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Abstract The aim of this paper is to discuss some assumptions of comparative
philosophy by providing a critical analysis of Hegel’s perception of China and
other non-European cultures in relation to Kant’s anthropological works. The main
assumption of comparative philosophy is that the temporal-cognitive distance
between Plato and Diderot is irrelevant compared to the geographic-cultural
distance between Plato and Confucius or Diderot and Dai Zhen. This paper will
demonstrate that this culturalist assumption is also a legacy of Hegel’s history of
philosophy, whose anthropological basis and historicist framework needs to be
deconstructed. Finally, this paper will make reference to Victor Cousin, the French
philosopher who introduced German philosophy in France, to show how this
thinker’s adaptation of Hegel’s history of philosophy allows us to propose a more
inclusive conception of the value of non-European cultures’ intellectual
productions and to elaborate, on this basis, a radically non-culturalist framework
for comparative philosophy.
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1 The Influence of the 19th Century Theory of Volksgeist in
the Assumptions of Contemporary Comparative Philosophy

The definition of comparative philosophy is largely based on an assumption that,
to many of us, will appear self-evident: Comparative philosophy refers to the
intellectual endeavor dedicated to the task of comparing philosophers from
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“different cultures.” This assumption is exemplified by Chibueze C. Udeani
(2018):

It is a fact that the activity of philosophy is always influenced by its own
particular tradition. To understand a philosophical tradition one has to
understand the nature of such cultural influences [...]. If the foregoing is to be
assumed, [...] if philosophy is culturally dependent, what possibilities do
philosophers from different cultures have to engage in a philosophical dialogue
with each other?” (Udeani 2008, 117)

The problem with this seemingly self-evident definition of “philosophical
dialogue” in comparative philosophy or intercultural studies lies in the relatively
undefined nature of the concept of “culture” it invokes. The fact that this concept
of “culture” is actually the result of an historical construction is seldom seriously
addressed in most of the academic works belonging to the field of comparative
philosophy. As demonstrated by Eric R. Wolf, Matti Bunzl, and Harro Segeberg,
the content of this concept of culture has largely been defined by German
Romantic and idealist philosophers in reaction to French Enlightenment and in
relation to the concept of Volksgeist (national spirit).' According to this
nineteenth-century conceptual framework, a culture is defined by the
ethno-linguistic features of a specific nation—"“nation” meaning simultaneously
the people to whom these linguistic features can be uniquely attributed and the
territorial boundaries of the geographical distribution of this people. However,
contemporary anthropology has demonstrated the limits of defining culture as
framed by strict geographical boundaries.’

Moreover, the understanding of the concept of culture through the notion of
Volksgeist “subreptively” introduces a shift from a descriptive definition to a
prescriptive ideology. The notion of culture gives birth to culturalism when the
definition of culture is no longer the result of the empirical observations of
anthropologists on a particular tribe and instead becomes a normative construct
enforced by moralists, intellectuals and politicians as the developmental goal of a

! “In opposition to the French Enlightenment, which based its universalism on the essential
sameness of human beings as rational actors, Herder stressed the individual contribution of each
cultural entity to humanity at large. Since individuality was the totality of its multitudinous
elements, each Volk shall be studied in its individuality” (Bunzl 1996). “The shift in emphasis
from “culture” as cultivation to culture as the basic assumptions and guiding aspirations of an
entire collectivity—a whole people, a folk, a nation—probably occurred only in the nineteenth
century, under the prompting of an intensifying nationalism. Then each people, with its
characteristic culture, came to be understood as possessing a mode of perceiving and
conceptualizing the world all of its own” (Wolf 1999, 29).

% «“Anthropologists mostly stress that cultures, the object of their science, cannot be clearly
demarcated [...] Our challenge then is to [...] offer the concept of bordering as a starting point
for answering this question” (Linde-Laursen 2010, 2-3).
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specific nation—something that a specific people should acquire.3

My claim is that if the limits of this concept of “culture” have not yet been
carefully addressed, it is because the world history of philosophy produced by
Kantian and Hegelian scholars at the beginning of the nineteenth century
participated in the very elaboration of such a culturalist conception of culture (Park
2013). For this reason, deconstructing the anthropological assumptions of Kant’s
and Hegel’s perceptions of non-European cultures, especially of Chinese culture,
is necessary to redefine the methodology of comparative philosophy. In order to do
so, this paper will make reference to Victor Cousin, the French philosopher who
introduced German philosophy to France. Cousin’s adaptation of Hegel’s history
of philosophy can allow us to propose a more inclusive conception of the value of
non-European cultures’ intellectual productions and to elaborate, on this basis, a
radically non-culturalist framework for comparative philosophy.

This paper is divided into three parts, each guided by an overarching question:
(1) What are the historical and cultural reasons for Hegel’s rather negative
perception of Chinese culture? (2) To what extent did Kant’s racial anthropology
determine Hegel’s perception of Chinese culture? (3) To what extent can Victor
Cousin’s 1824 Course of Philosophy, despite its Hegelian subtext, help us to
rethink Hegel’s history of philosophy? Finally, this paper will lay out the
principles of an anti-Hegelian methodology for comparative philosophy.

2 Hegel's Perception of Chinese Culture and Thinking and
Its Historical and Intellectual Context

For Hegel, Chinese culture is hardly worthy of philosophical attention; the value
we attribute to it is inversely proportional to our knowledge of it.* According to

3 “Given the originally cosmopolitan character of the Enlightenment, it is somewhat surprising
that national awareness formed a continuous strand in the thinking of this newly middle-class
culture [...]. The theme of differences in national character, especially between French and
Germany took on an increasing importance. This discussion subsequently played a major role in
determining German attitudes to French revolution [...]. Thus Herder, for example, wrote that
‘court manners’ had spoiled the French language to such an extent that they had driven our
‘genius,’ ‘truth,” and ‘strength,’ and called for a ‘limited nationalism’ as an antidote to the French
influence in German culture. Similarly, in his Deutsche Gelehrtenrepublik (1774), Klopstock
declared that it was time for the Germans to reassume control over their own culture...”
(Segeberg 1988, 142, 144).

* “Es ist bei den Chinesen wie bei den Indern der Fall, daB sie einen groBen Ruhm der
Ausbildung haben, aber dieser sowohl wie die grolen Zahlen ihrer Geschichte usf. haben sich
durch bessere Kenntnis sehr herabgesetzt” (It is true of the Chinese as well as of the Indians that
they have a great reputation for culture; but this, as well as the amount of Indian literature which
exists, has largely diminished through a further knowledge of it) (Hegel 1979, 141; Hegel 1955,
119-21).



Kant’s, Hegel’s and Cousin’s Perceptions of China and Non-European Cultures 557

him, it would have been better for Confucius’s reputation if his works had never
been translated’ and the works of Laozi are empty words about emptiness, much
ado about nothingness. For Hegel, this demonstrates that Chinese thinking is
almost pre-philosophical.® Indeed, “Oriental philosophy” is, for him, nothing but
the ratiocination of religious ideas.” What is especially problematic here is not so
much Hegel’s disparaging comments about Chinese culture but the fact that they
are based on a theoretical claim about the nature of “Chinese people” as a whole:
“This is the character of the Chinese people in its various aspects. Its
distinguishing feature is that everything which belongs to Spirit—unconstrained
morality, in practice and theory, Heart, inward Religion, Science and Art properly
so called—is alien to it” (Hegel 2001, 155-56).® Furthermore, for Hegel, since
“Chinese people” cannot think by themselves, they are also deprived of the ability
to govern themselves and, like children, need to be ruled by an authoritarian
father.”

Hegel’s perception of China differs strongly from those of most intellectuals in
the eighteenth century. John Webb, a British architect and scholar who issued the
first treatise on the Chinese language in Europe, wrote of how “China had letters
in use long before either the Egyptians or Phoenicians [...] their characters [were]
invented some centuries of years before the dispersion at Babel” (Webb 1669, 29).
For Voltaire, China, a most antique and venerable civilization, had not only
manifested high cultural refinement in an age when Europe was still in a state of
barbarism,'’ but also had a government that served as a model of the religious

> “Aus seinen Originalwerken kann man das Urteil fillen, daB es fiir den Ruhm des Konfutse
besser gewesen wire, wenn sie nicht iibersetzt worden wiren” (We may conclude from his
original works that for their reputation it would have been better had they never been translated)
(Hegel 1979, 141-42; Hegel 1955, 121).

® “das Hochste, das Letzte, das Urspriingliche, das Erste, der Ursprung aller Dinge ist das Nichts,
das Leere, das ganz Unbestimmte (das abstrakt Allgemeine); es wird auch Tao, die Vernunft,
genannt [...] Ist das Philosophieren nun nicht weiter gekommen als zu solchen Ausdriicken, so
steht es auf der ersten Stufe” (To the Chinese what is highest and the origin of things is nothing,
emptiness, the altogether undetermined, the abstract universal, and this is also called Tao or
reason. [...] But if Philosophy has got no further than to such expression, it still stands on its
most elementary stage. What is there to be found in all this learning?) (Hegel 1979, 147; Hegel
1955, 125).

7 “Die orientalische Philosophie ist religise Philosophie” (That which we call Eastern
Philosophy is more properly the religious mode of though) (Hegel 1979, 138; Hegel 1955, 117).
8 “Dies ist der Charakter des chinesischen Volkes nach allen Seiten hin. Das Ausgezeichnete
desselben ist, daf alles, was zum Geist gehort, freie Sittlichkeit, Moralitdt, Gemiit, innere
Religion, Wissenschaft und eigentliche Kunst entfernt ist” (Hegel 1970, 173).

® “In China ist der Monarch Chef als Patriarch [...] Die Sphire der Innerlichkeit kommt daher
hier nicht zur Reife” (In China the Monarch is Chief as Patriarch [...] The sphere of subjectivity
does not then, attain to maturity here) (Hegel 1970, 143; Hegel 2001, 129).

19 “une nation qui était toute policée quand nous n’étions que des sauvages” (A nation that was
already civilized when we were still savages) (Voltaire 1878a, 167, my translation).
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tolerance still lacking in Europe (Voltaire 1879, 34). For Leibniz, not only were the
Chinese empire and Chinese philosophy older and, to some extent, “superior” to
their European counterparts,'’ but the Chinese language was like a window onto
the origin of language and the basic structure of the human mind (Leibniz 1968,
41). Christian Wolff saw China as a civilizational and ethical model, with a moral
founder, Confucius,'> who could be put on a par with Moses, Muhammad, and
Jesus Christ (Wolff 1726, 22-31).

Thus, the first point we must to understand is what happened over the course of
this century, from Wolff to Hegel, that resulted in such a sea-change in European
scholars’ views of China. One important historical reason for such a change comes
from religion rather than philosophy. As we know, apart from Marco Polo’s almost
mythical account of the Mongol emperor Kublai Kahn (Polo 1975, 58), the first
direct and sustained European contact with China came from Catholic
missionaries. Among them, the Jesuits proved to be the most successful both in
understanding Chinese culture and language and in gaining direct access to the
courts of Chinese Emperors during the Ming and Qing dynasties, such as Wanli
(1573-1620), Shunzhi (1643-61), and Kangxi (1662—1722).

However, this success attracted much criticism from other Catholic
missionaries in China, who contended that this was due to an “accommodation” of
Chinese (neo-Confucian) rites that were thought to be incompatible with the
sacraments of Christianity (Mungello 1989, 357). Antonio a Santa Maria
Caballero’s 1701 Traité sur quelques points importants de la mission de la Chine
(Treaty on some important points of the Mission in China), by qualifying
Confucian rituals as idolatry,® played a pivotal role in igniting this “rites
controversy” (Minamiki 1985; Rule 2010), which culminated with Pope Clément
XI in 1715 and Benoit XIV in 1742 condemning the Society of Jesus, before its
ultimate dissolution by Clément XIV in 1773 (Clément XI 1715, 12; Benoit XIV
1742, 3-4).

If these events were closely related to the European perception of China, it is

' “la Chine est un grand empire, qui ne céde point en étendue a I’Europe cultivée, et la surpasse
par le nombre des habitants, et en bonne police” (China is a great Empire, no less in area than
cultivated Europe, and indeed surpasses it in population and orderly government) (Leibniz 1768,
171; Leibniz 1994, 78).

12 «Wolff regularly presented Confucius as an illustration of the most that the ‘natural’ person
could achieve. In the Theologia naturalis, Wolft generalized the claim to the Chinese as a
whole” (Larrimore 2000, 189-219). “Wolff wrote extensive treatises on Chinese philosophy and
Confucius, particularly in a political context. He saw China as a role model, a country and a
system of thinking, devoid of religion, that nevertheless has succeeded in perfecting spirituality,
humanity, duty, and moral and political behavior” (Vos 2010, 769).

13 «On voit que Confucius & son rang parmi les plus fameuses Idoles de la Chine, que 1’on
encense et adore” (We see that Confucius ranks among the most famous Idols of China, that they
incense and adore) (de Sainte-Marie 1701, 6).
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because this European perception of China was largely based on Jesuits’ accounts,
which were largely positive: from Matteo Ricci (Trigault 1616, 165) to Le Comte
(Le Comte 1697, 95), China was seen as the greatest non-Christian nation,
endowed with the most refined government, and with a religion that was largely
compatible with Christianity.

With the notable exception of Voltaire, who despised Jesuits while highly
praising China (Voltaire 1878b, 152) (though the China he knew was but a Jesuit
construct), most of those who expressed a positive interest in China also supported
the Jesuit interpretation of Chinese culture: Leibniz’s Discours sur la théologie
naturelle des Chinois (Speech on the natural theology of the Chinese), for example,
demonstrated both his admiration for Chinese civilization and his defense of the
Jesuits’ interpretations of Chinese thinking (Leibniz 1768, 188). Conversely,
criticisms of the Jesuit mission in China tended to come with a derogatory view of
the country. According to Sonnerat, the secret goal of the Jesuits was to establish a
global despotic theocracy: having found in China a mode of government fitting
with their will to power, the Jesuits presented China as a highly civilized nation,
ruled by wise laws, governed by a rational king, and inhabited by a docile and
virtuous people, while, in fact, the Emperor was a tyrannical despot, China poorly
administered, and Chinese people ignorant, bellicose, and superstitious, lacking
both wisdom and liberty (Sonnerat 1782, 223).

Chinese civilization, Catholic Jesuitism, and Leibnizian metaphysics became
then associated with one another in the minds of their supporters as well as their
critics. Furthermore, when Wolff and Billinger were fired from the Universities of
Halle and Tubingen in 1723-24 for expressing their keen philosophical interest in
Chinese culture, the defense of Chinese civilization became an almost doomed
cause.'* At the end of the eighteenth century, the European perception of China
was completely “overdetermined,” especially in Germany where it had come to
represent “oppressive” French-Italian Catholicism, metaphysical dogmatism, and
even anti-Republican politics (when it was not directly associated by Pietists like
Jacobi with a derivate form of Spinozist amoralism). As Marchand notes in her
encyclopedic German Orientalism in the Age of Empire, “after 1770, the ‘China
fad’, especially in the Protestant Germanies, died a sudden death, and China’s
association with the Rococo, the French and the Jesuits made it an anathema for

14 “Leibniz, Wolff, and Bilfinger influenced Kant. They also defended Confucius so brazenly
that they suffered. After Leibniz’s death in political isolation, the China-problem deteriorated
from debate to war. The enemies of Wolff’s China-speech (1721) expelled Wolff from Prussia
(1723). The critics of Bilfinger’s China-book (1721) had Bilfinger fired from Tiibingen in 1724,
while Wolff had him hired at St Petersburg (1724). The Christian loss of the China-mission in
the same year delivered a fatal blow to sinophile discourse. Rome had vetoed the Jesuit
rites-accommodation and turned the mission over to Dominican and Franciscan fundamentalists
from the Philippines” (Schonfeld 2006, 70).
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early romantic writers” (Marchand 2009, 23). Thus, when Kant expressed the
opinion that the Chinese were ruled by fantasy, deprived of scientific rationality,
trapped in ritual repetition, and incapable of freedom, he was already adopting a
consensual view. Hsia Adrian aptly summarizes the situation:

When the Society of Jesus was dissolved in the early seventies, China had
practically lost all its advocates. The new tide of the 19th century had already set
in and swept away the cultural China presented by the Jesuits. Kant now
perceived the Chinese as total strangers to the concept of virtue, and the whole
nation, including Confucius, was incapable of lifting itself to nobility and duty.
(Adrian 2001, 16)

However, the real trouble with Kant’s negative perception of China lies in its
rootedness in the “naturalist” categories of his racialist anthropology. As
demonstrated by Peter K. J. Park, Mark Larrimore, and Robert Bernasconi, from
the Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764) to On the Use
of Teleological Principles in Philosophy (1788) and, to some extent, the short
chapter dedicated to race (Der Charakter der Rasse—The Character of Race) in
the Anthropology, Kant continuously endorses his racial categorization of human
beings as “white, yellow Indians, Negroes and copper-red Americans” and the
notion of a connection between biological features and moral character
(Bernasconi 2011)."* There is a remarkable persistence in Kant’s theory of the
anthropological distinction between the “white race” that is alone capable of
cultural-moral improvement (Kant 1902¢, 875), and the “black (African)” (Kant
1902a, 253) and “copper-red (American Indians) races” that are incapable of
reflective culture or self-control (Kant 1902d, 176), as well as the Indian (“Asian”)
race whose culture lacks rationality (Kant 1902a, 252) and is limited to the
imaginative arts (Kant 1902¢, 877).

The problem here is not only moral but also methodological. Kant’s racialist
claim that only white people are capable of cultural progress creates a huge issue
for the teleological understanding of human moral progress (Kant 1902e, 88—89),
i.e. the notion that progress is universal and concerns the human species as a whole
(Kant 1902f, 18). Eric S. Nelson rightly points out this contradiction: “Kant’s
proposition that each human being deserves to be treated with moral dignity and as

!5 “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 [...] rising Eurocentrism in the
discipline” (Park 2013, 95). “Both before and after the critical turn, Kant was committed to
‘race’ for its potential to anchor his larger understanding of human diversity and destiny, and
reserved a special place for whites beyond race” (Larrimore 2008, 342).
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an autonomous agent is radically egalitarian in its scope even as this normative
claim to moral equality—beyond positive laws and pragmatic political
calculations—is compromised and undermined in his discussions of race” (Nelson
2011, 518).

3 Hegel’s Anthropology: A Racial or an Essentialist
Problem?

As the discussion above demonstrates, when Hegel said in his Lectures on the
History of Philosophy (Hegel 2004, 153) that the “Chinese people in its various
aspects” is alien to “everything which belongs to spirit (geistlos),” he expressed an
opinion that had been constructed by anti-Jesuit intellectuals and anti-Wolffian /
anti-Leibnizian scholars, and that became crystallized in Kant’s racial
anthropology and the Kantian school of the history of philosophy.'® There is thus a
natural concern that Hegel’s derogatory view of Chinese culture could be linked to
the same anthropological basis as Kant’s: a racial view of cultural differences. This
leads to the second question that this paper will need to address: to what extent did
Kant’s racial anthropology determine Hegel’s perception of Chinese culture?

A scholarly debate has emerged around Hegel’s anthropological works, with
Moellendorf (1992), Bernasconi (2000), and Hoftbeimer (2001), among others,
contending that Hegel’s anthropology was also permeated with racialist categories.
This is not a marginal point in Hegel’s philosophy, since anthropology plays a
pivotal role in his system, as Murray Greene suggests: “If Hegel’s Anthropology
had been lost, the foundation would be missing in the logical structure of
Subjective Spirit, which is an important part of Hegel’s metaphysic of knowledge”
(Greene 1972, IX).'” Andreja Novakovic also points out how “Hegel’s
Anthropology, as well as Subjective Spirit as a whole, is widely acknowledged to
be a neglected part of Hegel’s system. [...] This is regrettable on several counts.
Hegel’s Anthropology is after all the point at which the pivotal transition from
nature to spirit is supposed to take place, so it should be of obvious relevance to
those interested in understanding this transition” (Novakovic 2017, 422).]8

We can find in Hegel’s writings, or some remarks (including Ludwig

16 “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” (Park 2013, 95).

17" As mentioned earlier, we do not agree with the first statement that Kant’s anthropology is not
important for his philosophical enterprise.

18 Let me note, however, that in the chapter dedicated to anthropology in this handbook, the only
one, there is no mention at all about Hegel’s racial classification in its link to Hegel’s cultural
hierarchy.
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Boumann’s additions based on transcripts of Hegel’s lectures) of his Encyclopedia
dedicated to “Subjective spirit” (the first of the Philosophy of Mind, itself the third
part of the Encyclopedia after the Logic, and the Philosophy of Nature) various
elements which point to a racialist background for Hegel’s Anthropology. First,
Hegel endorsed the racial classification used by Kant, who divided the world into
four main groups: Europeans, Orientals (including North Africans), Africans, and
American Indians. Second, he also adopted Johann Friedrich Blumenbach’s
denominations, referring to Caucasians instead of Europeans, and Mongols
instead of Orientals. Third, he modified Blumenbach’s hierarchy: instead of
putting the Mongols in the lowest place in the human hierarchy, Hegel situated the
Americans in this position. After presenting what he saw as the physiological
specificities of each race, Hegel describes their spiritual characteristics:

Spiritually, these races are distinguished in the following manner. Negroes
uninterested and lacking in interest, in a state of undisturbed naivety, are to be
regarded as a nation of children. They are sold and allow themselves to be sold
without any reflection as to the rights or wrongs of it. [...] their spirit is quite
dormant, remains sunk within itself, makes no progress [...]. The Mongols, on
the contrary, rise above this childish naivety? What reveals itself within them as
their characteristic trait is restless mobility, which achieves no definitive result
[...]. Here, man can as yet attain to no consciousness of his personality; neither
Indian nor Chinese has he any worth or entitlement on account of his
individuality [...]. It is in the Caucasian race that spirit first reaches absolute
unity with itself. It is here that it first enters into complete opposition to
naturality, apprehends itself in its absolute independence, [...] achieves
self-determination, self-development, and so bring forth world history. (Hegel
1978, 53-57, my italics)

There is no doubt that, in Hegel’s time, “Negroes,” “Mongols,” and “Caucasians”
were racial categories (as they are today). It is also obvious that Hegel assigned
spiritual features to these anthropological categories, features that he deemed
typical and everlasting. Finally, there is a perfect consistency between what Hegel
asserts about the Mongols in his Anthropology and what he said about China and
India in both his Philosophy of History and his History of Philosophy: the Asiatic
mind represents the awakening of Spirit, the first decisive step towards its gradual
realization in human history; however, it still lacks self-consciousness and thus
also lacks ethical and political freedom.

However, it is also true that Hegel’s work contains criticism of the racialist
determination of cultural achievements. First, Hegel criticized the tendency to
infer mental aptitudes from physical features: “The human shape is certainly
spirit’s initial existence, although in its physiognomic and pathognomic
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determinateness it is at the same time a contingency to it. To have wanted to raise
physiognomy and crainoscopy to the rank of science was therefore the very height
of whimsey” (Hegel 1978, 411). Hegel’s opinion on this matter is rather subtle: on
one hand, human souls exist only through organic bodies, on the other hand, the
soul cannot be reduced to the body:

In considering racial varieties one is concerned only with the fixed and
universal differences of natural spirit and with the similarly fixed physical
differences of people [...]. On the other hand, one ought not to go so far as to
search the individual’s physiological development for the express image of its
spiritual expression. (Hegel 1978, 99)

For Hegel, since “man is implicitly rational, any rigid distinction between those
of the human species with rights and those without [is] nullified by this
rationality.” Moreover, for him, “the freedom and supremacy of men can derive
neither justification nor invalidation from descent” (Hegel 1978, 45). In fact, while
the concept of “Rasse” (Race) is central in Kant’s anthropology (as shown by the
titles of some of his anthropological writings: the 1775 Von den verschiedenen
Racen der Menschen (On the Different Races of Humans) and the 1785
Bestimmung des Begriffs einer Menschenrace (Determination of the Concept of a
Human Race), Hegel seldom uses it and prefers instead to speak about People or
“Volk.” This demonstrates the main difference between a racialist and a culturalist
understanding of anthropological differences. In Hegelian terms, it seems, “Race”
pertains to the “natural soul” (which itself is related to sensation and sensibility)
while “People” pertains to the Spirit (which is related to consciousness and
individuality). Moreover, for Hegel, anatomical specificities determining “racial
differences” are less important than the external environmental constraints which
condition national character: “A desert, the proximity or remoteness of the sea, are
all circumstances which can influence national character” (Hegel 1978, 67). On
this basis, Hegel attempts to draw a questionable analogy between the “natural
soul” of the Africans and the geographic specificity of the African continent: “they
have no feeling for the personality of man, their spirit is quite dormant [...] and so
corresponds to the compact and undifferentiated mass of the African terrain”
(Hegel 1978, 55).

Since Hegel did not believe in an immediate and direct correlation between
anatomic peculiarities and intellectual capacities, it may be difficult characterize
Hegel’s anthropology as precisely “racist.” However, one can speak without doubt
of Hegel’s cultural essentialism. Hegel affirms resolutely that national character is
as fixed as racial difference: “It can be noticed in the first instance that national
difference is as unchangeable as the racial variety of men. The Arabs of today for
example still answer completely to the earliest description of them” (Hegel 1978,
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67). This unchangeableness is due to the permanence of environmental constraints:
“The changelessness of the climate and the general state of the countryside in
which a nation has its permanent habitat, contributes to the settledness of its
character” (Hegel 1978, 67). This also means that a passive or active change in the
environment (for example through migration and settlement in a new surrounding)
could change the “national character” (let me note that a pure “racist” thinker will
believe that the “racial soul” cannot be changed, except through sexual
hybridization).

Again, this correlation between national character (soul) and the environment
(body) is rather subtle; it is not absolutely determining but relatively conditioning:

In the interior of Africa, cut off from the free element of the sea [ ...], the spirit of
the natives is unexpressed, feels no impulse toward freedom [...]. Spirit
however cannot be liberated only by the proximity of the sea. The Indians are
evidence of this [...], although they have had natural access to it, they have
slavishllg/ observed the law which forbids them to navigate. (Hegel 1978, 69, my
italics)

Understanding Hegel’s position is not an easy task. On slavery, for example,
Hegel affirms two things that seem contradictory. On one hand, he contends that
“Slavery is in and for itself injustice, for the essence of humanity is freedom”
(Hegel 2001, 117). On the other, he also affirms that “The only essential
connection that has existed and continued between the Negroes and the Europeans
is that of slavery” (Hegel 1978, 116). Is there a contradiction between these two
propositions? Logically speaking, yes, but in Hegel’s system, not so. Why?
Because we have to take into account the most important concepts of Hegel’s
philosophy: Time and History. This point is obvious if we quote the first sentence
in its entirety: “Slavery is in and for itself injustice, for the essence of humanity is
freedom; but for this man must be matured” (Hegel 2001, 99). It is precisely at this
point that cultural essentialism matters.

Let us analyze in this new light Hegel’s subtle explanation of the meaning of
“the racial variety of men” in his 1822 Fragment on the Philosophy of Spirit:

These differences are qualities, for they pertain to the natural soul, to the mere
being of spirit; the Notion of spirit, thought and freedom, is higher than mere
being however [...]. Consequently, these differences [...] are irrelevant to
rationality itself, and provide no basis for any radical variety of freedom and
rights between the so-called races. [...] [H]Jowever, [...] rationality cannot be

' T wonder whether Hegel is not mistaken here and if his intention was not rather to refer to
the Chinese sea bans in Ming and Qing dynasties.
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simply a possibility, and all the tremendous varieties of nations and individuals
resolve themselves into nothing more than the mode and manner of
consciousness i.e. the objectification of reason. (Hegel 1978, 113)

In other words, on one hand, racial differences do not matter relatively to pure
rationality; but, on the other hand, since soul and spirit are not things but processes,
pure rationality is not as important as its actual objectification.

The actual objectification of reason via the embodiment of abstract “racial
differences” in specific nations is nothing but History as the development of
Spirit.* Taylor explains this clearly:

Spirit is trying to come to an understanding, a knowledge of self. But in order to
do this, it must bring into existence a reality, a spiritual community which must
be also a real community which is adequate to its concept [...]. Hence the march
of history can be seen as the succession of such communities, the earlier ones
being very imperfect expressions of what the later ones will embody. Hegel
calls these concrete historical communities or peoples which are (more or less
adequate) embodiments of Spirit, Volksgeister. (Taylor 1979, 95-96)

For Hegel, each “people” participates in the fabrication of human history, with its
own spiritual resources, its own ability to contribute to the progress of rational
freedom that constitutes the substance of Spirit.”' Hence, the basis of Hegel’s
prejudicial statements about Americans, Africans, and Mongols or Asians in
general and Chinese in particular is not the notion of racial superiority (racialism)
but the idea that each “people” has a specific role to play in history

2 “While racists typically claim that differences of culture, status, and power concerning a
variety of groups of common ancestry are due ‘mainly to immutable genetic factors and not to
environmental or historical circumstances,” Hegel maintains that racial diversity is due to
geographical circumstances as well as historical, cultural or spiritual developments. Whereas
natural or environmental circumstances are ‘given’ or ‘fixed’ external determinants (they are
also accidental insofar as no one can choose into which natural environment he/she is born),
spiritual circumstances, while partly influenced by nature, are made or created by individuals
and peoples” (Bonetto 2006, 10).

2l “Die Weltgeschichte stellt, wie friiher bestimmt worden ist, die Entwicklung des BewuBtseins
des Geistes von seiner Freiheit und der von solchem BewuBtsein hervorgebrachten
Verwirklichung dar. [...] Solches Prinzip ist in der Geschichte Bestimmtheit des Geistes - ein
besonderer Volksgeist. In dieser driickt er als konkret alle Seiten seines BewufBtseins und
Wollens, seiner ganzen Wirklichkeit aus” (Universal history—as already demonstrated—shows
the development of the consciousness of Freedom on the part of Spirit, and of the consequent
realization of that Freedom ... In history this principle is idiosyncrasy of Spirit—peculiar
National Genius. [...] It is within the limitations of this idiosyncrasy that the spirit of the nation,
concretely manifested, expresses every aspect of its consciousness and will—the whole cycle of
its realization) (Hegel 1970, 87; Hegel 2001, 79).
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(culturalism)—and there is neither rehearsal nor reprise: each people plays its part
once, at one specific moment in time (historicism). Hegel’s anthropology is not
racist (based on the concept of race), it is an expression of an anthropological
culturalism based on a Eurocentric historicism. According to Hegel, while the
East (China and India) represents the childhood of human thinking, modern
Western Europe (France, England, and, notably, Germany) represents its
accomplished adulthood (in this framework, Americans and Africans are not even
children but the fetuses and infants of humanity).”* For Hegel, since the rational
use of freedom is chronologically determined, its historical actualization is
necessarily gradual: the Orientals, with whom history begins, can have only very
limited knowledge and practice of liberty; Greeks understand it better but still
imperfectly; only the Germans, influenced by Christianity, have reached full
knowledge of freedom as such.”

4 Victor Cousin’s Conception of History as an “Universalist”
Alternative to Culturalist Narratives

Victor Cousin’s conception of the relation between history and philosophy will
now be introduced to address the limits of Hegel’s world philosophy and reframe
comparative philosophy in a new way. Cousin’s importance for continental
philosophy comes from the essential role he played in the introduction of German
philosophy to France and his pivotal part in the institutionalization of philosophy
in the French pedagogic and academic system. Cousin was only 25 years old when,
having read Madame De Staé€l’s De [’Allemagne (About Germany), he decided to

2 “Die Weltgeschichte geht von Osten nach Westen, denn Europa ist Schlechthin das Ende der
Weltgeschichte, Asien der Anfang” (The history of the world travels from East to West, for
Europe is absolutely the end of History, Asia the beginning) (Hegel 1970, 134; Hegel 2001,
121).

2 «Nach dieser abstrakten Bestimmung kann von der Weltgeschichte gesagt werden, daf sie die
Darstellung des Geistes sei, wie er sich das Wissen dessen, was er an sich ist, erarbeitet [...] Die
Orientalen wissen es noch nicht, daf3 der Geist oder der Mensch als solcher an sich frei ist [...]. In
den Griechen ist erst das BewuBtsein der Freiheit aufgegangen [...]. Erst die germanischen
Nationen sind im Christentume zum BewuBtsein gekommen, da3 der Mensch als Mensch frei,
die Freiheit des Geistes seine eigenste Natur ausmacht [...]” (According to this abstract
definition it may be said of Universal History, that it is the exhibition of Spirit in the process of
working out the knowledge of that which it is potentially [...] The Orientals have not attained
the knowledge that Spirit—Man as such—is free; and because they do not know this, they are
not free. They only know that one is free. ... That one is therefore only a Despot; not a free
man. The consciousness of Freedom first arose among the Greeks, and therefore they were
free... The German nations, under the influence of Christianity, were the first to attain the
consciousness that man, as man, is free: that it is the freedom of Spirit which constitutes its
essence) (Hegel 1970, 31; Hegel 2001, 31-32).
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go to Germany where, in 1817, he met some of the most important German
scholars and philosophers of this period: Schlosser, Schlegel, Daub, Hegel (with
whom he developed a friendly relationship), Tennemann (one of the founders of
the history of philosophy), Schulze, Schleiermacher, Platner, Krug, Fries, and
Goethe. On a second journey to Germany, in 1818, he also met Schelling and
Jacobi** While in the 18th century British philosophy was most influential in
France, most notably for Montesquieu and Voltaire, with Cousin started the
pervasive and continuous influence of German philosophy on French thinking.

The influence of Kant is obvious in Cousin’s ethics, but his conception of
history is influenced by Hegel. But if Cousin can also be considered a philosopher,
it is because his introduction of Hegel’s history of philosophy modifies
substantially the Hegelian conception of culture and provides an original
framework of thought for the world history of philosophy.

Cousin’s second lesson of his 1824 Cours de Philosophie (Course of Philosophy)
introduced the Hegelian principle of the development of history as an expression
of the progress of human civilization: “The development of the human species in
space and time is History. [...] What is then the progressive development of the
human species in history? Civilization™ (Cousin 1861, 23, my translation). Then,
in truly Hegelian fashion and following De Gérando,”® Cousin affirmed that
modern (i.e. European) history started with the Greeks and that the Asian world
equates to the infancy of human spiritual development:

Modern history has its well-known roots in the Roman and Greek world [...]. All
the elements of human nature are in the East, but they are indistinct, wrapped in
one another. The enveloping state of all parts of human nature, such is the
character of the East. It is that of the childhood of the individual: it is also that of
the childhood of the human species.”” (Cousin 1861, 26, my translation)

2* Biographical details are taken from Janet 1885.

%« Le développement de I’espéce humaine dans I’espace et le temps, c’est Ihistoire. [...]
Qu’est-ce maintenant que le développement progressif de I’espéce humaine dans 1’histoire? la
civilisation.»

%6 “Les antiques traditions des sages de I’Asie, de la Phénicie, de I’Egypte, semblent appartenir
tout ensemble et a ’enfance de 1’esprit humain, et a la premiére période de I’histoire de la
science” (The ancient traditions of the sages of Asia, of Phoenicia, of Egypt, seem to belong
both to the infancy of the human spirit, and to the first period of the history of science) (de
Gérando 1822, 65, my translation).

2T ([L] histoire moderne a ses racines bien connues dans le monde romain et grec [...]. Tous les
¢léments de la nature humaine sont dans 1’Orient, mais ils y sont indistincts, enveloppés les uns
dans les autres. L’état d’enveloppement de toutes les parties de la nature humaine, tel est le
caractére de 1’Orient. C’est celui de I’enfance de I’individu: c’est aussi celui de I’enfance de
I’espéce humaine.»
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But for Cousin, in contrast to Hegel, everything was already present in the Asian
mind. Contrary to Hegel’s perception of the Asiatic Other as lacking something
essential, Cousin asserted that Asia lacks nothing related to Arts, Law, or Industry;
the only difference is that, in Asia, Arts, Law and Industry were submitted to (and
limited by) Religion: “Indeed, neither industry nor art has failed in the East [...].
The laws were not lacking either [...]. The idea of religion is the ruling idea of the
East: art, industry, everything was formed around religion, for religion, by religion,
and the state is a declared theocracy”28 (Cousin 1861, 26).

Even more interesting is the rationale of such a claim. For Cousin there is
neither race nor caste, there is only one human being and one human knowledge,
and thus the “civilizational difference” between Europe and Asia is more a matter
of degree than nature: “There is no privilege, there is no caste in the human species,
man is equal to man, and the only difference that exists and which can exist from
man to man is a difference of degree, the difference in the form of knowledge™
(Cousin 1861, 29-30). This is an opinion that Cousin also developed in his essay
about Kant, in which he claimed not only the universality of the human mind but
the ubiquity of its manifestation: there is neither race nor nation endowed with an
unique capacity for abstract thinking, esthetic judgement or moral action; there are
neither physiological limitations nor environmental constraints that cannot be
overcome.

I am very much convinced that the human race is everywhere the same,
whatever the different latitudes under which the human races are distributed.
There is no privileged race for the truth, for the beautiful, for the good. The
influence of external circumstances has often been overcome and conquered
[...]. History overturns the too absolute theories that attribute freedom or
slavery to this or that area.®® (Cousin 1840, my italics)

These two last sentences can be read as a critique of Hegel’s anthropology. The
value interest of Cousin’s philosophy is thus to demonstrate the possibility to think

28 «En effet, ni I'industrie ni I"art n’ont manqué a I’Orient [...]. Les lois n’ont pas alors manqué
davantage [...]. L’idée de la religion est comme 1’idée méme de 1’Orient: art, industrie, tout s’est
formé autour de la religion, pour la religion, par la religion, et I’Etat y est une théocratie
avouée.»

¥ «lln’y a point de privilége, il n’y a point de castes dans I’espéce humaine, I’homme est égal a
I’homme, et la seule différence qui existe et qui puisse exister d’homme a homme est la
différence du plus au moins, la différence de la forme de la connaissance.»

% «Je suis trés convaincu que le genre humain est partout le méme, quelles que soient les
diverses latitudes sous lesquelles sont distribuées les races humaines. Il n’y a point de race
privilégiée pour la vérité, pour le beau, pour le bien. L influence des circonstances extérieures a
été souvent surmontée et vaincue [ ... L histoire renverse les théories trop absolues qui attribuent
la liberté ou I’esclavage a telle ou telle zone.» (Italics in French and English are mine.)
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historical progress without hierarchizing people and cultures, as Hegel obviously
did. In this, Cousin is preceded by Fontenelle, who asserted that neither race nor
environment can frame the internal dynamic of the historical development of mind
(Fontenelle 1790, 364). This can help us to understand the methodological
“problem” with Hegel’s Eurocentric historicism.

The “problem” with Hegel’s philosophy of history is not that it relies too
heavily on history but, quite the contrary, that it is constrained by (empirical)
geographical boundaries—and this is because it relies on the anthropological
categories of his time. If History denotes a universal process, there is no reason
why we should believe (with Hegel) that its development starts in one place, stops,
moves to another place, develops, stops again, moves to another place and finally
stalls there forever. If History, as a process of “spiritual development,” is universal,
it should develop its conceptual dynamic, perhaps not at the same rhythm, perhaps
not with identical features, but, at least, everywhere in the same direction and from
similar spiritual content. To each “nation” or “people” historical-cultural progress
should be allowed, identified, and mutually compared.

But we should go even further—and Cousin’s understanding of the unity of the
human mind is only the first step. We should not believe that if we avoid the
ethnocentric and more or less racialist (Kant) or historicist (Hegel)
hierarchizations of cultures, we are safe from trouble. Our point in this article is to
contend that if we retain the culturalist definition of culture at the basis of Kant’s
and Hegel’s anthropology, despite our political correctness in avoiding the
hierarchization of cultures, we are still falling into the same trap. The main
problem of comparative philosophy framed by the nineteenth-century notion of
culture is that the comparison between different intellectual traditions reproduces
the culturalist narrative about “cultural uniqueness.” Comparative philosophy
results then in a post-modern and post-colonial variation of the old
Volksgeist-narrative in which each “culture” is defined by equally good and
(purportedly) unique, everlasting, and geographically-bounded cognitive
characteristics. For example, the so-called “East and West cultural dichotomy” is
usually framed in terms of the opposition between two different “mindsets”: the
West is equated to modernity, materialism, individualism, militarism, and
rationalism, while China is seen as traditionalist, spiritualist, family-based, pacific,
and intuitive (Shih 2001, 51).

However, if comparative philosophy has any meaning and value at all, it should
not be as a kind of culturalist-identitarian soul-searching activity, but, it should be
based on the two following anti-Volksgeist principles: first, that history is more
important than geography, and second, human cognition ranks higher than national
languages.

In this regard, Karl Jaspers’ notion of “axial age,” which stresses the
synchronicity of the emergence of “philosophy” in Europe, India and China
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(Jaspers 2014, 1-2), is one of the most important corrections to the Hegelian
vision of the evolution of human spirit. Unfortunately, the methodological
consequences of Jaspers’ thesis have never been seriously taken into consideration
by mainstream comparative philosophy. The culturalist assumption of
comparative philosophy implies that the temporal-cognitive distance between
Plato and Diderot is null and irrelevant compared to the cultural-spatial distance
between Plato and Confucius or between Diderot and Dai Zhen. However, Diderot
and Dai Zhen may have in common something that Plato and Diderot could not
share (in many ways Plato and Diderot belong to two different “cultures,”
historically speaking) (Cheng 2000, 592). Despite the dissimilarity of the vertical
historical filiation and because of the transversality of human cognitive evolution,
Heidegger’s notion of Dasein (“being there”) and Liu Shipei’s notion of lﬁﬁbﬂ
(zaoming, shaping-destiny) may be closer to each other than to their antic
counterparts (the classic Greek notion of Destiny or the classic Chinese notion of
Mandate of Heaven).

Furthermore, if it is true that, as Steven Pinker has said, “people do not think in
English, Chinese or Apache; they think in the language of thought” (Pinker 1995,
81), then we should not try to identify in each cultural tradition a specific set of
mental categories, but, rather, try to define how a global set of transcendental
categories are differently applied and expressed in different “cultural” and
historical settings: instead of identifying individualism with the West and holism
with the East, we should try to identify how both (i.e. individualism and holism)
have been expressed (dissimilarly or similarly) in these two different “cultural
traditions” at different moments of time.

We should thus oppose every aspect of this statement by George F. McLean:
“All [philosophy and philosophers] come from a culture and civilization which
developed its distinctive character over vast temporal and geographical distances;
they enter now a global forum of exchange of goods and information to which
successful adaptation is a first requisite for survival. The deeper challenge,
however, is to rediscover their identity within the new unity” (McLean 2004,
1-26). All philosophy and philosophers articulate similar categories expressed
differently depending both on their different cultural settings and on their different
historical periods of expression, and the real challenge today is not to conserve our
cultural identity but to create new forms of hybrid becoming.
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