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INTRODUCTORY NOTE     BY HENRY B. 

SMITH, D. D. 

The History of Philosophy, by Dr. Albert Schwegler, is considered 

in Germany as the best concise manual upon the subject from the 

school of Hegel. Its account of the Greek and of the German 

systems, is of especial value and importance. It presents the whole 

history of speculation in its consecutive order. Though following 

the method of Hegel’s more extended lectures upon the progress of 

philosophy, and though it makes the system of Hegel to be the 

ripest product of philosophy, yet it also rests upon independent 

investigations. It will well reward diligent study, and is one of the 



best works for a 
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text-book in our colleges, upon this neglected branch of scientific 

investigation. The translation is made by a competent person, and 

gives, I doubt not, a faithful rendering of the original. 

Henry B. Smith. 

Union Theological Seminary, New York, Nov. 6, 1855. 

 

[Pg v] 

TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE.   

Schwegler’s History of Philosophy originally appeared in the 

“Neue Encyklopädie für Wissenschaften und Künste.” Its great 

value soon awakened a call for its separate issue, in which form it 

has attained a very wide circulation in Germany. It is found in the 

hands of almost every student in the philosophical department of a 

German university, and is highly esteemed for its clearness, 

conciseness, and comprehensiveness. 

The present translation was commenced in Germany three years 

ago, and has been carefully finished. It was undertaken with the 

conviction that the work would not lose its interest or its value in 

an English dress, and with the hope that it might be of wider 

service in such a form 
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to students of philosophy here. It was thought especially, that a 

proper translation of this manual would supply a want for a 

suitable text-book on this branch of study, long felt by both 

teachers and students in our American colleges. 



The effort has been made to translate, and not to paraphrase the 

author’s meaning. Many of his statements might have been 

amplified without diffuseness, and made more perceptible to the 

superficial reader without losing their interest to the more profound 

student, but he has so happily seized upon the germs of the 

different systems, that they neither need, nor would be improved 

by any farther development, and has, moreover, presented them so 

clearly, that no student need have any difficulty in apprehending 

them as they are. The translator has therefore endeavored to 

represent faithfully and clearly the original history. As such, he 

offers his work to the American public, indulging no hope, and 

making no efforts for its success beyond that which its own merits 

shall ensure. 

J. H. S. 

Schenectady, N. Y., January, 1856. 
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A    HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY. 

 

SECTION I.    WHAT IS MEANT BY THE 

HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY. 

To philosophize is to reflect; to examine things, in thought. 

Yet in this is the conception of philosophy not sufficiently defined. 

Man, as thinking, also employs those practical activities concerned 

in the adaptation of means to an end; the whole body of sciences 

also, even those which do not in strict sense belong to philosophy, 

still lie in the realm of thought. In what, then, is philosophy 

distinguished from these sciences, e. g. from the science of 

astronomy, of medicine, or of rights? Certainly not in that it has a 

different material to work upon. Its material is precisely the same 

as that of the different empirical sciences. The construction and 

disposition of the universe, the arrangement and functions of the 

human body, the doctrines of property, of rights and of the state—

all these materials belong as truly to philosophy as to their 

appropriate sciences. That which is given in the world of 

experience, that which is real, is the content likewise of 

philosophy. It is not, therefore, in its material but in its 
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form, in its method, in its mode of knowledge, that philosophy is to 

be distinguished from the empirical sciences. These latter derive 

their material directly from experience; they find it at hand and 

take it up just as they find it. Philosophy, on the other hand, is 

never satisfied with receiving that which is given simply as it is 

given, but rather follows it out to its ultimate grounds; it examines 

every individual thing in reference to a final principle, and 

considers it as one link in the whole chain of knowledge. In this 

way philosophy removes from the individual thing given in 

experience, its immediate, individual, and accidental character; 

from the sea of empirical individualities, it brings out that which is 

common to all; from the infinite and orderless mass of 

contingencies it finds that which is necessary, and throws over all a 

universal law. In short, philosophy examines the totality of 

experience in the form of an organic system in harmony with the 

laws of thought. From the above it is seen, that philosophy (in the 

sense we have given it) and the empirical sciences have a 

reciprocal influence; the latter conditioning the former, while they 

at the same time are conditioned by it. We shall, therefore, in the 

history of the world, no more find an absolute and complete 

philosophy, than a complete empirical science (Empirik). Rather is 

philosophy found only in the form of the different philosophical 

systems, which have successively appeared in the course of 

history, advancing hand in hand with the progress of the empirical 

sciences and the universal, social, and civil culture, and showing in 

their advance the different steps in the development and 

improvement of human science. The history of philosophy has, for 

its object, to represent the content, the succession, and the inner 

connection of these philosophical systems. 

The relation of these different systems to each other is thus already 

intimated. The historical and collective life of the race is bound 

together by the idea of a spiritual and intellectual progress, and 

manifests a regular order of advancing, though not always 

continuous, stages of development. In this, the fact harmonizes 



with what we should expect from antecedent probabilities. Since, 

therefore, every philosophical system is only the philosophical 
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expression of the collective life of its time, it follows that these 

different systems which have appeared in history will disclose one 

organic movement and form together one rational and internally 

connected (gegliedertes) system. In all their developments, we 

shall find one constant order, grounded in the striving of the spirit 

ever to raise itself to a higher point of consciousness and 

knowledge, and to recognize the whole spiritual and natural 

universe, more and more, as its outward being, as its reality, as the 

mirror of itself. 

Hegel was the first to utter these thoughts and to consider the 

history of philosophy as a united process, but this view, which is, 

in its principle, true, he has applied in a way which would destroy 

the freedom of human actions, and remove the very conception of 

contingency, i. e. that any thing should be contrary to reason. 

Hegel’s view is, that the succession of the systems of philosophy 

which have appeared in history, corresponds to the succession of 

logical categories in a system of logic. According to him, if, from 

the fundamental conceptions of these different philosophical 

systems, we remove that which pertains to their outward form or 

particular application, &c., so do we find the different steps of the 

logical conceptions (e. g. being, becoming, existence, being per se 

(fürsichseyn) quantity, &c.). And on the other hand, if we take up 

the logical process by itself, we find also in it the actual historical 

process. 

This opinion, however, can be sustained neither in its principle nor 

in its historical application. It is defective in its principle, because 

in history freedom and necessity interpenetrate, and, therefore, 

while we find, if we consider it in its general aspects, a rational 

connection running through the whole, we also see, if we look 



solely at its individual parts, only a play of numberless 

contingencies, just as the kingdom of nature, taken as a whole, 

reveals a rational plan in its successions, but viewed only in its 

parts, mocks at every attempt to reduce them to a preconceived 

plan. In history we have to do with free subjectivities, with 

individuals capable of originating actions, and have, therefore, a 

factor which does not admit of a previous calculation. For however 
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accurately we may estimate the controlling conditions which may 

attach to an individual, from the general circumstances in which he 

may be placed, his age, his associations, his nationality, &c., a free 

will can never be calculated like a mathematical problem. History 

is no example for a strict arithmetical calculation. The history of 

philosophy, therefore, cannot admit of an apriori construction; the 

actual occurrences should not be joined together as illustrative of a 

preconceived plan; but the facts, so far as they can be admitted, 

after a critical sifting, should be received as such, and their rational 

connection be analytically determined. The speculative idea can 

only supply the law for the arrangement and scientific connection 

of that which may be historically furnished. 

A more comprehensive view, which contradicts the above-given 

Hegelian notion, is the following. The actual historical 

development is, very generally, different from the theoretical. 

Historically e. g. the State arose as a means of protection against 

robbers, while theoretically it is derived from the idea of rights. So 

also, even in the actual history of philosophy, while the logical 

(theoretical) process is an ascent from the abstract to the concrete, 

yet does the historical development of philosophy, quite generally, 

descend from the concrete to the abstract, from intuition to 

thought, and separates the abstract from the concrete in those 

general forms of culture and those religious and social 

circumstances, in which the philosophizing subject is placed. A 

system of philosophy proceeds synthetically, while the history of 



philosophy, i. e. the history of the thinking process proceeds 

analytically. We might, therefore, with great propriety, adopt 

directly the reverse of the Hegelian position, and say that what in 

reality is the first, is for us, in fact, the last. This is illustrated in the 

Ionic philosophy. It began not with being as an abstract 

conception, but with the most concrete, and most apparent, e. g. 

with the material conception of water, air, &c. Even if we leave the 

Ionics and advance to the being of the Eleatics or the becoming of 

the Heraclitics, we find, that these, instead of being pure thought 

determinations, are only unpurified conceptions, and 
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materially colored intuitions. Still farther, is the attempt 

impracticable to refer every philosophy that has appeared in 

history to some logical category as its central principle, because 

the most of these philosophies have taken, for their object, the idea, 

not as an abstract conception, but in its realization as nature and 

mind, and, therefore, for the most part, have to do, not with logical 

questions, but with those relating to natural philosophy, 

psychology and ethics. Hegel should not, therefore, limit his 

comparison of the historical and systematic process of 

development simply to logic, but should extend it to the whole 

system of philosophical science. Granted that the Eleatics, the 

Heraclitics and the Atomists may have made such a category as the 

centre of their systems, and we may find thus far the Hegelian 

logic in harmony with the Hegelian history of philosophy. But if 

we go farther, how is it? How with Anaxagoras, the Sophists, 

Socrates, Plato, Aristotle? We cannot, certainly, without violence, 

press one central principle into the systems of these men, but if we 

should be able to do it, and could reduce e. g. the philosophy of 

Anaxagoras to the conception of “the end,” that of the Sophists to 

the conception of “the appearance,” and the Socratic Philosophy to 

the conception of “the good,”—yet even then we have the new 

difficulty that the historical does not correspond to the logical 

succession of these categories. In fact, Hegel himself has not 
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