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A HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY

INTRODUCTION

The history of philosophy aims to give a connected account
of the different attempts which have been made to solve the
problem of existence or to render intelligible to us our world
of experience. It is the story of the development of rea-
soned human thought from its earliest beginnings down to
the present time; not a mere chronological enumeration and
exposition of philosophical theories, but a study of these in their
relation to one another, the times in which they are produced,
and the thinkers by whom they are offered. While every system
of thought is more or less dependent on the civilization in which
it arises, the character of preceding systems, and the personality
of its author, it in turn exercises a potent influence on the con-
ceptions and institutions of its own and succeeding ages. The
history of philosophy must, therefore, endeavor to insert each
world-view in its proper setting, to understand it as a part of
an organic whole, to connect it with the intellectual, political,
moral, social, and religious factors of its present, past, and
future. It must also attempt to trace the line of progress in
the history of human speculation: show how the mental atti-
tude called philosophy arises, how the different problems and the
solutions that are offered provoke new questions and answers, and
what advance has been made, on the different stages, towards
reaching the goal.

In dealing with the different systems, we shall be careful to
let the authors present their ideas without extensive criticism
on our part. It will be found that the history of philosophy is,
in a large measure, its own best critic; that a system is con-
tinued, transformed, supplemented, or overcome by its successors,
that the errors and inconsistencies contained in it are brought
to light; and that it is often made the starting-point of new lines
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of thought. The historian should assume an impartial and
objective attitude in his study, and, so far as he can, guard
against obtruding his own philosophical theories into the dis-
cussions. It will, however, be impossible to eliminate the personal
element altogether; to some extent the historian’s preconcep-
tions are bound to shine through his work. They will manifest
themselves in many ways: in the emphasis which he lays on
particular philosophies, in his notion of what constitutes prog-
ress and decline,—even in the amount of space devoted to
different thinkers. All this is unavoidable. The philosopher,
however, should be permitted to tell his own story without being
interrupted by constant objections before he has had the oppor-
tunity of stating his case completely. And we should not criti-
cise a system solely in the light of present achievement, that is,
measure it by present standards to its hurt. Compared with
modern theories, the early Greek world-views seem naive, child-
ish, and crude, and it would be no great mark of intelligence
to ridicule them ; whereas, regarded from the standpoint of their
times, as the first efforts of a people to understand the world,
they may well stand out as epoch-making events. A system of
thought must be judged in the light of its own aims and historical
setting, by comparison with the systems immediately preceding
and following it, by its antecedents and results, by the develop-
ment to which it leads. Our method of study will, therefore, be
historico-critical./

The value ofthe study of the history of philosophy ought to
be apparent. Intelligent persons are interested in the funda-
mental problems of existence and in the answers which the human
race has sought to find for them on the various stages of civiliza-
tion. Besides, such a study helps men to understand their own
and other times; it throws light on the ethical, religious,
political, legal, and economic conceptions of the past and the
present, by revealing the underlying principles on which
these are based. It likewise serves as a useful preparation for
philosophical speculation; passing, as it does, from the simpler
to the more complex and difficult constructions of thought, it
reviews the philosophical experience of the race and trains the
mind in abstract thinking. In this way we are aided in working
out our own views of the world and of life. The man who tries



