
liturgical, mystical-religious texts for priestly use do contain ideas that 
are closely related to philosophical ideas; so much so that they betray 
definite principles and philosophical systematicity. The priestly caste, 
who were in possession of all knowledge, could have performed both 
scientific and religious recitation of these philosophical ideas.81

Schlegel recounted that a number of translations of Indian texts 
appeared in the years following the publication of Anquetil du Per-
ron’s translation. These had a religious and poetic form, but also a 
philosophical content. Furthermore, translations of Indian texts that 
were neither poetic nor scriptural were already available in Europe. 
They demonstrated fully that the Indians had philosophy “even in 
respect to form.”82 

Schlegel gave as an example the Sanskrit text Bhagavadg¥tå. A 
“preeminent, philosophical document,” the Bhagavadg¥tå is actually 
an episode in the Indian epic Mahåbhårata.83 According to Schlegel, 
while the early chapters are poetical, the rest of the Bhagavadg¥tå is 
more scientific. Though the language is versified, it is simple and 
almost no different from prose. The Bhagavadg¥tå is more strictly philo-
sophical in form than De rerum natura by Lucretius, who is given a 
place within the history of philosophy. The Bhagavadg¥tå presents the 
Vedånta philosophy. Vedånta meant finis scientiae, finis vedae, where 
veda means science or knowledge, and is considered to be the source 
of all knowledge. Vedånta is the philosophy related to the scriptures of 
the dominant faith among the Indians. Thus, Vedånta is the orthodox 
philosophy of the Indians or, equally, a philosophical commentary on 
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the Indian religion. Schlegel contended that, in its essential principles, 
Vedånta is consonant with Platonic philosophy to an extraordinary 
degree.84 

Having said his rejoinders to the deniers of Oriental philoso-
phy, Schlegel listed off four schools of Indian philosophy without 
further ado: “Vedanta” (already mentioned), “Sankhya” (which Sir 
William Jones regarded as having a great similarity to Pythagorean 
philosophy), “Nyagya” (which Jones compared to Aristotelian logic), 
and “Mimansa” (moral philosophy).85 Schlegel concluded his discus-
sion of Oriental philosophy with the following words: “From these 
investigations it emerges sufficiently that the Indians had real phi-
losophy in both form and method and that, at this time, we lack only 
sufficient documents to be able to incorporate it into the history of 
philosophy.”86 

In arguing that the Indians had real philosophy in respect to 
both form and method, Schlegel opposed himself to the nascent opin-
ion among some historians of philosophy that the Orientals did not 
know philosophy. This opinion, which was elaborately defended start-
ing in the 1780s, is the subject of the next chapter. 
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4

The Exclusion of Africa and Asia 
from the History of Philosophy
The Formation of the Kantian Position

The valorization of difference may operate in two ways: either 
by self-racialization, the affirmation of proper racial identity and 
(secondarily) of one’s own superiority, or by other-racialization, the 
affirmation of racial difference centered on the inferiority or mal-
feasance of the Other. Whereas other-racialization is finalized by 
the relation of domination, itself reinforced by those of oppression 
and exploitation—a logic of interest and profit—self-racialization 
is finalized by the relation of exclusion that, by a paradoxical logi-
cal procedure, ends in the extermination of the “other” agency, 
that is, by the destruction of the differential relation as such. 

—Pierre-André Taguieff1

At the end of the eighteenth century, the question of whether phi-
losophy has Greek or Oriental origins became a matter of renewed 
debate. The last time the question was so earnestly debated may have 
been in ancient times. Alluding to an existing debate over the origins 
of philosophy, Diogenes Laertius states his position in the opening 
lines of Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers: Philosophy could 
not have arisen among the barbarians because they had no word or 
concept of it. Philosophy was an invention of the Greeks.2 

In recounting philosophy’s origins, early modern historians of 
philosophy remained within the frame of Biblical history. In the many 
works of history of philosophy from the sixteenth, seventeenth, and 
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eighteenth centuries, Adam, Moses, the Jews, or the Egyptians figure 
as the first philosophers. Besides Diogenes’s text, which was available 
in several Latin and vernacular editions, extremely few early mod-
ern historians of philosophy regarded the Greeks as the first philoso-
phers. If they did so, they were invariably following Diogenes, who 
recounted a twofold Greek origin of philosophy: 

[Philosophy] started with Anaximander on the one hand, 
with Pythagoras on the other. The former was a pupil of 
Thales, Pythagoras was taught by Pherecydes. The one 
school was called Ionian, because Thales, a Milesian and 
therefore an Ionian, instructed Anaximander; the other 
school was called Italian from Pythagoras, who worked 
for the most part in Italy.3

This passage occurs in Diogenes’s prologue, which is followed by 
the first chapter: on the life and opinions of Thales. Diogenes’s claim, 
however, is much grander: “These authors [of contrary views] forget 
that the achievements which they attribute to the barbarians belong 
to the Greeks, with whom not merely philosophy but the human race 
itself began.”4 Whether Diogenes means here that the barbarians are 
un-Greek or that they are not human is not clear from the passage. 
None of Diogenes’s early modern imitators who adopted his position 
claimed that the Greeks were the first humans. Furthermore, none 
of them were troubled by the stories of various Greek philosophers 
traveling to and studying in Egypt as they simply repeated them.5 

The opinion of most early modern historians of philosophy 
(including the ones who imitated Diogenes) was that philosophy 
emerged first in the Orient. Giovanni Tortelli’s De orthographia, which 
was published and republished at least seven times during the sec-
ond half of the fifteenth century and possibly the first post-medieval 
work of history of philosophy modeled on Lives and Opinions, begins 
with Zoroaster.6 Johann Jacob Fries’s Bibliotheca philosophorum classico-
rum authorum chronologica (Zurich, 1592) begins with the confusion of 
languages after the destruction of Babel.7 In the Historiae philosophicae 
libri VII (1655) by Georg Horn, not Thales but Adam is designated the 
first philosopher.8 The first chapter of The history of philosophy: contain-
ing the lives, opinions, actions and discourses of the philosophers of every 
sect (1655–62), which draws much of its material from Isaac Casau-
bon’s Latin edition of Lives and Opinions, is devoted to Thales, “who 
first introduced Natural and Mathematical Learning into Greece.”9 
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Its author, Thomas Stanley, noted that some ancients were confused 
about Thales, who they believed was born in Phoenicia. He was born, 
rather, in the city of Miletus in southern Ionia and was of Phoeni-
cian descent.10 Stanley recounted further that Thales traveled to Crete, 
Asia (Phoenicia), and Egypt, where he conferred with the priests and 
astronomers of Memphis. “Thus having studied Philosophy in Egypt, 
he returned to Miletus, and transported that vast Stock of Learning 
which he had there collected, into his own Country.”11 There are two 
elements in this account of Thales that can be seen repeatedly in early 
modern histories of philosophy: (1) the first philosopher of Greece as 
Oriental or cross-over figure and (2) the African (e.g., Egyptian) or 
Asian origin of Greek knowledge. 

In Stanley’s History of Philosophy, Oriental philosophies are cov-
ered at the end (the last six parts deal with Chaldean, Persian, and 
Sabean philosophies). This does not mean that Stanley disputed the 
status or priority of Oriental philosophy; for he states, “Philosophy 
is generally acknowledged even by the most learned of the Grecians 
themselves, to have had its Original in the East. None of the East-
ern Nations, for Antiquity of Learning, stood in competition with the 
Chaldeans and Ægyptians.” Citing Cicero, he designated the Chal-
deans “the most ancient of Teachers.”12 

In the seventeenth century, overwhelmingly common were his-
tories of philosophy that began with the Orientals. De philosophia et 
philosophorum sectis (1657) by Gerardus Joannes Vossius surveys the 
philosophies of the ancient Asians (Chaldeans, Jews, Persians, Indi-
ans, Phoenicians, and Phrygians) and Africans (Egyptians, Ethiopi-
ans, and Libyans) before turning to the philosophies of the ancient 
Europeans (Thracians, Druids, and Greeks).13 Thomas Burnet’s two-
volume Archaeologiae philosophicae sive doctrina antiqua de rerum origi-
nibus (republished several times since the first edition of 1692) starts 
with Noah.14 The Cartesian philosopher Abraham de Grau begins his 
history of philosophy with Moses, but names Thales primus sapiens.15 
In Systême de philosophie: contenant la logique, métaphysique, physique 
& morale (Lyon, 1691), Pierre Sylvain Régis states that the first phi-
losophers were Greeks.16 (Régis, too, was a Cartesian.) At the turn of 
the eighteenth century, Johann Franz Budde (Buddeus), a theologian 
and polyhistor at the University of Halle, held that Adam was the 
first philosopher.17 In his 1716 thesis submitted to the University of 
Wittenberg, Polycarp Leyser argued that the Indians (and not the 
Hebrews) were the progenitors of all “erudition.”18 Lorenz Reinhard’s 
Compendium historiae philosophiae (Leipzig, 1725) and Friedrich Gentz-
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ken’s Historia philosophiae (Hamburg, 1724) begin with “barbaric phi-
losophy.”19 From the Historiae philosophiae synopsis sive De origine et 
progressu philosophiae (Naples, 1728) by Giambattista Capasso et al., 
one learns that Adam was the first sage and that philosophy spread 
from the Hebrews to the other nations.20 

In the mid-eighteenth century, Samuel Formey published a his-
tory of philosophy in which Adam figures as the first philosopher. 
The author comments that Adam must have been a bad philosopher 
to have been overcome by Eve.21 In 1742, Johann Ernst Schubert 
surveyed the philosophies of the Chaldeans, Persians, Phoenicians, 
Arabs, Jews, Indians, Chinese, Egyptians, Ethiopians, Druids or Celts, 
Scythians, early Romans, and Etruscans before he surveyed the phi-
losophies of the Greeks.22 The other history of philosophy appearing 
in that year, Brucker’s Historia critica philosophiae, also begins with the 
philosophical ideas of the barbarians, namely, Hebrews, Chaldeans, 
Persians, Indians, ancient Arabs, Phoenicians, Egyptians, Ethiopians, 
Celts, Etruscans and Romans, Scythians, Thracians, and Getes (Figure 
1).23 It is not until his Part II that Greek philosophy comes up. Bruck-
er even treated Malabar, Chinese, Japanese, and Canadian (Native 
American) philosophies in an appended volume published in 1767.24 
Regarding philosophy’s origins, Brucker made a careful distinction: 
The barbarians had philosophy, but the Greeks (beginning with the 
Ionians Thales and Anaximander) had “the correct manner of phi-
losophizing.” The Egyptians happened to arrive at their knowledge 
through custom and chance.25 

In the 1780s, Friedrich Victor Lebrecht Plessing published four 
separate works, all arguing that a system of Egyptian knowledge was 
at the root of all Greek philosophies.26 Plessing and other Egyptoma-
niacs assumed that Jewish, Greek, and Egyptian philosophies were 
built on surviving remnants of a more ancient system, which they 
did not necessarily distinguish from divine revelation. They regarded 
this ancient theology (prisca theologia or prisca sapientia) to be as old 
as, and related to, the Mosaic revelation.27 Renaissance philosophers 
supposed that this ancient knowledge was somewhat better preserved 
in the Greek texts of Hermes Trismegistus, reputed to be an Egyp-
tian high priest. The Florentines Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni Pico 
della Mirandolla compiled Hermes’s texts into a Corpus Hermeticum.28 
Even after 1614, the year in which French classicist Isaac Casaubon 
disclosed that the Corpus Hermeticum was not as ancient as believed, 
historians of philosophy did not modify their account of the Egyptians 
in the development of philosophy.29

The belief that scientific knowledge first arose in Egypt or Asia 
persisted into the late eighteenth century. Johann August Eberhard’s 



Figure 1. Table of contents of the first volume of Jacob Brucker’s Historia 
critica philosophiae (1742–4).
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Allgemeine Geschichte der Philosophie (Halle, 1788) is an example.30 Eber-
hard’s general history of philosophy is organized into three major 
periods. The first period spans from the origins of philosophy to 500 
AD. The second spans from 500 to 1500, and the third from 1500 to 
Eberhard’s present. The first division further divides into three seg-
ments: the first covering “non-Greek peoples,” namely, the Hebrews, 
Chaldeans, Persians, Arabs, Egyptians, Indians, Chinese, Phoenicians, 
Scythians, Getes, and Celts; the second covering the Greeks; and the 
third Romans. This is the order in which Eberhard presented the early 
history of philosophy in lectures at the University of Halle. 

During the second half of the eighteenth century, a major alter-
native to the belief in an Egyptian origin of scientific civilization was 
the belief in an Indian one. John Zephaniah Holwell, a former gover-
nor of British Bengal, claimed that the mythology and cosmology of 
the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans were adopted from Indian Brah-
mins and that the Hindu scriptures complete the Biblical revelation.31 
Alexander Dow, a colonel in the army of the East India Company 
and translator of Muhammad Qåsim Firishtah’s History of Hindostan, 
wrote that the Hindus were a nation older than all others and that 
India was the source of all human “wisdom.” Dow’s English transla-
tion, prefaced with a “Dissertation Concerning the Customs, Manners, 
Language, Religion and Philosophy of the Hindoos,” was translated 
into French by 1769 and German by 1772–4.32 Dow’s French translator 
affirmed that the Persians, Egyptians, Greeks, and perhaps also the 
Chinese had inherited their philosophies from the Hindus. 

As early as 1756, in Essai sur les moeurs et l’esprit des nations, 
Voltaire entertained the hypothesis that the first human beings assem-
bled into tribes on the banks of the Ganges River. He called India 
the cradle of all the arts.33 After reading a French manuscript titled 
Ezourvedam in 1760, Voltaire became convinced that India rather than 
China had been the site of the world’s oldest civilization and, for-
merly, the most pristine religion, which he believed was a kind of 
deism. This French text of a supposed Veda was printed in 1778 and 
was translated into German in the following year. Three years later, 
Pierre Sonnerat declared it a forgery.34 

In 1761, under the immediate impression of the Ezourvedam, 
Voltaire added a section to his Essai sur les moeurs in which India is 
described as the most ancient civilization, on which all others depend-
ed.35 Voltaire wrote to the Marquis du Deffand: “we owe [to the Indi-
ans] our numbers, our backgammon, our chess, our first principles 
of geometry, and the fables which have become our own.”36 Voltaire 
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wrote to Frederick II of Prussia: “our holy Christian religion is solely 
based upon the ancient religion of Brahma.”37 A felicitous geography 
such as India’s had to produce in men an abhorrence for killing and 
a feeling of universal charity.38 

Voltaire was not a disinterested student of Indian civilization. 
He utilized information about the history, religion, and wisdom of 
the Indians for his attacks against Christian dogmas and the Catholic 
Church. He relished the thesis that the Indians have historical pri-
ority to the peoples of the Bible. Voltaire presented Brahmanism as 
prefiguring the corruption of religion by priest and pope. The ancient 
Brahmins knew an uncorrupted monotheistic religion, but they let 
it degenerate into superstition, polytheism, and vapid ritualism for 
their self-gain.39

In 1775, Voltaire wrote in open letters addressed to Jean-Sylvain 
Bailly that astronomy, astrology, and the theory of metempsychosis 
had spread from India to the West. In his replies, Bailly argued that 
the Persians, Chinese, and Indians had to be descended from a com-
mon ancestral people and that the barbarous Greeks were taught by 
the Brahmins.40 Bailly and a colleague, Guillaume Le Gentil, promoted 
the view that Indian astronomy was original and most ancient.41 In 
“Remarks on the astronomy of the brahmins,” which John Playfair 
read before the Royal Academy of Edinburgh on March 2, 1789, 
the mathematician maintained that Indian astronomy was the most 
ancient; not derivable from the astronomy of either the Greeks, Arabs, 
Persians, or Tartars.42 

Dow’s and Holwell’s views were repeated many more times 
by others during the eighteenth century. In an account of his Trav-
els in Europe, Asia, and Africa, which was available in three separate 
editions, William MacIntosh repeated the claim that India was the 
“mother of science and art.”43 French botanist Pierre Sonnerat, who 
published an account of his journeys to the East Indies from 1744 to 
1781, further circulated the stories of Indian wisdom. He reported of 
similarities between the mythology and religious doctrines of the Indi-
ans and those of other Asian nations, explaining that India was the 
birthplace of all nations, their religions, and laws. Sonnerat’s Voyage 
aux Indes Orientales et à la Chine was available in several German edi-
tions.44 Christian Wilhelm Dohm recounts similar stories in Geschichte 
der Engländer und Franzosen im östlichen Indien (1776). This work was 
brought out within a year of the publication of Dohm’s translation 
of Edward Ives’s travel account.45 “[T]he World does not now contain 
Annals of more indisputable Antiquity than those delivered down by 
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the ancient Bramins,” declares Nathaniel Brassey Halhed in A code of 
Gentoo laws, his translation of the Persian text of the Vivadårṇavasetu.46 

Belief in the Asian origin of the human species was perpetuated 
by Johann Gottfried Herder. He proffered the thesis that the written lan-
guages of the West went back to Oriental prototypes; more specifically, 
that Greek grammar was descended from Oriental antecedents.47 Herd-
er makes similar claims in Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Men-
schheit (1784–91).48 His earlier work, Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte 
zur Bildung der Menschheit (1774), contains more of the same concern-
ing human origins.49 One of Herder’s friends was Friedrich Majer, a 
mythologist who claimed to have discovered “original monotheism” in 
ancient Indian sources.50 Majer’s unfinished Allgemeines Mythologisches 
Lexikon (1803–4) contains the thesis that both the priests of Egypt and 
the sages of Greece inherited their wisdom from the Indians.51 

Not every Indomaniac located the ultimate origin of scientific 
civilization in India. William Jones did not regard India as the ultimate 
source, but as an offshoot. He conjectured that Pythagoras as well 
as Plato and the sages of India derived their sublime theories from 
a third, earlier source.52 Jones wrote in a letter to Lord Monboddo 
(James Burnett) that, even after a cursory study of the philosophy of 
the Brahmins, one could identify Platonic doctrines in the Brahmin 
school of Vedånta.53 He detected the influence of Indian logic on Greek 
logic, and, as already mentioned, he was the first to announce an 
apparent kinship among Greek, Latin, Germanic, Celtic, Persian, and 
Sanskrit languages.54 Jones’s friend and associate N. B. Halhed still 
preferred to think that the ideas of Pythagoras, Mani, and Thales had 
an Indian source.55 Scholarly papers by Jones and other members of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal were published in the Society’s journal, 
Asiatic Researches. The first three volumes (1788–90) were translated 
into German (1795–6) and French (1802 and 1805).56 

That philosophy’s origins are Greek was, in the eighteenth cen-
tury, the opinion of an extreme minority of historians. This opinion 
was most elaborately expounded by Christoph Meiners (1747–1810), 
professor of philosophy (his title was ordentlicher Lehrer der Welt-
weisheit) at the University of Göttingen, member of the Göttingen 
Royal Society of Sciences, and author of at least forty-four mono-
graphs (including several multivolume works) and one hundred 
and eighty journal articles on psychology, aesthetics, the histories 
of science, philosophy, and universities, and the natural history of 
ancient and modern peoples (early anthropology or ethnology).57 
Britta Rupp-Eisenreich attributes to him a significant role in shap-
ing anthropology in Germany and France.58 Meiners published a 
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two-volume history of ancient Greek and Roman sciences that by 
the nineteenth century reached a Europe-wide readership through a 
French translation prepared by J. C. Laveaux.59 Meiners is included 
in Johann Gustav Droysen’s account of the “Göttingen Historical 
School,” which Droysen credits with developing Weltgeschichte, Uni-
versalgeschichte, and the natural history of mankind. Meiners was a 
contributor to the Enlightenment science of man, “the central science 
of the time,” “the royal science of the second half of the century.”60 
It is also significant that Meiners was a professor at Göttingen.61 
According to John Zammito, Meiners laid out a theory of knowledge 
in Revision der Philosophie (1772) that served as a kind of manifesto 
for the Göttingen School.62

Meiners was an anthropological writer of some status among the 
educated and bureaucratic elites of late eighteenth-century Germany. 
Though other anthropological writers strongly disagreed with his 
views and may have ridiculed him in private, in public they praised 
him for his vast learning and paid him deference. As a university pro-
fessor and privy councillor (Hofrat), Meiners enjoyed the esteem and 
support of the Hanoverian regime. Susanne Zantop makes the case 
that in the context of certain eighteenth-century intellectual trends, 
cultural attitudes, and political developments, Meiners could have 
been an academic writer who had a significant following. He was 
esteemed enough to be asked by Tsar Alexander to lead the reorga-
nization of the Russian university system. He subsequently became 
an honorary professor of the University of Moscow.63

Among Meiners’s numerous works is a one-volume history of 
philosophy, Grundriss der Geschichte der Weltweisheit (1786; 2nd ed. 
1789).64 It is the only work by Meiners of the history of philosophy 
genre. What Meiners argues concerning Oriental philosophy in this 
work is consistent with his account of the rise of scientific civilization 
in Geschichte des Ursprungs, Fortgangs und Verfalls der Wissenschaften 
in Griechenland und Rom (1781) and with his overall vision of human 
nature in Grundriss der Geschichte der Menschheit (1785; 2nd ed. 1793).65 
Reading these works in conjunction will yield the ultimate explana-
tion as to why Meiners excluded Africa and Asia from the history of 
philosophy.

With alarmist rhetoric that opens his preface, Meiners censures 
the “unhistorical enthusiasm” spreading to “certain secret schools 
among us” (in Germany?) of attributing “the most groundless ideas 
and systems” to “the raw or little-cultured [wenig gebildeten] peoples of 
the oldest antiquity.” He characterizes this “unhistorical enthusiasm” 
as an “illness of the mind,” “the effect of the demise of all  genuine 
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scholarship and critique” suffered by the French (“our neighbors 
beyond the Rhine”) as much as by the ancient Greeks and Romans.66 
With Geschichte des Ursprungs, Fortgangs und Verfalls der Wissenschaften 
in Griechenland und Rom, published five years earlier, Meiners had 
begun his campaign against the very old opinion that colonists from 
Asia and Africa transmitted their sciences and arts to the uncivilized, 
aboriginal inhabitants of Greece. In that work, Meiners asserts that 
this is improbable and even contrary to history.67 From his study of 
classical sources, he deduced that these foreigners were more like 
“refugees” than settlers, driven out of their home country by the fear 
of punishment for crimes they had committed or by powerful oppo-
nents, and that they did not have time enough to prepare themselves 
for the long years required to found new cities in Europe or to bring 
along every kind of knowledge and useful article necessary for a civi-
lized existence.68 According to Meiners, these refugees encountered 
in Greece “men who had an invincible hatred of foreigners,” who 
frequently attacked and robbed them, and who could not be driven 
out of their lands or become accustomed to the lifestyle of the new-
comers. Even after the foreigners were well established in Greece and 
developed advanced weapons, they remained surrounded by numer-
ous undeterred tribes who fought against them. It did not help these 
settlers to have maintained no contact with their countries of origin, 
for they “were plundered and carried off as much as others by their 
former countrymen.” Egyptian and Phoenician settlers, not being able 
to subdue the Greeks, “handed down little or nothing of cultivating 
knowledge and skills, except for their gods and rituals of worship, 
the beginnings of agriculture, and a completely useless script, and a 
certain number of words.”69 Meiners was claiming that, despite Egyp-
tian and Phoenician settlements, the native Greeks did not acquire 
the elements of civilization from either Oriental nation. This was the 
Göttingen professor’s elaborate reply to those who believed what clas-
sical sources state: that colonists from Egypt and Phoenicia founded 
civilization in Greece. 

Let us turn to Meiners’s Grundriss der Geschichte der Weltweisheit. 
Following the scholarly convention, this Outline of the History of 
 Worldly Wisdom begins with short sections on the Chaldeans, Phoe-
nicians, Egyptians, Arabs, Ethiopians, Persians, Hindus, Chinese, and 
Celts. However, every one of these sections was actually an occasion 
for Meiners to argue that the peoples of Africa and Asia never devel-
oped philosophy. Meiners defended his claim in several ways:

It is very difficult to judge the intellectual achievements of the 
Chaldeans, and of the Orientals in general, because of defective docu-
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ments, adulterated traditions, entrenched prejudices of secretive sects, 
and the teachings of priests.70 No ancient Greek writer ever attributed 
his nation’s sciences to the barbarians. (On its surface, this statement 
is false.) In fact, several Greeks attest to the infantile or mediocre qual-
ity of Oriental knowledge.71 The “delusion” of an Oriental origin of 
science was spread by the historians of Alexander the Great and by 
non-Greek writers who used Greek knowledge in attempts to elevate 
the status of their nation vis-à-vis the Greeks. Ultimately, neither the 
form of government nor the religion nor the architectural works of the 
Chaldeans give reasons to assume that the arts and sciences flourished 
on the ancient banks of the Euphrates and Tigris.72 

Meiners did concede some things to the Phoenicians: Their con-
tributions to civilization were not insignificant, but their achievements 
do not warrant counting them “among the enlightened peoples.”73 
(He gave no further explanation.) The fragments of Sanchuniathon, 
which are often consulted for information on Phoenician doctrines 
and sagas, were probably forged. Likewise, the Phoenician account 
of Creation could have been a priestly forgery. Some have wanted to 
ascribe to the Phoenicians a genuine concept of God, but the persistent 
custom of human sacrifice among them and the Carthaginians does 
not speak in favor of this.74 

Meiners held a relatively higher opinion of the Egyptians: “Among 
all the peoples of the ancient world, none other can claim with great-
er justice renown for originality and early civilization than the Egyp-
tians.”75 Their monuments surpass those of all other Asian and African 
nations in boldness and durability, “but in respect to true beauty and 
scale” they fall behind the Greek.76 The climate, their form of govern-
ment, and religion prevented the growth of the arts and sciences. The 
late and drawn-out development of Greek science indicates that the 
Greeks had never borrowed the elements of science from the Egyptians. 
“[The study of] history and geography, natural history, medicine, and 
mathematics of the Egyptian priests remained in a perennial childhood 
before their enlightenment [Aufklarüng] through the Greeks.”77 Accord-
ing to Martin Bernal, playing-down the role of Phoenicians and Egyp-
tians in the founding of Greek civilization was central to the strategy 
of scholars, starting in the late eighteenth century, who re-imagined an 
exclusively Greek pedigree for European civilization in conformity with 
their assumptions about European racial superiority.78 

When sources gave conflicting accounts of the civilization of the 
barbarians, Meiners indulged his prejudice. In regard to the Ethiopi-
ans, he chose to follow Herodotus and Strabo and not Diodorus Sicu-
lus. The reports of the first two are that the Ethiopians were a barbaric 
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people who had adopted a few of their customs from the Egyptians 
and not much else.79 (Diodorus, on the other hand, reports that Egypt 
was a colony of the Ethiopians.) Meiners opted to follow Herodotus 
regarding the Persians. That Greek historian states that they were 
a barbarous nomadic nation as late as the era of Cyrus II. Meiners 
also dismissed the ancient opinion that the monuments at Persepolis 
were older than the first Persian conquests. He doubted both ancient 
and modern accounts of Zoroaster, stating that the Persian sage was 
overrated.80 He acknowledged that modern Parsis were unanimously 
attributed with the worship of the true God, but so far as he could 
tell, the evidence “[bore] out no exact proof.”81 

When Meiners doubted certain ancient authors and not others, 
the choice can only be described as arbitrary. For instance, he did not 
deem as credible the reports of Nearchus and Onesicritus (in the com-
pany of Alexander the Great), Megasthenes (the envoy of Seleucus 
Nicator to Chandragupta’s court at Pataliputra in 302–291 BCE), Apol-
lonius, and Palladius.82 These ancient writers testify to the existence of 
philosophy in India. As for the similarities between various Brahmin 
and Greek schools of philosophy, Meiners had an explanation: 

It is most probable that the Hindus were students of the 
Greeks. This becomes probable not only through the many 
thousands of Greeks settling in Hindustan after Alexander, 
through the Greek kings who ruled for a long period over 
part of Hindustan, through the Greek language which per-
sisted in this country for several centuries; but also through 
the many other undeniable traces of Greek and Christian 
knowledge left over among the Hindus.83

Philosophy was transmitted to India by Greek settlers. Meiners was 
not open to the reverse possibility: that philosophy was transmitted 
to Greece from India. 

Meiners then questioned the credibility of the reports on the 
civilization of the Chinese. He contended that the antiquity of Chi-
nese religion was exaggerated and that the reports of the Jesuits were 
embellished in order to reflect favorably on the Chinese, who were a 
superstitious and polytheistic people.84 The Jesuits had claimed that 
they had discovered monotheism in the sacred scriptures of the Chi-
nese. Meiners did not think that these sacred scriptures were actually 
sacred because they deal only with a few moral principles. He was 
not surprised that certain Chinese writers expressed clear concepts of 
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God, world, and soul. This could easily be explained by the influx 
into the country of Brahmins, fakirs, Christians, and Arabs as recently 
as the ninth century.85 

Where did philosophy first arise if not in the East? Adopting 
the position of Diogenes Laertius, Meiners claimed that philosophy 
first arose in the Greek cities on the western edge of Asia (Ionia). 
Conditions in this region promoted material prosperity, which in turn 
nourished the first flowering of art and science.86 

Historiographers of philosophy have known about Meiners’s 
Grundriss der Geschichte der Weltweisheit, but they seem to have missed 
Grundriss der Geschichte der Menschheit and other anthropological writ-
ings by Meiners. Previous historiographers of philosophy have not 
mentioned that Meiners’s account of the historical origin of philoso-
phy is completely consistent with his racist anthropological views. 
The Grundriss der Geschichte der Menschheit (Outline of the History of 
Mankind), which introduced university and Gymnasium students to 
Meiners’s anthropology, begins by laying out in a synoptic fashion the 
results of his researches into the natural history of mankind. In the 
opening pages, the author presents the human species as two large 
divisions: “the Tartar, or Caucasian” and “the Mongolian.” Under the 
second division are listed the Chinese, Tibetans, Kalmucks, Samoyeds, 
lower-caste Hindus, and the blacks of New Guinea, New Holland 
(Australia), and Africa. The peoples of this division Meiners describes 
categorically as “weaker in body and mind” and “more depraved and 
vicious” than those of the Caucasian division. Under the Caucasian 
division, two races (Racen) are distinguished: Celtic and Slavic.87 Under 
the Celtic race are listed Greeks, Germans, Italians, Gauls, Spaniards, 
Britons, Irishmen, and Scandinavians. Meiners did not provide any 
specific names of Slavic peoples. In Meiners’s classification, the Celtic 
race possesses intellectual and moral qualities superior to those of the 
Slavic race. (Apparently, his anthropological studies did not turn him 
into a cultural or moral relativist.) In the second edition of Grundriss 
der Geschichte der Menschheit, published in 1793, the names Cauca-
sian and Mongolian are replaced with “the white, or light-colored, 
and beautiful” and “the dark-colored and ugly.”88 This change was 
probably an attempt to redress the confusion and criticism arising 
from the initial naming of his two large divisions. Meiners now also 
introduced a third white race. The Egyptians, Jews, Arabs, Persians, 
and upper-caste Hindus were brought together under an “Oriental” 
(white) race. In 1793, Meiners still maintained for the Celtic peoples 
the distinction of being the white race with the greatest intellectual 
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and moral  qualities.89 “All these white peoples have several common 
characteristics, yet the Slavic and Near-Eastern peoples agree with 
each other more than with the Germanic and other Celtic nations.”90 

From reading only a portion of Meiners’s corpus, it becomes clear 
that innate differences between the races explained for him literally 
everything about the course of human affairs, beginning with the way 
in which human groups were dispersed over the earth and the ances-
try and kinship between nations. Racial differences explained why the 
“great law-givers, sages, and heroes” were white and why Mongolian 
peoples never developed sciences. If some dark-and-ugly nations did 
exhibit some scientific activity, this could have come about only through 
their interaction with Whites. In any case, history showed Meiners that 
the arts and sciences tended to degenerate in the hands of dark-and-
ugly nations. Finally, racial differences explained why Europeans have 
almost always dominated all other peoples of the earth and why politi-
cal rights have existed among Whites, while “the most horrible despo-
tism slams its unshakeable throne upon the majority of peoples of the 
earth.” For Meiners, the laws and political constitutions of European 
nations and the European Enlightenment itself were direct evidence 
of the superior intellectual and moral faculties innate to their race.91 

Fortunately for our historical investigation, Meiners left behind 
works of both ethnology and history of philosophy. They show us 
how racism and Eurocentric history of philosophy go hand in hand. 
Tiedemann and Tennemann, the only other eighteenth-century histo-
rians of philosophy to exclude Africa and Asia, did not publish eth-
nological works and never in print discussed the differences between 
human races, but in their histories of philosophy they deploy a set 
of racist anthropological tropes that Meiners had formulated for his 
works of history of philosophy and history of science. 

The second eighteenth-century historian of philosophy to 
exclude Africa and Asia was Dieterich Tiedemann (1748–1803).92 It is 
not a trivial fact that Tiedemann was a childhood friend of Meiners’s. 
Born less than one year apart, they were students at the same Gym-
nasium in Bremen and then at the Georg-August University in Göttin-
gen. According to biographical dictionaries, it was through Meiners’s 
influence that Tiedemann gave up the study of theology to devote 
himself fully to philosophy.93 While Meiners stayed on at Göttingen, 
becoming a professor in 1772, Tiedemann accepted a position as tutor 
in the household of Baron Budberg in Livonia. His return to Göttin-
gen five years later, in 1774, was facilitated by Meiners. Tiedemann 
completed his education under the classicist Christian Gottlob Heyne 
and, in 1776, became a professor of classical languages at the Colle-
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gium Carolinum in Kassel. In 1786, along with most of the Collegium 
professors, he was transferred to the University of Marburg, where 
he was promoted to the rank of professor ordinarius of philosophy and 
also named Privy Councillor. 

In the years 1791–7, Tiedemann brought out a six-volume work 
of history of philosophy: Geist der spekulativen Philosophie von Thales 
bis Sokrates.94 In the foreword, the author concedes that historians of 
philosophy are “all unanimous” that philosophy came from the oldest 
nations of Africa and Asia.95 He, on the other hand, would exclude the 
Orientals because their opinions, though touching on philosophical 
themes, are not backed up with reasons, are not based on concepts 
and experience, and so do not qualify as philosophy. (One recalls 
that a similar analysis of Oriental philosophies was offered by Jacob 
Brucker, but he did not derive from it a reason to exclude the Orientals 
from the history of philosophy.) Tiedemann also rejected philosophy 
that was created through the poetic muse or supported with reputa-
tions, revelation, or tradition.96 He urged that these kinds of opinions 
be barred from the history of philosophy.97 So far as he could tell, the 
doctrines of the Chaldeans, Persians, Indians, and Egyptians “con-
tain mere poetry of times still half-brutish” or are based on religious 
representations.98 Tiedemann declares, “We have no right to speak of 
the philosophy of these peoples, nor do we have the right to include 
such doctrines in the history of philosophy.”99 

Johann Gottlieb Buhle, a professor of philosophy at Göttingen 
and a Kantian, seemed more open to the possibility that the oldest 
philosophical ideas derive from the religions of the oldest nations. 
His Lehrbuch der Geschichte der Philosophie und einer kritischen Literatur 
derselben (1796–1804) follows the convention of giving brief summa-
ries of the philosophical ideas of the barbarian peoples (Egyptians, 
Jews, Phoenicians, Chaldeans, Persians, Indians, Chinese, Celts, and 
Scandinavians).100 Buhle added several caveats, however: Historical 
certainty is not possible. Myths are not reliable for discovering which 
people was the first civilizers or whether a people could even evolve 
from a brutish condition to a civilized one. Even if it were discovered 
who the first civilizers were, it would still leave open the question of 
whether philosophy was native to that people.101 

Such difficulties, however, did not stop Buhle from weighing the 
reasons for an Indian origin of philosophy against those for an Egyp-
tian origin. Based on historical records available to him, his assess-
ment was that the Egyptians were one of the oldest nations, and, 
according to the majority of ancient and modern scholars, they were 
the people from whom all culture, religion, and philosophy spread.102 
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To those who asked from whom the Egyptians were descended 
or to whom they were culturally indebted, Buhle replied that the 
question could not be answered to one’s complete satisfaction. There 
were divergent views: One recent scholar, relying on the reports of 
Diodorus Siculus, claimed that the Egyptians were a colony of the 
Ethiopians, but this claim was sharply contested by Buhle’s colleague, 
Meiners. More recently, the Ethiopian thesis was strongly defended by 
Arnold Hermann Heeren, another colleague at Göttingen.103

In an early section, “On the Philosophy of the Hindustanis,” 
Buhle proceeds cautiously, stating that the obscurity of ancient Indian 
history and the dearth of solid historical facts make it impossible 
to decide whether the western Asian nations received their religion 
and philosophy from the Indians or the reverse. He ventured to say, 
however, that the latter possibility was more likely. His reasoning 
was that Indian religion and philosophy, at least from the time of 
Alexander’s conquest, consisted of no original cult and no original 
system of philosophy, but appeared rather as a fabric woven together 
from the religions and philosophies of other peoples, which later came 
to appear as original. Buhle knew that India, since very early times, 
was a country visited by foreigners for trade or settlement. Therefore, 
it seemed to him more likely that civilization spread from Egypt to 
India.104 

Buhle then described a similar situation between Greek and 
Indian philosophies. He was aware that elements of various Greek 
philosophies were espoused by opposing Brahmin schools. Some 
Brahmins taught that the world was created from atoms. Other Brah-
mins attributed the world with two eternally opposed principles. Yet 
other Brahmins claimed that the highest intelligence, the perfect and 
divine Being, was the source and creator of all things or that a divine 
world-soul subsisted throughout nature from which the souls of men 
and animals arose and to which their souls returned. Some Brahmins 
claimed that the world was eternal, while others claimed that the 
world would be destroyed in time.105 Buhle’s explanation was one 
already formulated by Meiners: The mixed-up doctrines of the most 
celebrated Greek philosophical schools were disseminated in India by 
Greeks after Alexander’s conquest and by Romans and Arabs there-
after.106 I regard Buhle as a borderline case of the exclusion of Africa 
and Asia from the history of philosophy. 

Tennemann, the third historian of philosophy of the eighteenth 
century (after Tiedemann) to exclude Africa and Asia, tried to get 
around the debate by simply asserting the Greek origin of philosophy. 
The first volume of his Geschichte der Philosophie (1798–1819) begins 
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right away with the Greeks, but without mentioning that doing so 
is controversial. The first line of the first chapter reads: “The Greek 
nation is singular in history. . . .” This is followed by some argu-
ments for Greek originality. The author then states, “The physical and 
political constitution of Greece, the spirit and character, the education 
and activity of the inhabitants [brought] together so many impor-
tant advantages for the development and cultivation of the human 
mind, which one will not easily come across in other countries of the 
time.”107 Greek philosophy meets the requirement that philosophy be 
independent of political interests.108 This requirement is set by Kant 
himself in his lectures on logic from the early 1770s: “This much is 
certain: Before philosophia had utterly and completely separated itself 
from the power of the government and from the authority of the cler-
gy in a nation, no philosophy could really be produced.”109 While not 
denying the philosophical spirit in other nations, Tennemann singled 
out the Greeks for developing it independently.110 Philosophy devel-
oped in Greece “without the admixture of foreign elements” and was 
transmitted to all subsequent civilized peoples.111 Tennemann did not 
make reference to an ongoing debate, but from these statements it is 
evident that he had to address the question of philosophy’s origins 
at least in order to make a strong statement against the theory of 
Oriental beginnings. 

Like Meiners, Tiedemann, and Tennemann, de Gérando exclud-
ed Africa and Asia from the history of philosophy. Of the twenty-nine 
general histories of philosophy produced in Germany after Brucker, 
de Gérando recommended the histories by Tiedemann, Buhle, Mein-
ers, Tennemann, Eberhard, Bardili, Gurlitt, Fülleborn, and Garve. He 
recommended also the notes accompanying Ernst Platner’s Philoso-
phische Aphorismen, the learned dissertations by Christian Heyne, the 
published proceedings of the Göttingen Society and Berlin Academy 
of Sciences, and Michael Hissmann’s Magazin für die Philosophie und 
ihre Geschichte.112 Informed by some of the newest German works on 
the history of philosophy, de Gérando argues in his Histoire comparée 
that “the collections of opinions of the ancient sages of Asia, Phoenicia, 
and Egypt” do not belong in the history of philosophy because they 
do not form an ensemble of connected parts, “because they appear 
to rest on an instinct of belief rather than on a critical analysis,” and 
“because it [the instinct of belief] carries no trace of discipline and 
methods.” Most importantly, “they appear to be entirely foreign to 
that first philosophy that we defined in the introduction to this work; to 
that philosophy which alone can give to human opinions a legitimate 
sanction, by subordinating them to the fundamental principles that 
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constitute the prerogatives and rights of reason.”113 De Gérando then 
expounded a Greek beginning for philosophy:

It was among the Greeks, and around the time of their 
prosperity and glory, that philosophy, by a first and bril-
liant revolution, first started to take on a systematic form, 
to reform the ideas theretofore fragmentary and incoherent 
into a reasoned theory, founded on immutable principles, 
explained by the rules of logic, and guaranteed by reflec-
tions made on the faculties of the human mind. From that 
moment we see the whole history of philosophy divide 
itself into five great periods, of which the beginning is 
signaled by a change almost total in the heart of ideas, by 
the appearance of extraordinary men, by the founding of 
new schools, by great political circumstances, and finally 
what matters greatly to be noted here, by a variation no 
less perceptible in the systems relative to the first philosophy, 
that is to say, to the principles of human knowledge.114 

Another early nineteenth-century participant in the debate was 
Friedrich August Carus (1770–1807), a philosopher at the University 
of Leipzig.115 In his Ideen zur Geschichte der Philosophie (1809), Carus 
weighs the arguments for the exclusion of non-Greek peoples from 
the history of philosophy against the arguments for retaining them.116 
He enumerated the arguments of his peers: The ideas of non-Greek 
peoples are not genuinely philosophical or are a later, Hellenized 
product. Conditions were not favorable to philosophy (hot climate, 
despotism, etc.). Available philosophical sources are fragmentary, 
exhibit “leaps of fantasy,” lack coherency with Greek philosophy or 
lack coherency altogether. Historical ties between Greek and non-
Greek philosophies are indeterminate. The travel accounts of ancient 
Greeks tend to be poeticized and, thus, are suspect. Historical sources 
are scant. Philosophical sources are either nonexistent, very deficient, 
or extremely obscure. Most of these documents are still awaiting criti-
cal clarification.117 

Carus then enumerated the reasons that spoke loudly against 
a complete exclusion of the non-Greek peoples. Firstly, the activity 
of reason is never completely dormant. If one were so strict about 
the philosophical integrity of the products of reason, then the his-
tory of philosophy may not even begin with Thales; for his thought 
was not systematic. It is not so impossible to imagine some relation 
between the so-called barbaric and Greek philosophies. Both Greeks 
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and barbarians have their origins in the same early period of human 
history. Both raised themselves above the state of immaturity (i.e., 
they became civilized). There is also the concrete geographical and 
chronological connection between Greek philosophy and Asia Minor. 
Even if the Greeks poeticized their voyages, should we regard their 
accounts as nothing? Could later authors have lied or deluded them-
selves about the ties between Egypt and Hindustan? Even the most 
rigorous critique still leaves intact the commonalities between the 
Ionians in the time of Anaxagoras and the Persians. Even if it were 
true that Hellenic systems have nothing in common with Oriental 
philosophy, this would not be true of the systems of the Alexandrian 
philosophers, Church Fathers, and Arabs. Carus was inclined even to 
argue that Europe’s philosophical heritage was half-Oriental and half-
Greek. He was referring to the transmission of Greek philosophy to 
modern Europeans by way of the Oriental world, which was similar 
to what happened with Christianity. He could also point to the Ori-
ental and mystical qualities of neo-Platonism.118 

Concerning philosophy’s origins, Carus did not think that the 
question was so important. It suffices to know something about the 
social order, religion, and morality of the Orientals, which could yield 
information about “philosophical culture” before Thales. An alterna-
tive is to begin one’s history of philosophy with the era of Alexander 
the Great, when the Orientals allegedly became acquainted with Greek 
ideas.119 Nevertheless, Carus invoked the law of continuity, according 
to which no gaps in nature exist: Some mention of whatever preceded 
Greek philosophy is necessary.120 

Still excluded are America and the greater part of Africa. The 
peoples of those parts remain “shrouded in darkness.”121 Carus 
excluded Egypt as well because there was no evidence of “metaphysi-
cal philosophy” among the Egyptians. Indians and Persians, however, 
met Carus’s qualifications, but in their case philosophy was religion 
or the first philosophical systems sprang from their religion.122 Carus 
also noted the similarity between Brahmin and Greek schools and, 
like Meiners and Buhle, explained it as resulting from the diffusion 
of Greek thought in India in the period after Alexander the Great.123 

In discussing the Greeks, Carus was as unequivocal as Tennemann 
regarding this nation’s “incredible originality.”124 The Greeks were 
blessed, he declared. They show intelligence in every branch of sci-
ence. Under the early and favorable conditions of a mild climate, 
prosperity, and the enriching confluence of several peoples; with the 
qualities of freedom, independence, and a good political constitution, 
the Greeks paved the way for “true and genuine philosophy.”125 Carus 
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did not outright reject the claim that the Greeks had acquired some 
of the substance of their culture from the Egyptians, but he did not 
have to. He just had to question the significance of this. He asked 
rhetorically, is there any people that received no contribution to its 
culture from another people? Obviously, no. For Carus, this still did 
not diminish the “creative genius” that set the Greeks apart from all 
other peoples.126 “They, the sublime nation, gave back to the Asian 
and African the meager knowledge that was received from them but 
with prolific increase. They remained the only nation that developed 
itself and then showed itself to be more humanized and delicate than 
all others.”127 In the history of the history of philosophy, this may be 
the first formulation of the trope of Greek “creative genius” or cre-
ative transformation. Instead of denying African and Asian influences 
on Greek culture, Carus asserted that whatever cultural elements the 
Greeks got from foreign peoples, through their innate capacities and 
creative activity, the Greeks developed and transformed them into real 
culture, for which they must take the credit. We shall see this trope 
again in Tennemann’s Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie and in 
Hegel’s lectures.128 

But what did Greek creative genius mean in practical terms for 
the history of philosophy? Carus recommended that non-European 
philosophy (aussereuropäische Philosophie) be included, but separated 
from the historical development of Greek philosophy.129 Here, Carus 
struck the perfect compromise, reflecting his perfect ambivalence, 
between total exclusion and unqualified inclusion. Carus’s compro-
mise is important because in it Tennemann and Hegel would find 
their solution.

Tennemann was still several years away from completing the 
eleventh volume of his Geschichte der Philosophie, when he published 
a one-volume epitome, Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie (1812).130 
In the second edition (1816) of the Grundriss, Tennemann answers 
criticisms of his approach to the history of philosophy, including the 
criticism that he began his history with the Greeks instead of the 
Orientals. Tennemann defended his work, stating that the reasons 
given by Carus and Carl Bachmann in favor of Oriental philosophy 
did not prove that Oriental philosophy constituted an inseparable 
part of the history of philosophy.131 He did not deny that the study of 
Oriental philosophemes was of serious interest.132 However, the schol-
arly interest in the Orient Tennemann wanted to clearly distinguish 
from the interest of the history of philosophy proper. Notwithstanding 
these points, he would present for the first time a brief overview of 
the philosophemes and religious ideas of those preeminent Oriental 
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peoples who had a connection to the Greeks—namely, the Indians, 
Tibetans, Chinese, Egyptians, Chaldeans, Persians, Hebrews, and 
Phoenicians. Even the archaic Greeks were included in the group of 
philosophemic peoples. The short paragraphs, constituting the “brief 
overview,” conclude the formal “Introduction” to the Grundriss der 
Geschichte der Philosophie, which is followed by the actual history of 
philosophy in three parts or periods, with Part One covering Greek 
philosophy. Tennemann still insisted, therefore, that the history of phi-
losophy begins with the Greeks. The argument that this people was 
uniquely original he already used in 1798, but he now also argued 
that while all peoples have the same capacity to turn philosophy into 
a science, not all peoples have done so and, thus, not all peoples can 
claim a place in the history of philosophy.133 Though it is true that 
the Greeks were dependent on others for some of the material and 
stimulus for their philosophy, they proceeded independently in their 
philosophical training.134 

Tennemann contrasted the Greeks to the Orientals: In age and 
culture, the Orientals may have preceded the Greeks, but they never 
reached the same grade as the Greeks. Their wisdom has the character 
of divine revelation or was formed out of Phantasie. The character of 
their thought being mytho-symbolic, reason is not the basis of their 
beliefs, speculative views, and assumptions. Oriental thoughts regard-
ing God, world, and mankind, which are not to be denied, were not 
intended as and did not result in philosophy. Tennemann cited cli-
mate, despotism, and the caste system as conditions opposed to the 
free development of the mind.135 Then, as if he had not exhausted the 
issue, Tennemann added the following paragraph:

Therefore, the beginning of the history is with the 
Greeks and in the period when a higher grade of reason 
developed out of the culture of fantasy and understanding; 
a period in which they strove after clarity of concepts and 
structures of knowledge and began to seek principles. This 
happened from the time of Thales.136

Like other proponents of the Greek origin of philosophy, 
Tennemann had to explain away persistent stories of Egyptian, 
 Phoenician, and Phrygian colonies in early, uncivilized Greece. The 
Kantian philosopher did not have to deny that colonists brought 
“some ideas and perspectives from Asia.” He just had to question how 
much of this foreign material was taken up by the Greeks. Doubts 
about the influence of Egyptian and Asian colonies in Greece were as 
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good as positive arguments for the exclusion of Egypt and Asia from 
the history of philosophy. 

“This much is agreed upon,” asserted Tennemann, “that the 
Greek nation, through its spirit and character, possessed not just a 
peculiar ability for learning, but also a high grade of intellectual pow-
er,” which enabled them to transform foreign inventions and ideas 
into something peculiarly their own.137 This is the now familiar trope 
of Greek “creative genius,” which Carus introduced into the historiog-
raphy of philosophy and to which Hegel would resort in his lectures 
on the history of philosophy. By incorporating Carus’s trope of the 
Greek transformation of foreign ideas, Tennemann bolstered his argu-
ments supporting the Greek beginning of philosophy. 

Tennemann argued that it was Greek thought that was passed 
down to the Romans and modern Europeans. The successive stages 
or periods of this passing-down constitute the history of philosophy.138 
It so happens that the philosophers in this line of transmission are all 
Celtic (white). If an Oriental nation had science, it could only have 
come into possession of it by appropriating the scientific learning 
of the Greeks or another white nation. These implicit and explicit 
arguments could have been taken right out of Meiners’s publications, 
specifically the Geschichte des Ursprungs, Fortgangs und Verfalls der Wis-
senschaften in Griechenland und Rom and the Grundriss der Geschichte 
der Weltweisheit.139 The component arguments concerning the geogra-
phy, climate, material prosperity, and political culture of Greece that 
make up the claim of the Greek invention of science were conceived 
earlier in the Enlightenment, but Meiners was the one who brought 
them together in the form in which one finds them in Tennemann’s 
Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie. 

In Chapter 1, I showed that Tennemann’s approach to the his-
tory of philosophy conforms to Kantian principles that determined 
the organization and content of that history. I now pose the question, 
does the exclusion of Africa and Asia from the history of philoso-
phy—the determination that philosophy is European—specifically 
conform to Kant’s thought? The answer is most definitely yes if we 
refer to Kant’s own statements. “No people on earth began to phi-
losophize earlier than the Greeks, since no people thought through 
concepts, but instead all thought through images. They first began to 
study rules in abstracto. . . . The Greeks were the founders of math-
ematics, who demonstrated it from first grounds and elements. They 
are the core [Kern] of the human race and its benefactors.”140 Here, 
in this passage from Kant’s logic lectures from the early 1780s, the 
Greeks may be understood as “the core of the human race and its 
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benefactors” in the sense that they founded science.141 Kant states 
that they were the founders of mathematics, which is one of the two 
kinds of rational cognition recognized by Kant. The second kind is 
philosophy.142 

Later in these logic lectures, one encounters the claim that the 
Greeks were the first to discover mathematical demonstrations: 

The Greeks are the first to have discovered demonstra-
tions. No people knew what it was to demonstrate before 
this emerged among the Greeks. It is said that the Greeks 
learned their wisdom from the Egyptians. But the Egyptians 
are children compared to the Greeks. They did have various 
cognitions, but not sciences. The Greeks first enlightened 
the human understanding. . . . No people knows what 
demonstrations are except those who have learned it from 
the Greeks. All those who did not learn it from them hold 
it to be folderol, and yet demonstrations are the sure step 
that extended insight made into mathematics.143

In this passage, Kant identifies mathematical demonstrations—of the 
kind the Egyptians do not exhibit—with scientific knowledge. He also 
contradicts the view that the Greeks learned science from the Egyp-
tians, characterizing the latter as “children” in respect to science, and 
he claims that “[t]he Greeks first enlightened the human understand-
ing.” Let us recall that Meiners wrote in his Grundriss der Geschichte 
der Weltweisheit that Egyptian sciences remained in a childhood state 
before their “enlightenment” through the Greeks.144 

Logik: ein Handbuch zu Vorlesungen (1800), a logic manual pre-
pared by Gottlob Benjamin Jäsche based on Kant’s lectures, contains 
a rare sketch of the history of philosophy as Kant must have told it.145 
Regarding the beginning of philosophy, Kant states:

From [a foregoing] determination of the distinction 
between common and speculative use of reason we can 
now pass judgment on the question, with which people 
we must date the beginning of philosophy. Among all 
peoples, then, the Greeks first began to philosophize. For 
they first attempted to cultivate cognitions of reason, not 
with images as the guiding thread, but in abstracto, while 
other peoples always sought to make concepts understand-
able only through images in concreto. Even today there are 
peoples, like the Chinese and some Indians, who admittedly 



92 Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy

deal with things that are derived merely from reason, like 
God, the immortality of the soul, etc., but who nonethe-
less do not seek to investigate the nature of these things in 
accordance with concepts and rules in abstracto. They make 
no separation here between the use of the understanding in 
concreto and that in abstracto. Among the Persians and the 
Arabs there is admittedly some speculative use of reason, 
but the rules for this they borrowed from Aristotle, hence 
from the Greeks. In Zoroaster’s Zend-Avesta we find not the 
slightest trace of philosophy. The same holds also for the 
prized Egyptian wisdom, which in comparison with Greek 
philosophy was mere child’s play. 

As in philosophy, so too in regard to mathematics, 
the Greeks were the first to cultivate this part of the cogni-
tion of reason in accordance with a speculative, scientific 
method, by demonstrating every theorem from elements.146

Neither Chinese nor Indians, neither Persians nor Arabs had either 
philosophy or mathematics (unless they borrowed it from the Greeks). 
Neither the Zend-Avesta nor Egyptian wisdom (“mere child’s play”) 
is philosophy. As speculative or rational cognition, philosophy began 
with the Greeks. 

Although Kant recognized that there was some question as 
to “[w]hen and where the philosophical spirit first arose among the 
Greeks,” he did not refrain from pronouncing that “[t]he first to intro-
duce the speculative use of reason, and the one from whom we derive 
the first steps of the human understanding toward scientific culture, 
is Thales, the founder of the Ionian sect. He bore the surname physicist, 
although he was also a mathematician, just as in general mathemat-
ics has always preceded philosophy.”147 Starting in the early 1780s, 
students heard Kant defend the thesis of the Greek invention of not 
just philosophy, but of science in general. 

In recent years, several important essays have appeared on the 
topic of Kant’s racism.148 Two scholars in particular, Robert Bernasconi 
and Mark Larrimore, have done much to raise awareness (not seen 
since 1950) of Kant’s ideas of race and stimulate debate on whether 
and how Kant, the racist, can be reconciled with Kant, the moral uni-
versalist and anti-imperialist. Bernasconi and Larrimore have revealed 
a major European philosopher who, over the whole length of his 
teaching career, returned regularly to the problem of human diversity 
and inequality and sought to make positive sense of human affairs 
with a theory and anthropology of race. 
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Was Kant a racial thinker? According to Bernasconi, he was a 
founding theorist of race.149 Was Kant a racist? A first-time reader of 
“Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime” (1764) 
may well be shocked and disturbed by Kant’s racial stereotypes and 
racist remarks.150 These include a passage where Kant, invoking David 
Hume, claims that not a single negro has ever been found who accom-
plished something great in art or science or showed any other praise-
worthy quality.151 A couple of pages later, he states that someone black 
from head to toe is proof that what he said was stupid.152 

Is Kant’s philosophy racist? Bernasconi and Larrimore argue that 
Kant’s anthropology certainly is and his philosophy of history prob-
ably is. Starting in the 1770s and until his retirement in 1796, Kant 
formulated and defended a (pseudo-)scientific concept of race. He 
published three essays on race: “Of the Different Races of Human 
Beings” (1775; republished in 1777), “Determination of the Concept 
of a Human Race” (1785), and “On the Use of Teleological Principles 
in Philosophy” (1788).153 The Kantian theory of race was consolidat-
ed and passed down to the nineteenth century through the vehicle 
of Christoph G. Girtanner’s book, Ueber das kantische Prinzip für die 
Naturgeschichte (1796).154 In “Of the Different Races of Human Beings,” 
Kant identifies four distinct races: “the race of the Whites, 2) the 
Negro race, 3) the Hunnish (Mongolian or Kalmuck) race, and 4) the 
Hindu or Hindustani race.”155 In “Determination of the Concept of a 
Human Race,” Kant again divides humanity into four races, but he 
now identifies them exclusively by skin color, referring to the race “of 
the Whites, the yellow Indian, the Negro and the copper-red Ameri-
can.”156 In using skin color as the prime marker of race, Kant would 
make a lasting contribution to the science of race. Eight years later, 
Meiners would rename his “Caucasian” and “Mongolian” divisions 
“white” and “dark.”

Bernasconi argues that Kant made a crucial contribution to the 
modern science of race. With his concept of race, he was able to secure 
the unity of humanity as a natural genus while still accounting for 
permanent differentiations within the species. Bernasconi sums up the 
Kantian definition of race: “Races are deviations within this genus 
which maintain themselves over protracted generations, even when 
displaced geographically, and which produce hybrids or mulattoes, 
that exhibit the characteristics of both races when they interbreed with 
other deviations or races.”157 Thus, Kant was able to explain, as no one 
before him could, why racial characteristics were permanent. He did 
so with a theory that seeds or germs (Keime) in the original human 
beings developed to produce skin color and other c haracteristics 
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under specific climatic conditions. Once the seeds had developed, 
the human characteristics were not subject to further change.158 

Kant was a powerful thinker of race, who was not incapable of 
adopting the racial and racist ideas of others. I argue that a kind of 
racist feedback-loop existed between Kant and Meiners. Frank W. P. 
Dougherty has already noted that Meiners incorporated Kant’s defini-
tion of race into the second edition of Grundriss der Geschichte der Men-
schheit and even included an explicit reference to Kant’s 1785 essay.159 
Kant shared more than a few racial-anthropological descriptions and 
opinions with Meiners. Because Meiners published overwhelmingly 
more in empirical anthropology than Kant, it is more likely that the 
latter got his racial descriptions from the former. In Kant’s anthropol-
ogy lectures, the name Meiners does not appear. This is not surprising 
given that Meiners was a strident critic of Kant’s Critical Philosophy 
and a rival in anthropology.

Kant’s description of the races, like Meiners’s, entails a hier-
archy of worth. Like Meiners in his article “Ueber die Bevölkerung 
von America” (1788), Kant in his anthropology lectures described 
the native Americans as uneducable, emotionally and sexually unex-
citable, barely fertile, weak, and lazy.160 Like Meiners in “Ueber die 
Natur der Afrikanischen Neger” (1790), Kant described Blacks as 
being trainable for servitude, but not capable of self-governance and 
moral independence.161 Meiners’s claim of a Greek origin of scientific 
civilization and his characterization of Oriental knowledge are conso-
nant with Kant’s statements that the Greeks founded mathematics and 
philosophy and that the Hindu/Indian/yellow race never achieved 
an abstract concept and that their moral precepts are not based on 
principles. Kant said in lecture, “All Oriental peoples are not in the 
position to establish through concepts a single property of morality 
or law. Rather, all their morals are based on appearances.”162 To be 
completely clear, that yellow peoples are “not in a position” means 
that they lack the capacity for science. Only white peoples have the 
capacity for abstract concepts. Also, the Whites are said to be the 
ones who brought about all the revolutions in human history. Hindus, 
Americans, and Negroes have never been agents of human history. 
The white race is the only one marked by historical progress.163 

Again, Kant taught that the Hindu race did not develop phi-
losophy because they did not have that capacity. In his anthropology 
lectures, Kant explicitly attributes this lack not to the form of govern-
ment or customs of the Asians, but to their descent (Abstammung).164 
Montesquieu had famously argued that the form of government or 
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customs of a people determined its character. Kant taught his stu-
dents that it was the other way around. It is race that determines 
the form of government and customs.165 I submit that it was Meiners 
who presented the full version of this argument in his article “Ueber 
die Ursachen des Despotismus” (1788).166 There, he argues that “the 
weaknesses, lack of feeling, and limitation of mind” of Mongolian 
peoples have led to their complete subjugation by their lords.167 “A 
similar weakness, lack of feeling, and idiocy,” to which Meiners adds 
“cowardice,” in Negroes and Americans were the causes of their easy 
submission to arbitrary domination.168 “Therefore, the freedom or 
slavery of peoples has existed in all parts of the earth and in all the 
eras like the inner worth and unworth of the same, and never was 
a nation oppressed by a despot without deserving this destiny and 
having forged its own chains.”169 The claim that despotism prevented 
philosophy’s development in the Orient is not a “cultural” analysis. 
Already in Tennemann, it is a claim about the yellow race.170 

Kant’s views on race can also be found in his Reflexionen.171 In 
Reflexion 1520, Kant affirms the white ancestry of Europeans: “Our 
(ancient) human history goes back with reliability only to the race of 
the Whites. Egyptians. Persians. Thracians. Greeks. Celts. Scythians. 
(not Indians, Negroes.)”172 Here, Kant denies that the ancestry of the 
Whites goes back to the “Indians” or “Negroes” (non-white races 
of the Old World). Here also, he uses “Celtic stock” and “Germanic 
blood” as terms equivalent to “the race of the Whites.”173 Kant’s use 
of the racial name Celtic is startling because it is a usage that was 
idiosyncratic to Meiners. 

According to Larrimore’s analysis of Reflexion 1520, Kant 
excludes the non-white races from human history because they made 
no contribution to it. They made no contribution “because they did 
not have it in them to do so.”174 That non-white nations are excluded 
from the history of philosophy would be in perfect conformity with 
Kant’s thought because, as it was so much already alleged, they made 
no contribution to it, not having it in them to do so. 

Tennemann’s exclusion of Africa and Asia from the history of 
philosophy is grounded in the racial anthropology that Kant and 
Meiners developed in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. I 
would emphasize that Kant did not provide an alternative to Mein-
ers’s racism. Instead, Kant and Meiners were a tag-team, working 
in tandem to shape a modern scientific discourse of race. Kant is as 
responsible as Meiners for the exclusion of Africa and Asia from the 
history of philosophy and for rising Eurocentrism in the discipline. 
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5

Systematic Inclusion of Africa and Asia 
under Absolute Idealism

Friedrich Ast’s and Thaddä Anselm Rixner’s 
Histories of Philosophy

The life of philosophy is a harmonious one, and hence the history 
of philosophy must be a harmonious one. That is, it must reveal 
how all the forms of philosophy emerged from one Being, from 
philosophy itself; how each developed in its particularity, how 
one life flowed out of itself into multiplicity, and finally how the 
forms, as external life, resolved themselves and flowed back into 
the unity, from which they first arose.

—Friedrich Ast (1807)1

As I showed in Chapter 1, Kantian thinkers strictly delimited the 
domain of philosophy, separating it from the domain of history. 
According to Reinhold, philosophy is a scientific knowledge that is 
independent of experience. According to Grohmann, philosophy is 
knowledge of a kind that is neither empirical nor temporal. The phi-
losophers that I discuss in this chapter without exception adhered 
to Kantian distinctions between philosophy and history. F. W. J. 
von Schelling (1775–1854), Friedrich August Carus (1770–1807), and  
G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) were not Kantians in any strict sense, 
but in their approach to the history of philosophy they proceeded 
from Kantian principles.2 I begin this chapter by exposing important 
continuities between the Kantians and the new idealists with respect 
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to history of philosophy writing. I then describe the histories of phi-
losophy of two of these new idealists, Georg Anton Friedrich Ast 
(1778–1841) and Thaddä (or Thaddeus) Anselm Rixner (1766–1838). 
They constructed their histories of philosophy such that philosophy 
begins in the Orient (with India as the precise beginning point) and 
completes its first cycle or period entirely in the Orient before the 
second cycle begins in Greece. That the Orient is included in Ast’s 
and Rixner’s histories demonstrates that a priori construction does not 
in principle entail the exclusion of the Orient. 

In an essay titled “Abhandlung über die Frage, ob eine Philoso-
phie der Geschichte möglich sei,” published in the 1798 volume of 
Philosophisches Journal, edited by Niethammer and Fichte, Schelling 
argues that the concept of philosophical history is self-contradictory.3 
Taking his concepts from Kantianism, he defined history as a knowl-
edge of particulars not reducible to general laws, while he likened 
philosophy to mathematics in method and goal as a priori knowledge.4 
Christian Weiss, a lecturer of philosophy at the University of Leipzig, 
expressed the same ideas more succinctly: “History may not become 
philosophy, and philosophy may not become history,” for history con-
cerns itself with the mutable, while “true philosophy knows no muta-
tion” and is as “permanent as the laws of nature and reason.”5 This 
is precisely the basis on which Schelling bestowed upon philosophy 
the status of science, which he denied to history. 

It was as if, for Schelling, the disparity between history and phi-
losophy, as two modes of knowledge, was too great. This barred the 
possibility of their synthesis, for not just a contradiction, but, indeed, 
a deadly theoretical conflict exists between them; one in which the 
success of the one would be the extermination of the other. Schelling 
wrote, 

[T]he more the boundaries of our knowledge widen, the 
narrower the boundaries of history become (hence . . . the 
sphere of one’s historical knowledge stands in inverse 
relation to the sphere of his actual knowledge. . . .) For if 
we were to fulfill our entire task and realize the Absolute, 
then for each individual as well as for the whole of the race 
there would be no other law than the law of our perfected 
nature; consequently, all history would end.6 

History as knowledge could become so trivial as to become extinct.7 
By 1801, Hegel had formed some views on philosophy’s rela-

tion to its own history.8 Any philosophical system can be studied as 
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history, but to what end? Philosophy, the expression of “the living 
Spirit,” will not reveal itself to an alien spirit, namely, history’s.9 Hegel 
compared history’s interest in knowing past opinions to the collecting 
of mummies. History is indifferent to the truth.10 Carus, too, affirmed 
the distinctions drawn by the Kantians between history as “knowl-
edge derived from material accidentally given” and philosophy as 
“knowledge of the self-acting mind . . . of its universal, necessary and 
unconditioned action.”11 

That the concept of history of philosophy may hold an inherent 
contradiction did not preclude a theory of history of philosophy. In 
the same 1798 article, Schelling states, “The system . . . that is to serve 
as the focal point of a history of philosophy must itself be capable 
of development.” This development cannot be historical, but must be 
logical, since “development” refers to the “organizing spirit [that] must 
rule in this system” and, one assumes also, in the history of philoso-
phy for which this system is to be the focal point. “[A]ll progress in 
philosophy is also only a progress through development.”12 I point 
out that Schelling’s theory accords fully with Kantian principles of 
historical writing.

The Kantian requirement of a universally valid concept of phi-
losophy is affirmed by Carus in Ideen zur Geschichte der Philosophie. He 
called for a “normative idea” (Norm-Idee) of philosophy, to be used 
as the standard by which to determine the merit of each philosophi-
cal project, a standard that would also give coherency to the history 
of philosophy.13 Friedrich Ast, a classical philologist at the Bavarian 
university in Landshut, argued that, without this theoretical approach 
to the history of philosophy (and history in general), the facta were 
in danger of being inadequately or erroneously organized.14 The right 
approach would be to present the facta as so many revelations of the 
(Platonic) Ideas while recognizing in the facta a higher reality, of which 
history is the temporal copy. The historian is at once a philosopher, 
presenting “the life of the Ideas” as historical reality.15 

Carus conceptualized the history of philosophy as development 
as well as demonstration of “the changes of the immutable in accor-
dance with necessary natural laws.”16 Thaddä Anselm Rixner, who 
taught philosophy at the Lyceum in Amberg, agreed that the schema 
of history, especially the history of philosophy, was to be determined 
by retrieving the “law” that articulates itself in the accidents of phi-
losophy. The accidents are to be ordered in accordance with this law. 
The lawful nature of the history of philosophy makes it possible to 
rationally derive the present from the past and the future from past 
and present. If experience generates the material of history (facta), 
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then speculation discovers the law of necessity. Like the orthodox 
Kantians, Rixner demanded that the history of philosophy be given 
an ideal treatment, that systems of philosophy no longer be arranged 
according to nation or chronology. Rixner condemned as “entertain-
ment of scholarly impertinence” those histories of philosophy that 
presented one philosophical system after another as so many acci-
dents or particulars.17 He explicitly required a priori schematization 
to come before the historical study of philosophy; so that all systems 
could be grasped in relation to “the total organism of the world in its 
universal, rational aspect.”18 The philosophical historian, according to 
Carus, is one who can detect and represent “reason’s instinct toward 
freedom,” which is behind the progress of philosophy.19 

Carus and Rixner were as contemptuous as the orthodox Kan-
tians were of the older histories of philosophy that presented “a 
litany of only the missteps of reason,” “a gallery of incoherent opin-
ions having no relation to the truth,” and the “so many common, 
vacuous school compendia offering an arbitrary aggregate of philo-
sophical systems and doctrines.”20 Huet, Adelung, and Meiners are 
mentioned as three examples of historians who presented reason in 
a humiliating light. Carus charged that their motive was to elevate 
the status of revelation.21 He worried about the effect on students of 
these histories, which offer merely a mass of opinions. He worried 
that the multiplicity of divergent and mutually contradictory opin-
ions of past philosophers would create skeptics.22 It was imperative 
for the historian of philosophy to resolve the seeming contradictions 
in philosophy’s history. 

In Grundriss einer Geschichte der Philosophie (1807), Ast differenti-
ates between philosophy’s eternal essence and philosophy’s forms. 
The contradictions between the universal and the particular disap-
pear, he argued, as soon as one realizes that the historical forms of 
philosophy are copies of philosophy’s eternal essence. In its unfold-
ing into particular forms and elements, philosophy reveals its infinite 
bounty, proving also that it is living and real. Ast, who had studied 
at Jena when Friedrich Schlegel, Fichte, and Schelling lectured there, 
hoped to demonstrate through his history of philosophy that the mul-
tiplicity of divergent systems stood in a relation of identity to one, 
eternal essence of philosophy. He would show that this multiplicity is 
actually a unity without denying that the empirical life of philosophy 
is still real. Indeed, without its empirical life, philosophy would be 
as good as “dead,” that is, merely formal. Ast would have it both 
ways: Philosophy’s reality is both universal and particular. Philosophy 
reveals itself through particular philosophies. Ast posited a complete 
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harmony between the eternal and the temporal, the one and the many; 
between the infinite and the finite.23 Rixner conceptualized philosophy 
in a similar way. He referred to the two “sides” or “elements” of phi-
losophy: the inner, ideal element (“soul”) and the outer, real element 
(“body”) of philosophy.24

Ast equated historical systems of philosophy to “incarnations” 
of the Spirit, to “visible radii of the invisible.” “All systems, ideas, and 
opinions are revelations of one Spirit.”25 Rixner explained philosophi-
cal doctrines as so many different outward rays (Strahlen) of one and 
the same universal science of reason (Vernunft-Erkenntnis).26 Only one 
philosophy exists throughout civilizations and eras. Philosophy’s task 
is the same in all eras and cultural settings: “to view the many as one, 
to restore itself [philosophy] and all things in God.”27 

Carus, Ast, and Rixner turned to organic metaphors to explain 
historical processes, including the development of philosophy. Carus 
compared the mind’s “directedness toward the eternal truth” to the 
directedness in the organic products of nature.28 Rixner endeavored 
to portray the life of Spirit as “a self-grounded and self-enclosed 
organism,” striving to know itself.29 Both philosophy and history were 
analogized to the life of nature: 

Just as external life, as a whole, emerges and vanishes, so do 
the forms of life change in uninterrupted movement. Each 
particular form has its particular life, its own birth, growth 
and dissolution. . . . Unity, opposition, and unity . . . are 
the elements or periods of universal as well as particular 
life. Philosophy can know the nature of things only through 
these elements. History can present its temporal life only 
through these periods.30 

Philosophy, history, nature—Ast conceptualized each and all as “a 
gradually opening and closing, eternally emerging, self-revealing 
circle.”31 

The opening chapters in both Ast’s Grundriss and Rixner’s 
Handbuch present the author’s theory of the history of philoso-
phy. It gives the reader an orientation to the history of philosophy 
as four parts or periods: the first being that of Urphilosophie, or  
Orientalismus; the second “realism,” which characterizes the tenden-
cies of Greek philosophy; the third “idealism,” the general term char-
acterizing the philosophy of the Middle Ages; the fourth modern 
philosophy, or the period of the “interpenetration of idealism and 
realism.”32 
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For Ast, these four periods complete the history of philosophy 
and correspond to the four periods that complete human history. 
Every historical period is thus a philosophical period; there is no 
historical period that is not a philosophical period. The history of 
philosophy may be viewed as “an element” of the history of mankind, 
its four periods being characterized as follows: The first is “undivided 
unity,” life in its original state. The second, emerging out of the origi-
nal unity, is the “external life” of “free development and civil society.” 
This is the period of the Greco-Roman world. Life’s withdrawal from 
external existence into the inner spirit characterizes the third (Chris-
tian) period. The fourth (modern) period sees the harmonious devel-
opment (Bildung) of the external and internal elements into one, freely 
developed life.33 This fourth period, Ast wrote further, is the period 
of the mind’s striving to unite realism and idealism, but, at another 
level, is “the re-awakening of the Oriental perspective.”34 

Rixner also divided human history into four great periods and 
characterized them much in the same terms: The first period is that 
of undivided unity before human self-reflection. It is the period of 
the first humans, the first ancestors, the “golden age of innocence,” 
of “Asiatic primeval religion,” from which virtually everything arises, 
including realistic polytheism, idealistic monotheism, and even the 
Christian doctrine of the Trinity (the “transfiguration into a higher 
unity of polytheism and monotheism”). In this first period, myth and 
poetry, fantasy and reason are born. This is the period of the “All-
Is-One” in philosophy.35 Here, the primary and immediate object of 
philosophical inquiry is pure Being, the universe, or nature.36 To the 
second period belongs the emergence of life’s “external element” or 
“real element” from life’s undeveloped unity. This is the period of the 
Greco-Roman world, of plastic religion, of the worship of gods and 
heroes, and of epic poetry.37 In the third period, Spirit turns away 
from externals and inward, from observation of nature toward medi-
tation on the self. In this period, the “ideal element” prevails over the 
“real element” as in the religion, dogmatics, mysticism, and asceticism 
of medieval Christianity. Here, poetry is lyric, while philosophy is 
scholastic and theosophical. The fourth period is the unification of 
external and internal life into a beautiful and harmonious whole. It is 
the “second golden age,” which still awaits the perfection of science 
and art. The religion of this present period is the explication of Chris-
tianity as both revelation and rational religion, as what is divinely 
confirmed through history, while this period’s poetry is the product 
of the interpenetration of objectivity and subjectivity, of plasticity and 
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allegory.38 Philosophy in this period is once again the philosophy of 
the All-Is-One, but now as a developed science of reason in the course 
of its self-apprehension, through which the opposition of the two (real 
and ideal) elements of philosophy is resolved.39 Modern philosophy is 
the realization of the original (Oriental) unity of being and thought, 
of the real and the ideal. The modern period brings such oppositions 
into the harmonious unity of one philosophy, which is neither realism 
nor idealism, but both.40 

Philosophy’s development from Oriental to modern periods Ast 
and Rixner schematized or visualized as a circle. They designated 
Indian philosophy as the primeval philosophy out of which all sys-
tems of philosophy flow. Ast wrote, “The primeval philosophy [Urphi-
losophie] is the seed of all philosophy—the ideas of the Orient are 
thus the primeval ideas [Urideen] of all philosophy. . . . Everything 
flows out of the Orient as the land of primeval mankind. ”41 But the 
Orient is the source of not just philosophy. It is actually “the center 
from which religion, art, and science flowed and spread throughout 
all spaces and periods of mankind.”42 Ast called Christian and Greek 
cultures “the seedling[s] of Oriental culture,” for the ideas of Chris-
tianity as much as the ideas of Greek paganism can be traced back 
to the Orient. “The highest and purest ideas of Pythagoras, Plato and 
others agree with Oriental philosophy in a manner most worthy of 
wonder; so that it often seems as if they are but copies of those prime-
val ideas that arose in the Orient.”43 All philosophy can be traced back 
to the “cradle” of the human race, which Rixner identified as India.44 

Ast and Rixner would not have disputed Tiedemann, Tennemann, 
or de Gérando that the philosophy of the Orientals is not distinct 
from their religion. Indeed, in the Oriental world, poetry as well as 
philosophy are “completely engulfed in religion”; both “rejoice in one 
life under the magic of religion.”45 The primeval thoughts of man are 
but his immediate sensory impressions of the universe. He does not 
think himself separate from this universe. All his thoughts relate to 
the infinite, the idea of the divine, manifesting itself in infinite forms, 
but remaining throughout the one, unchanging Being. Primitive man 
relates spatial and temporal infinity to the nature of a higher spirit 
that manifests itself in the universe through infinite powers or “ele-
ments.” Thus, Oriental man views Creation as the self-manifestation 
of God and every transformation of the universe as a new incarna-
tion of Him. God is regarded as the basis and goal of all things, the 
source of all truth and goodness, while evil (the temporal or finite) 
is conceived as divergence from God. 
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“Unity, opposition, and unity . . . are the elements or periods of 
universal as well as particular life.”46 “Unity, opposition, and unity” is 
also Ast’s a priori schema of the history of philosophy. In the begin-
ning, philosophy is a unity, but then splits into the opposition of 
“realism” (Greco-Roman philosophy) and “idealism” (Christian phi-
losophy) only to be reunited as “ideal-realism” (modern philosophy).47 

The circle of unity, opposition, and unity holds also on the level 
of particular periods of philosophy. For instance, within the first peri-
od of history, out of Indian philosophy (or unity) emerges the realism 
of the western Asians (Chaldeans and Persians) in opposition to the 
idealism of the Tibetans.48 Chaldean-Persian realism transforms into 
Egyptian materialism, while Tibetan idealism transforms into Chi-
nese moral philosophy.49 It is the “real element” in Orientalismus that 
develops into the Chaldean worship of the stars (Sabianism), Persian 
worship of fire, and Egyptian worship of plants and animals. From 
this last development arises the “cheerful” Greco-Roman worship of 
gods and heroes. It is the ideal element in Orientalismus that develops 
into the Tibetan religion of tranquility and immersion in God (through 
a more intellectual or genuinely metaphysical view of things) and its 
later product, “Chinese rationalism.” (Rixner considered Christianity 
to be the final development of the ideal element of Orientalismus.50) 
The splitting of Orientalismus into religion, on the one hand, and natu-
ral philosophy, on the other, ultimately results in the mysticism of the 
East and the nature worship of the West. Within the Eastern sphere, 
the cycle progresses with the development of Tibetan and Japanese 
mysticism on the one side and Chinese ethics (“with all religious moti-
vations completely removed”) on the other.51 The development of the 
real element of primeval philosophy arrives at the poetic or symbolic 
forms of nature worship that are devoid of meaning.52 According to 
Rixner, the Persian worship of fire, the Chaldean veneration of the 
stars, the Egyptian worship of plants and animals, and the Scandina-
vian Edda can all be traced back to “the original poetic and religious 
view of nature” of the Indians.53 

As sources on India Ast listed Palladius’s De Gentibus Indiae et 
Brachmanibus, Sebastian Gottfried Stark’s Specimen sapientiae Indorum 
veterum (Berlin, 1693), Dow’s “Dissertation,” the Ezourvedam, Hal-
hed’s A Code of Gentoo Laws, Wilkins’s Bhaguat-Geeta, the Bagavadam, 
and works by Anquetil du Perron, P. Paulino a Sto. Bartholomaeo, 
and Friedrich Majer. Ast also cited the Asiatick Researches and a more 
recent work by Jonas Hallenberg, Die geheime Lehre der alten Orien-
taler und Juden (1805). By the time that Rixner sat down to compose 
his Handbuch (1822–3), additional sources were available, including 
essays on Indian philosophy by Henry Thomas Colebrooke, reports 
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on and preliminary translations of the Vedas, and Joseph Görres’s 
article in the Heidelberger Jahrbuch der Litteratur (Vol. IV, Book 5: 74ff.) 
arguing for the authenticity of the Oupnek’hat.54 These sources were 
used for evidence of the very high antiquity of Indian philosophy 
and of the derivative character of Egyptian, Phoenician, and Hebrew 
culture; for Ast, they confirmed that the majority of the philosophical 
ideas of the western Asian nations were passed down from older 
nations.55 Ast even supposed that the Egyptian people migrated out 
of Asia. 

According to Ast, religion in Egypt began as “astrological and 
symbolic” religion, but sank to “calendar religion” and animal wor-
ship. The materialistic outlook of the Egyptians seemed to explain 
their great architectural feats and their embalming of the bodies of 
their dead. Ast did not dispute that Egypt was the motherland of 
European arts and sciences, but he added that in a strict sense the “far 
Orient” was their ultimate origin. The transmigration and immortal-
ity of the soul and male and female (good and evil) principles were 
beliefs that the Egyptians held in common with all other Oriental 
peoples, notwithstanding that these appear to have been reshaped in 
relation to Egypt’s geographical setting.56

Ast and Rixner recounted the development of Greek philosophy 
out of Greek religion. Ast discerned that the fundamental ideas circu-
lating among almost all Greek philosophical schools were originally 
religious doctrines. He saw in the “esoteric, Orphic-mythical” religion 
of early Greece the source of both “exoteric, popular religion” and 
Greek philosophy. The esoteric doctrines persisted in the Greek mys-
teries and in the philosophical ideas and principles of Pythagoras, 
Plato, and others up until and including the neo-Platonists.57 A similar 
account is given by Rixner: From esoteric, Orphic religion emerged 
both Greek philosophy and the “exoteric, popular religion.”58 

However, in regard to its ultimate origins, Greek culture is Ori-
ental, Ast and Rixner maintained. Stated more concretely, Greek cul-
ture developed from the “real element” of Orientalismus. It is, indeed, 
“the decisive predominance of the real.” Ast even called Greek myth 
a “mere copy” of earlier Indian myth. Due to the plastic culture of 
the Greeks, their myths are shorn of almost all musical and mystical 
qualities. Indian myth turns to plasticity so as to present the Idea in 
sensory form. An Indian deity is not bound to the idea of that deity, 
which is really an “intimation of a higher, spirit-life.” In Greek myth, 
by contrast, it is as if the form of the divine is mistaken for the essence 
of the religion.59 Like Ast, Rixner regarded the plastic and aesthetic 
polytheism of the Greco-Roman world as the highest transfiguration 
(Verklärung) of the real element of Orientalism.60 
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Yet, more emphatic statements were necessary to dispel all 
doubts about the origins of Greek culture. Ast wrote, “That the Greeks 
received their culture [Bildung] from the Orient partly through Orien-
tal peoples who migrated to Hellas and partly through contact with 
the Egyptians, Phoenicians, and others is a fact.”61 Even without the 
support of historical accounts, the agreement of Greek Urideen with 
Oriental religion and philosophy leads one to conclude that these 
ideas either came from the Orient or were “formed through the Ori-
ent.” Among the oldest doctrines of ancient peoples are the ideas of 
the birth of all things out of water or from a cosmogonic egg. For 
Ast, it was clear that such ideas existed before the Greeks, who were 
awakened to “a higher, intellectual life . . . through these ideas.”62 
One could historically establish the Oriental origins of Greek culture 
and of the Greek people themselves. Ast related that there were two 
ways through which civilization reached Greece. One was through the 
north, probably via the Caucasus and Thrace. The other was through 
the south; with the emigration of Egyptians, Phoenicians, and Lyd-
ians. He cited the stories of Cecrops (the Egyptian who arrived in 
Attica around 1550 BCE), Danaus (the Egyptian who settled in Argos 
around 1500), and Cadmus (a Phoenician who arrived in Boeotia also 
around 1500). There is also the legend of Pelops’s crossing from Asia 
Minor to Greece some time before 1300 BCE.63 In a footnote, Ast 
clarified that, though these figures were mythical, there was some 
historical truth to them because the oldest names in Greek legends, 
which came to identify whole peoples, were originally names of actual 
historical persons.64 

Rixner, too, argued that the Greeks had to thank the Orientals 
for their religion and philosophy. He, too, pointed to the agreement 
between Oriental ideas and the dogmas of the oldest Greek mysteries. 
He cited the legends of Cecrops, Danaus, Cadmus, and their colonies. 
He stated for emphasis that the first two were Egyptians while the 
third was a Phoenician—“hence, all together Orientals.”65 “Oriental 
light” penetrated northern Greece even before the Egyptians and 
Phoenicians.66 Thus, one must distinguish two cultures in Greece: an 
earlier culture—“perhaps originating directly from India”—of frank 
mysticism, which endures in Doric culture, and the later, Ionian culture 
with tendencies toward external imagery and sensory development.67 

The beginnings of Greek thought were Pelasgian, Oriental, and 
mystical, but, through the Phoenicians and Egyptians, it changed into 
realism, i.e., polytheistic popular religion. In a development that has 
an Egyptian parallel, the Hellenes over time lost the original simplic-
ity of the knowledge and worship of God, descending into realistic 
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polytheism.68 The “Hellenic tendency” further developed into Ionic 
philosophy, while the old, Pelasgian “simplicity” and “inwardness” 
developed into Doric (or Italic) philosophy. In Doric southern Italy, the 
first idealist philosopher among the Greeks, Pythagoras, was born.69 

The figure of a circle helped Ast to conceptualize the history of 
Greek philosophy. The first epoch of Greek philosophy as the unity 
of philosophy and religion is succeeded by the epoch of the separa-
tion of real and ideal elements. “Actual philosophy,” or philosophy 
separated from religion, emerges with the realist natural philoso-
phy of the Ionians (Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes, Diogenes of 
Apollonia, Heraclitus, Anaxagoras, and Archelaus). The philosophy 
of Anaxagoras (born around 500 BCE in Clazomenae), which Ast 
regarded as “neither realism nor idealism” but something “floating 
between both,” completes this second epoch of Greek philosophy.70 
In Anaxagoras’s philosophy Ast recognized the dissolution of earlier 
autonomous realism and the transition to Greek idealism. 

For Ast, this in-between stage of realism’s transition to idealism 
is the story of Spirit’s ascension from the study of nature to the study 
of the self. While the realist understands objective being in physical 
terms, the idealist understands it in terms of how he represents it to 
himself. The idealism of the Italic philosophers (Pythagoras, Alcman, 
Hippasus, Archytas, Philolaus, Eudoxus, Xenophanes of Colophon, 
Parmenides, Zeno, and Melissus of Samos) occupies the third epoch 
of Greek philosophy.71 Ast saw in Zeno’s system Italic philosophy’s 
devolution into dialectics and sophistical disputation and further into 
a frank sophism through the work of Gorgias.72 In the dualistic sys-
tem of Empedocles (flourished in Agrigentum around 460 BCE), Ast 
recognized a stage of Pythagorean philosophy that came closer to 
realism.73 The trend progresses through the atomism of Leucippus and 
Democritus, at which point the spirit of Pythagoreanism “complete[s] 
its life cycle.”74 That moment is not simply a reversion to realism, but 
is Spirit’s reconciling of the ideal with the real.

The opposed elements of Ionic and Italic philosophies are har-
moniously united, constituting Attic philosophy, in the fourth epoch 
of Greek philosophy.75 Whereas Ionic philosophy rests on sensory per-
ception and Italic philosophy (e.g., Pythagoreanism) on reason, Attic 
philosophy rests on the union of Ionic and Italic ideas. While Ionic 
philosophy is physical and Italic philosophy contemplative, Attic phi-
losophy is speculative and ethical. From knowing the nature of things 
and the self, the Attic philosopher comes to know their essence, includ-
ing the divine essence. Having come into this knowledge, he resolves 
to live according to its truth.76 Attic philosophy unites experience with 
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conceptual knowledge, theoretical perspectives with the observation 
of nature. Previous conceptual oppositions are resolved in Attic phi-
losophy in accordance with rational principles.77 The development of 
Atticism can be conceptualized as a cycle with three stages or mani-
festations: (1) dialectics, or sophism; (2) the philosophies of Socrates 
and Plato (“the apogee of Greek philosophy,” “the pinnacle of not 
just Attic, but of all Hellenic wisdom”); and (3) the philosophy of 
Aristotle.78 The Greek period of philosophy concludes with Epicurus 
(341–271 BCE), whose philosophy is “a harbinger and prelude to the 
decay of classical antiquity, on whose ruins a new era of mankind, 
namely, the Oriental-Christian one was to blossom.”79 (See Figure 2.)

The closing of the second period of philosophy is, of course, the 
opening of the third. The spirit of the Christian Middle Ages is that 
of idealism. As in the case of Greek philosophy, medieval philoso-
phy unfolds into an opposition between real and ideal elements, viz., 
mysticism and dialectics. Both are harmoniously united in the earliest 
Christian philosophies—for example, the philosophy of the mystical-
Aristotelian Augustine. Christianity is the object and goal of the medi-
eval philosophers. Dialectics and mysticism are not distinct epochs in, 
but simultaneous elements of, medieval philosophy. Dialectics is the 
outer (objective) element; mysticism the inner (subjective) one.80 

The opposition (and harmony) between dialectics and mysti-
cism, between “freedom and constraint,” exists not just in the phi-
losophy, but in the total life of the Middle Ages. On the one hand, 
there is the high ideality and profound mysticism of the Orient, and, 

Figure 2. Diagram of the epochs of Greek philosophy in Thaddä Anselm 
Rixner’s Handbuch der Geschichte der Philosophie (1822–3).
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on the other, there is the sensible and free European life as seen in 
Greek philosophy, especially Aristotle’s dialectics, and in “the heroic, 
northern spirit of chivalry.”81 Ast identified the source of medieval 
philosophy as Church neo-Platonism, a combination of Platonic and 
Aristotelian doctrines and Christian religious ideas. If this Christian-
ized Platonism is the mystical element of the “theological philosophy 
or philosophical theology” of the Middle Ages, then Aristotelianism 
is the logical and dialectical element.82 Not since the Oriental period 
was philosophy so inextricably linked to religion.83 

Concrete historical circumstances attend philosophy’s transition 
from medieval to modern. They are the decline of Scholasticism and 
mysticism, the rise of free cities and the third estate, the development 
of vernaculars for literary and scientific discourse, the rediscovery of 
classical authors, and the curtailment of ecclesiastical control over 
education. For Ast and Rixner, these historical contingencies did not 
diminish the lawfulness and necessity of philosophy’s development. 
In accordance with the laws of development, oppositions arise in 
time as Spirit develops from unconditioned unity to plurality. Every 
opposition, however, already strives toward unity or harmony—this, 
too, is in accord with the lawful development of Spirit. Realism and 
idealism, the two moments of philosophical history, flow out of the 
primeval philosophy only to regain their unity in a “higher” stage.84 
The modern period is the moment of philosophy’s return to unity. 
Ast and Rixner divided modern philosophy into three epochs (real, 
ideal, and ideal-real). 

In the first epoch arise the systems of Bacon, Descartes, Spi-
noza, the British empiricists, and the French materialists. In the sec-
ond epoch, the systems of Leibniz, Berkeley, Kant, and Fichte. In the 
third, the systems of Schelling and his disciples. In the first epoch, the 
two opposing tendencies are Baconian (observation of nature, “real-
ism of the understanding”) and Cartesian (speculation, “realism of 
reason”).85 One sees in Descartes’ system defects that are general to 
modern reflective philosophy—above all, the unresolved dualism of 
being and thought.86 In England, the “empiricism” of Bacon, Hobbes 
(an empiricist?), and others becomes so well established that it repels 
Cartesianism and Spinozism. In that country, an empirical material-
ism forms in opposition to the speculative rationalism of Spinoza, but 
passes into a merely practical point of view before it finally destroys 
itself in the skepticism of Locke, Shaftesbury, and Hume.87 

In England and France, empiricism sinks to materialism and 
“naturalism,” but in Germany the Spirit rises up to oppose realism 
and empiricism. The second epoch of modern philosophy is inaugu-
rated by Leibniz, who is named by Rixner as the “father of modern 
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idealism” and the founder of (modern) German philosophy. In this 
epoch comes a wave of battles between the “common human under-
standing” and speculation.88 John Locke is the champion of the claims 
of common human understanding and experience, while Berkeley and 
Leibniz, who oppose Descartes, Locke, and Spinoza, are champions 
of the ideas of speculative reason. 

The systems of Kant and Fichte close the second epoch of 
modern philosophy and prepare the ground for the next. Kant’s phi-
losophy is the starting point of a new epoch of idealism. His philoso-
phy is more a potential system than a perfected one as it does not 
have its own particular character, being neither purely dogmatic nor 
purely idealist; neither purely empirical nor purely speculative. Ast’s 
comments are reminiscent of de Gérando’s; the latter philosopher 
remarked that Kant’s philosophy seemed to oscillate between oppos-
ing elements of philosophy.89 Ast’s schema took him even further: He 
conceptualized the transcendental-idealist stage as consisting of three 
substages (Kant, Jacobi, and Fichte) analogous to the three-stage cycle 
of modern-idealist philosophy (Leibnizian, Berkeleyan, and Kantian 
idealisms).90 One should try to imagine three circles within a circle 
and circles mirroring circles. (See Figure 3.)

Rixner offered an account of Kant’s contribution that diverged 
somewhat from Ast’s account: Kant marks the beginning of the most 
recent reform and even perfection of philosophy. Kant’s philosophy is 
a “universal Protestantism” against all previous philosophical preten-
sions and transgressions. Kant was critical, but he was not construc-
tive, revealing a mind more negating than affirming. His philosophy 
is a negative system in the sense that it dwells merely on formal-
logical and abstract categories without constructing a positive system 
of knowledge. It breaks down the untenable and one-sided dogmat-
ics of earlier philosophy, but does not offer a new or better system. 
Kant’s system is not an edifice of positive doctrine, but a “general, 
negative Protestantism,” which was still epoch-making as it success-
fully disrupted the shallow proofs of dogmatic systems and induced 
the rebirth and perfection of philosophy.91 

The philosophy of Schelling marks the beginning of the third 
epoch of modern philosophy. This philosopher transformed the sub-
jectivism of transcendental idealism, whose “highest blossom” was 
the Fichtean system, into the philosophy of absolute reason. Schelling 
accomplished this by joining idealism to Spinoza’s rational realism, a 
path pointed to already by Lessing, Herder, Friedrich Schlegel, and 
Wilhelm Traugott Krug.92 Transcendental idealism tried in vain to 
unite the realms of being and thought by attempting to bind subject 
and object in the forms of consciousness (Kant) or subjectively in 
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feeling (Jacobi) or in the free ego (Fichte). Proceeding from the tran-
scendental philosophy, Schelling led the subject back to its original, 
unconditioned identity on the model of Spinoza’s system. He decided 
that there was no “real” in itself, but only a real determined through 
ideality.93 For Rixner, Schelling’s system is the completion of philoso-
phy as a self-apprehending, absolute science that unifies previously 
separate forms (idealism and realism) through the identification of 
being and thought.94 

In the 1822–3 edition of Rixner’s Handbuch, Schelling’s Identitäts-
system is presented as the final and consummate system of philosophy, 
the capstone to the history of philosophy. In Ast’s Grundriss of 1825, 
however, the Identitätssystem is presented merely as the most recent 
system with its own shortcomings. Ast’s account of Schelling’s phi-
losophy includes this critique: Modeled after Spinoza’s system and 
incorporating the ideas of Plato, Schelling’s idealism proceeds from 
the infinite and absolute—unlike transcendental idealism, which 
negates the infinite and proceeds from finite subjectivity. The unity 
achieved by Schelling is but a negative principle.95 What had been 
the problem of previous systems of idealism remained the problem 
of Schelling’s system. Like previous idealisms, it grounds the eternal 
unity of all life in realism and conceives this unity as the indifference 
of the subjective and objective realms. This kind of unity is not a pure 
and absolute principle in itself, but a negative one, being conditioned 
by the sublation (Aufhebung) of oppositions. However, oppositions 
are supposed to arise insofar as opposition is a condition of life, but 
the Identitätssystem denies life along with the oppositions that consti-
tute it. This system abstracts from reality as much as transcendental 
idealism and is thus merely formal in the sense that abstract reason 
conceives things as real, but in terms of the unconditioned, formal 
law of unity (or identity). Moreover, the Identitätssystem is one-sided, 
being predominantly speculative and theoretical. Its speculation is still 
abstraction from the real life of things. It equates the universe with 
the Absolute and, further still, with the divine. Schelling’s system falls 
into pantheism no less than Spinozism.96 Being merely rational specu-
lation, Schelling’s system does not account for living things and leaves 
unresolved the real opposition between the finitude of individual-
ity and the infinity of the divine. The project of philosophy remains 
incomplete. The history of philosophy, true to its concept, is a cycle. 

This chapter has shown that Ast’s and Rixner’s histories of phi-
losophy combine an a priori schema with an Asian (specifically, Indi-
an) point of origin (Figure 3). The next chapter will show that Hegel 
employed a similar a priori schema, but combined it with a Greek 
point of origin. Schemata, as we shall see, can simply be modified. 
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6

Absolute Idealism Reverts 
to the Kantian Position

Hegel’s Exclusion of Africa and Asia

History, especially the history of philosophy, is the history of the 
Spirit, the Spirit of the world, as it apprehends itself. It is not the 
subjective, but the universal Spirit. 

—Hegel (1819)1

What this history presents to us is the succession of noble minds, 
the gallery of heroes of thinking reason, who are through the 
power of this reason immersed in the essence of things, nature, 
and mind, in the nature of God; and who have acquired for us 
the highest treasure, the treasure of the knowledge of reason. 

—Hegel (1820)2

For us, real philosophy begins in Greece. 

—Hegel (1829/30)3

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, some German Orien-
talists saw in their translation projects the opportunity to expand the 
literary canon.4 For some of them, the writing of history of philoso-
phy presented an opportunity to expand the philosophical canon. 
Writing the history of philosophy presented Tennemann and Hegel 
with opportunities as well, but to a contrary end. They (re)wrote 
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the history of philosophy so as to shift their audience’s orientation 
away from Asia (to sever Germans completely from their Asian roots 
was not possible) and confer on them the sense of an exclusively 
Greek and Roman heritage. Hegel’s affinities are well known. In 
the winter semester of 1825/26, he said to his students, “When we 
speak of Greece, every educated man, especially we Germans feel 
at home.”5 This statement was more prescriptive than descriptive 
since, in Hegel’s time, Germans’ ideas of their roots were divergent 
and competing. 

Where does Hegel, the historian of philosophy, fit within the 
schools of history of philosophy? In fundamental respects, Hegel is 
of the same school with Ast and Rixner as all three imposed simi-
lar a priori schemata—identical in many details—onto the historical 
data of philosophy. That Hegel agreed more with the disciples of 
Schelling than with the Kantians is not surprising, but it is definitely 
surprising that, on the question of Oriental philosophy, Hegel sided 
with Tennemann. In his lectures on the history of philosophy at the 
University of Berlin, Hegel presented the Kantian position as his own: 
Philosophy did not occur in Asia, where political freedom is absent. 
Philosophy arose only with the historical dawning of self-conscious-
ness. Philosophy first arose in Greece.

The previous chapters give the historical background against 
which Hegel’s statements on Oriental philosophy can be analyzed. 
We shall see that his statements track very closely to Tennemann’s. 
Indeed, just like Tennemann, Hegel was eventually compelled to give 
an extended account of Oriental philosophy (whereas in his earlier 
history of philosophy courses he dispensed with the Orient swiftly). 
It should be noted that he gave this account even while he explicitly 
denied the Orientals a place in the history of philosophy: “The first is 
Oriental philosophy, but it does not enter into the body of the whole 
presentation; it is only something preliminary, of which we speak in 
order to account for why we do not occupy ourselves with it further 
and what relation it has to thought, to true philosophy.”6 In Chapter 
4, I argued that the exclusion of Egypt and Asia from the history of 
philosophy was justified with anthropological arguments taken from 
Christoph Meiners. I argued that these justifications are racist in an 
unambiguously modern sense and that they are consistent with the 
view that philosophy was developed by Whites through the intel-
lectual capacities innate to their race. This chapter will show that  
Hegel used these same justifications for excluding Egypt and Asia 
from the history of philosophy. This fact alone compels a probe of 



115Absolute Idealism Reverts to the Kantian Position

Hegel’s thought for racism. How did Hegel comprehend human 
diversity? Did he have any concrete views of race? If so, what were 
they? 

These questions deserve scholarly attention, but few historians 
and even fewer philosophers have given them their due. The four 
exceptions are Darrel Moellendorf, Karlheinz Barck, Robert Bernasco-
ni, and Michael H. Hoffheimer; they have pursued the question of 
racism in Hegel’s thought. In “Racism and Rationality in Hegel’s Phi-
losophy of Subjective Spirit” (1992), Moellendorf argues that the noto-
rious Eurocentrism of Hegel’s philosophy of history, with its negative 
portrayal and judgment of native Americans and Africans, seems to 
have a basis in Hegel’s race theory as laid bare in his Philosophy of 
Subjective Spirit.7 Moellendorf argues further that the Philosophy of 
Subjective Spirit provides a tacit justification for the enslavement of 
Africans.8 Even more intriguing is his conclusion that Hegel’s rac-
ism does not necessarily follow from his philosophical account of 
Spirit and that the source of his racism must be sought elsewhere.9 
Whereas Moellendorf locates this source in “the general ideology of 
the nineteenth century,” I locate it in the racial anthropology of the 
late eighteenth century.10 

In a 1998 essay, Bernasconi investigates Hegel’s use of published 
travel accounts and his representations of Africans in his lectures on 
the philosophy of history.11 He found that Hegel distorted the infor-
mation in these sources “with systematic intent” so as to portray 
African peoples as “barbaric, cannibalistic, preoccupied with fetishes, 
without history,” without culture, and “without any consciousness 
of freedom.”12 Hegel seems to excuse the enslavement of Africans 
by Europeans with the claim that it is a state better than the one in 
which Africans enslaved by Africans find themselves. One can also 
infer from his Philosophy of History and Philosophy of Right that Hegel 
regarded European colonization of Africa as civilizing, legitimate, 
and beneficial to the Africans.13 From another of Bernasconi’s articles, 
“With What Must the Philosophy of World History Begin? On the 
Racial Basis of Hegel’s Eurocentrism” (2000), one learns that Hegel 
excluded Africa and Siberia from history, relegated China and India 
to “pre-history,” was ambivalent about Egypt, and oddly designated 
Persia as the beginning of real history. He differentiated Europeans 
into nations, but did not think it necessary to do so in the case of 
Africans and Asians.14 These and other particulars of Hegel’s account 
of world history suggested to Bernasconi that that account was orga-
nized along the lines of a racial taxonomy. 
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More recently, Michael H. Hoffheimer has argued that a racial 
hierarchy structures not only Hegel’s philosophy of history, but also 
his philosophy of religion.15 Hegel’s explanation for the demise of 
the native American population under European colonialism, which 
centers itself on racial characteristics, “can be read as ambivalent ratio-
nalizations for European colonial genocide.”16 This is the thesis that 
Karlheinz Barck advanced two decades ago in his article “Amerika 
in Hegels Geschichtsphilosophie.”17 Hoffheimer states that Hegel’s 
attitude toward contemporary slavery was “studiedly ambiguous.”18 
Hegel’s account of African humanity, which involves a race-based 
explanation for the supposed tendency of Africans to fall into slavery, 
could be and were read as justifications for slavery. Long passages 
of Hegel’s descriptions of Africans were read aloud in debate by  
L. Q. C. Lamar in 1860, a Mississippi congressman who defended 
slavery in the House of Representatives.19

The present chapter extends the investigation of racism in 
Hegel’s thought to his lectures on the history of philosophy. This will 
reveal that in composing these lectures Hegel used Meiners’s and 
Tennemann’s strategies and arguments for excluding Africa and Asia 
from the history of philosophy. We know from Johannes Hoffmeis-
ter that Hegel was a reader of Meiners’s publications since the time 
he was a Gymnasium student.20 “As a young man Hegel had already 
shown an interest in those authors who were among the first to deny 
that the Greek philosophers had learned extensively from the Egyp-
tians and the Persians.”21 Among those authors was Meiners. Hegel’s 
review of previous works of history of philosophy shows that he knew 
Tennemann’s work. However, the greater evidence of a racial struc-
ture to Hegel’s history of philosophy is found in the manuscripts and 
students’ transcriptions of his lectures.

Hegel lectured on logic, metaphysics, and the history of phi-
losophy more regularly than on other subjects. Nine times between 
1805 and 1831 he held a lecture course on the history of philosophy 
(1805/6, 1816/17, 1817/18, 1819, 1820/21, 1823/24, 1825/26, 1827/28, 
and 1829/30). During his tenure at Berlin (1819–31), he lectured every 
second year on the subject. He began a lecture course on the his-
tory of philosophy in November of 1831, but succumbed to cholera 
before finishing his introductory remarks.22 Manuscripts and student 
transcriptions of his lectures at Berlin indicate that he was becoming 
increasingly engaged with Asian thought.23 In the first of these Berlin 
courses (1819), a few paragraphs in the Introduction are the sum total 
of his remarks on “Oriental philosophy.” By the winter semester of 
1825/26, Hegel had added a much longer section on Asian thought, 
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which was placed between the Introduction and Part One of his his-
tory of philosophy. This is significant because what was, in 1819, a 
brief excursus on Oriental philosophy became, in 1825/26, a longer 
section on the same, though still separate from the actual history of 
philosophy.24 In an important dissertation on Orientalism, Classicism, 
and the Birth of Western Civilization in Hegel’s Berlin Lecture Courses of 
the 1820’s, Stuart Jay Harten suggests that major changes made in the 
mid-1820s to Hegel’s account of Indian civilization were induced by 
religious controversies.25 

The placement of Oriental philosophy toward the end of the 
Introduction in Hegel’s history of philosophy lectures perfectly 
replicates the placement of the same in Tennemann’s Grundriss der 
Geschichte der Philosophie (Figure 4).26 In the latter work, a “short over-
view of the religious and philosophical perspectives of the Oriental 
peoples” occupies the last section of the Introduction (see Figure 5). In 
both Tennemann’s and Hegel’s histories of philosophy, the Introduc-
tion concludes before Part One of the history of philosophy begins. 
The effect of this is that the Orient is literally not part of the history 
of philosophy. 

Early in his Introduction, Hegel addresses “the most common 
objection to the study of philosophy”: that there is not one philosophy, 
but many and that it is not possible to decide which is the true philoso-
phy because of the multiplicity of systems and criteria of truth. Hegel 
said of this “supposed non-partisan sobriety” that it was “completely 
unsound.”27 While acknowledging that there have been many different 
philosophical systems in history, he reaffirmed that truth is singular. 
For him, this was an “insuperable feeling or belief” and “instinct of 
reason.”28 If only one philosophy can be true, must all the rest be 
errors? Does the history of philosophy present a litany of the mis-
steps of reason? As in the case of Reinhold, Carus, and Rixner, Hegel’s 
exasperation at historians who presented not the history of philosophy, 
but “a gallery of opinions,” is palpable. There is nothing more useless 
and tedious than a succession of mere opinions, for “[a]n opinion is a 
subjective representation, an arbitrary thought, a figment.” By virtue 
of the concept of philosophy, “there are no philosophical opinions.” 
Philosophy is, by Hegel’s definition, the “objective science of truth, 
science of its necessity, of apprehending knowledge—not opining or 
the spinning out of opinions.”29 It is not a succession of opinions or 
errors, but a “succession of rational events” and should be presented 
as such.30 “The succession of the systems of philosophy in history is 
the very same as the succession of the logical determinations in the 
development of the Idea.”31 If one were to abstract the fundamen-



Figure 4. Title page of Wilhelm Tennemann’s Grundriss der Geschichte 
der Philosophie (1820).



Figure 5. First page of the table of contents of Tennemann’s  Grundriss 
der Geschichte der Philosophie (1820).
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tal concept of the systems of philosophy appearing in history; if one 
were to strip it of the empirical shells, he would get the stages of the 
development of philosophy according to logical necessity.32 Hegel was 
more explicit in 1829/30: “The course of the science of logic and of the 
history of philosophy must be, in and for itself, the same. . . . In the 
major moments, in the junctions, the progress of logic and of history 
must be one. Thus, the progress of logic is a voucher for the progress 
of the history of philosophy and vice versa.”33 

In conceptualizing both history and philosophy, Hegel resorted 
to the figure of the circle and so had something else in common 
with the Schellingians. Ast had described the history of philosophy as 
“a gradually opening and closing, eternally emerging, self-revealing 
circle.”34 Hegel schematized the history of philosophy with circles:  
“[A] development is always a movement through many developments. 
The whole of philosophical development is a series of developments 
turning back within themselves.”35 In a circle, each development is to 
be viewed as both an end and a new beginning (“the last stage . . . is 
the first stage of another”).36 Hegel could as well have been describing 
Ast’s schema of the history of philosophy (see Figure 3). Circles also 
structure the branches as well as the whole of Hegel’s philosophical 
system. Paragraph 15 in the Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissen-
schaften im Grundrisse (1830) states: 

Each of the parts of philosophy is a philosophical whole, 
a circle that closes upon itself; but in each of them the 
philosophical Idea is in a particular determinacy or ele-
ment. Every single circle also breaks through the restriction 
of its elements as well, precisely because it is inwardly 
[the] totality, and it grounds a further sphere. The whole 
presents itself therefore as a circle of circles, each of which 
is a necessary moment, so that the system of its peculiar 
elements constitutes the whole Idea—which equally appears 
in each single one of them.37

In his handbook of the history of philosophy, Rixner refers to the 
“two elements” of philosophy—the ideal and the real (Rixner: “soul” 
and “body”). In a similar sense, Hegel spoke of philosophy’s inner 
nature and outer “expression” or “appearance.”38 Also like Rixner 
and Ast, Hegel described the history of philosophy as a succession 
of appearances (Ast: “incarnations” or “rays”; Rixner: “copies”) that 
presents, however, “one idea in its totality and all its parts,” “one 
vitality.”39 All three Absolute Idealists referred to “unity” and “opposi-
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tion” as the two ruling principles (the two “elements,” “periods,” or 
“components”) of the development of philosophy.40 But Hegel was 
alone in determining that the “two parts” (zwei Teile) are what under-
lie Greek and Germanic philosophies respectively.41 

It is more or less obvious what the referent of “Greek philoso-
phy” is, but what is Hegel’s idiosyncratic term “Germanic philoso-
phy” a reference to? Hegel’s other name for “Germanic philosophy” is 
“modern European philosophy,” referring to the philosophies whose 
authors are members of the Germanic nations in the modern period.42 
Who are the Germanic peoples? For an answer, I turn to the 1819–20 
edition of the Allgemeine deutsche Real-Encyclopädie für die gebildeten 
Stände (in the twentieth century, renamed Der Grosse Brockhaus and 
then Brockhaus Enzyklopädie). According to the article “Germanien und 
Germanen” in the Real-Encyclopädie, the Germans are the people who 
inhabit the lands bounded by the Rhine, Danube, Vistula, and the 
northern seas, but also Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Livonia, 
and Prussia. The physical appearance, customs, and language of the 
inhabitants of this part of Europe indicate a common origin.43 The 
referent of germanische Völker in Hegel’s lectures is not the same as that 
of the Real-Encyclopädie’s Germanen. According to Hegel, the Germanic 
peoples are the Allemanni, Suebi, and Franks who, starting in the 
sixth century, settled in the lands of Spain, Portugal, and France; the 
Angles, Saxons, and Normans who settled in Britain; the Ostrogoths 
and Langobards of Italy (“whose origin is the Scandinavian coasts”) 
and the Franks who later subjugated them; the Goths who migrated 
out of Scandinavia to both eastern and western Roman empires; the 
Normans who came to occupy Lower Italy; and, finally, the “pure” 
and “free,” i.e., unmixed Germanic peoples (“Allemanni, Thuringians, 
Bavarii, Saxons, etc.”).44 Hegel separated the “Slavic nations” (among 
which he listed Hungarians, Magyars, Russians, Albanians, Alanians, 
and Bulgarians) as other; as not coming into the domain of history 
(“This Slavic section does not come into the domain of history just 
as the Eastern does not, which is turned so inwardly into itself even 
in the most modern times.”45) What is the basis of Hegel’s distinc-
tion between Slavic and Germanic peoples? Whatever be the basis, 
it should go to explain the identity between Spaniards and Britons, 
Frenchmen and Germans, and Italians and Scandinavians. 

One thing is already clear. The basis of Slavic difference is not 
language. In Hegel’s lectures, the difference between Slavic and Ger-
manic languages does not come up at all. What does come up, how-
ever, is that the Slavic peoples are “Asiatic.”46 The Slavic peoples of the 
northeast of Europe (“mainly Russia and Poland”) inhabit “northern 
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plains of an idiosyncratic kind” that have a “connection to Asia.” 
“They first entered lately into the succession of historical states and 
constantly maintained the connection to Asia.”47 

Already, Hegel’s ethnological conceptions are strongly reminis-
cent of Meiners’s. This is because, for one thing, Hegel shares with 
Meiners an account of world history in which the racial unity among 
Germans, Spaniards, Frenchmen, Italians, Britons, and Scandinavians is 
assumed. Whereas the description of Germans in the Real-Encyclopädie 
implies an ethnic identity distinct from that of the French, Spanish, 
Anglo-Saxon, or Dutch people, Hegel’s term germanische Völker unites 
all the peoples of Western Europe not so much on the basis of shared 
cultural traits as on shared racial descent.48 Meiners had given to West-
ern Europeans the racial name “Celtic” (the name “Germanic” he used 
secondarily) partly to separate out Slavic peoples. Meiners held that 
“the Slavic and Near-Eastern peoples agree[d] with each other more 
than with the Germanic and other Celtic nations.”49 Or as Kant used 
to say in lecture, “Slavonic is still Asiatic.”50 I submit that “Germanic” 
is Hegel’s racial name for Western Europeans. 

Moellendorf, Bernasconi, and Hoffheimer have argued that 
concrete conceptions of race inform Hegel’s philosophy of history. 
The remainder of this chapter will show that concrete conceptions 
of race inform Hegel’s history of philosophy as well. I begin, how-
ever, by situating Hegel’s writing of the history of philosophy in 
relation to contemporaneous trends in historiography. I will compare 
Hegel’s historiography to Ast’s and Rixner’s on the one hand and 
to Tennemann’s on the other. My comparisons will reveal that, as 
a historian of philosophy, Hegel stands much closer to Tennemann 
than his disparagement of the latter’s work may lead one to believe.51

Ast and Rixner used the terms “realism” and “idealism” to name 
the two basic types of philosophical systems that they saw in history. 
In their accounts, philosophy’s separating and uniting occur over the 
great cycle of human history, but separating and uniting occur also at 
the level of specific epochs of philosophy. The modern era is the time 
of philosophy’s return to unity, epitomized by the “ideal-realism” of 
Schelling. Hegel’s thought on this does not differ essentially from 
Ast’s and Rixner’s, for he claimed that the goal of modern philosophy 
was “to reconcile this opposition, to apprehend the reconciliation in 
its highest extreme, to grasp the most abstract, greatest splitting of 
being and thought.”52 Like Ast and Rixner, Hegel resorted to organic 
metaphors. He described both philosophy and its history, considered 
separately or together, as “an organic system, a totality that contains 
in itself a wealth of stages and moments.”53 He used the analogy of 
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seed and tree (it comes up in his other courses as well) to describe 
the movement of philosophy: The seed contains in itself an entire tree. 
Nothing arises from the seed that is not already in it. This seed is as 
simple as a point when viewed under a microscope. Yet, this simple 
point is pregnant with all the qualities of the tree.54 Philosophy stands 
in a relation of identity to its own development just as the seed does 
to the tree. The seed and the tree are two and yet one. Similarly, phi-
losophy and history are two and yet one. Like the seed, philosophy 
develops without a change to its essential nature.55 

Like Ast and Rixner, Hegel saw a necessary correlation between 
philosophical history and general history.56 A form or stage of the 
Idea arises in the consciousness of a particular nation at a particular 
time. Conversely, a particular nation expresses a particular form of the 
Idea, which is also the shape of its worldview. Then—it may be centu-
ries later—a higher stage of the Idea is expressed through a different 
nation.57 A determinate form of philosophy corresponds to a determi-
nate people with a particular social order and form of government, 
morality, communal life, capacities, customs, arts, sciences, religion, 
and so forth. A determinate stage of the Idea can also correspond to 
a time not of growth but of decline. The rise of a new state upon the 
ruins of a previous one is but the birth and development of a higher 
principle. What one nation does not achieve the next one may. The 
World-Spirit has not only time enough; it has “whole generations,” 
“nations enough to expend.”58 Every philosophy belongs to its era 
just as every individual is a son of his era and people.59 Paradoxically, 
however, philosophy is said to have arisen with the Greek stage of 
religious, scientific, artistic, and political development.60 

In the Ideen zur Geschichte der Philosophie, Carus states, “[T]he 
first philosopher had to have been a citizen. . . . A sphere of political 
freedom is presumed.”61 In the Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie, 
Tennemann explains the absence of philosophy in Asia from the side 
of political and social anthropology: Political conditions in Asia, i.e., 
despotism and the caste system, prevented the free development of 
the mind.62 Hegel said in his lectures that philosophy first arose when 
civic freedom first blossomed.63 What was specifically missing before 
that historical moment was “that stage of self-consciousness where 
man knows absolutely that he is free.”64 Hegel made reference to the 
Hindus and the Egyptians. In their world, the individual does not 
determine who he is. Rather, he is determined by his birth. Some 
have compared European hereditary nobility to Indian caste, but the 
comparison must be rejected, for birth is so decisive in the Orient that 
personal freedom has no role. Faced with the Oriental God or mon-
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arch as the representation of the “universal, absolute Substance,” the 
individual can only be conceived as devoid of personal freedom.65 The 
animal worship of the Indians and Egyptians and the moral precepts 
of all Orientals were cited as further evidence of the worthlessness 
of the individual.66

Such anthropological views were the full extent of Hegel’s effort, 
in the lectures of 1819, 1820/21, and 1823/24, to justify the exclusion 
of Egypt and Asia from the history of philosophy. By 1825/26, how-
ever, Hegel’s treatment of Oriental thought had changed significantly. 
For the first time, Hegel presented an analysis of Indian and Chinese 
thought. He still excluded Jewish and Muslim thought. The reason 
that he gave was simply that the Jews and Muslims had adopted the 
philosophies of the Alexandrians, Persians, Indians, and other Orien-
tals.67 Hegel still barred the Egyptians from the history of philosophy 
as he had done in 1819.68 He had had terse words for Chinese thought, 
but, in 1825/26, he gave it, along with Hindu thought, a relatively 
intricate treatment (though still confined to the Introduction). Hegel 
even addressed some basic points of Persian thought, although he did 
so in the section dealing with India. But what is most significant about 
the 1825/26 lectures is the addition of an anthropological excursus on 
“the Oriental character”69: 

In the Orient, the subject, the individual, “I for myself” is not a 
person, but a negative determination relative to the objective sphere, 
the supersensible or hypersensible “Substance.”70 When the individual 
has a negative status in relation to Substance as true Being, the highest 
he can aspire to is “eternal beatitude” as a state of immersion in the 
Substance, as a lapse of consciousness and difference between him 
and Substance—in a word, annihilation. In the aspiration to beatitude, 
individuality is a negative condition. It is an injustice, a finitude. The 
individual as a nonsubstantial is an accident, worthless and devoid 
of rights. The individual will is likewise nonsubstantial and arbitrary, 
determined by nature (or by birth as in the caste system). The absence 
of self-consciousness is the “fundamental condition of the Oriental 
character.”71 

Hegel did not deny noble and sublime aspects of Oriental sub-
jectivity as one can find in Hindu texts, but he argued that the noble-
mindedness of the Oriental, his sense of independence was actually an 
effect of his arbitrariness—the arbitrariness of the Oriental character.72 
The noble-mindedness that accompanies rights and morality, respect-
ed by all and valid for all, is something other. The noble-mindedness 
of the Oriental is merely an accident of his particular character and not 



125Absolute Idealism Reverts to the Kantian Position

morality or law. It happens to be, however, the cause of the “consum-
mate independence” of Oriental subjectivity, which lacks permanence 
and determinateness.73 Objectivity or lawfulness does not pertain here. 
Whereas in the West we find justice and morality, in the East we find 
only the natural order—“no conscience, no ethics.” In the natural 
order, however, the highest noble-mindedness is of the same level as 
“blind arbitrariness.”74 

In the 1825/26 introductory remarks, Hegel divulges that he 
has been studying Oriental thought. He mentions the enduring fame 
of Indian learning. But concrete findings of more recent times, he 
says rather vaguely, confirm the “general character” (that is, Hegel’s 
general characterization) of Oriental man. This information was to 
be taken as confirmation that “actual philosophy” first arose in the 
Occident, where subjectivity is substantial and not debased; where the 
Absolute is grasped objectively; where the individual is no longer a 
slave or, in other ways, a dependent doomed to annihilation.75

Ast and Rixner as well as Tennemann had observed that Oriental 
philosophy was indistinguishable from Oriental religion. While Ast 
and Rixner did not use the nondistinction of Oriental philosophy from 
Oriental religion as a reason to exclude the Orient from the history 
of philosophy, Tennemann used it as such a reason. My question is, 
is this a philosophical reason? Is this not a technical or trivial reason? 

If there is more to Tennemann’s reason, it may be this: Oriental 
philosophy falls in the domain of the Orientalists or ethnologists; the 
history of philosophy does not. Only philosophers are in a position to 
write the history of philosophy. For Ast and Rixner, who traced Greek 
philosophy back to Oriental and religious roots, the nondistinction 
between philosophical and religious thought could never be a reason 
to exclude the Orient, especially since in their view the earliest epoch 
of Greek philosophy was one in which philosophy and religion were 
not distinguishable.76 In Hegel’s history of philosophy, philosophy’s 
autonomy from religion is made into a key distinction that sets apart 
the European from the Oriental. Roman, Greek, or Christian philos-
ophy is distinguishable from Roman, Greek, or Christian religion; 
Oriental philosophemes (Tennemann) are not distinguishable from 
Oriental religious representations. When Hegel argued that Oriental 
philosophy was actually the religious representations of the Orientals 
and that there was no philosophy in the East (distinct from religion), 
he was using Tennemann’s justification for excluding the Orient from 
the history of philosophy.77 Hegel’s use of the distinction between 
philosophy and religion to more narrowly delimit  philosophy landed 
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him in perplexity after 1827, when he acknowledged the existence of 
Indian philosophy autonomous from Indian religion.78 “This distinc-
tion was always going to be especially difficult to sustain when it 
came to a discussion of the beginnings of philosophy, because the 
concept of philosophy itself, like conceptuality itself, was a product 
of the history of philosophy.”79 

The East is not the West because the East lacks what is essentially 
Western: the “principle of individual freedom,” which is dominant in 
the “Greek element” and even more so in the “Germanic element.”80 
Hegel offered a quaint comparison to illustrate: The Greek gods appear 
more individualized, more like persons, while the Oriental gods are 
not so individualized. Oriental representations have a general char-
acter. They bear more the element of universality, a quality normally 
prevalent in philosophical reflection. It may seem that Oriental repre-
sentations are individualized in their form (the examples of Brahma, 
Vishnu, and Shiva), but, actually, their individuality is superficial.81

Orientalists should not presume to have the authority to pro-
nounce on philosophy or its history. Hegel, who could not be called 
a Sanskritist or Indianist because he knew no Indian languages, pro-
nounced on Indian religion. In Hegel’s lectures on the history of phi-
losophy, the account of Oriental philosophy turns out to be in part 
an account of Oriental religion:

In all religions, what is most important is “Being-in-and-for-
itself” or the one eternal God. In Oriental religion, this Being is under-
stood as universal Substance. The Indians represent Brahma as the 
“outright non-sensible,” the “highest being,” “l’être supreme.”82 With 
the Oriental view of divine nature, only one kind of relationship is 
possible between the individual and God. It is the kind of relation-
ship in which the individual has value only through identification 
with Substance. It is precisely through this identification, however, 
that individual consciousness is extinguished. That is, the individual 
ceases to be a subject for himself. When the Hindu gathers himself 
in thought, his concentration falls upon “non-consciousness” (Bewußt-
losigkeit). “[T]he moment of this pure concentration is Brahma—then 
I am Brahma.”83 In contrast, Greek or Germanic subjectivity is that 
in which the subject, knowing himself to be free, seeks to preserve 
himself. In Oriental thought, however, Substance is the only existent, 
and from this the nonexistence of rights, individual consciousness, and 
will is a direct consequence. 

In the Oriental perspective, if consciousness arrives at a deter-
minate concept, this would be a state of separation from Substance. 
On the other side, unification with Substance means the destruction 



127Absolute Idealism Reverts to the Kantian Position

of all particularity. This accords with the excessive sublimity of Ori-
ental religion. If there are reflections, if there is an enumeration of 
particulars, if there is a logic, it is merely superficial, “completely 
external,” “highly pitiful, empty, pedantic, mindless”; “like the old 
Wolffian logic.”84

An acute analysis of Oriental consciousness was not enough. 
The exclusion of Egypt and Asia from the history of philosophy had 
to be defended also rhetorically by knocking down old opinions 
about the antiquity and sophistication of Oriental knowledge.85 One 
had to undermine the reputations of the great civilizations of the 
East. This was, of course, not a new endeavor in the historiography 
of philosophy. Hegel suggested that Chinese civilization was not as 
old or advanced as had been thought. He was aware of the great 
fame of Confucius, of his “good, competent moral teachings,” but 
he told his students not to expect profound philosophical insights 
from the Chinese sage. Europeans really had nothing to gain from 
Confucius’s teachings. Cicero’s De officiis was a better alternative 
(“perhaps better for us than all the works of Confucius”). Hegel 
related what (nameless) “competent judges” had concluded about 
Confucius: that his reputation would have been better preserved had 
he not been translated. A book of sermons is better than the “com-
pletely ordinary” and “circuitous” ethics of Confucius. Hegel was 
able to concede, however, that the Chinese had “abstract thoughts 
of pure categories” as evident in the text “Yi-Jing.” The thought 
displayed in this book remains, however, on the level of “abstract 
understanding.”86 Hegel expressed doubts about Chinese civiliza-
tion in general: “[T]hey have a great reputation for learning, but 
this reputation, as well as the great length of their history etc., has 
been much reduced through better knowledge.”87 He also doubted 
claims made about Indian antiquity: “Recently their astronomical 
works have been studied, and here one sees that their great antiq-
uity actually is not chronological in our sense. Nothing can be more 
convoluted than the chronology of the Indians. . . . They speak of 
many epochs, of their immensely long line of kings, of an enormous 
tally of names, but all is vague. . . .”88 

There comes a point in these lectures where Hegel concedes that 
European religion came from the Orient (“from Syria, which is only 
one stride away from Greece”), but this seems not to disrupt his claim 
that “all [European] science and art originated directly from Greece” 
and “indirectly, through the Romans,” who were “the models and 
teachers of the Europeans.”89 As evident in these lectures, the ques-
tion of the origin of philosophy is a version of the question of the 
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origin of (European) civilization. Like Meiners and Tennemann, Hegel 
designated Greece as that origin. 

As European identity was dependent on the question of Greek 
origins, it was important for Hegel to address the latter. He agreed 
that the search for Greek origins did lead one to the Orient. At the 
same time, he argued that it was not necessary to look beyond Greece 
itself for the complete developmental cycle of Greek science and art. 
Moreover, whatever the Greeks received from the Orientals, they 
“reshaped,” “reformed,” “rebirthed.”90 This trope Hegel did not have 
to invent as he could have easily found it in the 1825, 1820, or 1816 
edition of Tennemann’s Grundriss or in Carus’s Ideen (1809). Hegel 
trafficked in other graecophilic clichés as when he called the Greeks 
the bridge from savagery to civilization and the inventors of history.91 

Hegel divided Greek philosophy into three epochs corresponding 
to the three moments of Spirit’s development. The first epoch spans 
the period from Thales to Aristotle. The second epoch is occupied by 
Greek philosophy under Roman domination. The third is occupied by 
neo-Platonism and ends with the fifth-century philosopher Proclus. In 
Hegel’s schema just as in Ast’s and Rixner’s, the first products of phi-
losophy are the most general: “Philosophy begins with the absolute in 
general,” with “what is simple”: “the Infinite, Being, Water, etc.” Upon 
such a universal foundation arises the stage at which the universal is 
apprehended as “determining itself, as active thought, the universal 
as acting . . . the nous of Anaxagoras and . . . Socrates.”92 The stage 
of the sophists, Socrates, and the Socratics brings forth the principle 
of subjectivity. In Plato and Aristotle, subjectivity attains complete 
formation as “objective thought.”93 By this stage, however, unity of 
thought gives way to the opposition of thought and being. The deter-
mination of thought and being (or thought from being) in this second 
epoch of Greek philosophy corresponds to the principles of Stoicism 
and Epicureanism. These two systems are attended by a third sys-
tem, skepticism, “which recognizes neither the principle of thought 
nor the principle of being and admits no truth.”94 In Hegel’s schema, 
Alexandrian philosophy (encompassing both neo-Aristotelianism and 
neo-Platonism) is “the consummation of Greek philosophy,” the sys-
tem that “absorb[s] all earlier forms of philosophy into itself,” the 
system with which “the history of Greek philosophy ends.”95 I note 
that Hegel’s periodization of Greek philosophy cuts out what, in the 
Schellingians’ histories of philosophy, is the first epoch of Greek phi-
losophy—the epoch of “esoteric, Orphic religion,” when philosophy 
and religion are one.96 



129Absolute Idealism Reverts to the Kantian Position

Hegel advanced a tripartite division of the history of philoso-
phy. (So did Tennemann.) Under this tripartition, the Middle Ages is 
the period in which the realm of ideality is argued as the reality. A 
similar account of philosophy during the Middle Ages is given by 
Ast and Rixner. Hegel is alone, however, in calling it a transitional 
period “of historical more than philosophical significance,” for in this 
period “thought is in the service of the Church” and philosophy is 
merely “formal.”97 Let us recall that on a similar basis Hegel excluded 
the Orient.98 Free thought was absent from Europe during the Middle 
Ages just as it was absent from the ancient Orient, but, for Hegel, 
this did not entail the exclusion of medieval Europe from the his-
tory of philosophy. Medieval Europe is included in the history of 
philosophy even though, according to Hegel, free thought reemerges 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century (through the revival of the 
ancient Greek systems).99 Hegel identified the Protestant Reformation 
of the sixteenth century with Spirit’s “returning-to-itself,” with Spirit’s 
regaining of freedom at a time when external authority is replaced 
by individual consciousness.100 

Hegel marked the beginning of modern philosophy with Des-
cartes. Slightly before him come Francis Bacon and Jacob Böhme, 
who epitomize the two opposing tendencies in modern philosophy. 
Through Descartes and Spinoza, thought and being become more 
determinate. In the latter’s system, thought and being are united as 
absolute Substance while the subjective aspect is denied. The principle 
of subjectivity is reasserted by Leibniz. His metaphysics is developed 
further by Wolff. At the same time, the practical and moral sciences 
and the observational sciences are developed through Locke. Skepti-
cism then ensues. The last epoch of philosophy is the one inaugu-
rated by Kant. He establishes “the absolute form of the Idea,” the 
consequences of which Fichte pursues, but only from the side of sub-
jectivity. Even after Fichte, the need to unite the content (absolute 
Substance) with the absolute form remains. This unification Schelling 
achieves. All previous philosophies are contained and transfigured in 
Schelling’s system, which is the final system in Hegel’s account of the 
history of philosophy.101 

What I have argued in this chapter is that Hegel’s history of 
philosophy, like Meiners’s and Tennemann’s, is actually the history 
of the philosophical deeds of white Man. The Greek and Germanic 
peoples who exclusively populate Hegel’s history of philosophy cor-
respond racially to the Celtic peoples in Meiners’s natural history of 
mankind. From ancient to modern times, from Thales to Schelling, 
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from Miletus to Berlin, the agents of philosophy are Whites. Hegel’s 
history of philosophy bears a dialectical unity, it also bears a racial 
unity. 

Hegel’s history of philosophy is the consolidation, four decades 
later, of the “radical modification” of the history of philosophy.102 His 
work can be regarded as the capstone to the onto|logic|al reorgani-
zation of the history of philosophy. Historical systems of philosophy 
are seen as occupying and representing stages of thought with each 
system being a “particular mode of presentation of a moment of the 
Idea,” “a necessary point of passage of the Idea.”103 Accordingly, the 
historical systems of philosophy are each and all stages in the devel-
opment of one system.104 

It is in a very particular sense, therefore, that any past system 
is “refuted” since the “fundamental idea” persists in and through 
the systems of philosophy appearing in history.105 No philosophical 
principle is abandoned if its essence is sublated in what supersedes 
it.106 Earlier philosophies—e.g., the Platonic, Aristotelian, and neo-
Platonic—are still “living,” although they no longer have their pre-
vious forms. They are sublated as moments of a progression that 
continues on to higher developments.107 Thought’s development is a 
“deepening,” a process of “cohesion,” a becoming “stronger,” “more 
intensive,” “richer.”108 Hegel denied the possibility of a “concrete” sys-
tem of Oriental philosophy because that would have been incoherent 
and also inconvenient. The earliest systems of philosophy had to be 
“the most abstract,” “simplest,” “easiest,” and “poorest,” while later 
philosophies were more “concrete” with the most recent system being 
“essentially the [latest] result of the foregoing labors of thinking Spir-
it.”109 It may seem that Spirit sometimes takes a backward step, but 
such a seeming regression indicates that Spirit is done with a stage.110 
We find in Rixner’s Handbuch that Epicureanism is explained in this 
way: as “a harbinger and prelude to the decay of classical antiquity, 
on whose ruins a new era of humanity . . . was to blossom.”111 Hegel 
could express this idea more tersely: “Spirit is not idle.”112

The exclusion of Africa and Asia was not a feature general to 
histories of philosophy of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. One can make the more limited claim that particular his-
torians of philosophy in this period excluded Egypt and Asia. As we 
have seen, this exclusion was not even a feature general to the school 
of Absolute Idealism. 

Hegel’s embrace of the Kantian position is surprising because it 
is so wayward. It was a wayward step from Absolute Idealism, with 
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which Hegel was united in many other ways. During lectures, Hegel 
acknowledged the many strengths of Ast’s Grundriss der Geschichte 
der Philosophie and Rixner’s Handbuch der Geschichte der Philosophie 
and recommended them to his students.113 This was high praise from 
Hegel, who judged most historians of philosophy harshly. 

In Ast’s and Rixner’s histories, the philosophical spirit descends 
upon India, moves through Asia and Egypt and on to Greece in real 
and ideal moments of self-apprehension. In Hegel’s history, the philo-
sophical spirit passes over the vast tracts of Asian and African human-
ity before descending upon the Greeks. 
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7

The Comparative History of Philosophy
in August Tholuck’s Polemic against Hegel 

Among historians of philosophy of his generation, Hegel was excep-
tional in his antipathy toward the Orient, which went far beyond 
his disdain for the moral teachings of Confucius and the abstract 
thought in Indian texts. His judgment of Oriental (including Egyp-
tian) religion and art was resoundingly negative as well. Scholars 
who have studied Hegel’s relationship with Asia have all noted a 
great antipathy. It was more than fifty years ago that Helmuth von 
Glasenapp exposed Hegel as the arch-Orientalist that he was (in 
Edward Said’s sense).1 In 1979, Michel Hulin said of Hegel, “[N]o 
thinker contributed more to destroying the image, both traditional 
and Romantic, of the Orient as the source of wisdom and science.”2 
In India and Europe, Halbfass ambivalently concludes that the exclu-
sion of Indian and other Asian philosophical traditions from modern 
histories of philosophy is a legacy of Hegel’s.3 More recently, Stu-
art Jay Harten and Saverio Marchignoli have noted that Hegel was 
opposed even to the very notion of cross-cultural interpretation and 
appropriation.4 Some scholars have tried more sympathetically to 
understand the reasons for Hegel’s positions, which involved them 
in a search to find their coherence within his over-arching system. 
There is an apologetic aspect to some of their work as when they deal 
with Hegel’s inconsistent statements and shifting opinions. Halbfass, 
for example, regards Hegel’s shifting opinions on Indian philosophy 
as evidence of his open-mindedness in the face of changing informa-
tion.5 I would urge that one consider the possibility that they reveal 
a deep ambivalence, perhaps even an inner  conflict, which Harten 
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has already begun to show.6 In any case, the scholars whose work 
I mention above all agree on at least one explanation for Hegel’s 
shortcomings of judgment: Not enough information on Chinese and 
Indian thought was available in Europe. 

As I have shown, however, lack of information never stopped 
historians of philosophy from taking positions on questions that 
defined their field, including questions of the beginning point and 
domain of the history of philosophy. A lack of authenticated sources 
or reliable information as an explanation for academic philosophers’ 
misjudgments of Asian thought is untenable. 

This chapter presents an important context for reading Hegel’s 
relationship with the Orient. We shall see that his statements were 
reactions to certain historical claims made by theologically motivated 
critics hostile to his philosophical project; that he was compelled to 
defend his philosophy from dangerous historicist attacks. One of his 
enemies was the Romantic philosopher and convert to Roman Catholi-
cism, Friedrich Schlegel. We saw in Chapter 3 how Schlegel utilized his 
knowledge of Indian thought in a historical critique of all philosophy.7 
But he was not the only Christian thinker in Restoration Germany to 
have a deep investment in Oriental studies for what it could bring to 
the study of European thought. The Lutheran theologian and Oriental-
ist August Tholuck (1799–1877) also utilized his knowledge of Asian 
thought in a sometimes subtle and sometimes overt polemic against 
speculative philosophy. In his 1826 work, Die speculative Trinitätslehre 
des späteren Orients (The Speculative Doctrine of the Trinity of the Late Ori-
ent), Tholuck combined philological and comparative-historical meth-
ods to produce a historical critique of philosophical attempts to know 
God through a speculative doctrine of the Trinity.8 

Tholuck derived some early fame from his epistolary novel, 
Die Lehre von der Sünde und vom Versöhner, oder Die wahre Weihe des 
Zweiflers (The Doctrine of Sin and the Redeemer, or The True Consecra-
tion of the Skeptic), published originally in 1823.9 Printed nine times 
during his lifetime and translated into French, English, Dutch, and 
Swedish, this work has been called the “standard tract” of the “Ger-
man Awakening” (Erweckungsbewegung). It contains a polemic against 
“pantheism,” which culminates in a synoptic history of both Eastern 
and Western thought for the purpose of demonstrating the futility 
and arrogance of speculative-philosophical approaches to Christian 
truth. When Tholuck was not battling theological “rationalists,” the 
neo-Pietist was battling Hegelians. In one episode, he defended Chris-
tian orthodoxy against David Friedrich Strauss’s de-mythologizing 
critique of the Gospels.10



135August Tholuck’s Polemic against Hegel

Friedrich August Gotttreu Tholuck was born in 1799 in Breslau, 
the sickly son of a goldsmith.11 Tholuck was a child of extraordinary 
intellectual gifts. By age seventeen, he was able to write in nineteen 
languages. He happily gave up the idea of entering his father’s trade 
and began the study of Oriental philology at the University of Bre-
slau. In 1816, he transferred to the University of Berlin, where he 
added theological studies. In the Prussian capital, he acquired several 
spiritual and academic mentors: Heinrich Friedrich von Diez (1751–
1817), the Prussian diplomat and Orientalist; Hans Ernst von Kottwitz 
(1757–1843), the aristocratic patron of the German Awakening, and 
August Neander (1789–1850), the church historian and professor of 
theology at the university. Through them, Tholuck was introduced 
to neo-Pietist circles in Berlin. He taught at Johannes Jänicke’s mis-
sionary school from 1821 to 1826 and served as the director of the 
Central Bible Society from 1821 to 1825 as well as the secretary for 
the Society for the Promotion of Christianity among the Jews. In 1823, 
he traveled to England as the German representative of the London 
Missionary Society. 

During these same years, Tholuck was establishing an academic 
career. In 1821, he was appointed Privatdozent in theology at Berlin. 
In 1822, he was awarded a doctorate from the University of Jena 
for a dissertation on Sufism, which led to his promotion as ausseror-
dentlicher Professor at Berlin.12 Favored by Minister Altenstein and the 
conservative policies of Frederick William III’s government, Tholuck 
was given a professorial chair in theology at the University of Halle. 
With the appointment of Tholuck, the government hoped to counter-
act the rationalism of Halle’s theological faculty. Save for two trips 
to England and a year (1828–9) in Rome as the chaplain attached to 
the Prussian embassy, Tholuck spent the rest of his life in Halle. He 
died on June 10, 1877.

Tholuck’s work was grounded in the knowledge of Near-Eastern 
languages, namely, Arabic, Turkish, Syriac, Persian, and Hebrew. He 
drew from the literature accumulating in Europe on Asian religions 
and philosophies, to which he himself contributed. In the introduc-
tions and prefaces to his several works of Oriental philology, he rec-
ommends the study of Oriental thought because of its relevance to 
contemporary theological issues. In the preface to Blüthensammlung 
aus der morgenländischen Mystik (Bouquet of Oriental Mysticism) (1825), 
an anthology of poems, Tholuck claims that the contents of Arabic, 
Persian, and Turkish manuscripts are very relevant to historians of 
both philosophy and religion.13 He was especially intrigued by what 
he observed to be a close affinity between the mystical writings of the 
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Sufis and literary trends of his own time. He hoped that his transla-
tions “would raise prosaic minds to a higher level of religious con-
sciousness,” but he also addressed himself to “those caught in the 
endless spiral over the barren field of metaphysics,” “those who stood 
nearest to Christianity without possessing the kernel of it,” “those 
who stood outside of Christian revelation” and “those who complete-
ly refused to accept the edifying mercy of God.”14 He would rebuke 
such persons by holding a mirror up to them—by showing them that 
they were no more ingenious than Muslim philosophers and mystics.

In the preface to Die speculative Trinitätslehre, Tholuck explains 
the relevance of Oriental philosophy for academic theology: 

What one hesitantly calls Near-Eastern or Oriental phi-
losophy has roused special interest in modern times for 
many reasons. The interest is partly due to the frequent 
attempts carried out in the new theology to derive certain 
Christian doctrines from gnosis, but it is also and especially 
due to the strong religious and philosophical inclination 
of our time if not toward the process and method of the 
so-called Oriental philosophy, then certainly toward the 
results thereof.15 

In a parallel to trends in comparative-linguistic inquiry, Tholuck 
hypothesized that the geographic origin of speculative philosophy lay 
in a region east of the Levant. He was hopeful that increased access 
to Islamic, Hindu, and Parsi sources would support his theory.16 He 
mentioned the recent publication in Calcutta of a Persian text called 
Dabistan, which was also available in a German translation by Johann 
Friedrich Hugo von Dalberg.17 This work, presenting the religious 
beliefs of various Indian sects, seemed to support his theory that the-
osophy in Islam and Judaism (and, by implication, Christianity) has 
origins in the pagan religions of the East.18 The aim of Die specula-
tive Trinitätslehre was to separate the elements of Gnosticism from 
the “positive religion” of the Muslims and trace such elements back 
to a presumed Persian or Indian source. Thus, Die speculative Trin-
itätslehre deals a lot with the history of Islamic sects. Tholuck found 
in this history the interesting phenomenon of the fusion of positive 
religion with speculative philosophy.19 But Tholuck’s more audacious, 
barely disguised aim was to separate philosophical conceptions of 
God, based on a speculative Trinity, from the religion of the Bible.20 
Die speculative Trinitätslehre suggests subtly that Hegel’s account of 
God is not Christian, but Oriental and pagan.21 
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Tholuck sent a copy of Die speculative Trinitätslehre to his former 
colleague at Berlin. In a belated reply of July 3, 1826, Hegel thanked 
Tholuck for “[t]he disclosures which you have first communicated 
to the public in this work.”22 Hegel appreciated learning about the 
influence of Greek, Jewish, and neo-Platonic philosophies on Mus-
lim thinkers, which for him confirmed that the Arab nation did not 
develop any sciences independently. It did not surprise Hegel that 
he found himself disagreeing with Tholuck regarding the latter’s 
interpretations of Aristotle and Plotinus. Tholuck was right that the 
Trinity appears in Plato’s dialogues Timaeus and Philebus; however, 
it appears in a “very abstract” form. Hegel thought that Tholuck’s 
citations of specific passages from Chinese and Indian sources were 
inadequate as there existed more reliable and relevant information. 
Hegel found particularly objectionable Tholuck’s comment that early 
Christian theologians, under the influence of Platonic and Aristotelian 
ideas, arrived at a speculative theorem of the Trinity which they cor-
related with certain Bible passages of indeterminate meaning and that 
this was done in the manner of certain Muslim divines. Hegel wrote:

Does not the sublime Christian knowledge of God as Triune 
merit respect of a wholly different order than comes from 
ascribing it merely to such an externally historical course? 
In your entire publication I have not been able to feel or 
find any trace of a native understanding of this doctrine. 
I am a Lutheran, and through philosophy have been at once 
completely confirmed in Lutheranism. I do not allow myself 
to be put off such a basic doctrine by externally historical 
modes of explanation. There is a higher spirit in it than 
merely that of such human tradition. I detest seeing such 
things explained in the same manner as perhaps the descent 
and dissemination of silk culture, cherries, smallpox, and 
the like.23

Was there even a question as to the Lutheranism of Hegel’s philoso-
phizing? In Die speculative Trinitätslehre, there apparently was. 

Tholuck scholars never mention that Die Lehre von der Sünde also 
deals with Oriental thought.24 Given its title, one might expect noth-
ing other than a tract in theological dogmatics. The author states in 
the foreword that his book’s aim is to clarify and reassert the funda-
mental Christian doctrines of sin and redemption. But there is more. 
This story of the spiritual journey of a university student is combined 
with a philosophical thesis on the problem of evil, which forms the 
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main thrust of Tholuck’s polemic against “pantheism.” Through six 
supplements (reduced to five in later editions) appended to the end of 
the novel, Tholuck defends the Bible as historical truth and provides 
a commentary on the account of man’s fall into sin as well as lessons 
on the use of apologetics, dogmatics, and “inner experience” in culti-
vating the conviction of the truth of Christianity. The second supple-
ment, which I discuss in detail below, is particularly relevant to my 
study of the historiography of philosophy. There, Tholuck presents a 
synoptic history of “pantheistic” philosophies, beginning in ancient 
China and culminating in his contemporary Germany.

Tholuck adopted a line of argumentation used by Friedrich 
Schlegel: The problem of evil is the problem with pantheism. In Tho-
luck’s novel, Julius has recently awakened to the truth of Christianity 
and hopes to save his friend, Guido, from his corrosive skepticism 
and spiritual despair through a meditation on evil: “Allow me, Dear 
One! to write down in great detail what I think of evil, its nature, 
and its origin.”25 Julius describes for Guido the three ways in which 
one can conceptualize evil. One can think, like the Persians, that evil 
has its own source, in the same way that the good has its source in 
God. This is similar to how Platonic philosophers conceived of evil: 
as arising from matter, which is by its nature unordered and eternally 
resistant to order. Julius tells Guido that two rulers cannot govern the 
same universe. Wanting unity, the mind seeks to know the ultimate 
basis of everything. Two gods who delimit each other’s power is not 
satisfying. One thus arrives at the second way to conceptualize evil: 
If God is the unitary and absolute basis of being for everything, then 
He is the source of evil as well as the good. If He is the ground and 
condition of all that exists, He is also the father of evil. If all being 
is His being, if all things are themselves part of His consciousness, 
then evil is part of Creation. One must then view the individual as 
a defect of sorts and evil as a necessary outcome of Creation. If God 
is the ground of being of everything that is, if He is what conditions 
everything, then man, too, is conditioned by Him. This means that 
God is the one and only agent in the world and, therefore, in man; 
not only is the good in man the action of God, but the evil in man is 
also the action of God. For Tholuck’s Julius, the moral consequences 
of precisely this negation of the distinction between good and evil is 
the central problem with pantheism. 

In the introduction to Blüthensammlung, Tholuck claims provoca-
tively that all speculative philosophy must result in either panthe-
ism or polytheism. Sharper philosophical minds usually arrive at the 
first proposition while the second proposition does not really enter 
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into consideration. The philosophers of the first proposition, how-
ever, often do not realize its “pernicious consequences.” These are 
that man’s moral standard is likewise not true in the absolute sense 
and that good and evil are a distinction based not in reality, but in 
an apparent reality.26 It is in regard to the moral consequences of 
pantheism that Julius exclaims colorfully:

The Medusa-head of the Absolute—this gradual, self-
generating and self-annihilating, infinite chaos, which man 
cannot think, let alone love—deadens and paralyses the 
holiest stirrings of my soul, and, I do strongly state this, that 
besides the fanatic, only Satan can revel in the immeasurable 
abyss in which good and evil are as nothing.27

“I cannot set evil next to God,” writes Julius to his friend, “and I also 
cannot set evil in God. Evil was not created by God and is no neces-
sary defect in man.”28 Julius heeds the Bible in this matter: 

God, who is the law for Himself, is also the law for all 
created, including man. In his state of purity, man knew 
no other will but the will of his Creator and foundation 
of being, and it was this agreement with the holiest will 
that brought with it its blessings. Then, man wanted to be 
like God, he wanted to become the law and foundation 
for himself and to be the source of his own happiness, he 
wanted a will other than God’s will, and so it happened—
the fall of the first man.29 

Man’s first arrogant act resulted in sinfulness, error, and misery. The 
idea that error is inherent to the human condition illuminated in one 
stroke the entire history of philosophy. 

Through comparison, the intellectual artifacts of antiquity shed 
light on modern philosophy while the intellectual artifacts of Asia 
shed light on European phenomena. Through a kind of morphologi-
cal comparison of philosophical systems, Tholuck determined several 
classes of pantheism. The classification of pantheistic philosophies 
in itself was not the goal. Rather, Tholuck’s intention was to utilize 
these comparisons and classifications in his polemics, which is appar-
ent from the title of the second supplement attached to Die Lehre 
von der Sünde: “On the necessity by which the understanding is led 
logically to the denial of the self-conscious God, the existence of the 
individual, freedom and morality; on the age of these doctrines and 
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their constant return in man’s intellectual history; [and] on the belief 
in a self-conscious God in comparison to the belief in a pantheistic 
God.”30 Here and elsewhere, Tholuck used his study of religious and 
philosophical history as an occasion for distinguishing the “positive” 
doctrines of Christianity from speculative or pagan ideas. 

Echoing an earlier polemic by F. H. Jacobi, the second supple-
ment states, “It is conclusive from the most recent trend in philosophy 
that an idealist pantheism is the only true philosophy.”31 Immedi-
ately following is an interesting footnote on the usage of the term 
“pantheism”:

All the various pantheistic schools reject this appellation 
[pantheism], though Schelling himself admits it; but in 
certain respects all true philosophy must be pantheism. 
In any case, one will concede that the French materialists 
ought to be called such. One does not understand why the 
idealists should not also be called pantheists since they do 
not recognize a God who is separate from the world. It is 
on this very point that the materialist is no different from 
the idealist.32

But what is pantheism if the term encompasses both idealism and 
materialism? How does one classify such diverse pantheisms? Tho-
luck distinguished three classes of pantheism (conceptual pantheism, 
pantheism of fantasy, and pantheism of feeling) and explained that, 
historically, these pantheisms thrived within the positive religions of 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Often one type of pantheism was 
combined with another. In the second (1825) edition of Die Lehre von 
der Sünde, Tholuck identifies the systems of the Eleatics, Spinoza, 
Fichte, and Hegel as species of conceptual pantheism. The panthe-
ism of fantasy is found among the Orientals (e.g., Kabbalists and 
neo-Platonists), in the medieval philosophers Scotus Erigena and 
Jacob Böhme, and in the modern philosopher Schelling. Lastly, the 
pantheism of feeling is descriptive of many mystics both Christian 
and Muslim.33 

Having supplied his readers with the classification of panthe-
istic thought, Tholuck proceeded with a “condensed”—and rather 
breathtaking—“overview of the various systems,” covering China and 
Japan, India, Persia, Greece, and Europe (early Christian, medieval, 
and modern). Tholuck was aware of three varieties of philosophy in 
China: the “Inkia” based on the text called I-Ching, “Tao-tse” (Dao-
ism) based on the book Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu, and the religion of 
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“Fohi” (Buddhism). He regarded all three schools as pantheistic, the 
third being “the most logically resultant” pantheism of them all.34 He 
related that the Shinto and “Budso” schools of Japan were as pan-
theistic as the Chinese “Syuto” school. In India there are three major 
religious sects (Brahmin, Buddhist, and Jain) and seven philosophical 
schools, but all are based on the same fundamental pantheistic doc-
trine.35 A comment about the Jains is typical of Tholuck’s approach. 
The Jains seem to have arrived at an elaborate version of Spinoza’s 
system though they antedate the European philosopher by several 
hundred years.36 Turning to Buddhism, Tholuck noted that no one of 
adequate philosophical capacity had yet given a good exposition of 
this system of thought. But it was known from existing accounts that 
the Buddhists were “less exuberating and more reflective, that they 
accepted the reality of matter, whose evolution they explained as the 
life of God and as eternal. . . . Hence, they are not emanationists, like 
the Brahmins, but genuine pantheists.”37 Moving on to Persia, Tholuck 
provided the reader with a list of references on Persian pantheism (for 
him, synonymous with Sufism). This list included Anquetil du Per-
ron’s Oupnek’hat, Francis Gladwin’s translation Ayeen-Akbary (1800), 
Tholuck’s own dissertation on Sufismus, and his anthology Blüthen-
sammlung.38 Tholuck asserted that pantheistic metaphysical thought 
results quite logically in the strange practices of Persian and Indian 
theosophers, who try to bring about in themselves a state of complete 
non-consciousness by either constantly twirling their bodies or staring 
at a spot. They believe that by such means they can block the sensory 
channels of the body, and after spending a duration in this numb con-
dition, they claim to see God.39 Moving on to ancient Greece, Tholuck 
claimed that pantheistic doctrines were the basis of all Greek philoso-
phies; from the hylozoism of the Ionian philosophers to the full-blown 
pantheism of the Eleatic Xenophanes. The latter philosopher took that 
final step: He declared that All is One and that plurality is a deception 
of the senses. “After the Eleatic school,  pantheism would never again 
express itself with such finality.”40 Thereafter, Greek philosophers had 
enough sense not to put forward this doctrine with such daring, that 
is, until the neo-Platonists.

“Only with the neo-Platonists, and indeed partly under Oriental 
influences, was a system again developed which was in every regard 
similar to the Indian, Chinese, and Sufi systems.”41 Neo-Platonism 
occupies a special place in Tholuck’s history of philosophy. This 
school is important because it was the historical bridge between Ori-
ental and Greek thought and between speculative philosophy and the 
positive content of the Old Testament. In addition, neo-Platonism is 
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the bridge between ancient and modern philosophy insofar as certain 
modern systems share key features with neo-Platonism. 

For Tholuck, neo-Platonism was no less a pantheism. Yet unlike 
the simplistic Eleatic doctrine of the All-Is-One, neo-Platonism is a 
system of emanation. In this system, completely unconditioned and 
absolute Being, through a primordial movement, becomes Spirit (or 
pure consciousness). Spirit, which contains the Ideas, undergoes 
self-copying and self-delimiting in stages or moments, resulting in 
the world of determinate or phenomenal being. The practical conse-
quences of this system are the same as with all pantheistic systems: 
The individual is but an illusion, and evil is viewed as a necessary 
outcome of Creation. Plotinus, the key neo-Platonist, taught that 
true knowledge of God was attainable not through speculation, but 
through direct perception. To attain true knowledge of God meant, 
in fact, to become one with Him. This, according to Tholuck, is “in 
complete agreement with the Indian enthusiasts.”42 

Tholuck’s interest in neo-Platonism and its influence on Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic theologies culminated in his Commentatio de 
VI guam Graeca philosophia in theologiam tum Muhammedanorum tum 
Judaeorum exercuerit, Particula II: De orut Cabbalae of 1837.43 But as early 
as 1825, Tholuck was convinced that neo-Platonism was a foreign ele-
ment interpolated into revelation. And if neo-Platonic philosophy is 
alien to revelation, it should be possible to separate the one from the 
other through analysis. Tholuck’s discussion of Dionysius the Areop-
agite demonstrates the objective:

Within Christianity, neo-Platonism became in most cases the 
basis of contemplative mysticism. The first and, therefore, 
the most peculiar monument of this kind is the writings 
of Dionysius the Areopagite, falsely attributed to be the 
Dionysius of Apostolic history by a quasi-neo-Platonist of 
the fifth century (as there were many of them at that time). 
In this text, the highest goal of the Christian is said to be 
unification with God—but not that genuine and exclusively 
Christian faith, humility, and love attainable through over-
coming one’s own will, but an exaggerated, enthusiastic 
sort, attained through abstraction from all sensibility and 
ending up in—as Dionysius calls it—ϑει∼ος gnοϕος, where 
one sees God in a state of ecstasy.44 

Dionysius was the only thinker able to develop a purely conceptual 
pantheism in the midst of the strict dogmatism of the Church while 
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those “more inclined to their hearts” turned toward contemplative 
mysticism (the “cloudy pantheism of feeling”) and empty theosophi-
cal speculations, combined further with theurgy and magic. Tholuck 
named Scotus Erigena and Amalric of Bena conceptual pantheists and 
supposed that Dionysius was a major influence on them.45 Medieval 
mystics could also have found a model in Dionysius. 

[I]n the writings of these men the effect of Platonic panthe-
ism is more or less evident along with an overestimation 
of man’s relatedness to the divine, the neglect of Scripture, 
a vague brooding and a fanatical overexcitement. The 
pantheistic element distinctly reemerged in mystics such 
as Jacob Böhme, Robert Fludd, Paracelsus, and Helmont, 
who, besides the needs of their heart, had the gift of 
speculation. The systems of these men were based more 
or less on a pantheism of fantasy . . . to which magic and 
theurgy were added.46 

Finally, the modern era has witnessed the complete triumph of pan-
theism, a state of affairs that indicted modern philosophy. Die Lehre 
von der Sünde gives the following account:

A new era of speculation, unlike any other since pagan 
times, began with Descartes. He supplied Spinoza with 
the elements for the most complete, logically ultimate, 
and most manifestly pantheistic system that has ever exist-
ed. . . . Hume’s radical skepticism concerning all certainty 
in knowledge called forth Kant’s critique of the human 
faculty of knowledge. Kant’s admission that the external 
world is an unknown X . . . his admission that a God who 
is separate from the world is only the postulate of practical 
reason allowed Fichte to take the next step. The predicate-
less thing-in-itself, which Kant left standing in the world, 
Fichte then put in the inner world of man and conceded 
that nothing but the limits of the Ego remained. . . . Fichte 
was however not yet the Messiah, as Jacobi called him, but 
the John the Baptist of speculative reason. The final step 
toward the sublation [Aufhebung] of the incomprehensible 
was taken by Schelling.47

The world tour of pantheism ends with Schelling and the following 
summation: “Pantheism, which is the beginning and consummation of 
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the speculation of (fallen) man . . . has in most recent times appeared 
in its completely logical consistency.”48 

Tholuck’s account of philosophy’s history was designed to 
inflict maximum injury on the reputation of philosophy. It was also 
an affront to academic philosophy’s version of its history in sev-
eral ways: It defined philosophy broadly so as to include so-called 
religious ideas without distinguishing philosophy from religious 
thought. In contrast to the Kantians or Hegel, Tholuck antedated 
the beginning of philosophy, giving it an ancient Asian pedigree. In 
treating (albeit superficially) the philosophical or religious sects of 
China, Japan, India, and Persia together with the sects of Europe, 
Tholuck effected a parity between Eastern and Western thought. He 
exuberantly juxtaposed the Upanishads with Schelling’s philosophy, 
Jainism with Spinozism, neo-Platonism with Hegelianism, and so 
on. Finally, Tholuck’s history subverted the narrative of progressive 
development which was so vital to academic philosophy’s legitimacy 
and self-representation. In Tholuck’s view, there was no progress in 
philosophy—only “repetition” (Wiederkehr). 

Hegel responded to Tholuck’s attacks directly in his Enzyklopädie 
der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse of 1827 and indirectly 
in his lectures on the philosophy of religion of the same year.49 In a 
letter of May 29, 1827 to Carl Daub in Heidelberg, he mentions that 
the preface he just composed for the new edition of his Enzyklopädie 
runs longer than he intended and that Tholuck was the cause.50 In 
the footnotes to this preface, Hegel censures Tholuck, who is labeled 
an “ardent representative of the Pietistic trend,” for interpreting the 
doctrine of the Trinity in terms of its extrinsic, historical origins only; 
as the product of philosophical speculation by early Christian theolo-
gians enthused by Platonic and Aristotelian ideas. Hegel charged that 
Tholuck treated this fundamental dogma “cavalierly” by describing it 
as “decorative timbering” (Fachwerk) and by comparing it to a mirage! 
Hegel then quoted Tholuck, who had written that the Christian faith 
could never be grounded in the doctrine of the Trinity.51 

Hegel was forced into the interesting position of defending the 
doctrine of the Trinity. He reminded his readers that the Trinity, the 
holiest doctrine of Christianity, was much older than Scholastic theol-
ogy. The Trinity constitutes the very subtance of the Nicene Creed. 
Does Tholuck regard this fundamental creed of the faith as merely 
subjective? “Without this dogma, how can the doctrine of redemp-
tion, which . . . Herr Th[oluck] seeks to bring to the emotions with 
so much energy, have more than a moral or, if one will, more than a 
heathen meaning—how can it have a Christian meaning?”52 
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Hegel openly suspected Tholuck of disregarding other central 
dogmas of Christianity. He noted that Tholuck repeatedly brought up 
the suffering and death of Christ, but never mentioned the Resurrec-
tion. Tholuck seemed to equate the guilt-consciousness and wretched-
ness of the sinner with punishment for sin. He called God (and not 
Christ) the sole source of eternal beatitude. Hegel was alleging that 
Tholuck was no orthodox believer because his conception of the pun-
ishment of sin was none other than the “natural punishment of sin” 
of Enlightenment theologians. Hegel then unleashed the following:

Some time ago, in the upper house of the English Parliament 
a bill concerning the sect of the Unitarians failed; on this 
occasion an English gazette put out a notice on the great 
number of Unitarians in Europe and America and added: 
“on the European continent Protestantism and Unitarian-
ism are for the most part synonymous.” Theologians can 
determine whether Herr Tholuk’s dogmatics differentiates 
itself from the standard theology of the Enlightenment on 
no more than one or, at most, two points, and if they were 
looked at more closely, whether even in regard to these, [his 
dogmatics is any different] from the standard theology of 
the Enlightenment.53 

Hegel struck back by accusing pious Tholuck of anti-Trinitarian natu-
ral theology.

Hegel also responded to the pernicious idea that pantheism is 
the only true philosophy especially since his own philosophy was 
implicated. In the longest of the footnotes in the Enzyklopädie preface, 
Hegel cites passages in Blüthensammlung and Die Lehre von der Sünde 
to argue that Tholuck’s presentation of philosophy is facile and very 
biased if not false.54 He added that Tholuck’s perspective was not 
unique, but could be found in a hundred books by theologians. 

Hegel criticized the “peculiar clumsiness and distortion” with 
which Tholuck, in Die Lehre von der Sünde, set out only two ways in 
which one could philosophically conceive of God: as unconditioned 
Being (which Tholuck called pantheistic) and as a multiplicity of 
gods, each with a separate nature. Hegel contended that the sec-
ond view should, in fact, be called pantheistic, for in that view all 
beings are divine while monotheism is reflected in the first view.55 
(Hegel’s point is that Tholuck is not much of a philosopher.) In case 
the reader desired an additional clarification, he was referred to a 
further note on pantheism near the end of the Enzyklopädie.56 In that 
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final note, Hegel, in reference to Blüthensammlung, informs the reader 
that Tholuck used the word pantheism in its usual, “unclear” sense 
in describing the poetry of R¨m¥ and other Muslim mystics and 
that he seemed unable to help himself, being “seized by a wonder-
ful enthusiasm” for his subject. Hegel added, “Where the author 
engages in philosophizing (p. 12f.) however, he does not get beyond 
the ordinary standpoint of the metaphysics of the understanding and 
its uncritical categories.”57

“‘Pantheism’ in the proper sense means that everything, the 
whole, the universe, this complex of everything existing, these infi-
nitely many individual things—that all this is God.” This was how, 
in his lectures on the philosophy of religion, Hegel explicated “[t]he 
usual”—that is, the confused and unphilosophical—“representation of 
pantheism.” He continued, “And the accusation made [by Tholuck] 
against philosophy is that it maintains that everything is God, ‘every-
thing’ meaning here this infinite multiplicity of individual things—not 
the universality that has being in and for itself but the individual 
things in their empirical existence, as they exist immediately but not 
in their universality.”58 Hegel dismissed this accusation as shallow 
and false: 

Now it is a wholly false contention that pantheism of this 
sort is effectively present in any philosophy [textual variant: 
religion] whatsoever. It has never occurred to anyone to say 
that everything, all individual things collectively, in their 
individuality and contingency, are God—for example, that 
paper or this table is God. No one has ever held that. Still 
less has this been maintained in any philosophy.59 

He took up the example of Spinozism, a modern system commonly 
labeled pantheism. He disagreed with the characterization of Spi-
nozism as pantheism because in that philosophy no actuality is 
ascribed to individual things (“in Spinozism this world or this ‘all’ 
simply is not [ist gar nicht]”).60 It is better to call it acosmism. In his 
lectures on the history of philosophy of 1825/26, Hegel said: “[O]ne 
could in fact call [Spinozism] acosmism because all things natural are 
merely modifications. Spinoza claims [that] what one calls a world is 
not at all; it is only a form of God, nothing in and for itself; the world 
has no true reality.”61 Spinozism cannot be characterized as atheism 
either; the accusation that Spinoza does not differentiate God from the 
finite is null because the finite, according to him, is not real.62 When 
we think the idea that “God is the actual being, this abiding with self, 
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the one truth, the absolute actuality,” we think and define God above 
all as substance. It is “entirely correct that substance is this identity 
with itself,” but it is “entirely superficial” to say that philosophy is an 
identity system; that speculative philosophy amounts to pantheism. 
Those who say this know “abstract identity, or unity in general” and 
not “the inherent determination of this unity.”63 

Hegel also addressed the accusation that speculative philosophy 
negates morality. He stayed with Spinozism as his example and proxy: 
“It is said that in Spinozism the distinction of good and evil has no 
intrinsic validity, that morality is annulled, and so it is a matter of 
indifference whether one is good or evil.” While affirming the Chris-
tian doctrine that God is good, Hegel conceded that the good-evil 
distinction is “sublated in God as the sole true actuality”; that the 
good-evil distinction “is not present in this One, in this substance.” 
“The distinction of good and evil makes its entrance together with 
the distinction of God from the world, in particular from human 
beings.”64 It is not the case that morality is absent from Spinozism. 
Hegel explained, 

With regard to the distinction of God and humanity, the 
basic determination of Spinozism is that human beings 
have God alone as their goal. For the distinction, i.e., for 
human beings, the law is the love of God, that they be 
directed solely toward this love and not grant validity 
to their distinction or wish to persist in it, but have their 
orientation toward God alone. This is the most sublime 
morality, that evil is what is null, and human beings ought 
not to let this distinction, this nullity, be valid within 
themselves nor make it valid at all. We can will to persist 
in this distinction, can push it to the point of opposition 
to God, the universal in and for itself. In so doing we are 
evil. But we can also deem our distinction to be null and 
void, and can posit our essential being solely in God and 
in our orientation toward God. In so doing we are good. 
[Unverified transcripts of the 1827 lectures add: Thus the 
distinctiveness of good and evil certainly enters into Spi-
nozism. God and the human being confront one another, 
and indeed do so with the specification that evil is to be 
deemed null and void. Therefore it is so far from being 
the case that morality, ethics, and the distinction between 
good and evil are absent from this standpoint that, on the 
contrary, this distinction here stands entirely in its place.] 
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This distinction is not [applicable] within God as such, 
within God under this definition as substance. But for hu-
man beings there is this distinction, since distinctiveness in 
general enters with human existence, and more specifically 
the distinction between good and evil.65

With such thorough explications of the moral distinctions of Spi-
nozism, Hegel hoped to put the accusations of amorality to rest. 

Tholuck’s comparative study of philosophy is another species of 
the genus described in Chapters 2 and 3 above. It is a third species of 
comparative history of philosophy after de Gérando’s and Schlegel’s 
and a distinctly polemical one. The critical uses of the comparative 
history of philosophy are demonstrated by de Gérando and Schlegel; 
the polemical uses by Tholuck. The Lutheran theologian was neither 
the first comparativist of philosophy nor the last. The comparative 
history of philosophy was not advanced, however, by the polemical 
uses he made of it. 

As a major target of Tholuck’s polemics, Hegel had good reason 
to be hostile toward comparative history of philosophy. He was put 
in a difficult position by Tholuck, who compared him to Arab and 
Muslim theosophers on the one hand and Spinoza on the other and 
who told the history of philosophy in a post-lapsarian narrative of 
error and misery. The comparisons to theosophers, pantheists, and 
Orientals could have brought down on Hegel the charge of atheism, 
but he was deft in resisting the charge. One of the ways in which he 
resisted was to write Africa and Asia out of the history of philosophy. 
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Conclusion

The historiographers of philosophy are nearly unanimous that the 
writing of the history of philosophy changed fundamentally in the 
late eighteenth century. I argued above that Kantian philosophers were 
the central agents of “reform.” The methods that characterize modern 
historical practice, such as textual criticism and writing history from 
authenticated primary sources, were already in use in German uni-
versities and academies and were not the substance of the reform that 
took place at the end of the eighteenth century. What was new about 
this reform was that the empirical-historical record of philosophy was 
subordinated to an a priori schema whose principles were derived 
from Kantian philosophy. Despite the blatant sectarianism of such an 
approach, historiographers have tended to see this development as an 
important step in philosophy’s scientization (Verwissenschaftlichung). 

Scientization is the metanarrative at work in the historiographies 
as well as the histories of philosophy that have been the subject of 
this book. This metanarrative is premised on the view that changes in 
science proceed in unilinear development driven by internally gener-
ated causes. The science metanarrative preempts ideology critique. It 
covers over the contestations, missed opportunities, and ideological 
uses that riddle the history of philosophy. Does scientization explain 
the exclusion of Africa and Asia from the history of philosophy? It 
certainly can by subsuming exclusion under scientization, by divorc-
ing the history of race and racism from the history of domination, and 
by divorcing philosophical developments from their human agents. 

My approach has been different. I have argued that Christoph 
Meiners was the precise founder of a movement in historiogra-
phy to exclude Africa and Asia and that this movement was car-
ried forward by Tennemann and Hegel. Meiners’s direct influence 
on them is apparent in their arguments for excluding the Orient 
from the history of philosophy. The most central arguments were 
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 racial-anthropological ones, carried over from Meiners’s publications 
and repeated without much change. Kant never produced a work of 
history of philosophy, but he sketched the outlines of one in his logic 
lectures. There, one can behold Kant’s own words authorizing the 
exclusion of the Orientals. His reasons for the exclusion were ones 
he got from Meiners. 

Thus, when the first Kantian histories of philosophy appeared in 
the 1790s, the campaign to exclude Africa and Asia from the history of 
philosophy had already begun. Kantian histories of philosophy united 
a priori construction and race-based Eurocentrism, which are funda-
mental features of Hegel’s history of philosophy. In this regard, both 
he and Tennemann are of the same school, both he and Tennemann 
were heirs of Meiners’s exclusionary historiography. 

Like Meiners and Tennemann, Hegel tried to explain away per-
sistent stories of Egyptian and Phoenician colonies in early, uncivi-
lized Greece. Like Meiners and Tennemann, Hegel did not deny the 
historical existence of Asiatic colonies in Greece, but questioned the 
extent to which they influenced the Greek people. In phrases virtually 
identical to Tennemann’s, Hegel extolled the originality and genius 
of the Greeks, which transformed what was foreign into something 
peculiarly their own. 

Hegel and Tennemann are of the same school of historiography 
in a further way. When the first volume of his Geschichte der Philosophie 
appeared in 1798, Tennemann was criticized for excluding the Orien-
tals. He resisted the critics, some of whom were armed with the latest 
information on Asian philosophies drawn from Asian texts. By 1816, 
the year of the second edition of his Grundriss der Geschichte der Phi-
losophie, Tennemann presented an additional argument in the defense 
of his position: Oriental thought does not fall within the domain of 
philosophy. Hegel was making essentially the same point in defense 
of the same position when he pointed out that Oriental philosophy 
was no different from Oriental religion. 

Tennemann and Hegel are of the same school in another respect. 
When it became too difficult to exclude the Orient outright, they 
adopted the compromise solution proposed by Carus: the thought 
of the non-Europeans is to be accounted for, but not in connection 
to the historical development of Greek philosophy. Tennemann and 
Hegel eventually included an account of the philosophemes of various 
Oriental peoples, which they placed deliberately within their intro-
ductory remarks (therefore, not in the body of their histories of phi-
losophy). Notwithstanding this compromise, Tennemann and Hegel 
were still insisting that philosophy began in Greece. 
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The denial of Oriental philosophy was just one facet of a particu-
larly difficult relationship that Hegel had with contemporary trends in 
Oriental philology. In Ueber die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, Schlegel 
had implicitly compared Schelling’s speculative idealism to Indian 
pantheism to the ill-repute of both. Hegel became the target of similar 
attacks, but from a foe more formidable than Schlegel. Tholuck com-
pared Hegel’s system to the systems of medieval Muslim divines in 
a comparative-historical critique of speculative philosophy in mono-
theistic civilizations. In Tholuck’s polemical presentation, the history 
of philosophy is a serial repetition of pantheistic systems. 

What the editors Walter Jaeschke and Pierre Garniron took to be 
Hegel’s increasing interest, over the decade of the 1820s, in Oriental 
philosophies I interpret rather as his increasing effort to counterar-
gue the Orientalists’ claims about philosophy in Asia. Part of Hegel’s 
strategy was to deny over and over again that the Orientals ever had 
philosophy. The other stratagem was to refute the very possibility of 
cross-cultural interpretation and appropriation on which the Oriental 
Renaissance was premised.

Hegel’s exclusion of Africa and Asia from the history of philoso-
phy was the culmination of a movement within academic philosophy 
that had been gaining momentum for two decades before he gave 
his first lecture on the history of philosophy in 1805. Thus, my work 
revises Halbfass’s thesis that the exclusion of Asia from the history 
of philosophy is a legacy of Hegel’s. The racial exclusion of Africa 
and Asia from the history of philosophy is ultimately a legacy of 
Meiners’s. 

In the nineteenth century, the history of philosophy was one of 
the subjects most regularly covered in philosophy lectures at German 
universities. Courses and handbooks on the history of philosophy 
were the vehicles through which students were initiated into the dis-
cipline. The history of philosophy ingrained in them the canons of 
philosophy, which in turn reenforced a particular vision of German 
and European identity. 

When one day the history of philosophy ceases to do what it 
does in the service of philosophy, philosophers will cease to teach it. 
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53, 54; reduction of appearances 
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flaws and positive features 
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xii, 77, 78, 90

Getes, 72
Glasenapp, Helmuth von, 133
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Persia is beginning of real history, 
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conceded that European religion 
came from the Orient, 127, 128; 
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information to portray Africans 
negatively, 115; divided Greek 
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the Idea: absolute form of, 129; 
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61, 104, 108; Absolute, 40, 130; 
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64; Cartesian, 37; conflict with 
materialism, 44; consequences of, 
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resurgent, 37; seeming absurdity 
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141, 144; animal worship in, 
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Indian/yellow race, 94, 95; lack 
of philosophy and mathematics, 
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erudition, 71; as students of the 
Greeks, 80
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the infinite: idea of as pure thought, 
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Pure Reason, 3, 20, 21; critique of 
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93; On the Discovery According to 
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idealism of, 47; division of human 
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by, 6, 90–95; as founding theorist 
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“Loose Papers on the Progress of 
Metaphysics,” 22; on materialism, 
47, 48; mitigated idealism of, 
39; moral universalism of, 92; 
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fulfill goals by, 47; formulation 
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Literatur derselben (Buhle), 83

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm, 13, 
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critique of scientific dogmatism 
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to science of man, 77; criticism of 
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Ursprungs, Fortgangs und Verfalls 
der Wissenschaften in Griechenland 
und Rom, xii, 77; Grundriss der 
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of non-European civilizations, 
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questioned credibility of reports 
on Chinese civilization, 80; racist 
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transmigration

Michelis, Friedrich, 4
Millán-Zaibert, Elizabeth, 53, 55, 56
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Oriental Renaissance, 2, 52
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pantheism, 6, 57, 58, 111, 138; 

conceptual, 9, 140, 143; content-
less, 59; criticisms of, 134; 
emergence in Asia, 60; of 
fantasy, 140; of feeling, 140, 143; 
Hegelianism denounced as, 9; 
idealist, 140; materialism and, 
140; meaning that everything is 
God, 146; moral consequences of, 
139; opposite of skepticism, 58; is 
opposed to dynamic materialism, 
59; Platonic, 143; principle of 
identity as foundational principle, 
58, 59, 61; problem of evil in, 
137–39; proceeding from absolute 
unity of infinite reality, 59; pure, 
60; pure reason as source of, 59; 
religion and, 60; scientifically 
constructed, 60; turned into 
realism, 61

Paracelsus, 143
Parmenides, 107
Pelops, 106
Persia(ns), 8, 9, 52, 66, 71, 72, 74, 75, 

78, 80, 81, 83, 87, 89, 92, 95, 104, 
115, 116, 124, 138, 140, 141, 144; 
fire worship of, 104; grammatical 
comparisons to European 
languages, 3, 76; lack of



232 Index
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 philosophy and mathematics, 92; 

language and literature, 2, 135,
 136; realism of, 104; speculative 

use of reason by, 92
Pherecydes, 70
Philolaus, 107
Philosophisches Magazin (journal),  

20
philosophy: actual, 56, 107, 125; 

Alexandrian, 128; all forms 
emerging from one Being, 97; 
antediluvian, 25; of Arabs, 38; 
Attic, 107, 108; autonomous from 
religion, 6; barbarian, 35, 72, 
79; classes of systems of, 7; of 
the common man, 11; common 
sense, 19; competing concepts 
of, 18; criteria for qualifying 
as, 7; defining, 1, 17, 18, 56; 
determinate forms corresponding 
to determinate peoples, 123; 
development of, 101; doctrine 
of transmigration taken from 
Egyptians, 64, 65; dogmatic, 
40; eclectic, 7; Eurocentric 
canon of, 1; of experience, 48; 
experimental, 43, 45, 49; as form 
of literature, 16; ideal and real 
elements of, 101; idealist, 61; 
incomplete state of previous to 
Kant, 18; independence from 
experience, 12; interrogation of, 
43; introductions to, 55; Ionic, 107; 
knowing God as highest goal, 
62; as knowledge of self-acting 
mind, 99; as knowledge of the 
inner human being, 56; medieval, 
109; metaphysical, 87; moral, 
32, 46, 67, 104; natural, 16, 104, 
107; necessity of for sciences, 55; 
neo-Platonic, 38; origins of, 36, 
64, 69, 74, 87; pantheistic, 138; 
parochialism of, 5; political, 46; 
progress through development in, 
99; “proper,” “actual,” or “real,” 

5; purpose of, 18; rational, 36, 
45; reflective, 109; Renaissance, 
72; scholastic, 102; as scientific 
knowledge independent of 
experience, 97; scientization of, 7, 
149, 150; segregation of religion 
from, 1; separating/uniting in, 
101, 103, 107, 120, 122; sources of 
knowledge for, 18; speculative, 
36, 37, 38, 55, 136, 138, 139, 147; 
study of nature in, 11; systematic, 
19; theosophical, 102; as unity, 
104; universal and particular 
reality, 42, 100, 101
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documentation lacking, 64, 65; 
climate, despotism, caste system 
work against free mind, 89; 
denials of, 64–67; emergence of, 
70, 71; “Fohi,” 141; “Inkia,” 140; 
possibility of existence of, 64–67; 
as primeval philosophy, 103; as 
religious representation, 125, 
126; “Tao-tse,” 140; as unity, 104; 
varieties of, 140, 141

philosophy, Greek, 69, 128; claim 
of no similarities to Asian 
philosophy, 64, 65; considered 
original by minority of historians 
in 18th century, 76; Egyptian 
knowledge at root of, 72; meets 
requirement that philosophy be 
independent of political interest, 
85; originality of, 2, 4, 8, 64, 65, 
69, 70, 71, 76, 81, 84, 85, 113; 
relation to Asian philosophy, 64; 
under Roman domination, 128; in 
second major period of history, 9; 
transmitted to India, 80

philosophy, history of: antediluvian 
philosophy in, 25; beginning 
with Asians, 71; biographical 
lives and opinions mode, 12, 14, 
15; comparative, 7, 32, 34, 49, 
56, 57; consolidation of modern, 
11–29; defining, 17, 27, 28, 56; 
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as development, 9, 22, 23, 99; 
as distinct from other historical 
sciences, 16; Eurocentrism of, 
5, 82; as four periods, 101, 
102; fundamental question 
of, 34; as a German thing, 14; 
harmoniousness of, 97; as history 
of human understanding, 34; as 
history of the Spirit, 113; idealism 
period, 101; increase in interest 
in, 13; indeterminacy of, 12; 
Kantian “revolution” in writing 
of, 7; Kantian school and, 11–29; 
limited scope of due to restrictive 
definition of philosophy, 5; 
modern period, 101; needed for 
critique of philosophical reason, 
55; older tradition of writing, 
2; Oriental period, 101; a priori 
construction of, 23; as proper 
introduction to philosophy, 56; 
proper object of, 11; racism and, 
78–82; radical modification of, 
130; realist period, 101; shows 
strengths/weaknesses of existing 
systems of philosophy, 18–19; as 
theological polemic against Hegel, 
133–48; use in teaching canon of 
philosophy, 1

philosophy, Indian: as primeval 
philosophy, 9

philosophy, intellectual, 57, 60, 61, 
62; antithetical to skepticism, 61; 
assimilation of other philosophies 
by, 61, 62; best approximation 
of God’s nature, 62; derived 
from divine revelation, 63; 
dualism and, 61; fails to explain 
appearances, 63; idealism and, 
61; imperfection of most systems 
of, 62; not able to explain creatio 
ex nihilo, 62; opposition to 
empiricism and materialism, 61; 
Plato and, 62; primacy of intellect 
in, 63; relation to intellectual 
dualism, 62, 63

Philosophy of Subjective Spirit 
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Phoenicians, 71, 72, 74, 78, 79, 89; 
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Phrygians, 71, 89
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Plato, 38, 61, 64, 65, 76, 103, 105, 
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and reminiscence, 64, 65; 
doctrine of transmigration, 64, 
65; idea of pure reason, 45; 
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recommendation of contemplative 
practice by, 41; regard for abstract 
notions, 41; speculative doctrines 
of, 38
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Playfair, John, 75
Plessing, Friedrich Victor Lebrecht, 72
Plotinus, 38, 61, 137, 142
Polyhistor (Morhof), 16, 17
Popularphilosoph(en/ie): attacks 

against Kant by, 24; called 
“syncretism” by Kantians, 19; 
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Kant, 45
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history of philosophy, 13; 
claimed philosophy as scientific 
knowledge independent 
of experience, 97; defined 

philosophy, 11; dissatisfaction 
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grammatical comparisons to 
European languages, 3; language 
and literature, 2

Santinello, Giovanni, 5
Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm 

Joseph von, 42, 46, 100, 109, 140, 
143, 144; adherence to Kantian 
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subjectivity: finite, 111; formation as 

objective thought through Plato 
and Aristotle, 128; Germanic, 
126; Greek, 126; independent, 
125; Oriental, 125; preservation of 
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