What Is, and to What End Do We Study,
UNIVERSAL HISTORY?

TRANSLATED BY
CAROLINE STEPHAN AND ROBERT TROUT

Gentlemen, it is a delightful and honorable commission for
me to wander into the future at your sides, through a field
which reveals so many objects of study to the thinking
observer, such magnificent examples for the emulation of
the active, worldly man, such important explanations for
the philosopher, and such rich sources of most noble joy for
everyone without exception—the grand and broad field of
universal history. The sight of so many splendid young men
gathered about me by their noble thirst for knowledge,
and in whose midst some genius flourishes who will make
himself felt in future ages, transforms my obligation into
pleasure, but also makes me feel the weight and importance
of this enterprise in its full force. The greater the gift I must
bequeath upon you,—and what greater gift than truth has
any man to give to man?—the more I must take caution,
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that its value is not debased in my hands. The more lively
and pure your spirit conceives in this happiest epoch of its
activity, and the quicker your youthful passions glow, the
greater the demand upon me to prevent this enthusiasm,
which only truth has the right to awaken, from being wasted
unworthily by fraud and deception.

The field of history is fecund and vastly encompassing;
in its sphere lies the entire moral world. It accompanies
us through all the conditions mankind has experienced,
through all the shifting forms of opinion, through his folly
and his wisdom, his deterioration and his ennoblement;
history must give account of everything man has taken and
given. There is none among you to whom history had noth-
ing important to convey; however different the paths toward
your future destinies, it somewhere binds them together;
but one destiny you all share in the same way with one
another, that which you brought with you into this world—
to educate yourself as a human being—and history ad-
dresses itself to this human being.

But, gentlemen, before I can undertake to determine
more exactly your expectations of this object of your dili-
gence, and to explain its connection with the real purpose
of your diverse studies, it were not superfluous for me to
first reach agreement with you on that purpose of your
studies. A preliminary clarification of this question, which
seems appropriate and worthwhile enough to me, at the
beginning of our future academic relationship, will enable
me directly to draw your attention to the most dignified
side of world history.

The course of studies which the scholar who feeds on
bread alone sets himself, is very different from that of the
philosophical mind. The former, who, for all his diligence,
is interested merely in fulfilling the conditions under which

he can perform a vocation and enjoy its advantages, who
activates the powers of his mind only thereby to improve
his material conditions and to satisfy a narrow-minded thirst

for fame, such a person has no concern upon entering his

academic career, more important than distinguishing most
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carefully those sciences which he calls ‘studies for bread,’
from all the rest, which delight the mind for their own sake.
Such a scholar believes, that all the time he devoted to these
latter, he would have to divert from his future vocation, and
this thievery he could never forgive himself. He will direct
all of his diligence to the demands made upon him by the
future master of his fate, and he will believe he has achieved
everything once he has made himself capable of not fearing
this authority. Once he has run his course and attained the
goal of his desires, he dismisses the sciences which guided
him, for why should he bother with them any longer? His
greatest concern now is to display these accumulated trea-
sures of his memory, and to take care, that their value not
depreciate. Every extension of his bread-science upsets
him, because it portends only more work, or it makes the
past useless; every important innovation frightens him, be-
cause it shatters the old school form which he so laboriously
adopted, it places him in danger of losing the entire effort
of his preceding life.

Who rants more against reformers than the gaggle of
bread-fed scholars? Who more holds up the progress of
useful revolutions in the kingdom of knowledge than these
very men? Every light radiated by a happy genius, in which-
ever science it be, makes their poverty apparent; their foils
are bitterness, insidiousness, and desperation, for, in the
school system they defend, they do battle at the same time
for their entire existence. On that score, there is no more
irreconcilable enemy, no more jealous official, no one more
eager to denounce heresy than the bread-fed scholar. The
less his knowledge rewards him on its own account, the
more he devours acclaim thrown at him from the outside;
he has but one standard for the work of the craftsman, as
well as for the work of the mind—effort. Thus, one hears
no one complain more about ingratitude than the bread-fed
scholar; he seeks his rewards not in the treasures of his
mind—his recompense he expects from the recognition of
others, from positions of honor, from personal security. If
he miscarries in this, who is more unhappy than the bread-
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fed scholar? He has lived, worried, and worked in vain; he
has sought in vain for truth, if for him this truth not transfer
itself into gold, published praise, and princely favor.
Pitiful man, who, with the noblest of all tools, with
science and art, desires and obtains nothing higher than the
day-laborer with the worst of tools, who, in the kingdom of
complete freedom, drags an enslaved soul around with him.
Still more pitiful, however, is the young man of genius,
whose natural, beautiful stride is led astray by harmful
theories and models upon this sad detour, who was per-
suaded to collect ephemeral details for his future vocation,

_so wretchedly meticulous. His vocational science of patch-

work will soon disgust him, desires will awaken in him
which it cannot satisfy, his genius will revolt against his
destiny. Everything he does appears to him but fragments,
he sees no purpose to his work, but purposelessness he
cannot bear. The tribulation, the triviality in his professional
business presses him to the ground, because he cannot
counter it with the joyful courage which acompanies only
the enlightened understanding, only expected perfection.
He feels secluded, torn away from the connectedness of
things, since he has neglected to connect his activity to the
grand whole of the world. Jurisprudence disrobes the jurist
as soon as the glimmer of a better culture casts its light upon
its nakedness, instead of his now striving to become a new
creator of law, and to improve deficiencies now discovered
out of his own inner wealth. The physician is estranged from
his profession as soon as grave errors demonstrate to him
the unreliability of his system; the theologian loses respect
for his calling as soon as his faith in the infallibility of his
system begins to totter.

How entirely differently the philosophical mind com-
ports itselfl As meticulously as the bread-fed scholar distin-
guishes his science from all others, the latter strives to
extend the reach of his own, and to reestablish its bond with
the others—reestablish, 1 say, for only the abstracting mind
has set these boundaries, has sundered these sciences from
one another. Where the bread-fed scholar severs, the philo-
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sophical mind unites. He early convinced himself, that ev-
erything is intertwined in the field of understanding as well
as in the material world, and his zealous drive for harmony
cannot be satisfied with fragments of the whole. All his
efforts are directed toward the perfection of his knowledge;
his noble impatience cannot rest until all of his conceptions
have ordered themselves into an organic whole, until he
stands at the center of his art, his science, and until from
this position outward he surveys its expanse with a con-
tented look. New discoveries in the sphere of his activities,
which cast the bread-fed scholar down, delight the philo-
sophical mind. Perhaps they fill a gap which had still disfig-
ured the growing whole of his conceptions, or they set the
stone still missing in the edifice of his ideas, which then
completes it. Even should these new discoveries leave it in
ruins, a new chain of thoughts, a new natural phenomenon,
a newly discovered law in the material world overthrow the
entire edifice of his science, no matter: He has always loved
truth more than his system, and he will gladly exchange the
old, insufficient form for a new one, more beautiful. Indeed,
if no blow from the outside shatters his edifice of ideas, he
himself will be the first to tear it apart, discontented, to

reestablish it more perfected. Through always new and

more beautiful forms of thought, the philosophical mind
strides forth to higher excellence, while the bread-fed
scholar, in eternal stagnation of mind, guards over the bar-
ren monotony of his school-conceptions.

There is no fairer judge of the merits of others than
the philosophical mind. Shrewd and imaginative enough to
make use of every activity, he is also equitable enough to
honor the creation of even the smallest contribution. All
minds work for him—all minds work against the bread-fed
scholar. The former knows how to transform everything
around him, everything which happens and is thought,
into his own possession—among thinking minds an intimate
community of all goods of the mind is in effect; what is
obtained in the kingdom of truth by one is won for all. The
bread-fed scholar fences himself in against all his neighbors,
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whom he jealously begrudges light and sun, and keeps
worried watch over the dilapidated barrier which but
weakly defends him against victorious reason. For every-
thing the bread-fed scholar undertakes, he must borrow
incentive and encouragement from others; the philosophical
mind, in his diligence, finds in his subject matter itself his
incentive and reward. How much more enthusiastically can
he set about his work, how much more lively will his eager-
ness be, how much more tenacious his courage and his
activity, because for him work rejuvenates itself through
work. Even small things become grand under his creative
hand, because he always has the grand objective, which
they may serve, in view, while the bread-fed scholar sees
even in great things only that which is petty. It is not what
he does, but how he treats what he does, which distin-
guishes the philosophical mind. Wherever he may stand
and work, he always stands at the center of the whole; and
however far the object of his labors may draw him away
from his other brothers, he is allied with them, and near
them through a harmonically working understanding; he
meets them where all enlightened minds find one another.

Should I now carry on further in this description, or
may I hope, that you have already decided which of these
two portraits I have held up to you here you will want to
take as your model? Whether the study of universal history
can be recommended to you, or whether you should leave
it alone, depends upon the choice you have made between
these two. My only concern is with the second portrait, for
by endeavoring to make oneself useful to the first, science
might depart too far from its higher, ultimate aim, and
might purchase a small profit with a sacrifice too great.

If we are agreed upon the point of view from which the
value of science should be determined, I can now draw
closer to the conception of universal history itself, the topic
of today’s lecture.

The discoveries which our European mariners have
made in distant oceans and on remote coastlines, present
us a spectacle as constructive as it is entertaining. They
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show us tribes which surround us at the most diverse levels
of culture, like children of different ages gathered around
an adult, reminding him by their example of what he used
to be, and where he started from. A wise hand seems to
have preserved these raw tribes for us down to our times,
where we would be advanced enough in our own culture to
make fruitful application of this discovery upon ourselves,
and to restore out of this mirror the forgotten origin of our
species. But how shaming and sad is the picture thfzse
people give us of our childhood! And yet the level at which
we see them is not even the first. Mankind began even
more contemptuously. Those we study today we already
find as nations, as political bodies: But mankind first had to
elevate itself by an extraordinary effort, to political society.
Now what do these travellers tell us about these sav-
ages? They found some without any knowledge of the most
indispensable skills, without iron, without the plow, some
even without the possession of fire. Some still wrestled with
wild beasts for food and dwelling, among many language
had been scarcely elevated from animal sounds to under-
standable signs. In some places, there was not even the
simple bond of marriage, as yet no knowledge of property,
and in others the flaccid soul was not even able to retain an
experience which repeats itself every day; one saw the sav-
age carelessly relinquish the bed on which he slept, because
it did not occur to him, that he would sleep again .omorrow.
War, however, was with them all, and the flesh of the
vanquished enemy was not seldom the prize of victory.
Among others, acquainted with various leisures of life, who
had already achieved a higher level of culture, slavery and
despotism presented us a dreadful picture of them. Once
we find a tyrant in Africa trading his subjects for a gulp of
brandy; another time they would be slaughtered on his
grave to serve him in the underworld. Where once pious
simplicity prostrates itself to a ridiculous fetish, another
time it is to a terrible monster; mankind portrays himself in
his gods. Where over there we see denigrating slavery,
stupidity, and superstition bow him down, yet another time
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we see him utterly miserable on the other extreme of lawless
freedom. Always armed for attack and defense, startled by
every noise, the savage strains his cautious ear into the
desert; everything new is the enemy, and woe to the
stranger whom a storm has cast upon the coast! No hospita-
ble hearth will smoke for him, no sweet hospitality comfort
him. But even where mankind has elevated itself from hos-
tile solitude to community, from privation to luxury, from
fear to joy—how bizarre and atrocious he seems to our eyes!
His crude taste seeks joy in stupor, beauty in distortion,
glory in exaggeration; even his virtue awakens horror in us,
and what he calls his bliss can only arouse our disgust and
pity. So were we. Caesar and Tacitus found us not much
better eighteen hundred years ago. What are we now?—
Let me linger for a moment at this epoch in which we are
now living, at this present shape of the world we inhabit.

Human diligence has cultivated it and subdued the
resisting land through persistence and skill. In one part of
the world we see, that mankind redeemed the land from
the sea, somewhere else he opened rivers into the arid land.
Mankind has intermingled the regions and the seasons, and
has toughened the weak plants of the Orient to his own
harsh climate. As he brought Europe to the West Indies
and the South Seas, so he also let Asia arise in Europe. A
merrier sky now laughs above Germany’s forests, which the
powerful hand of man tore open to the rays of sunshine, and
in the waves of the Rhine are mirrored Asia’s grapevines.
Populous towns arise on its banks, which swarm with vigor-
ous life of pleasure and work. Here we find a man secure in
peaceful possession of his acquisitions among millions of
others, whom previously a single neighbor had robbed of
his slumbers. The equality he lost upon entering the com-
munity, he regained through wise laws. He escaped from
the blind constraint of pure chance and poverty under the
more gentle constraint of treaties, and surrendered the
liberty of the beast of prey to redeem the more noble free-
dom of the human being. Prevailing need compels him no
longer to the plowshare, no enemy any longer demands of
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him, that he leave his plow to defend home and fatherland
on the battlefield. With the arm of the husbandman he fills
his barns, with the weapons of a warrior he protects his
territory. The law keeps watch over his property—and that
invaluable right remains for him to decide for himself what
his duty is.

How many creations of art, how many wonders of dili-
gence, what light in all fields of knowledge, since man no
longer consumes his energies in pitiful self-defense, since
it has been placed at his discretion to reconcile himself with
need, which he ought never fully to escape; since he has
obtained the valuable privilege to command freely over his
capabilities, and to follow the call of his genius! What lively
activity everywhere, since desires multiplied lent new
wings to inventive genius and opened new spheres to his
diligence.—The boundaries are breached which isolated
states and nations in hostile egoism. All thinking minds are
now bound together by the bond of world-citizenry,.and all
the light of the century can now illuminate the spirit of a
new Galileo and Erasmus. ‘

Since the time when the laws descended to the weak-
ness of man, man, too, accommodated to the laws. With
them he has become gentle, just as he ran wild when they
were wild; barbaric crimes follow their barbaric punishment
gradually into oblivion. A great step toward ennoblement

has taken place, so that the laws are virtuous, although -

mankind still is not. Where duties enforced upon mankind
are relaxed, morality takes command of him: Whom no
punishment terrifies and no conscience curbs, is now held
within bounds by laws of decency and honor.

It is true, that some barbaric remnants of the former

age have penetrated into our own, the progeny of accident
and violence, which the Age of Reason should not perpetu-
ate. But how much which is useful has the understanding
of mankind also given to this barbaric legacy of the ancient
and Middle Ages. How harmless, yes—how useful—it has
often made that which it could not yet dare to overturn!
. Upon the rough terrain of feudal anarchy, Germany estab-
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lished the system of its political and clerical freedom. The
silhouette of the Roman Emperor presented on this side of
the Apennines serves the world infinitely better than its
dreadful archetype in ancient Rome, for it holds together a
useful system of states through concord: The former had
suppressed the most active forces of mankind in slavish
uniformity. Even our religion, so much distorted at the
hands of the faithless, from which it has been handed down
to us—who can deny the ennobling influence of a better
philosophy in it? From Leibnizes and Lockes, the dogma
and morality of Christianity gained in the same way the
brush of a Raphael and Correggio bequeathed to sacred
history.

Finally, our nations: With what intensity, with what art
they are intertwined with each other! How much more
durably fraternal through the charitable force of need, than
in earlier times through the most ceremonious treaties! The
peace is now guarded by a permanently bridled war, and
the self-love of one nation makes it the guardian over the
prosperity of the other. The European community of states
appears to be transformed into a great family. The family
members may treat each other with hostility, but hopefully -
no longer tear each other limb from limb.

What very different pictures! Who would suspect in
the refined European of the eighteenth century only an
advanced brother of the modern Canadian, or the ancient
Celt? All these skills, artistic impulses, experiences, and all
these creations of reason, were implanted and developed in
mankind during the span of a few thousand years, all these
wonders of art, these grand achievements of diligence
evoked from mankind. What awakened them to life, what
enticed them forth? Through which conditions did man
wander until he ascended from one extreme, from the unso-
ciable troglodyte, to the ingenious thinker, the cultured
man of the world? Universal world history gives the answer
to this question.

These same people present themselves on this same
tract of land so immeasurably different when we view them


















