
1/11

Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan

Point of View[1]

Introduction

Whatever concept one may hold, from a metaphysical point of view, concerning the
freedom of the will, certainly its appearances, which are human actions, like every other
natural event are determined by universal laws. However obscure their causes, history,
which is concerned with narrating these appearances, permits us to hope that if we attend
to the play of freedom of the human will in the large, we may be able to discern a regular
movement in it, and that what seems complex and chaotic in the single individual may be
seen from the standpoint of the human race as a whole to be a steady and progressive
though slow evolution of its original endowment. Since the free will of man has obvious
influence upon marriages, births, and deaths, they seem to be subject to no rule by which
the number of them could be reckoned in advance. Yet the annual tables of them in the
major countries prove that they occur according to laws as stable as [those of] the unstable
weather, which we likewise cannot determine in advance, but which, in the large, maintain
the growth of plants the flow of rivers, and other natural events in an unbroken uniform
course. Individuals and even whole peoples think little on this. Each, according to his own
inclination, follows his own purpose, often in opposition to others; yet each individual and
people, as if following some guiding thread, go toward a natural but to each of them
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unknown goal; all work toward furthering it, even if they would set little store by it if they
did know it.

Since men in their endeavors behave, on the whole, not just instinctively, like the
brutes, nor yet like rational citizens of the world according to some agreed-on plan, no
history of man conceived according to a plan seems to be possible, as it might be possible
to have such a history of bees or beavers. One cannot suppress a certain indignation when
one sees men’s actions on the great world-stage and finds, beside the wisdom that appears
here and there among individuals, everything in the large woven together from folly,
childish vanity, even from childish malice and destructiveness. In the end, one does not
know what to think of the human race, so conceited in its gifts. Since the philosopher
cannot presuppose any [conscious] individual purpose among men in their great drama,
there is no other expedient for him except to try to see if he can discover a natural purpose
in this idiotic course of things human. In keeping with this purpose, it might be possible to
have a history with a definite natural plan for creatures who have no plan of their own.

We wish to see if we can succeed in finding a clue to such a history; we leave it to Nature
to produce the man capable of composing it. Thus Nature produced Kepler, who
subjected, in an unexpected way, the eccentric paths of the planets to definite laws; and
she produced Newton, who explained these laws by a universal natural cause.

FIRST THESIS

All natural capacities of a creature are destined to evolve completely to
their natural end.

Observation of both the outward form and inward structure of all animals confirms this of
them. An organ that is of no use, an arrangement that does not achieve its purpose, are
contradictions in the teleological theory of nature. If we give up this fundamental
principle, we no longer have a lawful but an aimless course of nature, and blind chance
takes the place of the guiding thread of reason.

SECOND THESIS

In man (as the only rational creature on earth) those natural capacities which
are directed to the use of his reason are to be fully developed only in the
race, not in the individual.

Reason in a creature is a faculty of widening the rules and purposes of the use of all its
powers far beyond natural instinct; it acknowledges no limits to its projects. Reason itself
does not work instinctively, but requires trial, practice, and instruction in order gradually
to progress from one level of insight to another. Therefore a single man would have to live
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excessively long in order to learn to make full use of all his natural capacities. Since Nature
has set only a short period for his life, she needs a perhaps unreckonable series of
generations, each of which passes its own enlightenment to its successor in order finally to
bring the seeds of enlightenment to that degree of development in our race which is
completely suitable to Nature’s purpose. This point of time must be, at least as an ideal,
the goal of man’s efforts, for otherwise his natural capacities would have to be counted as
for the most part vain and aimless. This would destroy all practical principles, and Nature,
whose wisdom must serve as the fundamental principle in judging all her other offspring,
would thereby make man alone a contemptible plaything.

THIRD THESIS

Nature has willed that man should, by himself, produce everything that
goes beyond the mechanical ordering of his animal existence, and that he
should partake of no other happiness or perfection than that which he
himself, independently of instinct, has created by his own reason.

Nature does nothing in vain, and in the use of means to her goals she is not prodigal. Her
giving to man reason and the freedom of the will which depends upon it is clear indication
of her purpose. Man accordingly was not to be guided by instinct, not nurtured and
instructed with ready-made knowledge; rather, he should bring forth everything out of his
own resources. Securing his own food, shelter, safety and defense (for which Nature gave
him neither the horns of the bull, nor the claws of the lion, nor the fangs of the dog, but
hands only), all amusement which can make life pleasant, insight and intelligence, finally
even goodness of heart-all this should be wholly his own work. In this, Nature seems to
have moved with the strictest parsimony, and to have measured her animal gifts precisely
to the most stringent needs of a beginning existence, just as if she had willed that, if man
ever did advance from the lowest barbarity to the highest skill and mental perfection and
thereby worked himself up to happiness (so far as it is possible on earth), he alone should
have the credit and should have only himself to thank-exactly as if she aimed more at his
rational self-esteem than at his well-being. For along this march of human affairs, there
was a host of troubles awaiting him. But it seems not to have concerned Nature that he
should live well, but only that he should work himself upward so as to make himself,
through his own actions, worthy of life and of well-being.

It remains strange that the earlier generations appear to carry through their toilsome
labor only for the sake of the later, to prepare for them a foundation on which the later
generations could erect the higher edifice which was Nature’s goal, and yet that only the
latest of the generations should have the good fortune to inhabit the building on which a
long line of their ancestors had (unintentionally) labored without being permitted to
partake of the fortune they had prepared. However puzzling this may be, it is necessary if
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one assumes that a species of animals should have reason, and, as a class of rational
beings each of whom dies while the species is immortal, should develop their capacities to
perfection.

FOURTH THESIS

The means employed by Nature to bring about the development of all the
capacities of men is their antagonism in society, so far as this is, in the
end, the cause of a lawful order among men.

By “antagonism” I mean the unsocial sociability of men, i.e., their propensity to enter into
society, bound together with a mutual opposition which constantly threatens to break up
the society. Man has an inclination to associate with others, because in society he feels
himself to be more than man, i.e., as more than the developed form of his natural
capacities. But he also has a strong propensity to isolate himself from others, because he
finds in himself at the same time the unsocial characteristic of wishing to have everything
go according to his own wish. Thus he expects opposition on all sides because, in knowing
himself, he knows that he, on his own part, is inclined to oppose others. This opposition it
is which awakens all his powers, brings him to conquer his inclination to laziness and,
propelled by vainglory, lust for power, and avarice, to achieve a rank among his fellows
whom he cannot tolerate but from whom he cannot withdraw. Thus are taken the first true
steps from barbarism to culture, which consists in the social worth of man; thence
gradually develop all talents, and taste is refined; through continued enlightenment the
beginnings are laid for a way of thought which can in time convert the coarse, natural
disposition for moral discrimination into definite practical principles, and thereby change
a society of men driven together by their natural feelings into a moral whole. Without
those in themselves unamiable characteristics of unsociability from whence opposition
springs-characteristics each man must find in his own selfish pretensions-all talents
would remain hidden, unborn in an Arcadian shepherd’s life, with all its concord,
contentment, and mutual affection. Men, good-natured as the sheep they herd, would
hardly reach a higher worth than their beasts; they would not fill the empty place in
creation by achieving their end, which is rational nature. Thanks be to Nature, then, for
the incompatibility, for heartless competitive vanity, for the insatiable desire to possess
and to rule! Without them, all the excellent natural capacities of humanity would forever
sleep, undeveloped. Man wishes concord; but Nature knows better what is good for the
race; she wills discord. He wishes to live comfortably and pleasantly; Nature wills that he
should be plunged from sloth and passive contentment into labor and trouble, in order
that he may find means of extricating himself from them. The natural urges to this, the
sources of unsociableness and mutual opposition from which so many evils arise, drive
men to new exertions of their forces and thus to the manifold development of their
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capacities. They thereby perhaps show the ordering of a wise Creator and not the hand of
an evil spirit, who bungled in his great work or spoiled it out of envy.

FIFTH THESIS

The greatest problem for the human race, to the solution of which Nature
drives man, is the achievement of a universal civic society which
administers law among men.

The highest purpose of Nature, which is the development of all the capacities which can be
achieved by mankind, is attainable only in society, and more specifically in the society
with the greatest freedom. Such a society is one in which there is mutual opposition
among the members, together with the most exact definition of freedom and fixing of its
limits so that it may be consistent with the freedom of others. Nature demands that
humankind should itself achieve this goal like all its other destined goals. Thus a society in
which freedom under external laws is associated in the highest degree with irresistible
power, i.e., a perfectly just civic constitution, is the highest problem Nature assigns to the
human race; for Nature can achieve her other purposes for mankind only upon the
solution and completion of this assignment. Need forces men, so enamored otherwise of
their boundless freedom, into this state of constraint. They are forced to it by the greatest
of all needs, a need they themselves occasion inasmuch as their passions keep them from
living long together in wild freedom. Once in such a preserve as a civic union, these same
passions subsequently do the most good. It is just the same with trees in a forest: each
needs the others, since each in seeking to take the air and sunlight from others must strive
upward, and thereby each realizes a beautiful, straight stature, while those that live in
isolated freedom put out branches at random and grow stunted, crooked, and twisted. All
culture, art which adorns mankind, and the finest social order are fruits of unsociableness,
which forces itself to discipline itself and so, by a contrived art, to develop the natural
seeds to perfection.

SIXTH THESIS

This problem is the most difficult and the last to be solved by mankind.

The difficulty which the mere thought of this problem puts before our eyes is this. Man is
an animal which, if it lives among others of its kind, requires a master. For he certainly
abuses his freedom with respect to other men, and although as, a reasonable being he
wishes to have a law which limits the freedom of all, his selfish animal impulses tempt
him, where possible, to exempt himself from them. He thus requires a master, who will
break his will and force him to obey a will that is universally valid, under which each can
be free. But whence does he get this master? Only from the human race. But then the
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master is himself an animal, and needs a master. Let him begin it as he will, it is not to be
seen how he can procure a magistracy which can maintain public justice and which is itself
just, whether it be a single person or a group of several elected persons. For each of them
will always abuse his freedom if he has none above him to exercise force in accord with the
laws. The highest master should be just in himself, and yet a man. This task is therefore
the hardest of all; indeed, its complete solution is impossible, for from such crooked wood

as man is made of, nothing perfectly straight can be built.[2] That it is the last problem to
be solved follows also from this: it requires that there be a correct conception of a possible
constitution, great experience gained in many paths of life, and – far beyond these-a good
will ready to accept such a constitution. Three such things are very hard, and if they are
ever to be found together, it will be very late and after many vain attempts.

SEVENTH THESIS

The problem of establishing a perfect civic constitution is dependent upon
the problem of a lawful external relation among states and cannot be
solved without a solution of the latter problem.

What is the use of working toward a lawful civic constitution among individuals, i.e.,
toward the creation of a commonwealth? The same unsociability which drives man to this
causes any single commonwealth to stand in unrestricted freedom in relation to others;
consequently, each of them must expect from another precisely the evil which oppressed
the individuals and forced them to enter into a lawful civic state. The friction among men,
the inevitable antagonism, which is a mark of even the largest societies and political
bodies, is used by Nature as a means to establish a condition of quiet and security.
Through war, through the taxing and never-ending accumulation of armament, through
the want which any state, even in peacetime, must suffer internally, Nature forces them to
make at first inadequate and tentative attempts; finally, after devastations, revolutions,
and even complete exhaustion, she brings them to that which reason could have told them
at the beginning and with far less sad experience, to wit, to step from the lawless condition
of savages into a league of nations. In a league of nations, even the smallest state could
expect security and justice, not from its own power and by its own decrees, but only from

this great league of nations (Foedus Amphictyonum[3]), from a united power acting
according to decisions reached under the laws of their united will. However fantastica1

this idea may seem-and it was laughed at as fantastical by the Abbé de St. Pierre[4] and by

Rousseau[5], perhaps because they believed it was too near to realization – the necessary
outcome of the destitution to which each man is brought by his fellows is to force the
states to the same decision (hard though it be for them) that savage man also was
reluctantly forced to take, namely, to give up their brutish freedom and to seek quiet and
security under a lawful constitution.
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All wars are accordingly so many attempts (not in the intention of man, but in the
intention of Nature) to establish new relations among states, and through the destruction
or at least the dismemberment of all of them to create new political bodies, which, again,
either internally or externally, cannot maintain themselves and which must thus suffer
like revolutions; until finally, through the best possible civic constitution and common
agreement and legislation in external affairs, a state is created which, like a civic
commonwealth, can maintain itself automatically.

[There are three questions here, which really come to one.] Would it be expected from
an Epicurean concourse of efficient causes that states, like minute particles of matter in
their chance contacts, should form all sorts of unions which in their turn are destroyed by
new impacts, until once, finally, by chance a structure should arise which could maintain
its existence – a fortunate accident that could hardly occur? Or are we not rather to
suppose that Nature here follows a lawful course in gradually lifting our race from the
lower levels of animality to the highest level of humanity, doing this by her own secret art,
and developing in accord with her law all the original gifts of man in this apparently
chaotic disorder? Or perhaps we should prefer to conclude that, from all these actions and
counteractions of men in the large, absolutely nothing, at least nothing wise, is to issue?
That everything should remain as it always was, that we cannot therefore tell but that
discord, natural to our race, may not prepare for us a hell of evils, however civilized we
may now be, by annihilating civilization and all cultural progress through barbarous
devastation? (This is the fate we may well have to suffer under the rule of blind chance –
which is in fact identical with lawless freedom – if there is no secret wise guidance in
Nature.) These three questions, I say, mean about the same as this: Is it reasonable to
assume a purposiveness in all the parts of nature and to deny it to the whole?

Purposeless savagery held back the development of the capacities of our race; but
finally, through the evil into which it plunged mankind, it forced our race to renounce this
condition and to enter into a civic order in which those capacities could be developed. The
same is done by the barbaric freedom of established states. Through wasting the powers of
the commonwealths in armaments to be used against each other, through devastation
brought on by war, and even more by the necessity of holding themselves in constant
readiness for war, they stunt the full development of human nature. But because of the
evils which thus arise, our race is forced to find, above the (in itself healthy) opposition of
states which is a consequence of their freedom, a law of equilibrium and a united power to
give it effect. Thus it is forced to institute a cosmopolitan condition to secure the external
safety of each state.

Such a condition is not unattended by the danger that the vitality of mankind may fall
asleep; but it is at least not without a principle of balance among men’s actions and
counteractions, without which they might be altogether destroyed. Until this last step to a
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union of states is taken, which is the halfway mark in the development of mankind,
human nature must suffer the cruelest hardships under the guise of external well-being;
and Rousseau was not far wrong in preferring the state of savages, so long, that is, as the
last stage to which the human race must climb is not attained.

To a high degree we are, through art and science, cultured. We are civilized – perhaps
too much for our own good – in all sorts of social grace and decorum. But to consider
ourselves as having reached morality – for that, much is lacking. The ideal of morality
belongs to culture; its use for some simulacrum of morality in the love of honor and
outward decorum constitutes mere civilization. So long as states waste their forces in vain
and violent self-expansion, and thereby constantly thwart the slow efforts to improve the
minds of their citizens by even withdrawing all support from them, nothing in the way of a
moral order is to be expected. For such an end, a long internal working of each political
body toward the education of its citizens is required. Everything good that is not based on
a morally good disposition, however, is nothing but pretense and glittering misery. In such
a condition the human species will no doubt remain until, in the way I have described, it
works its way out of the chaotic conditions of its international relations.

EIGHTH THESIS

The history of mankind can be seen, in the large, as the realization of
Nature’s secret plan to bring forth a perfectly constituted state as the only
condition in which the capacities of mankind can be fully developed, and
also bring forth that external relation among states which is perfectly
adequate to this end.

This is a corollary to the preceding. Everyone can see that philosophy can have her belief
in a millennium, but her millennarianism is not Utopian, since the Idea can help, though
only from afar, to bring the millennium to pass. The only question is: Does Nature reveal
anything of a path to this end? And I say: She reveals something, but very little. This great
revolution seems to require so long for its completion that the short period during which
humanity has been following this course permits us to determine its path and the relation
of the parts to the whole with as little certainty as we can determine, from all previous
astronomical observation, the path of the sun and his host of satellites among the fixed
stars. Yet, on the fundamental premise of the systematic structure of the cosmos and from
the little that has been observed, we can confidently infer the reality of such a revolution.

Moreover, human nature is so constituted that we cannot be indifferent to the most
remote epoch our race may come to, if only we may expect it with certainty. Such
indifference is even less possible for us, since it seems that our own intelligent action may
hasten this happy time for our posterity. For that reason, even faint indications of
approach to it are very important to us. At present, states are in such an artificial relation
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to each other that none of them can neglect its internal cultural development without
losing power and influence among the others. Therefore the preservation of this natural
end [culture], if not progress in it, is fairly well assured by the ambitions of states.
Furthermore, civic freedom can hardly be infringed without the evil consequences being
felt in all walks of life, especially in commerce, where the effect is loss of power of the state
in its foreign relations. But this freedom spreads by degrees. When the citizen is hindered
in seeking his own welfare in his own way, so long as it is consistent with the freedom of
others, the vitality of the entire enterprise is sapped, and therewith the powers of the
whole are diminished. Therefore limitations on personal actions are step by step removed,
and general religious freedom is permitted. Enlightenment comes gradually, with
intermittent folly and caprice, as a great good which must finally save men from the selfish
aggrandizement of their masters, always assuming that the latter know their own interest.
This enlightenment, and with it a certain commitment of heart which the enlightened man
cannot fail to make to the good he clearly understands, must step by step ascend the
throne and influence the principles of government.

Although, for instance, our world rulers at present have no money left over for public
education and for anything that concerns what is best in the world, since all they have is
already committed to future wars, they will still find it to their own interest at least not to
hinder the weak and slow, independent efforts of their peoples in this work. In the end,
war itself will be seen as not only so artificial, in outcome so uncertain for both sides, in
after-effects so painful in the form of an ever-growing war debt (a new invention) that
cannot be met, that it will be regarded as a most dubious undertaking. The impact of any
revolution on all states on our continent, so closely knit together through commerce, will
be so obvious that the other states, driven by their own danger but without any legal basis,
will offer themselves as arbiters, and thus they will prepare the way for a distant
international government for which there is no precedent in world history. Although this
government at present exists only as a rough outline, nevertheless in all the members
there is rising a feeling which each has for the preservation of the whole. This gives hope
finally that after many reformative revolutions, a universal cosmopolitan condition, which
Nature has as her ultimate purpose, will come into being as the womb wherein all the
original capacities of the human race can develop.

NINTH THESIS

A philosophical attempt to work out a universal history according to a
natural plan directed to achieving the civic union of the human race must
be regarded as possible and, indeed, as contributing to this end of Nature.

It is strange and apparently silly to wish to write a history in accordance with an Idea[6] of
how the course of the world must be if it is to lead to certain rational ends. It seems that
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with such an Idea only a romance could be written. Nevertheless, if one may assume that
Nature, even in the play of human freedom, works not without plan or purpose, this Idea
could still be of use. Even if we are too blind to see the secret mechanism of its workings,
this Idea may still serve as a guiding thread for presenting as a system, at least in broad
outlines, what would otherwise be a planless conglomeration of human actions. For if one
starts with Greek history, through which every older or contemporaneous history has been

handed down or at least certified[7]; if one follows the influence of Greek history on the
construction and misconstruction of the Roman state which swallowed up the Greek, then
the Roman influence on the barbarians who in turn destroyed it, and so on down to our
times; if one adds episodes from the national histories of other peoples insofar as they are
known from the history of the enlightened nations, one will discover a regular progress in
the constitution of states on our continent (which will probably give law, eventually, to all
the others). If, further, one concentrates on the civic constitutions and their laws and on
the relations among states, insofar as through the good they contained they served over
long periods of time to elevate and adorn nations and their arts and sciences, while
through the evil they contained they destroyed them, if only a germ of enlightenment was
left to be further developed by this overthrow and a higher level was thus prepared – if, I
say, one carries through this study, a guiding thread will be revealed. It can serve not only
for clarifying the confused play of things human, and not only for the art of prophesying
later political changes (a use which has already been made of history even when seen as
the disconnected effect of lawless freedom), but for giving a consoling view of the future
(which could not be reasonably hoped for without the presupposition of a natural plan) in
which there will be exhibited in the distance how the human race finally achieves the
condition in which all the seeds planted in it by Nature can fully develop and in which the
destiny of the race can be fulfilled here on earth.

Such a justification of Nature – or, better, of Providence – is no unimportant reason for
choosing a standpoint toward world history. For what is the good of esteeming the majesty
and wisdom of Creation in the realm of brute nature and of recommending that we
contemplate it, if that part of the great stage of supreme wisdom which contains the
purpose of all the others – the history of mankind – must remain an unceasing reproach
to it? If we are forced to turn our eyes from it in disgust, doubting that we can ever find a
perfectly rational purpose in it and hoping for that only in another world?

That I would want to displace the work of practicing empirical historians with this Idea
of world history, which is to some extent based upon an a priori principle, would be a
misinterpretation of my intention. It is only a suggestion of what a philosophical mind
(which would have to be well versed in history) could essay from another point of view.
Otherwise the notorious complexity of a history of our time must naturally lead to serious
doubt as to how our descendants will begin to grasp the burden of the history we shall
leave to them after a few centuries. They will naturally value the history of earlier times,
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from which the documents may long since have disappeared, only from the point of view
of what interests them, i.e., in answer to the question of what the various nations and
governments have contributed to the goal of world citizenship, and what they have done to
damage it. To consider this, so as to direct the ambitions of sovereigns and their agents to
the only means by which their fame can be spread to later ages: this can be a minor motive
for attempting such a philosophical history.


