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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

In Buffon’s words, the style is the man. Among the salient
features of Georg Lukdcs’s German prose are the occasional
rhetorical flourishes, reflecting the public speaker’s communi-
cative urge, and a penchant for elaborate sentence-
constructions which, in their tracing of complex ideas, aim
at illuminating both the wood and the trees. Inevitably, such
features will undergo some modification in any readable
English translation. It is hoped that the following text has
not distorted them appreciably.

It is also hoped that the non-academic reader will
accept the need for a certain amount of specialist termino-
logy. Philosophy is not the only pursuit to use common
words in an uncommon sense or to require some terms not
to be found in common use. The esoteric language of a
Heidegger; admittedly, comes close to defying translation,
and a number of key terms have been rendered with the
German in brackets for the benefit of the student of philo-
sophy. For Lebensphilosophie, which forms the subject of
Chapter IV, I have adopted Claud Sutton’s ‘Vitalism’ in
preference to the possibly confusing ‘Life-philosophy’.

Unless otherwise indicated, existing translations of the
German sources quoted have not been reproduced. Among
the pros and cons of re-translation, a decisive factor for
this book was the discovery of a post-World War II, ‘defini-
tive’ Nietzsche translation bowdlerized in precisely the way
which Lukécs describes in Chapter III. If The Destruction of
Reason succeeds in conveying its author, ‘warts and all’, then
the present translator will consider his principal duty
accomplished.

PR.P.
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PREFACE






ON IRRATIONALISM AS AN INTERNATIONAL
PHENOMENON IN THE IMPERIALIST PERIOD

This book lays no claim whatever to be a history of reaction-
ary philosophy or even a primer of its development. Above
all, the author is conscious that the irrationalism, whose
growth and expansion into a dominant trend in bourgeois
philosophy this book portrays, is only one of the important
tendencies in rcactlonary bourgeois philosophy. Although
there is hardly a reactionary philosophy without a definite
irrationalist cast to it, the scope of reactionary bourgeois
philosophy is nevertheless far broader than that of irrational-
ist philosophy in the authentic, stricter sense.

But even this qualification will not suffice to circumscribe
our task precisely. Even within this narrower subject-range
we are not offering a detailed, comprehensive and would-be
complete history of irrationalism, but will simply be elabora-
ting its chief line of development and analysing its most
important, most typical stages and representatives. We
intend to focus attention on this chief line as the most signi-
ficant and influential kind of reactionary answer to the great
topical problems of the past century and a half.

The history of philosophy, like that of art and literature,
is never simply a history of philosophical ideas or even person-
alities, as its bourgeois historians think. Problems, and the
directions in which they may be resolved, are posed in philos-
ophy by the evolution of forces of production, by social
developments and the development of class struggles. Only
the observation of these primary motive forces can serve as a
basis for tracing the decisive, fundamental lines of any philos-
ophy. If one tries to posit and to solve the interrelations of
philosophical problems starting out from a so-called immanent
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4 THE DESTRUCTION OF REASON

philosophical development, an idealist distortion of the most
important interrelations will inevitably come about. This is
true even where a historian shows the necessary knowledge
and, subjectively, an honest desire for objectivity. As against
this standpoint, of course, the so-called humanistic (geistes-
wissenschaftlich) attitude is not a step forward but a step
backwards: the distorting ideological starting-point remains,
but it is even more blurred and ideologically distorting. One
has only to compare Dilthey and his followers with the
philosophical historiography of such Hegelians as Erdmann.

To argue thus does not by any means entail, as the vulgar-
izers suppose, a neglect of purely philosophical problems; on
the contrary. Only such a context can clearly illustrate the
difference between important questions of lasting signific-
ance and trivial academic hair-splitting. It is just the road
leading away from social life and back again which lends
philosophical ideas their real breadth and determines their
profundity, even in the narrowly philosophical sense. How
far individual- thinkers are aware of their position in this
respect, of their socio-historical function, is entirely second-
ary. In philosophy as outside of it, votes are cast not for
attitudes but for deeds — for the objectified expression of
ideas and for its historically necessary influence. In this sense,
every thinker is responsible to history for the objective sub-
stance of his philosophizing.

Thus the subject-matter which now presents itself to usis
Germany'’s path to Hitler in the sphere of philosophy. That is
to say, we mean to show how this concrete path is reflected
in philosophy, and how philosophical formulations, as an
intellectual mirroring of Germany’s concrete development
towards Hitler, helped to speed up the process. That we are
therefore confining ourselves to portraying the most abstract
part of this develgpment by no means implies an over-estima-
tion of philosophy’s importance in the turbulent totality of
concrete developments. But we believe it is not superfluous
to add that to underestimate the philosophical driving forces
would be at least as dangerous and as little in accordance
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with reality.

These perspectives will determine our mode of treating the
subject-matter. The primary issues, above all with regard to
the selection of material, are social genesis and function. It
will be our task to bring to light all the intellectual spade-
work done on behalf of the ‘National Socialist outlook’,
however far removed (on the face of it) from Hitlerism it
may be and however little (subjectively) it may cherish such
intentions. It is one of this book’s basic theses that there is
no such thing as an ‘innocent’ philosophy. Such a thing has
never ekisted, and especially not in relation to our stated
problem. This is so in precisely the philosophical sense: to
side either with or against reason decides at the same time the
character of a philosophy as such and its role in social devel-
opments. Reason itself can never be something politically
neutral, suspended above social developments. It always
mirrors the concrete rationality — or irrationality — of a
social situation and evolving trend, sums it up conceptually
and thereby promotes or inhibits it. This social determinant
of the contents and forms of reason does not, however, imply
a historical relativism. For all the socio-historical condition-
ing of these contents and forms, the progressiveness of any
situation or evolutionary trend is an objective thing operating
independently of human consciousness. Now whether this
forward thrust is interpreted as rational or irrational, and
affirmed or repudiated as one or the other, is a crucially
important factor in the taking of sides in philosophy, and
in the class struggle.

To reveal this social genesis and function is of the greatest
importance, but in itself by no means sufficient. Granted, the
objectivity of progress will suffice correctly to condemn as
reactionary an individual phenomenon or orientation. But a
really Marxist-Leninist critique of reactionary philosophy
cannot permit itself to stop at this. Rather it must show in
real terms, in the philosophical material itself, the philosoph-
ical falsity and the distortion of basic philosophical questions,
the negation of philosophy’s achievements and so on to be
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inevitable, objectively philosophical consequences of such
stances. To this extent, an immanent critique is a justified
and indeed indispensable element in the portrayal and expo-
sure of reactionary tendencies in philosophy. The classic
Marxist authors have constantly used it. Engels, for example,
in his Anti-Diibring and Lenin in his Empirio-Criticism. To
reject immanent criticism as one element in an overall survey
also embracing social genesis and function, class characteris-
tics, exploration of the true nature of society and so on is
bound to lead to a philosophical sectarianism, to the attitude
that everything which is axiomatic to a conscious Marxist-
Leninist is also immediately obvious to his readers. Lenin
wrote of the communists’ political attitude: ‘But the whole
point is that one does not regard what is outmoded for us
as outmoded for the class or outmoded for the masses.” And
this also applies in its entirety to a Marxist presentation of
philosophy. The antithesis between the various bourgeois
ideologies and the achievements of dialectical and historical
materialism is the self-evident foundation of our treatment
and critique of the subject-matter. But to prove in factual,
philosophical terms the inner incoherence, contradictoriness,
etc., of the separate philosophies is also unavoidable if one
wants to illustrate their reactionary character in a truly
concrete way.

This general truth applies especially to the history of
modern irrationalism. For the latter, as our book will under-
take to show, arose and became operative in perpetual con-
flict with materialism and the dialectical method. In that
respect, too, this philosophical controversy is a reflection of
class struggles. For it is certainly no accident that the final
and most advanced form of idealist dialectics developed in
connection with the French Revolution and in particular
with its social consequences. Only after the Revolution did
the historical character of this dialectic, of which Herder and
Vico were major forerunners, acquire a methodologically
conscious and logically worked-out expression, principally
in Hegel’s dialectics. We are dealing now with the necessity
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of a historical defence and amplification of the idea of pro-
gress reaching far beyond the Enlightenment’s conception of
it. (Of course this does not exhaust the factors encouraging
this idealistic dialectic by a long chalk: I refer the reader
merely to the new tendencies in the natural sciences which
Engels locates in his Feuerbach.) Accordingly, the first
important period of modern irrationalism has its origin in the
struggle against the idealist dialectical-historical concept of
progress. It constitutes the road from Schelling to Kierkegaard,
and also the road from a feudal reaction against the French
Revolution to bourgeois hostility to progress.

With the June massacre of the Parisian proletariat and with
the Paris Commune in particular, the situation altered quite
radically. From that time onwards the proletariat’s world-
view, dialectical and historical materialism, was the adversary
whose character determined the further development of
irrationalism. The new period found its first and most import-
ant representative in Nietzsche. Both phases of irrationalism
contested the highest philosophical concept of progress
obtaining at the time. But it made a dualitative difference —
in the purely philosophical sense as well — whether the
adversary was a bourgeois-idealist dialectic or the materialist
dialectic and proletarian world-view, socialism. In the first
phase, a relatively accurate critique based on factual know-
ledge and pointing out real failings and limitations in the
idealist dialectic was still possible. In the second, on the other
hand, we can see that the bourgeois philosophies were
already unable and downright unwilling really to study the
opponent and to refute him in a serious manner. This was
already the case with Nietzsche, and the more firmly the new
adversary emerged — especially after the October Revolution
in 1917 — the weaker the will and capacity to contest the
real, and correctly identified, opponent with respectable
intellectual tools became. Distortion of the facts, calumny
and demagogy increasingly superseded honest scientific
polemics. This again clearly reflects an exacerbation of the
class struggle. Each phase confirmed more and more strongly -
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Marx’s statement after the 1848 revolution that ‘Les capacités
de la bourgeoisie s'en vont.” And the bourgeoisie was losing
ground not just in the aforesaid central polemics, but also in
the whole construction, the overall working-out of the separ-
ate irrationalist philosophies. The apologetic virus was spread-
ing from the question’s core-to the periphery: arbitrariness,
contradictions, unsubstantiated and sophistic arguments, etc.,
characterized the later irrationalist philosophies more and
‘more acutely. A lowering of the philosophical level is there-
fore a distinguishing mark of the development of irrational-
ism. This tendency was to reveal itself most vividly and
obviously in the ‘National Socialist outlook’.

But in spite of all this, we need to emphasize the unity
behind the development of irrationalism. For merely to note
the fact of a decline in philosophical standards will by no
means suffice to characterize irrationalism’s history. Such
observations were repeatedly made in the bourgeois struggle
— or purported struggle — against Hitler. Their purpose,
however, was very often a counter-revolutionary one, indeed
even that of an apologia for fascism itself: an exposure of
Hitler and Rosenberg in order to salvage on the ideological
plane ‘the essence’, the most reactionary form of German
monopoly capitalism and the future of a new and aggressive
German imperialism. The retreat from the ‘sub-standard’
Hitler to the ‘eminent’ Spengler, Heidegger or Nietzsche is
thus, both politically and philosophically, a strategic with-
drawal, a withdrawal from the pursuing enemy in order to
organize the reactionary ranks and to instigate — under more
favourable conditions — a renewed, methodologically
‘improved’ offensive on the part of reactionary extremism.

With regard to these tendencies, whose beginnings reach
far into the past, two points need stressing. Firstly, the
decline in philosophical standards was a necessary, socially
determined phenomenon. The crucial factor was not the
inferiority of Rosenberg’s philosophical personality as
compared, say, to Nietzsche. On the contrary: itwas precisely
Rosenberg’s moral and intellectual inferiority that made him
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the fit ideologist of National Socialism. And should the
strategic retreat to Nietzsche or Spengler that we have indica-
ted grow into a philosophical offensive again, its protagonist
must — as a matter of historical necessity — represent philo-
sophically an even lower level than Rosenberg, quite irrespec-
tive of his personal abilities, knowledge, etc. For what ulti-
mately determines an ideologist’s philosophical level is the
depth to which he fathoms the questions of his day, his
ability to raise these to the peak of philosophical abstraction,
and the extent to which the standpoint derived from his class
base allows him to explore these questions in their full depth
and breadth. (We must always remember that Descartes’s
cogito or Spinoza’s deus sive natura were highly topical and
boldly partisan propositions and answers in their time.)
Nietzsche’s ‘brilliant’ arbitrariness and superficiality are, in
their inferiority to classical thought, as much dictated by
society as his superiority to the even more frivolous and
vapid constructions of Spengler and indeed to Rosenberg’s
hollow demagogy. If we shift an appraisal of modern irration-
alism to the plane of abstractly isolated differences in intellec-
tual level, we are trying to evade the politico-social character
and effects of its ultimate conclusions. Beside the political
character of all such endeavours, we must also strongly
emphasize another point which is inseparable from it: the
futility of these endeavours, and precisely in the philosophi-
cal sense. (How this assumed concrete form in the post-war
period we shall discuss in our epilogue.)

This observation has a close connection with our second
point. We shall attempt in this book to demonstrate in detail
that at no stage does the development of irrationalism evince
an ‘immanent’ character, as though, that is to say, one propo-
sition or answer could give rise to another, driven by the
inner dialectic of the philosophical train of thought. We mean
to show, on the contrary, that the various stages of irrational-
ism came about as reactionary answers to problems to do
with the class struggle. Thus the content, form, method,
tone, etc., of its reaction to progress in society are dictated
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not by an intrinsic, inner dialectic of this kind, but rather by
the adversary, by the fighting conditions imposed on the
reactionary bourgeoisie. This must be borne in mind as the
basic principle of the development of irrationalism.

But that does not mean that irrationalism — within the
social framework we have defined — has no ideal unity
behind it; just the opposite. It follows from its very nature
that the problems of content and methodology it raises are
closely linked and reveal a striking unity (and a narrow one).
The disparagement of understanding and reason, an uncritical
glorification of intuition, an aristocratic epistemology, the
rejection of socio-historical progress, the creating of myths
and so on are motives we can find in virtually any irrational-
ist. The philosophical reaction by representatives of the
remains of feudalism and by the bourgeoisie to social pro-
gress may in specific circumstances, in personally talented
individual proponents of this direction, receive an ingenious
and brilliant form. The philosophical substance pervading the
whole development, however, is extremely monochrome and
threadbare. And, as we have shown above, the intellectual
scope of the polemic, the chance of absorbing within the
system of ideas at least some reflections of reality, however
distorted, will shrink continually by dint of social necessity.
Hence a fall in the philosophical standard while specific
crucial intellectual factors remain constant is inevitable. The
adherence to these pervasive thought-determinants is a reflec-
tion of the uniformly reactionary social foundations of
irrationalism, however many qualitative changes can and
must be noted in the development from Schelling to Hitler.
Thus the contribution of German irrationalist philosophy to
Hitlerism is an inevitable thing only insofar as the concrete
class struggles produced this result — not without the help,
certainly, of this ideological development. From the stand-
point of irrationalism’s development, therefore, the products
of these class struggles are unalterable facts acquiring a match-
ing philosophical reflection to which irrationalism reacts in
one way or another. Seen from this angle, though, they are
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just that — unalterable. Of course we are far from asserting
that they were, from an objective historical angle, predes-
tined.

If, therefore, we are seeking a proper understanding of the
development of German irrationalist philosophy, we must
always bear in mind the following related factors: the depen-
dence of irrationalism’s development on the crucial class
struggles in Germany and throughout the world, which
naturally implies the denial of an ‘immanent’ development;
the uniformity of the contents and methods, along with a
continual narrowing of the scope for real philosophical
development, which is bound to encourage a heightening of
apologetic and demagogic tendencies; and finally as a sequel
to this, a necessary, constant and rapid decline in the philo-
sophical level. Only now can we understand how Hitler
contrived a demagogic popularization of all the intellectual
motives of entrenched philosophical reaction, the ideological
and political ‘crowning’ of the development of irrationalism.

The aim of clearly elaborating these motives and tenden-
cies in German irrationalism’s development will determine
our mode of presentation. Hence our concern can be only to
present the most important nodal points in their proper light
by thorough analysis, not.a complete history of irrationalism
or even of reactionary thought in general claiming to deal
with or at least to enumerate all the basic shapes and tenden-
cies. Thus we are consciously renouncing any claim to com-
prehensiveness. If, for instance, we discuss Romantic irration-
alism at the start of the nineteenth century, we shall demon-
strate its most important characteristics in Schelling, the
chief proponent of this direction, while Friedrich Schlegel,
Baader, Gorres, etc., will be mentioned in passing or not at
all. We shall also omit a discussion of Schleiermacher, whose
particular tendencies attained a broad reactionary signifi-
cance only through Kierkegaard; we shall omit the irrational-
ism of Fichte’s second period, which gained an influence
(episodic in the overall development) only in the Rickert
school, with Lask especially; we shall omit Weisse and the
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younger Fichte, etc., etc. Thus in the imperialist period,
Husserl will take a back seat because the irrational tendencies
inherent in his philosophical method from the outset only
became really explicit through Scheler and particularly
through Heidegger. Leopold Ziegler and Keyserling will play
second fiddle to Spengler, Theodor Lessing to Klages, Jaspers
to Heidegger, and so on.

Our interpretation of irrationalism as the decisive principal
stream of reactionary philosophy in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries dictates a further omission. This is the
omission of some important and influential, firmly reaction-
ary thinkers for whom irrationalism did not constitute the
centre of their intellectual world. These include the eclectic
Eduard von Hartmann, when set beside the entrenched
irrationalist Nietzsche; Lagarde, again in relation to Nietzsche;
and in the period directly foreshadowing German fascism,
Moeller van den Bruck and many others. By thus restricting
our subject-matter we hope to bring out the main line of
development more clearly. Future historians of German
philosophy will, we hope, round out and present in full
detail the general line of reactionary philosophy in Germany
portrayed in this book.

Our aim and our subject-matter further dictate that the
line running from Schelling to Hitler cannot be presented in
that unitary form which it had in social reality. Chapters II to
IV will attempt to illustrate this development in the sphere
of irrationalist thought in the narrower sense. These chapters
will expound the aforesaid programme: the line of develop-
ment from Schelling to Hitler. But this cannot be considered
a complete answer. Firstly, we are still obliged to show with
at least gne significant example how irrationalism, as the
epoch’s chief reactionary bias, was able to make the whole of
bourgeois philosophy subservient to it. This will be demon-
strated in detail in Chapter V, on imperialist neo-Hegelianism,
with only a brief reference to the most important pioneers.
Secondly, Chapter VI will present the same development in
the realm of German sociology that we will have already
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analysed in philosophy. We believe that by treating so import-
ant a topic in isolation rather than divided and scattered over
the philosophical sections, we cannot but enhance the
clarity and meaning of the overall picture. And thirdly and
lastly, the historical forerunners of racial theory will likewise
be dealt with in isolation in Chapter VII. Only in this way
can we set in its proper light the central importance which so
humdrum an eclectic as H.S. Chamberlain attained in German
fascism: for he it was who ‘synthesized’ the philosophical
irrationalism of the imperialist age, vitalism, with racial
theory and the findings of Social Darwinism. Thus he became
a direct precursor of Hitler and Rosenberg, the philosophical
‘classic’ of National Socialism. Plainly it is in just this context
that our summary treatment of the Hitlerian age can be
properly made to tell, although of course the findings of
Chapters IV and VI must always be taken into consideration.
It goes without saying that this mode of presentation has its
drawbacks; Simmel, for instance, was an influential sociolo-
gist, but we shall analyse his work essentially with regard to
imperialist vitalism. And although there exist close connec-
tions between Rickert and Max Weber, Dilthey and Freyer,
Heidegger and Carl Schmitt, etc., they must still be dealt
with separately. These are unavoidable flaws to which we
must call attention in advance. We hope, however, that the
clear presentation of the principal line will outweigh the
negative aspects.

We can hardly look to historical preliminary studies for
support in this task. So far there is no Marxist history of
philosophy, and the bourgeois accounts are totally useless
from the standpoint of our inquiries. Of course this is no
accident. The bourgeois historians of German philosophy
ignore or chop down the roles of Marx and of Marxism.
Hence they cannot adopt a proper stance either to the major
crisis of German philosophy in the thirties and forties or to
its later phase of decline, not even approximately and in
respect of the facts. According to the Hegelians German
philosophy ended with Hegel; according to the neo-Kantians
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it reached its peak with Kant and the confusion sown by his
successors could only be rectified by a return to Kant.
Eduard von Hartmann tried to effect a ‘synthesis’ between
Hegel and irrationalism (the irrationalism of the later Schelling
and Schopenhauer), and so on. At all events the bourgeois
historians regard the decisive crisis in German philosophy,
viz., the dissolution of Hegelianism, as lying outside the
history of philosophy. Chiefly on the basis of their affirma-
tion of irrationalism, the imperialist historians of philosophy
created a harmony between Hegel and Romantic thought on
the one hand, and a harmony between Kant and Hegel on the
other. They thereby mentally excluded all the important
conflicts of orientation, drawing instead a unitary and
unproblematic, non-contradictory line of development up to
the irrationalism — which they affirmed — of the imperialist
period. The sole Marxist historian, Franz Mehring, achieved
a great deal in other fields. But as regards this subject, he
knew too little of classical German philosophy, Kant excep-
ted, and did not sufficiently perceive the specific features of
the imperialist age to offer us any pointers.

The one book in recent times which at least bids fair to
examine the problems pertaining to the German development
is Karl Lowith’s knowledgeable work, From Hegel to
Nietzsche. It marks the first bourgeois attempt in German
history of philosophy to incorporate the dissolution of
Hegelianism, the young Marx’s philosophy, organically into
the development. But the mere fact that Lowith makes this
development culminate in Nietzsche and — not in a deprecia-
tory sense — proves that he failed to see the real problems of
the period under discussion and turned them firmly on their
heads wherever he encountered them. Since he perceives the
main direction merely as leading away from Hegel, he sets on
the same plane the Right- and the Left-wing critics of Hegel,
particularly Kierkegaard and Marx, and presents their oppo-
sition on every question as a mere difference of thematic
material, assuming them to share an essentially related basic
tendency. It goes without saying that, given this attitude,
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Lowith sees only shades of difference within a similar bias
and no qualitative antitheses between the Hegelians of the
time of dissolution (Ruge, Bauer), Feuerbach and Marx.
Since his book occupies an almost unique position, with
regard to knowledge of the subject, in the more recent
bourgeois history of philosophy, we shall quote a crucial
passage at some length. This will enable the reader to judge
for himself how this method led to the equating of Marx
and Kierkegaard, and so on, to the similar conclusions drawn
by some ‘Leftist’ pre-fascists (e.g., H. Fischer in Marx und
Nietzsche). Lowith writes:

Shortly before the revolution of 1848, Marx and Kierke-
gaard lent to the demand for a resolution a language whose
words still claim our attention: Marx in the Communist
Manifesto (1847) and Kierkegaard in A Literary Review,
(1846). The one manifesto ends ‘Proletarians of all coun-
tries, unite!’ and the other to the effect that each person
must work at his own salvation, prophecies about the
course of the world being tolerable only as a joking matter.
But regarded from the historical angle, this antithesis only
signifies two sides of a common destruction of the bourg-
eois Christian world. For a revolution of the bourgeois
capitalist world, Marx found support in the proletarian
mass, whereas Kierkegaard, in his struggle against the
bourgeois Christian world, staked everything on the indi-
vidual. Accordingly, bourgeois society for Marx is a society
of ‘isolated individuals’ where man is alienated from his
‘generic character’, and Christendom for Kierkegaard is a
Christianity disseminated on a mass scale where nobody is
an apostle of Christ. But because Hegel reconciled these
contradictions of existence in the essence, bourgeois soci-
ety with the State and the State with Christianity, the
resolution of both Marx and Kierkegaard aims at empha-
sizing the difference and contradiction in precisely those
conciliatory acts. Marx is concerned with the kind of self-
alienation which capitalism causes in a person, and Kierke-
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gaard with the self-alienation which Christianity causes in a
Christian.

Thus here again we meet with an obscurity in which all
cats look grey. Marxist historians will find no help in such
preliminary studies when it comes to mastering this subject.

Finally, we must raise the question of why our account —
with a few interpolations like Kierkegaard and Gobineau —
confines itself to German irrationalism. In Chapter I we shall
try and outline the particular conditions which made Germany
eminently suitable as a hotbed of irrationalism. But that does
not alter the fact that irrationalism is an international
phenomenon, both in its campaign against the bourgeois
concept of progress and the campaign against the socialist
concept of it. And there can be no question that important
spokesmen for social and political reaction have appeared in
the most diverse countries in both periods. That goes for
Burke in England, whilst the French Revolution was still in
progress, and for Bonald, De Maistre and others in France
later on. To be sure these thinkers were contesting the
ideology of the French Revolution without constructing for
the purpose a specific and new philosophical method, as
happened in Germany. Granted, such attempts were indeed
made; let us recall, say, Maine de Biran. But there can be no
doubt that even the last-named was far from causing such
lasting international repercussions as Schelling or Schopen-
hauer. He also elaborated the foundations of the new irration-
alism far less resolutely and dogmatically. This in turn is
linked with the fact that Maine de Biran, in contrast to the
German Romantics’ firmly reactionary nature, was an ideol-
ogist of the juste milieu or golden mean. The irrationalist
upsurge in imperialist times is a particularly salient example
of the leading role that Germany played in this sphere. Here,
of course, we are thinking chiefly of Nietzsche, who became
the paradigm in content and methodology of irrationalist
philosophical reaction from the U.S.A. to Tsarist Russia, and
whose influence could not and cannot be rivalled even



IRRATIONALISM AS AN INTERNATIONAL PHENOMENON 17

approximately by a single other reactionary ideologist. But
later on, too, Spengler was still an international model for
irrationalist conceptions of the philosophy of history up to
Toynbee. Heidegger, the model for French existentialism,
who had long previously exerted a decisive influence on
Ortega y Gasset, has a profound and dangerous sort of influ-
ence on bourgeois thought in the United States, and so on
and so forth.

The determining causes of this difference between Germany
and elsewhere could, of course, only be worked out on the
basis of the concrete history of the separate countries. It
would take such a historical study to establish the specific
tendencies which, while receiving in Germany their ‘classic’,
most rigorously evolved form, mostly stopped half way in
other countries. Naturally there is the case of Mussolini,
whose philosophical sources were William James, Pareto,
Sorel and Bergson; but even here the international influence
does not have anything like the breadth and depth already
reached in pre-fascist Germany and, most of all, under Hitler.
Thus we can everywhere observe the emergence of all the
motive elements of irrationalism. And to that extent it is
indeed an international phenomenon, especially in the
imperialist period. Only extremely seldom, in isolated episodic
cases, however, was irrationalism taken to all its conclusions
to become a universally dominant tendency, as it became in
Germany. To that extent, the hegemony of the German
development remained intact. (The present situation will be
discussed in our epilogue.)

One can already discern this tendency before the First
World War. In nearly all the leading countries as in Germany,
irrationalism achieved highly developed forms in the imperial-
ist period. There was Pragmatism in the English-speaking
countries, Boutroux, Bergson and others in France, Croce in
Italy. Despite a profound affinity in their ultimate intellect-
ual foundations, the forms display an extremely motley
diversity. This was determined primarily by the nature,
height and intensity of the class struggle in each country
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concerned, and also by the traditional philosophical heritage
and the immediate intellectual opposition. In our detailed
analyses of the individual stages of the German development
we shall adduce these, as already indicated, from concrete
historical circumstances. Without thus locating the real
socio-historical foundations, no scientific analysis is possible.
This, of course, applies also to the following studies. They
therefore make no claim whatever to be even the outline of a
scientific definition of philosophies or intellectual trends.
They will merely suggest that specific highly universal features
had their origin in the (general) identity of imperialist econ-
omics. To be sure, this is not to overlook the different stages
of development achieved in different countries, the uneven
character of the development under imperialism, which
produced concrete differences notwithstanding the identical
foundations.

Here, of course, we can only give a number of swiftly
sketched examples to illustrate our conception. Similar
ideological needs, deriving this similarity from imperialist
economics, produced very different and indeed — superfici-
ally considered — apparently opposed versions of irrational-
ism in differing concrete social circumstances. Let us look
now at Croce, and at William James and Pragmatism. Both
thinkers, as far as direct philosophical forerunners are con-
cerned, were at odds with specific Hegelian traditions. The
fact that this was possible in the imperialist age reflects a
difference between the German philosophical development
and that in other Western European countries. The 1848
revolution ended, for Germany, the disintegration of
Hegelianism; the irrational Schopenhauer became the leading
philosopher of post-revolutionary Germany and the time of
preparation for the establishment of the Reich under Bis-
marck. In the English-speaking countries and Italy, on the
other hand, Hegelian philosophy still played a leading part
during this period, indeed it even gained a greater influence.
This rested upon the fact that the bourgeois idea of progress
had not yet entered the overt crisis present in Germany ; here
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the crisis remained latent and out of sight, and the concept of
progress merely underwent a liberal ironing-out and watering-
down in accordance with the results of 1848. Philosophically
the upshot of this was that Hegelian dialectics completely
lost their character as the ‘algebra of revolution’ (Herzen) and
that Hegel was brought increasingly in line with Kant and
Kantianism. Hence a Hegelianism of this kind, especially in
English-speaking countries, could be a parallel phenomenon
to the burgeoning sociology which was similarly preaching a
liberal evolutionism, primarily that of Herbert Spencer. Here,
let us note in passing that a similar retrogression to Kant
occurred in the remnants of German Hegelianism, but because
of the whole trend’s general repression it played a lessimport-
ant role than it did farther West. Suffice it to refer to the
development of Rosenkranz and Vischer. The latter played a
pioneering role in imperialist philosophy inasmuch as his
recourse to Kant already incorporated the irrationalist view
of that philosopher.

Although Croce was by no means directly influenced by
Vischer, his relation to Hegel (and to Vico whom he ‘dis-
covered’ and promoted) followed a similar line of irrational-
ization. He therefore came very close to the later German
Hegelianism of the imperialist period, but with the major
difference that, whereas this purportedly renewed Hegelian
philosophy was seen as a blanket ideology for a reactionary
movement (National Socialism included) that needed unify-
ing, Croce halted at an imperialist liberalism — albeit an
abundantly reactionary one —andrejected fascism philosophi-
cally. (To be sure the other prominent Italian Hegelian,
Gentile, temporarily became the ideologist of fascism’s
‘consolidation period’.) When Croce divorces the ‘live’ from
the ‘dead’ matter in Hegel, the former is nothing but an
irrationalism of a moderate liberal cast, and the latter: dialec-
tics and objectivity. Both tendencies have as their main con-
tent the rebuttal of Marxism. What is philosophically crucial
about this is the radical subjectifying of history and the radi-
cal elimination from it of all laws and principles. ‘A historical
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law, a historical concept are’, wrote Croce, ‘a veritable con-
tradiction in terms.” History, Croce expounded elsewhere, is
always a history of the present. What is remarkable about this
is not only the close affinity with the Windelband-Rickert
bias in Germany, with the incipient irrationalizing of history.
It is also the way that Croce resolves a real dialectical propo-
sition, viz., that our perception of the present (the highest
stage so far in an evolutionary series) provides the key to
knowing the less advanced stages of the past, into anirrational
subjectivism. History turns into art — art, of course, in
Croce’s meaning of the term, whereby a purely formal perfec-
tion is coupled with intuition, purported to be the sole organ
of creativity and an appropriate receptiveness. Except for an
area of economic praxis (subordinated to the system) and a
preserve of logic and natural sciences (similarly subsumed in
the system and conceived in independence of actual reality),
reason was banished from every sphere of men’s social
activity. (Here again we can see the parallel with Windelband
and Rickert.) In short: Croce created an irrationalist ‘system’
for the bourgeois-decadent use of the parasitic elements of
the imperialist period. For reactionary extremists, this
irrationalism was already ceasing to suffice before the First
World War; let us recall the Right-wing opposition to Croce
on Papini’s part, etc. But it is a notable fact — contrasted
with Germany — that Croce’s liberal-reactionary irrationalism
has managed to survive as one of Italy’s leading ideologies to
this day.

Of Pragmatism’s proponents, we shall now briefly discuss
only the most outstanding, William James. Pragmatism is, in
its philosophical essence, far more radically irrationalist than
Croce’s thought, without going decidedly farther in its con-
clusions as a result. Only, the public to whom James offered
his irrationalist substitute for a world-view was of an entirely
different nature. Granted, if we take the immediate philo-
sophical background, the direct historical predecessors whose
work was taken up by James polemically, the situation
appears to exhibit certain similarities. For in both cases we
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are dealing with so-called Hegelians who are in fact overt or
clandestine Kantians and subjective idealists. However, their
attitudes were already diametrically opposed. Whereas Croce
professed to be continuing Italy’s Hegelian (and Vicoesque)
traditions while actually carrying them over into anirrational-
ism, James was openly at odds with the Hegelian traditions of
the English-speaking countries.

This overt polemic displays a very far-reaching affinity
with the European development. Mach and Avenarius, while
apparently directing the brunt of their attacks against obso-
lescent idealism, were in fact only offering a real challenge to
philosophical materialism, and so was William James. And he
is also very close to them in that this combining of the real
struggle against materialism with sham attacks on idealism
carries with it a presumption that his ‘new’ philosophy would
finally transcend the false antithesis of materialism and ideal-
ism and marked the discovery of a ‘third road’ in philosophy.
Since this affinity relates to virtually all the essential philo-
sophical issues, it must form the basis for an appraisal of
Pragmatism. The differences between James and the Euro-
pean minds are, however, at least as important from our
particular standpoint. The main reason for this is that the
irrationalism which is contained implicitly in Machism and
only gradually emerges with any firmness was already explicit
in James and appears fully fledged. This is seen in the fact
that, whereas Mach and Avenarius were striving mainly for an
epistemological rationale of the exact natural sciences and
professed complete neutrality on questions of world-view,
James claimed nothing less than the ability to give a direct
answer to these questions with the help of his new philoso-
phy. From the start, therefore, he did not address himself to
relatively restricted scholarly circles but endeavoured to
satisfy the philosophical needs of everyday life and the man
in the street. In appearance, there is only a terminological
difference when the Machists set up ‘economy of thought’
(Denkokonomie) as the epistemological criterion of truth,
whereas James simply equates truth and utility (for the
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individual concerned). On the one hand, James was thereby
extending the validity of Machist epistemology to cover the
whole of life and lending it a pronounced vitalistic accent.
On the other, he was giving it a more universal validity that
went beyond the technics of Denkokonomie.

Here again, irrationalism’s basic attitude to dialectics is
clearly visible. It is a fundamental thesis of dialectical materi-
alism that praxis forms the criterion of theoretical truth. The
accuracy or inaccuracy of the intellectual reproduction of
objective reality existing independently of our consciousness,
or rather our degree of approximation to it, is verified only in
praxis and through praxis. Now James clearly saw the limita-
tions, the futility of metaphysical idealism and repeatedly
pointed it out (e.g., idealism views the world ‘as perfect and
finished from all eternity’, whereas Pragmatism attempts to
grasp it in its becoming). Yet he took away from both theory
and praxis all relation to objective reality, thereby converting
the dialectic into a subjectivistic irrationalism. And James
openly admitted as much with his undertaking to meet the
philosophical needs of the American ‘man in the street’.
Reality, in everyday business life, must be scrupulously
observed — on pain of bankruptcy (notwithstanding the
epistemological denial of its objective truth and its indepen-
dence of the consciousness). In all other spheres of life, how-
ever, irrational arbitrariness has a quite unlimited sway.
James wrote: ‘The practical world of business is, for its own
part, highly rational to the politician, the soldier, the man
ruled by the commercial spirit . . . But it is irrational for the
moral and artistic temperament.’

Here one very important determining factor of irrational-
ism becomes clearly evident. For in the eyes of the reaction-
ary bourgeoisie, one of irrationalism’s most important tasks is
to provide men with a philosophical ‘comfort’, the semblance
of total freedom, the illusion of personal autonomy, moral
and intellectwal superiority — while maintaining an attitude
that continually links them with the reactionary bourgeoisie
in their real dealings and renders them absolutely subservient
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to it. We shall have a chance to see in detailed analyses later
how this ‘comfort’ underlies even the ‘most sublime’ asceti-
cism of irrationalist philosophy, as in Schopenhauer or
Kierkegaard. James expresses this-idea with the naive cyni-
cism of the successful, self-aware American businessman, ful-
filling the philosophical needs of persons of Babbitt’s type.
Babbitt too, as Sinclair Lewis so neatly shows, wants his right
confirmed to a highly personal intuition, and he too learns in
practice that truth and utility are synonymous terms in the
life a true American leads. Intellectually, of course, James’s
awareness and cynicism are a cut above those of Sinclair
Lewis’s Babbitt. James, for example, rejects idealism, but he
does not neglect to pay pragmatic lip-service to it insofar as
it is of use in daily life, since it enhances the philosophical
comfort. James wrote of the Absolute in idealism: ‘It guaran-
tees us time off from morality. That is also what every reli-
gious outlook provides.” But this comfort would have little
influence intellectually if it did not contain a sharp repudia-
tion of materialism, an alleged refutation of the scientifically
based world-view. James makes cynically light work of this
task as well. He does not cite — logically, pragmatically — a
single solid argument against materialism; he merely notes
that it is no whit ‘more useful’ than a belief in God as a theor-
etical explanation for the world. ‘If’, he states, ‘we call the
world’s first cause matter, we will not be taking away a single
component part or adding to its abundance when we call its
first cause God . . . God, if He exists, has performed exactly
as much as atoms can, and God has earned just as much
thanks as the atoms, not more.’ So Babbitt is free to believe in
God, the god of any religion or sect whatever, without trans-
gressing against the demands which science makes of an
up-to-date gentleman.

With James the idea of myth-making never appears with
the same clear substantiality it has in Nietzsche, who exhibits
many pragmatic features in his epistemology and ethics. But
James did create an epistemological rationale and even a
moral law for every Babbitt’s creation or adoption in all
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spheres of life, for his personal use, of those myths that
happen to seem useful to him; Pragmatism allows him to do
this with a clear conscience intellectually. In its very insub-
stantiality and shallowness, then, Pragmatism was the store-
house of philosophies that pre-war America needed with her
perspective of unlimited prosperity and security.

It is, of course, axiomatic that as far as Pragmatism gained
an influence in other lands conditioned by an acuter and
more advanced form of the class struggle, its merely implicit
elements had quickly to become explicit. Bergson is the best
illustration of this. Naturally we are by no means suggesting
that Pragmatism influenced Bergson directly; on the contrary,
we are now dealing once more with parallel tendencies, and
the mutual esteem in which Bergson and James held each
other underlines the parallel from the subjective side as well.
What they had in common was the rejection of objective
reality and its rational observability, the reduction of percep-
tion to a merely technical utility, and their recourse to an
intuitive apprehension of true reality which they decreed to
be irrational in essence. Despite this common underlying bias
there are considerable differences of accents and proportions
whose causes must be sought in the different societies in
which they wrote, and accordingly in the different intellectual
traditions which they inherited, whether willingly or the
opposite. On the one hand, Bergson developed modern
agnosticism into an overt proclaiming of myths far more
boldly and firmly than James. On the other hand, his philos-
ophy was aimed far more exclusively — at least at the time he
had an internationally crucial influence — at a critique of
natural-scientific views, at destroying their right to pro-
nounce objective truths, and at a philosophical replacement
of the natural sciences with biological myths, than at tackling
problems relating to the life of society. Only very late in his
career did his book on morality and religion appear, and it
was far from gaining the general influence of his earlier
biological myths. Bergsonian intuition was projected out-
wards as a tendency to destroy the objectivity and truth of
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natural scientific knowledge; and it was directed inwards as
the introspection of an isolated parasitic individual divorced
from the life of society during the imperialist period. (It is no
accident that the greatest literary influence Bergson exerted
was on Proust.)

Here, the contrast not only to William James but in parti-
cular to Bergson’s German contemporaries and admirers is
quite palpable. Dilthey’s equally intuitive ‘vision of genius’,
Simmel’s and Gundolf’s intuition, Scheler’s ‘intuitive vision’
(Wesensschau), etc., were predisposed to be socially
oriented. (Not to mention Nietzsche and Spengler.) In such
cases, the departure from objectivity and rationality presents
itself promptly and directly as a resolute stand against social
progress. With Bergson this was only indirectly the case. In
this respect his late ethico-religious work, despite a strong
reactionary and mystical bias, lagged far behind German
irrationalism at the time of its publication. Naturally that is
not to say that Bergson’s influence in France was not simi-
larly oriented; of Sorel we shall write in more detail shortly.
And among other authors, from Péguy’s conversion to reac-
tionary Catholicism up to the early works of Raymond Aron,
De Gaulle’s present ideological agent, the same influence can
always be detected.

Bergson’s main attack, however, was levelled against the
objectivity and scientific character of natural scientific
knowledge. The abstract and stark confrontation of ration-
ality and irrationalist intuition reached its climax with
Bergson, epistemologically speaking, in pre-war imperialism.
What Mach still treated as purely epistemological and James
developed into a general argumentation of subjective individ-
ual myths, Bergson presents as a coherent mythical and
irrational world-picture. And this sets up a mobile and colour-
ful metaphysical tableau in contrast to the picture offered by
the natural sciences, whose claim to an objective perception
of reality Bergson rejected as firmly as Mach or James and to
which, like them, he accorded only a mechanical.utility. A
world of movement, vitality, time and duration confronts a
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lifeless, moribund world ossified in the spatial dimension.
With Bergson, Mach’s purely agnosticist recourse to the sub-
jective immediacy of apprehension grows into a philosophy.
based on radically irrationalist intuition.

Here too the basic character of modern irrationalism is
clearly discernible. Bergson did not contrast the failure of
the metaphysical-mechanical approach in the face of the
dialectics of reality — the cause of the natural sciences’
universal crisis under imperialism — with perception of the
real dialectical movement and principle. Only dialectical
materialism could do that. Bergson’s achievement lies instead
in his invention of a world-picture which, behind the attrac-
tive semblance of a vital mobility, actually restored the
conservative, reactionary stasis. Let us clarify the situation
with just one key problem. Bergson challenged the mechani-
cal, moribund element in evolutionary theories of Spencer’s
type, but at the same time he rejected the biological inherita-
bility of acquired characteristics. Thus on the very issue
where a dialectical extension of Darwin had become neces-
sary and feasible (Michurin and Lysenko have proceeded
with this problem on the basis of dialectical materialism),
Bergson went against the real theory of evolution. His philos-
ophy thus became linked above all with the international
movement to destroy the natural sciences’ objectivity which
Mach and Avenarius had started, and which also found very
important exponents in France during the imperialist age. We
need only refer to Poincaré and Duhem.

In France, where the Enlightenment tradition (along with
that of materialism and atheism) has far deeper roots than in
Germany, these tendencies were of particularly great signifi-
cance philosophically. But as we have shown, Bergson far
exceeded this tendency in creating decidedly irrational myths.
Championing an irrationalist world-picture, he levelled his
philosophical attacks against objectivity and rationality,
against the dominance of reason (another old French tradi-
tion). He thereby provided those Right-wing, reactionary
critics of capitalist life who had already been active for
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decades with a philosophical corner-stone, the semblance of
an agreement with the latest findings of the natural sciences.
Up to this time most of the reactionary ideologists in France
had conducted their attack largely in the name of Royalism
and ultramontanism, so that their influence was restricted
to circles predisposed to be firmly reactionary. But Bergson’s
philosophy also addressed itself to an intelligentsia which,
dissatisfied with the capitalistically corrupt development of
the Third Republic, was also starting to look for a path lead-
ing Left in the socialist direction. Like every major irrational
vitalist, Bergson ‘added depth’ to the problem by treating it
as a question of the universal philosophical antithesis be-
tween the live and the moribund. And without his spelling
it out to them, these circles readily grasped that capitalist
democracy was meant by the concept of the moribund, and
that Bergson was offering their opposition to it a philosophi-
cal prop. (We will try and illustrate with Sorel how this took
effect in reality.)

In this respect, Bergson enjoyed an influence in France
during the crisis at the end of the nineteenth and the start of
the twentieth century (the Dreyfus case, etc.) similar to
Nietzsche’s in Germany at the time the anti-socialist law was
revoked. The difference lies once more in the fact that
Nietzsche’s irrational vitalism was an overt summons to
reactionary, anti-democratic, anti-socialist, imperialist activ-
ity whereas with Bergson, these aims were not openly stated,
only announced in general philosophical terms and even
hidden by a veil of neutrality. But Bergson’s seeming political
neutrality not only had a confusing and misleading effect on
the intellectuals landed in an ideological crisis. It confused
and misled them in none other than a reactionary direction.
(This effect that Bergson had can best be studied in Péguy’s
development.) Politzer, the communist Resistance fighter
murdered by Hitler’s fascists, very correctly characterized the
reactionary nature of the Bergsonian abstraction as follows:
‘To merge with the whole of life, to vibrate with the whole of
life means to remain cold and indifferent with regard to life:
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genuine emotions perish amid universal sensibility. In dura-
tion (durée) a pogrom happens in the same way as a revolu-
tion: in seeking to apprehend the elements of duration in
their individual hues, in admiring the dynamics of their
jumbled features, one actually forgets that the one is a
pogrom and the other a revolution.” Here the link is plainly
evident between the most significant advocate of Western
European hostility to reason, Bergson, and the central
German figure in this trend in modern times, Nietzsche. And
we can see also how far the former, because of the different
development of their respective countries, necessarily lagged
behind the latter in concreteness and determination when
constructing his reactionary-irrationalist world-picture.

This difference is also manifest in the relation to philo-
sophical traditions. In Germany it was already the older
Schelling who instigated the attack against the rationalism
founded by Descartes. As we shall see in due course, this
attack subsequently assumed its supreme form during the
time of Hitler with the repudiation of all progressive bourg-
eois philosophies and the canonization of all out-and-out
reactionaries. Bergson and his movement, in contrast, pro-
ceeded along the line of a largely unpolemical reinterpretation
of the progressive philosophers. Certainly Bergson criticizes
the Positivists, even Kant, and harked back to French mystics
like Madame Guyon. But with him and his disciples there is
no question of a firm rejection of the great French traditions.
This did not occur even in the course of later developments;
Jean Wahl, who comes very close to existentialism, attempted
to preserve Bergson’s inner connection with Descartes by
finding a Bergsonian parallel for Descartes’s cogito: ‘Je dure,
donc je suis.’ Here we have an exact parallel to those German
thinkers who sought to reinterpret Kant or Hegel as irration-
alists, as did Simmel and Dilthey respectively. In France, not
even the existentialist school surpassed this stage; it too
stressed its Cartesian ‘orthodoxy’.

Now to express concretely how far Bergson goes in extend-
ing irrationalism is not at all to say that no militant ideologi-
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cal reaction existed in France; on the contrary. The whole
imperialist period was full of it (let us recall Bourget, Barres,
Maurras, etc.). In French reaction, however, philosophical
irrationalism held sway to a far lesser degree than in Germany.
In sociology, on the other hand, the overtly reactionary
offensive was even sharper than on German soil. The retarded
development of German capitalism, the establishment of
national unity in the reactionary-Junker, Bismarckian form
even meant that Germany sociology, as a typical discipline of
the period of bourgeois apologetics, could only gain ground
with difficulty after overcoming strong resistance on the part
of the ideology of the feudal remnants. And as we shall note
in the relevant chapter, German sociology frequently regurgi-
tated the products of Western European thinking in its crit-
ique of democracy and extended them in accordance with
specifically German objectives.

Here, of course, we cannot deal with Western sociology
even in outline. It enlarged upon what had been devised by
the founders of this new bourgeois science — the careful
divorce of social phenomena from their economic basis, and
the assigning of economic problems to another discipline
completely separate from sociology. This in itself achieved
an apologetic purpose. The de-economizing of sociology was
at the same time a de-historicizing: the preconditions of
capitalist society (presented in an apologetically distorted
form) could henceforth be treated as ‘perennial’ categories of
all social life in general. And again, we need not remark on
the fact that this methodology sets out to prove directly or
indirectly the impossibility of socialism and of any revolu-
tion. From the almost immeasurable thematic richness of
Western sociology, let us now pick out just two themes of
particular importance to philosophical developments. There
now arose an autonomous science, the ‘psychology of the
masses’. Its outstanding exponent Le Bon placed it, to give a
bald summary, in contrast to the rational and civilized nature
of individual minds, regarding it as the psychology of the
merely instinctive and barbaric. Thus the greater the influence
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the masses obtain on public life, the greater the threat to the
products of mankind’s cultural evolution. If this was a
summons to stave off democracy and socialism in the name
of science, another leading sociologist of the imperialist
period, Pareto, struck up a comforting tune in the name of
the same scientific discipline. If — to give another very bald
summary — the history of all social changes is only the super-
seding of an old ‘élite’ by a new one, then the ‘perennial’
foundations of capitalist society are saved sociologically and
there can be no question of a fundamentally new type of
society, the socialist type. The German Robert Michels, a
later follower of Mussolini, also applied these principles to
the labour movement. He exploited the fact of the origin of
a labour bureaucracy under imperialist conditions — of which
he naturally said nothing — to prove the embourgeoisement
of every labour movement as a sociological law.

Sorel occupies a special position in Western philosophy
and sociology. On one occasion Lenin called him ‘the well-
known advocate of confusion’, and quite rightly. For the
most blatantly contradictory hypotheses and conclusions
intermingle in his writings. In his intellectual convictions
Sorel was a purely bourgeois thinker, a typical petty-
bourgeois intellectual. Both economically and politically he
accepted Bernstein’s revision of Marx. Like Bernstein he
rejected the inner dialectic of economic growth, especially
that of capitalism, as leading inevitably to proletarian revolu-
tion; accordingly — and again in line with Bernstein — he also
dismissed dialectics as a philosophical method. He replaced it
with James’s Pragmatism and, above all, with Bergson’s intui-
tion. He took over from the bourgeois sociology of his time
the idea of the anti-rational character of the movement of the
masses and also Pareto’s conception of the élite. He regarded
progress as a typically bourgeois illusion, usually appropria-
ting the arguments of the reactionary ideologists.

With a genuinely irrational intellectual salto mortale, Sorel
now developed out of all these bourgeois-idealist reactionary
hypotheses a theory of ‘pure’ proletarian revolution, the
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myth of the general strike and the myth of the proletarian
use of violence. This is a typical illustration of petty-bourgeois
rebellion. Sorel hated and despised bourgeois culture, but he
was unable on a single concrete point to detach himself from
its influence, which determined the whole of his thinking.
Thus when his hatred and contempt were striving for expres-
sion the result could only be an irrational leap into the total-
ly unknown, into pure nothingness. What Sorel termed prole-
tarian was nothing more than an abstract negation of bour-
geois life without any real substance in it. For the moment he
started to think, he did so in terms of bourgeois contents and
forms. Here, then, Bergsonian intuition and the irrationalism
of durée réelle are slanted towards a utopia of utter despair.
This abstract insubstantiality finds clear expression in the
very conception of Sorel’s myth, for Sorel dismissed a priori
all politics and was totally indifferent to the real, concrete
ends and means of individual strikes. Irrationalist intuition,
along with the insubstantial myth it creates, stands quite
apart from concrete social reality and is no more than a
delirious leap into nothingness.

But it is just this which explains Sorel’s fascination for a
particular sector of the intelligentsia in imperialist times. It is
precisely why this irrationalism succeeded in heightening
discontent with capitalist society emotionally, deflecting it
from any real challenge to that society. Sorel’s own Royalism
may have been only a passing phase, but the same cannot be
said of the enthusiasm he summoned up for Lenin, Mussolini
and Ebert simultaneously in the major revolutionary crisis at
the end of the First World War. With Sorel, the careless lack of
direction of which Politzer accused Bergson takes the formal
shape of an emotional campaign, without however managing
to overcome its disoriented character. And it is certainly far
more than a coincidence that Sorel’s totally insubstantial
theory of myth began to matter to Mussolini, for a while at
least. Here, of course, Sorel’s spontaneous, irrationalist con-
fusion was converted into conscious demagogy. But — and
this is the essential point — the conversion could be effected
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without any substantial reconstruction of content and
method. Sorel’s myth was so exclusively emotional, so empty
of meaning that it could pass without difficulty into the
demagogically exploited myth of fascism. Mussolini wrote:
‘We have created a myth for ourselves. Myth is a faith, a
passion. It does not have to be a reality. It is real by virtue
of the fact that it is a spur and a faith, and signifies valour.’
This is pure Sorel, and in it the epistemology of Pragmatism
and Bergsonian intuition has become the vehicle of fascist
ideology.

We are still speaking, however, of a fascism which, for all
its atrocities, never attained the import of the terror which
Hitlerism held for the entire world. (For example, it is typical
that Horthy’s fascism in Hungary, while very closely related
to Italian fascism politically, took its ideology from the still
pre-fascist Germany of the time.) Here again, admittedly,
Mussolini’s ideological connection with Bergson, James and
Sorel was much more tenuous and formal than that between
Hitler and German irrationalism. But even with all these
reservations, this state of affairs in itself illustrates what we
are seeking to prove now and in every succeeding chapter: a
philosophical stance cannot be ‘innocent’. Bergson’s own
philosophy of morality and history did not lead to fascist
conclusions. But, with regard to his human responsibility, that
is totally irrelevant beside the fact that without falsifying his
philosophy Mussolini was able to develop a fascist ideology
out of it. It no more exculpates Bergson than it is an exoner-
ation of Spengler or Stefan George as Hitler’s ideological
precursors that ‘National Socialism’ in practice was not
altogether to their personal taste. The mere existence of the
connecting links we are outlining must be a serious discite
moniti (‘learn from the warning’) for every honest Western
thinker. It shows that the possibility of a fascist, aggressively
reactionary ideology is objectively contained in every philo-
sophical stirring of irrationalism. When, where and how such
a — seemingly innocent — possibility turns into a dreadful
fascist reality is not decided philosophically, in the philo-
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sophical realm. But insight into this connection should
heighten the thinking man’s sense of responsibility, not blunt
it. It would be a dangerous self-deception and sheer hypoc-
risy to wash one’s hands in innocence and — invoking the
name of Croce or William James — to look down on the
development of German irrationalism with aloof contempt.

And in conclusion we hope our studies have shown that, in
spite of the intellectual link between Bergson, Sorel and
Mussolini, the leading role played by German irrationalism
remains undiminished. Germany in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries is still the ‘classic’ land of irrationalism,
the soil where it evolved in the most diverse and comprehen-
sive ways and can hence be studied to greatest profit, just as
England is where Marx investigated capitalism.

This fact, we believe, belongs to the most disgraceful pages
of German history. A detailed study is needed precisely in
order for the Germans radically to surmount it and to take
vigorous steps to prevent its continuance or return. The
nation of Diirer and Thomas Miinzer, Goethe and Karl Marx
has achieved such great things in the past and has such great
prospects for the future that there is no need for it to flinch
from a merciless coming to terms with a perilous past and its
damaging, menacing legacy. In this double sense — German
and international — the present book wishes to voice a
warning, a lesson for every thinking person of integrity.

BUDAPEST, NOVEMBER 1952
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ON SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF GERMANY’S
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

Generally speaking, the fate, the tragedy of the German
people lies in the fact that it entered into the modern bourg-
eois line of development too late. But this is too much of a
generalization and needs to be made historically concrete.
For historical processes are extraordinarily complicated and
contradictory, and it can be said of neither an early nor a late
entry per se that one is better than the other. We have only
to look at the bourgeois-democratic revolutions. On the one
hand, the English and French peoples gained a big lead over
the Germans through fighting out their bourgeois-democratic
revolutions in the seventeenth century and at the end of the
eighteenth respectively. But, on the other hand, it was precisely
as a result of its retarded capitalist development that the
Russian nation managed to transfer its bourgeois-democratic
revolution to the proletarian one, thereby sparing itself
sorrows and conflicts which still exist in the German nation
today. We must always take into account, therefore, the con-
crete interaction of socio-historical tendencies; but with these
reservations, we shall find that the decisive factor in the
(modern) history of Germany to date lies here, in the delayed
development of capitalism with all its social, political and
ideological consequences.

The major European peoples formed themselves into
nations at the start of the modern period. They constructed
unified national territories to replace feudal fragmentation,
and there sprang up a national economy pervading and uniting
the entire people, a national culture that was unified in spite
of all class divisions. In the development of the bourgeois
class and its struggle with feudalism, it was always absolute
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monarchy which came into temporary being as the executive
organ of this unification.

It was in this period of transition that Germany began to
pursue a different, opposite course. This is by no means to
suggest that it was able to withdraw from all the exigencies
of the general capitalist line of development in Europe and
grow into a nation in a wholly unique manner, as was claimed
by reactionary historians and the fascist historians after them.
Germany, as the young Marx so vividly put it, ‘shared the
sorrows of this development without sharing in its pleasures,
its partial satisfaction’. And to this observation he added the
prophetic forecast: ‘Hence one fine day, Germany will find
herself on the level of the European decline before ever
having reached the level of European emancipation.’

To be sure, mining, industry and commerce grew profusely
in Germany at the end of the Middle Ages and the start of
the modern period, but more slowly than in England, France
or Holland. As Engels points out, a major disadvantage of the
German development of that period was that the different
domains were less strongly linked by unified economic
interests than were the different parts of the major civilized
countries of the West. For instance, the Hanseatic League’s
trading interests in the North and Baltic Seas were virtually
unrelated to the interests of centres of trade in southern and
central Germany. In these circumstances the re-routing of
trade passages which followed the discovery of America and
the sea-route to India and stopped goods passing through
Germany in transit was bound to be particularly disastrous in
its effects. Although here too the class struggles were waged
with religious slogans, Western Europe was firmly taking the
road to capitalism, to the economic underpinning and ideol-
ogical evolution of bourgeois society. But Germany, at this
precise moment, was preserving all the wretchedness associa-
ted with the transition from the medieval to the modern
epoch. Indeed the misery in which the resulting reaction in
Germany was bogged down was further increased by elements
absorbed within the country from the social content of this
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transition. The causes of this were the conversion of the
larger feudal domains into an absolutism (on the duodecimo
pattern but without its progressive side, viz., assistance in
reinforcing the bourgeois class) and heightened forms of
peasant exploitation. For while the latter did create in
Germany, as in the original accumulation of the West, a class
of vagabonds, a broad stratum of socially deracinated lives,
they could not possibly — since no manufactory existed —
permit the development of pre-proletarian plebeians. The
deracinated remained a lumpenproletariat, raw material for
mercenary and brigandish activities.

All these factors meant that from the beginning of the
sixteenth century, the great class struggles had a completely
different character and, above all, quite different consequences
in Germany from those they had elsewhere in the West.
Ideologically this amounts to saying that the humanist move-
ment contributed far less to the origin of a national conscious-
ness in Germany than elsewhere. It also had far less influence
on the development of a uniform national formal or written
language. It is altogether typical of Germany’s situation at
the time that it was just here that the religio-ideological
movement of the transitional era gained the greatest prepon-
derance over secular humanism, and did so — an extremely
important point — in its socially most backward form. For
it is almost a platitude not only among Marxists but also,
since Max Weber and Troeltsch, in bourgeois sociology that
the origins of the Reformation are linked very closely with
those of capitalism. But the Reformation provided a banner
for the first major bourgeois revolutions inside Holland and
England in its Western, Calvinist form; this became the ruling
ideology in the first period of burgeoning capitalism. The
Lutheranism which became uppermost in Germany, on the
other hand, offered a religious transfiguration of subjection
to Kleinstaat absolutism and supplied a spiritual background,
a moral foundation for Germany’s economic, social and
cultural backwardness.

Naturally this ideological development is only a reflection
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of those class struggles which decided the country’s way of
life and direction of growth for centuries to come. We are
referring to the conflicts which reached their height in the
Peasants’ War of 1525. The significance which this revolu-
tion, and more especially the crushing of it, took on for
Germany’s destiny illuminates from a fresh angle that general
economic state of affairs we have just discussed. All major
peasant risings at the close of the Middle Ages were two-
sided movements. On the one side, there were the defensive
struggles of a peasantry in retreat, still yoked to feudal values
and seeking to regain positions of the transitional ‘golden age’,
now lost for ever on the economic plane as a result of the
unleashing of capitalist forces of production. And on the
other, we have the more or less callow vanguard actions of
the imminent bourgeois-democratic revolution. The special
situation of Germany as we have portrayed it entailed two
things. It meant that both aspects of the peasant revolts
received greater prominence in the Peasants’ War than other-
wise (I refer you, to underline the progressive component, to
Wendel Hippler’s reform programme for the Reich and to the
plebeian movement under Thomas Miinzer); it meant also
that the loss of that war had irremediably disastrous results.
What the Kaiser was incapable of doing, the peasants’ revolu-
tion sought to accomplish: the unification of Germany and
liquidation of the constantly consolidating feudal-absolutist
centrifugal tendencies. These very forces were bound to gain
strength from the peasants’ defeat. A modernized feudalism
superseded a purely feudal fragmentation: the petty princes,
as victors and profiteers in the class struggles, stabilized
Germany’s divided condition. And thus, like Italy from other
causes, Germany became an impotent complex of petty,
formally independent states as a result of the crushing of the
first major revolutionary wave (the Reformation and Peas-
ants’ War). As such, it was now the object of the politics of
the emergent capitalist world, the great absolute monarchies.
Mighty nation-states (Spain, France, England), the House of
Habsburg in Austria, ephemeral major powers like Sweden
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and also, from the eighteenth century, Tsarist Russia were to
decide the fate of the German people. And since Germany, as
a political pawn of theirs, was at the same time a useful
object of exploitation, these countries saw to it that her
national fragmentation was preserved for years to come.

In becoming the battleground and victim of the conflicting
interests of the major European powers, Germany went to
the wall economically and culturally as well as politically.
This general decay was manifested not only in the universal
impoverishment and ravaging of the country, in the backward
development of both agricultural and industrial production,
and the regression of once flourishing towns, etc., but also in
the cultural physiognomy of the whole German people. It
took no part in the great economic and cultural upsurge of
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; its masses, including
the mass of the emergent bourgeois intelligentsia, lagged far
behind the development of the major civilized countries. The
reasons were primarily material ones. But they were deter-
mined by certain ideological characteristics of the German
development as well. Firstly, there was the incredible petti-
ness, narrowness and short-sightedness of life in the small
German duchies compared to England or France. Secondly,
and closely connected with this, there was the far greater and
more tangible dependence of the subjects on the monarch
and his bureaucratic machinery, the far more restricted scope
for an ideologically hostile or merely critical attitude than
elsewhere. A further point is that Lutheranism (and later on,
Pietism, etc.) limited this scope in the subjective sense also,
converting external subjection into an inner submissiveness
and thus breeding that underdog mentality which Engels
termed ‘servile’. There was, of course, a reciprocal influence
in play here, but one which constantly diminished the scope
for protest both objectively and subjectively. Accordingly,
the Germans could have no hand either in bourgeois-
revolutionary movements which aimed at replacing governance
through absolute monarchy (not yet realized for a unified
Germany) with a higher political form better suited to
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capitalism in its more advanced stages. The petty states, whose
existence the rival major powers were artificially conserving,
could exist only as hirelings of those powers. To resemble
their great models outwardly, they could maintain themselves
only on the most ruthless and retrograde draining of the
working people.

Naturally no rich, independent and powerful bourgeoisie
will spring up in such a country, and no progressive revolu-
tionary intelligentsia to match. The bourgeois and petty-
bourgeois classes were economically much more dependent
on the Courts than elsewhere in Western Europe. Hence there
developed among them a servility, a petty, mean and wretch-
ed spirit hardly to be found in other European countries at
this time. And with economic development stagnant, there
was in Germany little or no trace of those plebeian groupings
outside the feudal hierarchy of estates which constituted the
most important propulsive force in the revolutions of the
modern period now dawning. In the Peasants’ War they still
played a crucial role under Miinzer; now they comprised,
where they existed at all, a servile and venal social stratum
that was declining into a lumpenproletariat. Certainly,
Germany’s bourgeois revolution at the start of the sixteenth
century created an ideological foundation for a national
culture in the uniform modern written language. But this too
underwent a regression, becoming crabbed and barbarized in
this period of profound national humiliation.

Not until the eighteenth century, especially in its second
half, did an economic recovery set in. And it went hand in
hand with an economic and cultural strengthening of the
bourgeois class. The bourgeoisie, however, was still far too
weak to remove the obstacles to national unity, or indeed
even to raise this question in serious political terms. But the
backwardness was beginning to be generally sensed, a national
feeling was awakening, and the longing for national unity was
constantly growing, although there was no chance of political
associations with specific programmes on this basis, even on a
local scale. Nevertheless the economic necessity of embourg-
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eoisement was appearing more and more forcefully in the
feudal-absolutist petty states. That class compromise in
which Engels saw the social stamp of the status quo in
Germany, as late as the 1840s, was starting to take shape
between the nobility and the petty bourgeoisie, with the
former playing the leading part. Its form was bureaucratiza-
tion which, here as everywhere else in Europe, became a
transitional form of the dissolution of feudalism, of the
bourgeoisie’s struggle for political power. Granted, this
process of German fragmentation into largely helpless petty
states again took very lowly forms, and the essence of the
compromise between nobility and petty bourgeoisie was that
the former occupied the higher and the latter the lower
bureaucratic posts. But despite these mean and backward
forms of social and political life, the German middle class
was starting to arm itself for the power struggle at least in
the ideological sense. After having been cut off from progres-
sive movements in the West, it was now making contact with
the English and French Enlightenment, digesting it and even
in part amplifying it of its own accord.

It was in this state that Germany spent the period of the
French and Napoleonic revolutions. From the political angle,
the German people was still the object of the rival power
blocs, the modern bourgeois world emerging in France and
the feudal-absolutist Central and Eastern European powers
ranged against it with English support. The great events of
the period hastened to a remarkable extent the development
and growing consciousness of the bourgeois class, fanning
the flames of national unity more strongly than ever. At the
same time, however, the politically fateful consequences of
fragmentation were emerging more sharply than ever. In
Germany there were still — objectively speaking — no unified
national politics. Large sections of the avant-garde bourgeois
intellectuals welcomed the French Revolution with enthusi-
asm (Kant, Herder, Biirger, Hegel, Holderlin, etc.). And con-
temporary documents such as Goethe’s travel reports show
that this enthusiasm was by no means limited to the celebrated
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top minds of the middle class but had roots in broader sect-
ors of the class itself. All the same, it was impossible for the
democratic revolutionary movement to spread even in the
more advanced West of Germany. Although Mainz joined the
French Republic, it remained totally isolated, and its downfall
at the hands of the Austro-Prussian army evoked no echo in
the rest of Germany. The leader of the Mainz rising, the
important scholar and humanist Georg Forster, died as an
exile in Paris, forgotten and neglected.

This fragmentation was repeated on a larger scale in the
Napoleonic period. Napoleon succeeded in finding supporters
and allies in the West and South of Germany and also, in
part, in Central Germany (Saxony). And he was aware that
this alliance — the Rbeinbund — could only be assured of any
degree of survival if the dissolution of feudalism was at least
embarked on in the states supporting him. This happened to
a large extent in the Rhinelands, far less so in the other states
of the Rbeinbund. Even as reactionary, chauvinistic a histori-
an as Treitschke was forced to observe of the Rhineland:
‘The old order was abolished without trace, the chance of
restoring it went begging; soon even the memory of Kleinstaat
times evaporated. The history which is a really living memory
in the hearts of the rising generation of Rhinelanders only
began with the incursion of the French.’

But since Napoleon’s power was not sufficient to reduce
the whole of Germany to a similar dependence on the French
empire, the country’s fragmentation was only rendered still
deeper and stronger in consequence. Napoleonic rule was felt
by broad sectors of the people to be an oppressive foreign
domination. To combat it there started, especially in Prussia,
a national popular movement which reached a climax in the
so-called wars of liberation.

Germany’s political fragmentation was matched by her
ideological disunion. The leading progressive thinkers of the
age, notably Goethe and Hegel, sympathized with a Napole-
onic unification of Germany and a liquidation carried out
from France of the relics of feudalism. In accordance with
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the problematical inner nature of this view, the concept of
the nation dwindled in these thinkers to a mere cultural idea,
as is best seen in the Phenomenology of Mind.

But just as full of contradictions was the thinking of the
political and military leaders of the wars of liberation, who
sought a release from the yoke of France and the creation of
a German nation by way of a Prussian uprising in league with
Austria and Russia. Men like Stein, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau
wanted to introduce the social and military benefits of the
French Revolution because they saw clearly that only an
army organized on such lines could take up the contest with
Napoleon. But they not only wished to achieve this without a
revolution. They also wanted, through continual compro-
mises, to accommodate Prussia — albeit a Prussia reformed by
them — to the feudal leftovers and the classes representing

_the leftovers economically and ideologically. This yielding to
Germany’s current backwardness was forced upon them, but
at the same time the agents of the process transfigured it
ideologically. One of the consequences of accommodation
was that the longing for national liberation and unity often
turned into a narrow chauvinism, a blind and petty Franco-
phobia, and it also failed to produce areal ideology of libera-
tion among the masses now mobilized. This was especially
the case in that there was no avoiding an alliance with those
circles of reactionary Romanticism which interpreted the
anti-Napoleonic struggle as a struggle for the complete
restoration of conditions existing before the French Revolu-
tion. Naturally such contradictions were also manifest in the
philosopher of this trend, Fichte in his later years, although
he was much more radical in the political and social sense
than many of the national movement’s political and military
leaders.

There was, then, a profound disunion within the spiritual
and political leadership of the German people and a very
widespread ideological confusion with regard to the aims and
methods of the campaign for national unity. Yet, in spite of it
all, national unity became the object demanded by a large
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mass movement embracing important sectors of the German
people during this period — for the first time since the
Peasants’ War. Thereupon the issue of national unity became
(as Lenin first clearly formulated it) the central question of
the German bourgeois revolution.

If we consider German history in the nineteenth century,
we can assure ourselves at every stage of the truth and accu-
racy of Lenin’s observation. The struggle for national unity
did indeed govern the whole political and ideological develop-
ment of nineteenth-century Germany. And the particular
form in which this question was finally solved left its stamp
on the whole of German intellectual life from the 1850s to
the present day.

Herein lies the fundamental singularity of Germany’s
development, and it may be readily seen that this axis around
which everything revolves is no more than a consequence of
its retarded capitalist development. The other major nations
of the West, especially England and France, had already
attained to national unity under an absolute monarchy, i.e.,
in their cases, national unity was one of the first products of
the class conflicts between bourgeois and feudal life. In
Germany, on the other hand, the bourgeois revolution had
first to fight for national unity and lay its corner-stones.
(Only Italy experienced a similar development; moreover its
intellectual consequences show, despite all the historical
differences between the two countries, a certain affinity
which has had notorious repercussions in the very recent
past.) Particular historical circumstances, into which we can-
not go in detail now, also dictated the realization of national
unity under an absolute monarch in Russia. And the revolu-
tionary movement’s development in Russia, the Russian
Revolution show too all the consequences that will arise in
such circumstances, consequences basically different from
those obtaining in Germany.

Accordingly, in countries where national unity is already a
product of earlier class struggles under absolute monarchy,
the task of bourgeois-democratic revolution consists only of
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completing this work, of more or less purging the national
State of existing feudal and absolutist bureaucratic leftovers,
and of aligning it with the purposes of bourgeois society. This
happened in England through a gradual reconstruction of the
older national institutions and in France through a revolu-
tionary transformation of the bureaucratic-feudal character
of the State machinery. Naturally there were serious relapses
here in periods of reaction, but there was no impairing or
jeopardizing of the national sense of unity. Class struggles
lasting for centuries had laid this foundation, which left
bourgeois-democratic revolutions with the advantage that the
accomplishment of national unity, its adaptation to the
exigencies of modern bourgeois society could form an
organic and fruitful link with the revolutionary struggle
against feudalism’s economic and social institutions (the
peasant question as the core of bourgeois revolution in
France and Russia).

It may be readily seen that for Germany, the differently
shaped central question of bourgeois-democratic revolution
created a whole series of unfavourable circumstances. Revolu-
tion would have to shatter at one blow institutions whose
gradual undermining and demolition had taken centuries of
class struggles in, for instance, France. It would have to pro-
duce at a stroke those central national institutions and bodies
which in England or Russia were the products of a develop-
ment lasting centuries.

But this not only made the objective task harder to solve.
The central revolutionary proposition also had an unfavour-
able effect on the attitude of the different classes to the
problem and created constellations obstructing the radical
execution of bourgeois-democratic revolution. We shall just
pick out a few of the most important factors. Above all,
there was a manifold blurring of the sharp antithesis between
the feudal leftovers (the monarchy and its machinery as well
as the nobility) and the bourgeois class because the more
strongly capitalism develops, the greater the need will
become, even for classes interested in preserving the remnants
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of feudalism, to realize national unity — their own version
of it, that is. Let us take as a prime example Prussia’s role in
the creation of national unity. Objectively, Prussia’s particu-
lar constitution was always the greatest hindrance to a real
national unity, and yet that unity was attained with Prussian
bayonets. And from the wars of liberation to the creation of
the German Empire, the bourgeois revolutionaries were
always confused and misled by the question of whether
national unification was to be reached with the aid of
Prussian military power or by crushing it. From the stand-
point of Germany’s democratic development, the second
course would unquestionably have been the commendable
one. But for crucial sections of the German middle class,
especially in Prussia, there was available a convenient road of
class compromise, an escape from the extreme plebeian con-
sequences of bourgeois-democratic revolution, and therefore
the possibility of achieving their economic goals without a
revolution, albeit on the basis of a surrender of political
hegemony in the new State.

But equally unfavourable conditions obtained even within
the bourgeois camp. The revolution’s central issue was
national unity, and this bolstered the hegemony of an upper
middle class always inclined towards class compromises. It
meant that it was less threatened than in eighteenth-century
France and nineteenth-century Russia. To mobilize the petty-
bourgeois and plebeian masses against the compromise aims
of the upper middle class was much harder in Germany. The
prime reason for this was that the bourgeois revolution’s
central issue of national unity presupposed a far more highly
developed awareness and alertness among the plebeian
masses than did, for example, the peasant question, where
the economic contrasts between different classes were incom-
parably more obvious and thus more immediately apparent
to the plebeian masses. Because of its seemingly purely
political nature, the issue of national unity often hid from
sight the immediate and directly intelligible economic prob-
lems, which remained latent in the various possibilities of
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solving the issue. For revolutionary patriotism to turn into
counter-revolutionary chauvinism was more likely here than
in other bourgeois-democratic upheavals, especially as the
upper-middle-class tendencies towards class compromise and
the Bismarckian Bonapartism arising after 1848 were con-
sciously veering in this direction. But for the masses, it was
harder to have a clear perception of such manoeuvres before
national unity had been achieved than in states where this
had been taken for granted for centuries. This covering-up
tendency acquired an objective shape in that the struggle for
national unity — so long as the individual states that made up
Germany were not elevated into union, and that was natur-
ally the end of the process, not he start — took the form of a
problem of foreign affairs. It involved the ‘foreign’ policy of
the separate states in their mutual relations and their foreign
policy in relation to the external major powers which, as a
result of Germany’s development hitherto, were deemed
entitled to intervene in her internal affairs. Clearly this
supplied apparently plausible pretexts for keeping the masses,
sometimes including the democratic revolutionary-minded
masses, away from these decisions of ‘foreign policy’ and for
driving them into a blind chauvinism (the Francophobia of
1870).

This situation presupposed in addition a far greater insight
into complicated external political relations than the other
central questions of bourgeois revolutions. Naturally, there
is a connection between foreign and domestic affairs as far
as every democratic revolution is concerned. But the insight,
for instance, that Court intrigues with feudal-absolutist
foreign powers were endangering the revolution was incom-
parably easier of access to the plebeian masses in the French
Revolution than was the real relation between national unity
and foreign policy to the German masses at the time of the
1848 revolution. Above all it was hard for the German masses
to see that a revolutionary war against Tsarist Russia would
be necessary to the achievement of national unity, as Marx
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constantly preached with great lucidity in the Neuwe Rbein-
ische Zeitung. This difficulty and the concomitant upper-
middle-class hegemony, including that which existed with
regard to class compromises and a betrayal of democratic
revolution, were further reinforced by the fact that the
danger facing any bourgeois revolution, viz., the turning of
national wars of liberation into wars of conquest, was more
imminent and fraught with still greater domestic consequen-
ces here than in bourgeois revolutions of another type.

For all these reasons, the masses were far more quickly and
intensively influenced by chauvinistic propaganda in Germ-
any than in other countries. The rapid turning of a justified
and revolutionary national enthusiasm into reactionary
chauvinism facilitated, on the one hand, the deception of
the masses at home by the upper-middle class and the Junkers
allied to the monarchy. And on the other hand the demo-
cratic revolution was deprived of its most important allies.
Thus in 1848, the German bourgeoisie was able to exploit
the Polish question in a reactionary chauvinist spirit while
the plebeian masses — again, despite timely and accurate
warnings from the Neue Rbeinische Zeitung — failed to put a
stop to it and to convert the Poles from revolutionary Germ-
any’s natural allies into real partners in the campaign against
reactionary powers on both a German and an international
scale.

These adverse circumstances were created by the nationally
fragmented situation in which Germany found herself at the
time when bourgeois-democratic revolution was the issue of
the day. As far as the subjective factor in the revolution is
concerned, it was a disadvantage for the bourgeoisie, petty
bourgeoisie, plebeian masses and proletariat to enter the revo-
lution without political preparation. The fragmentation into
petty states was extremely unfortunate for the revolutionary-
democratic training of the lower sections of the people, for
the development of revolutionary-democratic traditions
among the” plebeian masses. Their sole political experience
consisted merely of minor and trivial local struggles within
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the bounds of the Kleinstaaten. The collective national
interests, being abstractly suspended above those struggles,
could thus very easily turn into clichés. And this cliché-
making by the leading bourgeois ideologists, expressed in its
crudest form in the Frankfurt National Assembly, could —
consciously or unconsciously, deliberately or involuntarily —
be directed into reactionary channels with the greatest ease.

A fact which helped to exacerbate this situation was that
at the start of the nineteenth century, the south German
duchies formed the centre of the country’s political-
democratic movement, so that it was precisely democratic
trends which were most afflicted by this pettiness, triflingand
cliché-making. To be sure the Rhinelands, the most advanced
region of Germany economically and socially, belonged to
Prussia, but they formed a kind of enclave within it. They lay
far away from the centre of political decision-making, the
Berlin of the Court and petty bourgeoisie. And since the
remnants of feudalism had been abolished here by Napoleon’s
régime, they had quite different immediate interests from the
backward, still markedly feudal areas of Prussia proper.

Thus a tactical consideration added to the adverse circum-
stances. As a result of the national fragmentation, the bour-
geois-democratic revolution was unable to find a particularly
decisive centre such as Paris formed in the eighteenth century.
The major reactionary powers, Prussia and Austria, had their
concentrated bureaucratic and military power. In the face of
this the revolutionary forces were more than divided. The
National Assembly sat in Frankfurt; Cologne was the centre
of revolutionary democracy. The critical struggles in Berlin
and Vienna occurred spontaneously, without clear ideological
leadership, and after the defeats in the capital cities it was
possible for the movements which flared up in Dresden, the
Palatinate, Basle, etc., to be put down one by one.

These factors determined the destiny of democratic revo-
lution in Germany, not only with regard to national unity
but in all areas where it became necessary to abolish the
feudal leftovers. Not for nothing did Lenin describe this
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course as internationally typical, unfavourable to the genesis
of modern bourgeois society, and as the ‘Prussian’ road. This
observation must not only be restricted to the agrarian ques-
tion in the narrower sense, but must be applied to the whole
development of capitalism and the political superstructure it
acquired in Germany’s modern bourgeois society.

Even in Germany, the feudal remnants could only slow
down the spontaneous growth of capitalist production, not
prevent it. (Napoleon’s continental blockade itself called
forth a certain capitalist upsurge in Germany.) But this
spontaneous development of capitalism did not arise in
Germany in the period of artisan labour, as it did in England
or France, but in the age of modern capitalism in the real
sense. And the feudal-absolutist bureaucracy of Germany’s
petty states, above all the Prussian bureaucracy, was obliged
actively to take the initiative in underpinning the capitalist
development.

Certainly, precisely where the crucial questions were con-
cerned this often happened much against its will and nearly
always without the least insight into the true dimensions of
what was occurring with its assistance and through its initia-
tive. We can see this very clearly in Treitschke’s account of
the origin of the German Customs Union. Since he always
tended to idealize the political foresight and national
aims of the Hohenzollern régime, his version is particularly
instructive.

And this development took place largely against the will of
the Prussian Crown itself; here we see an inner natural
force at work. Nothing was further from the mind of
Friedrich Wilhelm III than to pave the way for a separation
from Austria through the Customs Union. He regarded
dualism as a blessing for the fatherland; it was in the
nature of things that this should finally be reached. There
thus took shape a true Germany bound by shared econo-
mic interests, whereas theory alone held sway in Frankfurt,
as previously in Regensburg. Friedrich Wilhelm IV too was
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pro-Austria and enthused over Austria more than his own
State; and nevertheless the merging of interests between
non-Austrian Germany and Prussia continued inexorably.
Although the central states would gladly have crushed
Prussia after 1851, none of them dared to disrupt the
Customs Union; they could no longer break free of this tie.

The most interesting feature of this account is the irrational-
ism bordering on mysticism: the development of German
capitalism, the process of asserting its elementary interests,
the incomprehension and incompetence of the German petty
and Prussian monarchies in the face of this process — all this
Treitschke presents as a kind of Fate-tragedy. If this attitude
were only typical of the historian it would not be all that
important. But here Treitschke was giving eminently precise
intellectual expression to the general mood in Germany.
Whereas nations which had won their present political form
through struggle regarded it as their own creation, the Germans
looked on nationhood as a mysterious gift from higher
irrational powers.

But the ‘Prussian course’ of Germany’s development also
had more direct consequences. Because economic unity had
come about in this way, we find in capitalist circles a wide-
spread dependence on the Prussian State from the outset, a
constant making of deals with the semi-feudal bureaucracy.
They entertained the prospect of asserting the bourgeoisie’s
economic interests in peaceful agreement with the Prussian
monarchy. Hence Engels’s subsequent comment that 1848
did not present the Prussian bourgeoisie with any cogent
need to solve the question of power in the State by revolu-
tionary means.

But the fact that this process was belated in Germany, that
it took place not in the artisan period but in that of modern
capitalism had another important consequence. Undeveloped
though German capitalism was in the mid nineteenth century,
it was no longer confronted by socially amorphous masses
which could — at least temporarily — be lumped together
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with the bourgeoisie as a ‘third estate’, as the French bour-
geoisie had been before the French Revolution. It faced a
modern, albeit likewise undeveloped, proletariat. We can best
appreciate the difference if we reflect thatin France, Gracchus
Babeuf instigated a rising with a consciously socialist goal
only some years after Robespierre’s execution, whereas in
Germany the revolt of the Silesian spinners broke out four
years before the 1848 revolution and the first complete
formulation of revolutionary proletarian ideology, the
Communist Manifesto, appeared on the eve of revolution
itself.

This situation, derived from Germany’s delayed capitalist
development, produced a proletariat that was already emerg-
ing of its own accord but was as yet unable, however, to
exert a decisive influence on events (as did the Russian
proletariat of 1917). The effect of international events in the
class struggle made the situation acuter still. Granted, on the
one hand, the February revolution in Paris helped to spark off
the revolution in Berlin and Vienna. But, on the other hand,
the class struggle strongly in evidence there between bour-
geoisie and proletariat had a discouraging effect on the
German bourgeoisie and promoted its inclination, already
present for the reasons we have stated, to compromise with
the ‘old powers’ with the greatest determination. In parti-
cular the battle of June and its sorry outcome became an
event crucial to the development of the German class struggles.
From the outset, Germany lacked that irresistible unity of an
anti-feudal people which had boosted the French Revolution,
while at the same time the German proletariat was still too
feeble to make itself the leaders of the whole nation as did
the Russian proletariat half a century later. Accordingly the
dissolution of the original anti-feudal unity ensued more
quickly and went through the opposite process to the French.
Admittedly 1848 was the German equivalent of 1789; but
the relationship between the bourgeoisie and the lower
classes was closer to French conditions in 1830 and 1840
than to those of 1789.
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Hence there already appeared in 1848 a feature of the
German development which became of moment for the
democratic transformation of Germany in later years as well.
Firstly, these democratic upheavals began where they usually
ended in the classic revolutions of England and France: with
the struggle against the radical plebeian-proletarian wing.
That, of course, was no mere difference of chronology. In the
French Revolution especially we see a development going up
to the farthest bounds of purely bourgeois democracy
(17934); thus the struggle against plebeian Leftist radicalism
only signified a rebuttal of the attempt to urge the revolution
beyond those bounds. (Similar tendencies are apparent in
Cromwell’s struggles against the Levellers, albeit at a lower
stage corresponding to the class relations of his times.) In the
Germany of both 1848 and 1918, on the other hand, the
direct struggle which began against proletarian-democratic
Left-wing radicalism tended to retain within the democratic
forms thrown up by revolution as much as possible of the old
order, either intact or with minor external reforms. Thus no
revolution in Germany brought about, for example, a real
agrarian reform; not one seriously affected the fragmentation
into petty states; not one really disturbed Junker rule in
Prussia, and so on.

Here, needless to say, it is impossible to relate the history
of Germany in the nineteenth century in however abbre-
viated a form. We can but briefly outline the most essential
elements in the development of social trends. Germany’s
plebeian sectors did not have the power during this period
to fight for their interests by way of revolution. Thus the
compulsory economic and social advances came about either
under the pressure of foreign relations or as a compromise
by the ruling classes. No internal class struggle was respon-
sible even for the south German and central German consti-
tutions in the ducal states, the starting-points for democratic
movements and parties in Germany after Napoleon’s over-
throw. They were the product of a need to administer in
some kind of uniform manner the heterogeneous feudal
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territories swept together in Napoleonic times and confirmed
by the Congress of Vienna. Thus the population of
Wiirttemberg, for example, increased from 600,000 to 1%
million during the Napoleonic age; no less than seventy-eight
provincial domains were tacked on to it. Such territories were
heterogeneous in every respect. The administrative unifying
of them — Wiirttemberg is a typical example of the period —
naturally called for a minimum number of centralized institu-
tions which, in view of conditions in the Napoleonic period
and the after-effects of the wars of liberation, were bound to
involve a dissolution of the feudal-absolutist, medieval
leftovers. Under Napoleon’s régime the rulers of the petty
German states were already striving to limit these conces-
sions to a minimum; after Napoleon’s defeat, even this was
further reduced. The character of the central institutions
meant that they had no deep roots in the nation and that the
people could never regard them as its own personal creations,
which was why they were so easy to abrogate both before
and after 1848. And, when a serious revolution broke out in
that year, it was possible for the effects of economic back-
wardness and national fragmentation that we have briefly
depicted to leave the plebeian masses enfeebled and to lead
the bourgeoisie to betray its own revolution, thus sealing the
victory of feudal-absolutist reaction.

That defeat was crucial to the whole of Germany’s later
political and ideological development. In the terminology of
the day, the proposition in respect of the central problem
of democratic revolution read: ‘Unity through Freedom’ or
‘Unity before Freedom’? Or in respect of the concretely
most important problem of revolution and Prussia’s future
position in Germany: ‘Absorption of Prussia by Germany’ or
‘Prussianization of Germany’? The quelling of the 1848
revolution meant that, in both cases, the second solution
was the one adopted.

To be sure, the triumphant reactionaries would have been
delighted simply to return to the pre-1848 status quo. That,
however, was impossible from an objective economic and
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social standpoint. The Prussian monarchy had to change, and
had to do so — as Engels stressed time and again — on the
lines of creating a ‘Bonapartist monarchy’. This apparently
gave rise to a parallel between the development of France and
Germany. It apparently meant that Germany’s development
was now catching up politically with France’s. But this was
only seemingly so. For in France Bonapartism was a reaction-
ary backlash beginning with the June defeat of the French
proletariat, and its ignominious collapse led to the glorious
Commune of 1871. And with the Third Republic, France
reverted to the normal road of bourgeois democratic develop-
ment. Bismarck’s Germany was, as Engels accurately demon-
strated, a copy of Bonapartist France in many respects. But
Engels pointed out very firmly at the same time that
‘Bonapartist monarchy’ in Prussia and Germany marked an
advance compared to conditions before 1848 — an objective
advance in that the bourgeoisie’s economic demands were
met within this régime’s framework and a freer avenue was
opened up for the evolution of the forces of production.
But these economic advances were realized without a trium-
phant bourgeois revolution. The national unity that had
arisen consisted of a ‘Prussianization’ of Germany which care-
fully preserved both the aristocratic bureaucracy and all the
machinery to keep its political hegemony intact (three-class
suffrage in Prussia, etc.). Given Parliament’s total lack of
power, universal suffrage for the empire was still just a quasi-
constitutional, quasi-democratic facade. Hence Marx, in
criticizing the Gotha programme, could rightly describe a
nationally united Germany as ‘a military despotism embel-
lished with parliamentary forms and with feudal additions
thrown in, already influenced by the bourgeoisie, bureau-
cratically structured and under political surveillance’.

We have located one of the most important weak points
of the 1848 revolution in the lack of democratic experience
and tradition, in the want of a democratic training of the
masses and their ideological spokesmen through major
internal class struggles. It is understandable that events after
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1848, the conditions of ‘Bonapartist monarchy’, the creation
of Germany unity ‘from the top’ through Prussian bayonets,
again failed to provide any conditions favourable to the
origin of revolutionary democratic traditions or a revolution-
ary democratic training of the masses. As a result of its
impotence, the German Parliament was automatically con-
demned to sterility. And since every single bourgeois party
had its basis in a compromise with ‘Bonapartist monarchy’,
the extra-parliamentary struggles of the masses, as far as they
could spring up in the first place, were similarly doomed to
sterility. The few real democrats left over from the pre-1848
period remained isolated, lacking in influence and unable to
educate a succeeding generation of democrats. The fate of
Johann Jacobi, who as a convinced petty-bourgeois democrat
accepted a Social Democratic mandate out of despair and
protest without holding any socialist views at all, and who
could subsequently make nothing of his mandate, is typical
of the situation of the few strict bourgeois democrats in
Germany.

An important ideological obstacle to the origin of demo-
cratic traditions in Germany was the ever-increasing, large-
scale falsification of German history. Here again we cannot
even outline the details. It was — to summarize very briefly —
a matter of idealizing and ‘Germanizing’ the retarded sides of
the German development, i.e., of a version of history which
extolled precisely the retarded character of Germany’s
development as particularly glorious and in accord with
‘Germany’s essence’. It criticized and repudiated all the
principles and products of Western bourgeois democratic and
revolutionary developments as un-German and contrary to
the character of the German ‘national spirit’. And the seeds
of progressive turns in Germany history — the Peasants’ War,
Jacobinism in Mainz, specific democratic trends in the era of
the wars of liberation, plebeian reactions to the July
Revolution in the revolution of 1848 — were either totally
hushed up or so falsified as to strike the reader as terrible
warnings. From now on, 1848 was called the ‘year of madness’
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in German bourgeois terminology. The reactionary periods in
Germany’s history, by contrast, were made to look splendid
and illustrious.

This re-writing was not limited however to historical facts,
their selection and treatment. It influenced in a significant
way the methodology of the social and historical sciences,
and indeed, far over and above them, the whole of social and
historical thinking in Germany. Briefly summarizing,we may
say that after the pre-1848 period’s attempts to grasp the
rational laws of society and history (here it will suffice to
refer to Hegel), there arose a fresh wave of historico-social
irrationalism. This was already strongly developed in the
Romantic movement and its offshoots, but only became a
dominant trend after the crushing of the 1848 revolution.
Here we are less concerned with a methodological and
scientific characterization of this trend — as we shall see,
although irrationalism in the imperialist age found numerous
points of connection with it, that represented something
essentially new — than with its roots in Germany’s social and
political life.

The most important factor of all is the average German’s
underdog mentality, a mentality by no means affected by the
1848 revolution, and also that of the intellectual however
highly placed. We have noted that the major upheavals at the
start of the modern era, which laid the foundations for demo-
cratic developments in the West, ended in Germany with the
establishment, for centuries to come, of petty tyrants, and
that the German Reformation founded an ideology of sub-
mission to them. Neither the struggles for liberation from the
Napoleonic yoke nor the year 1848 could alter this intrinsic-
ally. And since the German nation’s unity was created not by
way of revolution but from ‘the top’ and, according to
historical legend, through ‘blood and iron’, the ‘mission’ of
the Hohenzollerns and the ‘genius’ of Bismarck, this side of
the Germans’ mentality and morals remained virtually
unchanged. There sprang up large cities in place of often
semi-medieval small towns; the big capitalist with his agents
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replaced the shopkeeper, artisan and small entrepreneur;
world politics superseded parish-pump politics — but during
this process the German people’s subservience to its ‘authori-
ties’ underwent only the slightest of changes. Hessling in
Heinrich Mann’s novel Man of Straw' differs from the bour-
geois ‘hero’ of Gustav Freytag only in his aggressiveness
towards inferiors, not in servility to those above him. So the
characterization published by Hugo Preuss in 1919 is valid
for the German people — with the obvious period variations
— throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries:

The most easily governed nation in the world is the German

. meaning a lively and active nation of average profici-
ency and intelligence with a developed critical bent for
argument; a nation, however, which in public affairs is
neither accustomed nor willing to act spontaneously
without or against the will of authority; a nation which
thus is excellently ordered and acts under official guidance
almost as though it were only performing its own common
will. This readiness to be organized, along with its effici-
ency, does indeed provide incomparably fine material for
an organization, the purest form of which is of course the
military type.

Here we have the immediate, subjective source of pre-
imperialist German irrationalism. Whereas the Western
democracies — by and large — considered the State, State
policies and so on to be largely their own work, expected
rationality from them and saw their own rationality reflected
therein, the German attitude — again, by and large — was the
complete opposite. The German historians’ axiom ‘History is
man-made’ was only the historico-methodological reverse side
of the Prusso-bureaucratic view of the ‘subjects’ limited under-
standing’ of the proclamation of the Battle of Jena: ‘A
citizen’s first duty is to keep the peace.’ In both instances itis
‘authority’ alone which acts, and does so on the basis of an
intuitive reading of inherently irrational facts. The ordinary
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mortal, ‘mass man’, the subject, is either the unquestioning
tool or the object or the open-mouthed observer of actions
by those with a special vocation for them. Through its initial
successes (up to the founding of the Reich), Bismarck’s unscru-
pulous Realpolitik contributed greatly to the development of
this irrationalism. The sterility and failures which followed the
foundation of the Reich were painted as anirrational ‘tragedy’
if not passed off as successes, successes achieved by exploit-
ing irrational ‘constellations’ through a ‘brilliant Realpolitik’.
Admirers of the period of overt and aggressive German
imperialism under Wilhelm II explained it as reflecting the
Emperor’s ‘personality of genius’, and its detractors with the
statement that Bismarck left no successor of the same stature.
These widespread tendencies in average German historical
studies were reinforced by the journalism of circles who saw
a threat to their interests in a parliamentarization of Germany
and therefore propagated Hohenzollern ‘personal rule’ (in
reality: the uncurbed reign of a civil and military bureau-
cracy) as the German people’s only road to salvation. Clearly
the way in which the German empire was founded substan-
tially strengthened the opportunity for the extensive spread
of such views.

Closely connected with this development was the battle of
German historical theorists and historians against the concept
of a rationally comprehensible progress. As we know, this
battle was a universal one which, as we shall note in detail
later, springs up inexorably from the soil of a capitalism in
decline, indeed a capitalism that has become internally
problematic — an international phenomenon therefore. What
was specific to the German development was ‘merely’ that
this tendency emerged much earlier and much more firmly
than in any other country. This peculiarity in Germany’s
intellectual development, viz., that it yielded leading thinkers
with a radically reactionary attitude to reality — chiefly
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, but also Spengler, Heidegger
and others — we shall examine in detail later with regard toits
philosophical principles and consequences. For the moment,
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however, we are concerned with the primary, elementary,
socio-historical basis. This is the curious unity, simultaneous
and indivisible in reality, of Germany’s seasonable and unsea-
sonable evolutionary trend. For a long time Germany was
simply a backward country both economically and socially,
although in the intellectual sphere she was growing into the
equal partner and indeed in some areas the spiritual leader of
the bourgeois world. This situation engendered an ideology
paving the way for democratic revolution in Germany
(German writers and thinkers from Lessing to Heine, from
Kant to Hegel and Feuerbach). Certainly there was already
arising at that time — in the Romantic movement and its
offshoots — an idealization of German backwardness which,
in order to defend this position, was forced to interpret the
course of eventsin a radically irrationalist way and to contest
the idea of progress as an allegedly shallow, dim and mislead-
ing conception. Schopenhauer went farthest in this respect,
and that accounts for both his total lack of influence before
1848 and his world-wide effect after the revolution was
defeated.

With the founding of the Reich, indeed already during the
time leading up to it, the objective foundations of these
problems gained in complexity. Year by year Germany
became less backward economically. On the contrary: in the
imperialist age German capitalism outstripped English capital-
ism, hitherto pre-eminent in Europe; Germany became —
next to the United States — the most highly developed and
most typical capitalist area of the world. But at the same
time, as we have seen, there was a consolidating of her
democratically retarded social and political structure (agra-
rian conditions, quasi-parliamentarianism, the Emperor’s
‘personal rule’, remnants of the territorial division into small
duchies, and so on).

Thereupon, the contradiction existing in the earlier phases
was reproduced at a higher and also qualitatively new stage.
Abstractly considered, two ways of surmounting this contra-
diction presented themselves. One was the call for Germany’s
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social and political structure to align itself with her economic
development. This demand could be put in a revolutionary
style; it was possible to propose the task of at last carrying
out the completion of democratic revolution in Germany
(Friedrich Engels posed the issue thus to the German social
democrats in his critique of the Erfurt programme). Alterna-
tively, and from the standpoint of a real and inwardly
seasonable German imperialism, the target could be to align
(without touching the social structure) the political super-
structure with the established and — in relation to Germany
— constantly enduring forms of Western parliamentary demo-
cracy. (As we shall see, this was the — fairly isolated —
position of Max Weber; it bore, mutatis mutandis, a certain
similarity to the endeavours of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau,
who strove to introduce the French Revolution’s military
achievements into a ‘reformed’ Old Prussia.)

But the contradictory relationship thus presented between
economics and politics in Germany did not impede the
evolution of German capitalism — it is here that the ‘Prussian
road’ of capitalist development in Germany is fully tangible.
Because of this, there arose as a matter of necessity an
ideology constituting the intellectual defence of the contra-
diction between Germany’s economic and political structure
as a higher stage of development, with a better potential for
development compared to the democratic West.

Clearly, this defence had to look for philosophical support
in irrationalism again. Here, of course, it was possible for all
kinds of conceptions to originate, and historically and philo-
sophically to analyse them all, indeed just to enumerate them,
would burst the bounds of these studies. Hence we shall only
indicate some of the typical theories that arose. Capitalism
may — in a positive or negative spirit, with enthusiasm, dis-
approval or resignation — be viewed as ‘predestined’; I need
only refer to Treitschke’s account of the origin of the
Customs Union. Germany’s highly developed capitalism
thereby acquires the rating of an irrational ‘destiny’, and the
vessel of the other principle (also irrational, but differently
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rated), the German State, acquires the task of bestowing
meaning on the blind ‘destiny’ of the economy on the basis
of the ruler’s purely personal (hence again irrational) disposi-
tion. Or we impute to the State (in its German form) a
salutary — irrational — counterbalance to the sickly, life-
destroying rationality represented by the capitalist economy,
and so on and so forth. All such conceptions contain a
polemic against the universal bourgeois idea of progress in the
Western democracies. They imply a repudiation of the notion
that the development of State and society out of feudal
forms, their increasing adaptation to the demands of capi-
talism (we recall Herbert Spencer’s sociology) signifies a step
forward. On the contrary, the German development was
rated the higher one precisely because, as a result of the
conservation of older (non-rational) forms of governance, it
could solve various problems (ethical, cultural, etc.) for
which the society and social thinking of the rationally oriented
West could never find a solution. It goes without saying that
here, the effective combating of socialism played a decisive
role.

Irrationalism and a hostility to progress therefore go
together. In this very togetherness they formed an effective
ideological defence of the social and political backwardness
of a Germany rapidly developing in the capitalist sphere.
And it is at once clear that the ‘philosophical’ hypotheses we
have outlined of the German reading of history exerted a
crucial influence on that fabrication of historical legends
which we mentioned earlier.

The weakness of the democratic movement in Germany is
also evident in its inability to oppose this ideological cam-
paign of falsification on a grand scale with anything of its
own, any real history of Germany or history of the struggles
for democratic revolutions. It was also unable to put up an
effective challenge to the ‘philosophical’ foundations of these
historical legends. The epistemological-agnosticist, ethico-
socially postulative character of the neo-Kantianism now
predominant was as incapable of doing so as the sociology
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occasionally imported from other Western countries. Thus
the whole of German youth grew up lacking a democratic
tradition. Franz Mehring was the only German historian to
make a vigorous stand against this fabrication of legends,
bringing great honour upon himself in the process. But his
efforts too remained isolated, and this to a growing degree as
a result of the dominance of German social democracy by
the reformist movement. So democratic traditions became
more and more rootless in Germany. The sporadic demo-
cratic campaigners who appeared later had mostly so little
real contact with German History that they often took over
uncritically and on trust the dichotomy which reaction had
created, artificially, between the purportedly ancient German
character of their fatherland’s stunted development and
democracy as ‘imported from the West’. They just applied
the antithesis in reverse, i.e., siding with the ‘un-German
West’. Naturally this further increased their ideological and
political isolation in Germany.

Here, only the labour movement could have provided a
centre of political and ideological resistance, as the Neue
Rbeinische Zeitung did in 1848-9 and as Lenin and the
Bolsheviks did on Russia’s behalf. But the general trends of
Germany’s development were operative in the labour move-
ment as well. Before Bismarck rounded off national unity it
was a matter of course that the central question of demo-
cratic revolution should become the essential cause of a
split in the emergent labour movement. On the one hand,
Lassalle and Schweitzer after him stood for the Prussian
Bonapartist road. Here the unfavourable circumstances of
the German development had a momentous effect. Lassalle,
with whom the mass movement of the working class began
after the 1848 revolution, was far more under the ideo-
logical influence of the reigning Bonapartist trend than
histories of the German labour movement would have it. His
personal and political move towards Bismarck in the last
years of his life was by no means a chance aberration, as it is
often depicted, but rather the inevitable logical consequence
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of his whole philosophical and political position. Lassalle
took over from Hegel in a wholly uncritical fashion the
reactionary idealist concept of the State’s primacy over the
economy, which he mechanically applied to the proletarian
liberation movement. He was thereby rejecting those forms
of the labour movement which, through an independent
stand by the proletariat, might have led to a struggle for
democratic elbow-room and a democratic confrontation with
the bureaucratic State of Bonapartist Prussia. Economically,
too, the workers were to expect their liberation to come
from the Prussian State, from the State of Bismarck. In this
context, the one-sided emphasis on universal suffrage as the
central demand likewise acquired a Bonapartist accent, all
the stronger in that the internal organization of the ‘German
General Workers’ Union’, with its combination of Lassalle’s
personal dictatorship and occasional referendum polls by the
‘sovereign people’, similarly exhibited a markedly Bonapartist
character. It was possible for Lassalle to send the statutes of
his ‘empire’, as he himself put it, to Bismarck with the com-
ment that the latter might perhaps be envious of them. It is
not surprising that on this basis, Lassalle now even proceeded
to ‘social kingship’ and a direct underpinning of Bismarck’s
unifying policy.

Meanwhile Wilhelm Liebknecht who, under the influence
of Marx and Engels, recognized and criticized the errors of
Lassalle and his school, was also unable to sustain the proper
line. Succumbing very often to the ideological influence of
democratic petty-bourgeois trends from Southern Germany,
he opposed the Bismarckian solution and Lassalle’s defence
of it not with the old revolutionary democratic line of the
Neue Rbeinische Zeitung, but with a petty-bourgeois demo-
cratic federalism of ‘South German’ anti-Prussian character.

In the course of the German labour movement’s later
development, the reinforced reformist movement was also
operative in this question. Engels criticized with ruthless
venom the opportunistic failings of the Erfurt manifesto in
this respect. Above all he stressed what the programme
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lacked: the call for a resolute struggle for the real demo-
cratization of Germany; for a revolutionary democratic
completion of national unity, which in Bismarck’s solution
was reactionary and therefore remained incomplete. After
Engels’s death, reformism became stronger and stronger and
fell increasingly in step with the compromising liberal bour-
geoisie. The real battle for Germany’s radical democratization
— for the ideological and political underpinning of revolu-
tionary democratic movements — found a diminishing echo
in German social democracy; the isolation of Franz Mehring,
the sole strict representative of such traditions, may be
ascribed not least to this situation. And the reformist distor-
tion of Marxism was not only confined to the overtly oppor-
tunistic Right wing, which even went so far as to support
colonial imperialism. It also embraced the so-called ‘Marxist
Centre’ which, while using universal revolutionary catch-
words, made its peace with Germany’s existing state of affairs
very much in the spirit of Realpolitik. In this way the German
labour movement was prevented from becoming a rallying
point and cynosure for the democratic forces sporadically in
evidence, and from training and leading these. And in oppos-
ing reformism’s opportunist tendencies, large sections of the
dissident Left lapsed into a sectarian attitude to the problems
of bourgeois democracy and in particular to the national
question. That is a major reason why they — and later on, in
the war, the Spartacist League — were unable to radiate any
influence of the kind the Bolsheviks had in Russia.

It was in such circumstances that Germany entered the
imperialist epoch. As we know, it was accompanied by a
major economic boom, an extraordinarily strong concentra-
tion of capital, etc.; Germany became the leading imperialist
state in Europe and also the most aggressive imperialist
state, the one pressing most fiercely for the redivision of the
world. Again, the character of German imperialism was a
consequence of the belated but very swift development of
capitalism. When Germany became a major capitalist power
the carving up of the colonial world was already nearly over,
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so that imperialist Germany could only create a colonial
empire to match her economic weight on the basis of aggres-
sion and the takeover of existing colonies. Hence there arose
in Germany an especially ‘voracious’ imperialism, greedy for
spoils, aggressive, vehemently and ruthlessly pressing for the
reapportioning of the colonies and vested interests.

This economic situation contrasted very remarkably with
the German people’s great democratic-political immaturity in
this period. But its immaturity was .not only an extremely
important political factor and meant not only that the cavalier
and adventurous foreign policy of Wilhelm II could carry the
day without major internal friction; it also had ideological
consequences of importance to the problem we are studying.
No state of affairs is ever stable, it must always go on moving
either forwards or backwards. And since no progressive
democratic further development of the German people
ensued in the imperialist age, for the reasons we have shown,
a further retrogression was bound to set in. This was con-
nected with a general politico-ideological trend existing dur-
ing the imperialist period on an international scale. On the
one hand, there reigned a far-reaching general anti-democratic
tendency; on the other, where there existed a bourgeois
democracy, imperialist conditions inevitably gave rise to a
certain disappointment with democracy on the part of the
masses and their ideological spokesmen because of its de
facto meagre power over the bourgeoisie’s private executive,
and because of certain anti-democratic phenomena neces-
sarily associated with it under capitalism (the election mach-
inery, etc.). Hence it was far from being an accident that
precisely in democratic countries, there set in a widespread
criticism of democracy extending from overtly reactionary
movements to within the labour movement (syndicalism in
the Mediterranean countries).

The general drift of this criticism was unquestionably
romantic-reactionary. Hence we must bear in mind that it
often contained a justified disappointment with bourgeois
democracy, a disillusioned and sometimes relatively forward-
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looking experience of its social limitations. Let us recall
Anatole France’s mockery of democratic equality before the
law, magisterially prohibiting rich and poor alike from
sleeping under the arches. And let it be noted: when Anatole
France wrote that, he was still far removed from socialism,
which makes his statement typical of the critical attitude
towards democracy of progressive intellectual circles in the
West. A characteristic mixture of accurate criticism and
muddled reactionary tendencies may also be observed in
‘Bernard Shaw. The most complicated and, for a time, most
influential assortment of such trends appeared in Georges
Sorel, ideologist of syndicalism.

Particularly in their reactionary nuances, these tendencies
had an important and far-reaching effect on the German
intelligentsia of the imperialist age. When, however, they
were taken up in Germany, they underwent a profound social
change. For whereas in the other Western countries they
expressed a disappointment with the bourgeois democracy
already attained, in Germany they became an obstacle to its
attainment, a renunciation of persistent struggle on its
behalf. These tendencies were mingled, in Germany, with the
old official propaganda of the Bismarck period, which located
in Germany’s backwardness the expression of ‘Germany’s
essence’, the specifically German quality which it propagated
in history, sociology, and so forth. During the Bismarck
period the democratic and indeed, in part, liberal intelli-
gentsia rebutted such a view of society and history (Virchow,
Mommsen, etc.), but they were weak internally and lacked
influence externally.

Criticism of democracy was now accepted in Germany as
an advanced Western intellectual trend. With the aid of
different historical and ideological rationales, a capitulation
ultimately came about to those ideologists who were enervat-
ing the struggle for democracy and sapping it of its ideo-
logical and political vigour. Let us take, to cite one charac-
teristic example, the most important bourgeois sociologist
and historian of the Wilhelmine age, Max Weber. For patriotic
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reasons Weber was against the Wilhelmine system, clearly
perceiving its dilettantism and its inability to compete
diplomatically with French or English democracy. Accord-
ingly, he became an increasingly firm supporter of the demo-
cratizing of Germany. But since his .thinking was deeply
pervaded by the disillusioned Western criticism of demo-
cracy, Weber only regarded this as the ‘lesser evil’ compared
with the existing system. We can observe similar contradic-
tions in other politicians and thinkers of the time — varying,
to be sure, from individual to individual — as in Friedrich
Naumann. Clearly it was impossible for a radical bourgeois-
democratic movement or even party to originate on such an
ideological basis. (With Naumann this switch from Left-wing
criticism to Right-wing principles and praxis is especially
striking.)

There thus appeared among the leading German intellec-
tuals of the Wilhelmine period a repetition of the ‘German
Misere’ on a higher scale: ultimately, in the majority of cases,
a philistinism without real public concerns. The Western
critique of democracy led most of them to see something
special in Germany’s undemocratic development, a higher
stage compared to the problematic undemocratic democracy
of the West. There thus arose a climate of narrow pen-pushing
capitulation to Germany’s existing political system, very
often a snobbish, aristocratic attitude which, while criticizing
bourgeois life and culture in a sometimes acute, often even
witty and telling way, kow-towed to the Wilhelmine system’s
titled bureaucrats and officers and idealized their undemo-
cratic machinery with its semi-feudal leftovers. (These ten-
dencies are particularly apparent in Sternheim, the witty
satirist, and the democratic politician Rathenau.)

Naturally such a Right-wing critique of Western bourgeois
democracy too contained certain elements of truth; above all,
many facts cited against the essentially undemocratic charac-
ter of the Western democracies were true in themselves.
Precisely regarding this question, however, an accurate critique
could only come from the Left. It will suffice to look at
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Anatole France. Already in his early output we find sharply
satirical observations and comments on the democracy of
the Third Republic. But only when he started to develop in a
socialist direction as a result of the lessons of the Dreyfus
case does this critique become an organic, dynamic part of
his shaping of society and history.

Mutatis mutandis, a similar tendency may be traced in
Thomas Mann. In his Reflections of a Non-Political Man, the
German brand of romantic anti-capitalism still obscures and
distorts the rightful elements of his critique of bourgeois
democracy. But when, in the period of the Weimar Republic,
Thomas Mann was really converted to the democratic line,
his scepticism with regard to Western bourgeois democracy
also began to bear fruit in his writing. An example is the
portrait of Settembrini in The Magic Mountain, where Mann
unites ironic criticism of the typical narrowness of bourgeois
democracy, its total inability to resolve the basic social
questions of modern society, with a constant emphasis on
Settembrini’s relative progressiveness compared with Naphta’s
mystificatory proto-fascism and Hans Castorp’s apolitical
lethargy.

The idealizing of bureaucracy’s ‘competence’, ‘expertise’,
‘impartiality’, etc., in contrast to the ‘dilettantism’ of party
politicians and Parliament was another general trend in the
anti-democratic movements of Western Europe. (Faguet is
just one example.) It expresses very clearly the reactionary
character of the movement as a whole. Sometimes con-
sciously, but mostly unconsciously, the writers who pro-
claimed such ideas were the hacks of imperialist monetary
capital, which sought and very often achieved the continuous
assertion of its specific interests through its sub-committees,
through stooges rendered independent of elections or minis-
terial changes. (Consider the internal power structure in the
Foreign Ministries, the oft-changing parliamentary leaders
and unchanging Secretaries of State, principal spokesmen,
etc., in the bourgeois-democratic countries of Western
Europe)) Because this tendency cropped up in a Germany
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that was not yet democratic, it reinforced ideologically the
successful resistance of the Imperial and Prussian civil and
military bureaucracy to any attempt at a progressive restruc-
turing of State institutions. Quasi-parliamentarianism degen-
erated into total impotence; but its obligatory, patent sterility
did not motivate an extension of democracy. It led, on the
contrary, to its further paralysis and stasis and to a greater
powerlessness. Needless to say, German imperialist monetary
capital was as much capable of exploiting this situation as
that of Western Europe was of exploiting the parliamentary
system.

For the German development, however, this constellation
signified the growth of remnants of the ‘German Misere’ into
a particularly reactionary imperialism unaffected by any kind
of democratic controls. This trend had a particularly devas-
tating effect in Germany because it not only helped to pre-
serve the old servility of the average, and even the spiritually
and morally highly developed intellectual, but also gave it a
new ideological sanction. The absolutist leftovers, which
Bismarckian ‘Bonapartism’ conserved and modernized simul-
taneously, found a special buttress in the politico-moral
intellectual culture of bureaucracy. The bureaucrat con-
sidered it his particular ‘pride and honour’ to carry out the
orders of higher authority in a technically perfect way, even
if he disagreed with their substance. And this spirit, which
was confined to the bureaucrat class in the narrowest sense in
lands with old democratic traditions, spread far beyond the
bureaucracy in Germany. To submit unreservedly to the
decisions of authority was regarded as a special German
virtue — in contrast to freer democratic thinking elsewhere —
and extolled more and more loudly as the hallmark of a
socially higher stage of development. Even Bismarck, who
personally and in his institutions greatly promoted this
transference of politico-social abasement from the petty
States to the united, powerful nation, this perpetuating of
the nullity of public opinion, occasionally criticized the
German’s lack of Zivilcourage (individual sense of public
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duty). For the reasons we have indicated, this tendency
degenerated during the Wilhelmine period into nothing short
of a Byzantinism of the intelligentsia, a very widespread
middle-class servility that was boastful outwardly and cringing
inwardly.

This was, we repeat, a sometimes involuntary intellectual
sell-out to the history-fudging propaganda of the glory of
German backwardness. Although it had already started in the
age of Bismarck, it now embraced even the most advanced
and highly developed sections of leading bourgeois intellec-
tuals in a ‘more refined’, ‘higher’ form that was sometimes
subjectively oppositional, objectively always quasi-opposi-
tional and hence of all the more service to imperialism. Here
the social affinity and also the spiritual parallel between
‘higher’ and ‘ordinary’ reactionary ideology is quite palpable.
Just as Schopenhauer’s Buddhist quietism, say, matched petty-
bourgeois apathy after the 1848 revolution, and the trans-
formation requested by Nietzsche of the relationship between
capitalists and workers into one between officers and soldiers
corresponds to specific capitalist-militaristic wishes in the
imperialist age, so the same applies here. In establishing these
parallels, we are on no account disputing the difference in
intellectual level. That, on the contrary, will continue to be a
prominent consideration. Not, however, chiefly because of
the intellectual standard, but because it enlarged the social
scope of the reactionary currents, and because these currents
engulfed sectors which they did not reach with ‘normal’
intellectual methods and which had precious little time for
their usual demands. Only in their wltimate social conse-
quences — and these were crucial to Germany'’s fate, intellec-
tually as otherwise — did they lead into the same reactionary
stream. When, for instance, Plenge opposed the ‘ideas of
1914°, as the higher and ‘German’ ones, to the 1789 ideas at
the start of the First World War, it meant that a large portion
of the best German intellectuals had already sunk to the level
of Treitschke’s propagandistic history. This unscrupulousness
and loss of intellectual and moral standards can be observed
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in a particularly crude form in the pamphlets appearing at
the outbreak of war. Take, to select one very characteristic
example, Werner Sombart’s contrasting of ‘heroes’ (the
Germans) and ‘dealers’ (English democracy).

The collapse of the Wilhelmine system in the First World
War and the setting up of the Weimar Republic also brought
no radical change for the better with regard to Germany’s
democratization and the origin of deep-seated democratic
traditions among the broad masses, beyond the class-conscious
proletariat. In the first place, this political democratization
stemmed less from the inner power of popular forces than
from a military collapse. Large circles of the German bour-
geoisie accepted the Republic and democracy partly because
the situation compelled them to, partly because they expected
to gain advantages in foreign affairs, more favourable peace
terms with President Wilson’s help, etc. (This was a major
difference from the democratic republic in the Russia of
1917. There, large petty-bourgeois and peasant masses were
firmly democratic from the outset, although a very similar
climate to Germany’s could be noted among the upper
middle class and the leading members of petty-bourgeois
and peasant democracy were betrayers of democracy. The
schisms among the social revolutionaries, for instance,
clearly reflect the democratic mood among the petty-bour-
geois and peasant masses.) Secondly, Germany’s retarded
development had repercussions here as well. Right at the
outset of the bourgeois democratic revolution in 1918 the
proletariat was waiting as the decisive social power. But
owing to the strength of reformism and the current ideo-
logical and organizational weakness of the labour movement’s
Left flank, it was unequal to the problems of Germany’s
regeneration. Therefore bourgeois democracy was, as Engels
had prophesied long before, essentially a union of all bour-
geois forces against the impending danger of a proletarian
revolution. Here the experiences just undergone of the
Russian Revolution of 1917 had an enormous effect not only
on the bourgeoisie itself but also on the reformist wing of the
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labour movement. Accordingly, this wing in fact supported
unreservedly the democratic coalition of all bourgeois forces
against the proletariat -~ indeed it formed its real centre, its
dynamo.

Hence the Weimar Republic was essentially a republic
without republicans, a democracy without democrats, just as
the French Republic was — in historically totally different
circumstances, of course — between 1848 and 1851. The
Leftist bourgeois parties allied with the reformists did not
serve the cause of revolutionary democracy. While parading
the republican and democratic banners, they were in essence
‘parties standing for order’, which meant in practice that as
few changes as possible were made to the Wilhelmine social
structure (preservation of the Junker officer corps, the old
bureaucracy and most of the petty states, no agrarian reform,
etc.). In these circumstances it is not surprising that there
very soon arose a deep disappointment with democracy
among the popular masses who, as we have seen, had never
received a democratic training and fostered no live demo-
cratic traditions, and that they turned away from democracy
relatively quickly. This process gained in speed and depth for
the particular reason that the Weimar democracy was forced
to implement and engender the greatest national humiliation
experienced by Germany since the time of Napoleon, the
imperialist peace of Versailles. To the democratically unedu-
cated popular masses, therefore, the Weimar Republic signi-
fied the executive organ of this national humiliation in con-
trast to the times of national greatness and expansion associ-
ated with Friedrich II of Prussia, Blicher and Moltke, i.e.,
with monarchist, undemocratic memories. Here again we can
observe the big contrast between the German and the Franco-
English development, where revolutionary democratic
periods (Cromwell, the Great Revolution, etc.) were the
periods of greatest national upsurge. The circumstances of
the Weimar Republic’s origin supported the old view of an
anti-democratic development that was ‘specifically German’
and uniquely suited to ‘Germany’s essence’. They supplied a
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seemingly obvious pretext for the tale that German national
greatness could come about only on anti-democratic founda-
tions. Reactionary philosophy, history and journalism richly
exploited this situation, and the Left wing of the bourgeoisie
and bourgeois intelligentsia could find no effective counter-
measures.

So among broad sections of the bourgeoisie and petty
bourgeoisie, the old prejudice gained ground in the course of
the Weimar Republic that democracy in Germany was a
‘Western import’, a harmful foreign body which the nation
had to expel for its own good. An indication of the lack of
tradition in many subjectively convinced democrats is that
for their part, they made the allegedly exclusively ‘Western’
character of democracy the basis for their propaganda. By
tactlessly and untactically placing in the forefront their anti-
German sentiments, their enthusiasm for Western democracy,
they were involuntarily helping the reactionaries in their anti-
democratic yarn-spinning. (This ideology is seen at its clearest
in the ambit of the Weltbiibne.) A further point was the
nihilistic attitude of large sections of the radical bourgeois
intelligentsia to the national humiliation (abstract pacifism),
a nihilism which also found its way into the labour move-
ment, although in different forms. (This tendency was parti-
cularly marked in the German Independent Socialist camp,
but under the influence of Rosa Luxemburg’s ideological
errors even the German Communist Party was not untouched
by national nihilism at the start of its development.)

Nevertheless the overt attempts to restore the Hohenzollern
monarchy came to nothing (the Kapp Putsch of 1920). The
party propounding this restoration, the ‘German National’,
was never able to grow into a really major and decisive mass
party, although its representatives retained most of their
positions of power in the civil and military machinery because
of the Weimar Republic’s anti-proletarian, anti-revolutionary
tendencies. Only when the disappointment of enormous
masses reached a climax, as a result of the major crisis which
set in from 1929, did the reactionaries succeed in gaining a
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foothold among the masses: in the ‘National Socialist German
Workers’ Party’, in Hitlerian fascism.

Our concern in these introductory studies is therefore
briefly to outline the socio-ideological features which made
possible in Germany this disgracefully swift and even more
disgracefully long-term triumph of fascism. While briefly
showing how it derived from Germany’s previous develop-
ment, we shall indicate at the same time the substance of
its specifically new attributes, and also the reason why this
new element should only signify a qualitative heightening
of tendencies already present before.

We have seen that the Weimar Republic, owing to the
manner of its origin, its social methods of defence (against
the Left), its establishment and consolidation, was, on the
one hand, a republic without republicans, a democracy with-
out democrats. The initial enthusiasm of the masses quickly
evaporated: it did so with the crumbling of hopes of a
‘Wilsonian’ peace for a German democracy and the dashing
of the expectations linked with ‘socialization’. In the revolu-
tionary-minded, Leftist section of the labour movement
especially, a hostile attitude to the Weimar system took root,
a system which became fully established with the murder of
the greatest heroes of Germany’s new revolutionary labour
movement, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. On the
other hand the supporters of a Hohenzollern restoration,
entrenched reaction at the beginning of the era were, as we
have also seen, far too weak to effect a permanent over-
throw; it is also significant that their followers never grew
into a real mass movement. It was now apparent that the
Hohenzollern régime never possessed a real footing in the
masses. And that was far from accidental. As long as
Hohenzollern rule was or at least seemed to be undisturbed,
the overtly and strictly ‘authoritative’ character of the old
form of reaction was able to keep the majority of the popula-
tion in a mood of loyal enthusiasm. But after the collapse,
when there appeared a new and less popular ‘authority’ and
a restoration could only be implemented by means of an
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armed rising, or, in the preliminary period, by way of a reso-
lute political opposition, the quantitative and qualitative
weakness of the mass basis of the old reaction came to light.

So as aresult of the weakness of its adversaries on the Left
and Right, the Weimar Republic acquired a chance of survival
— inwardly very shaky and obtained through continual
concessions to reaction. As long as Germany was in no posi-
tion openly to renounce the peace of Versailles, this was also
upderpinned by the pressure of foreign affairs and the
German imperialists’ corresponding deliberations on foreign
policy. For a proper overthrow to occur, new conditions had
to come into being.

Prominent among such conditions was the shift of class
power within the reactionary camp: after the war, the mono-
poly capitalists became the leading group. This was also the
conclusion to a long development, but a conclusion bringing
something qualitatively new. In 1848, the Rhine industrial
magnates who represented German capitalism at its most
advanced at that time already played a major role in quelling
the revolution and re-establishing an anti-democratic régime
in Germany, although the majority of them were liberal,
hence in opposition to the régime. With their ‘endeavours
for an agreement’, they provided the anti-democratic monar-
chist forces with a breathing space at the time of the mount-
ing revolutionary wave. With their formal parliamentary and
always loyal ‘opposition’ they contributed to the disorganiza-
tion of the democratic movement to stave off Hohenzollern
reaction, then arming itself for reprisals, and so on. Under
Bismarck, as also under Wilhelm II, the upper-middle classes
had an increasing influence on government policy that corres-
ponded to the rapid development of German capitalism. But
this influence was largely exerted via the back stairs: apart
from rare exceptions (Dernburg), official political command
remained in the old hands, preserving its old ‘authoritative’
technique — indeed Wilhelm II’'s style of government
resembled an imperialist re-creation of the style of Friedrich
Wilhelm IV. After the world war, too, the now decidedly
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dominant influence of monopoly capital often operated
behind the scenes, preferring the election of executive organs
and figureheads legitimized in other ways (Hindenburg,
Briining, Schleicher, etc.). The alliance with the Prussian
Junker class, with the ‘Junker’ patriciate of the military and
civil bureaucracy, remained in force, but monopoly capital
now assumed the leading role on all matters in this alliance. It
was no longer content to assert its aims in economic com-
plexes that were vital to its vested interests.

This development took place, however, in a social milieu in
which the anti-capitalist sentiments of the masses were con-
stantly increasing. The vanguard of the German working class
keenly followed the Russian events of 1917 and subsequently
perceived in them the perspective of German history they
needed as well. The hopes pinned on the 1918 promises of
socialization, the disappointments stemming from the whole
movement’s breakdown in the ensuing years, the gradual
alienation of broad masses of workers from a Weimar Republic
more and more patently under the thumb of monopoly
capitalism, the provocative effects of the mass unemploy-
ment linked with the crisis after 1929, etc. — all this gave
birth to anti-capitalist feelings stretching far beyond the
working class in scope. The reactionaries of monopoly capi-
talism were thus presented with a new task, the task of
exploiting just these mass feelings to establish their own
command; and using them for support, to found a new type
of reactionary régime securing once and for all the absolute
predominance of monopoly capitalism in all spheres of
political and social life.

Here we cannot make it our business to portray this politi-
cal development of Germany even in outline. We only needed
to indicate these political and social factors so that the ten-
dencies portrayed and analysed in our later philosophical
studies may stand in proper relief to their social foundations.
Let us just take the task stated above, namely the conversion
of anti-capitalist mass drifts, indeed mass movements into the
naked absolute dominance of monopoly capitalism (which
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set itself the closely related task of converting widespread
mass indignation — understandable and rightful in itself — at
the imperialist peace of Versailles into an aggressive, imperi-
alist chauvinism). It will be clear that only a radically irra-
tionalist world-view is suited to even a purely demagogic
‘reconciliation’ of such mutually conflicting tendencies. It
will also be apparent at once that the required irrationalism,
which was a long time in preparation and found a consumma-
tion in the ‘National Socialist world-view’, must differ
qualitatively from the irrationalism of before and after 1848.
Of course, given the German bourgeoisie’s special receptive-
ness to irrationalism in the inter-war period, its ‘education’
by way of the old irrational philosophies plays no mean role.
But if we wish to understand from the social angle the
forcible propagation on a mass scale of the new, fascist
slant, we must look at a couple of new socio-ideological
phenomena.

. Here the first thing we meet is a transformation in the
working class. It is striking that this anti-rational tendency
should take hold of broad masses, including considerable
parts of the working class, and that the workers should now
readily accept arguments which previously rebounded harm-
lessly off them. For where the masses are concerned, the
question of reason or irrationality has more of the impact of
a vital question, rather than a mere theoretical problem,
than it does for the intelligentsia. The labour movement’s
great advances, the clear perspective of successful struggles to
improve the situation and of a foreseeable overthrow of
capitalism led the working class to see something rational
and ordered in their own lives, their own historical develop-
ment. Each successful battle, each rebuttal of the reaction-
aries (e.g., at the time of the anti-socialist laws) reinforced
this outlook and inculcated a sovereign contempt for the
then crude religio-irrationalist propaganda put out by the
reactionary camp.

With the victory of reformism and the reformists’ partici-
pation in the Weimar system, this situation changed drastically.
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The idea of rationality in itself acquired a fundamentally
different accent. Bernstein had already tried to disparage as
utopian the revolutionary struggle for a socialist society and
a ‘final goal’, proposing instead the humdrum and philistine
‘Realpolitik reasonableness’ of compromise with the liberal
bourgeoisie and adjustment to capitalist society. Ever since
the social democrats had become the ruling party, this
‘Realpolitik reasonableness’ had held sway over its members,
in its propaganda and above all its deeds. In the first years of
revolution this propaganda was mingled with demagogic
promises of imminent socialization, a socialism to be realized
in this ‘rational’ manner as opposed to the ‘unreasonable’
adventures, the ‘unrealistic policy of disaster’ pursued by the
communists. ‘Relative stabilization’ in Germany meant the
total command of Bernstein’s rationality in reformist theory
and practice. And in the era of the big economic world crisis,
the reformists at the helm maintained this line of ‘Realpolitik
reasonableness’ with iron vigour. Thus ‘reason’ signified in
practice for the masses: not to go on strike because of a wage
reduction but to submit to it; to refrain from any demonstra-
tions, any energetic steps if unemployment benefits were
reduced or if larger and larger masses were disqualified from
receiving them; to steer clear of the most bloody fascist
provocation, to withdraw to safety, not to defend the work-
ing class and its right of way but, as Dimitrov accurately
characterized this policy, to avoid danger and not to tempt
the beast from its lair.

So reformist ‘reason’ not only rendered the working class
practically helpless in the struggles against imperialist capi-
talism and a fascism which was arming itself for a takeover
of power. It also compromised and broke down the old con-
viction of a rationality in historical developments leading,
through properly conducted struggles, to an improvement in
the everyday situation of the working class and ultimately to
its complete liberation. The reformists’ propaganda against the
Soviet Union reinforced this development by portraying the
heroism of the Russian working class as futile, inappropriate
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and fruitless.

This development entailed various consequences among
the working class itself. A relatively large vanguard turned
away from reformism to extend the old Marxian traditions in
the new form appropriate to the imperialist age, that of
Leninism. A broad sector remained transfixed on the level of
‘Realpolitik reasonableness’ and became incapable in practice
of providing an effective challenge to fascism. Hence for a
relatively substantial mass of people, especially among the
young workers whom the desperate crisis had made impati-
ent, this development shattered their faith in reason in
general, in the revolutionary rationality of historical develop-
ments and the inner connection and compatibility of reason
and revolution. So this sector, precisely as a result of its
theoretical and practical training through reformism when
the crisis loomed, was ready to assimilate in its outlook the
modern tendencies of anti-rationality and the contempt for
reason and science, and to indulge in the superstition of myth.

That does not mean, of course, that these embittered
young workers became readers and admirers of Nietzsche or
Spengler. But since the antithesis of reason and emotion
seemed to the masses to have sprung from life itself, they
were bound to conceive a receptiveness to this doctrine on
the ideological plane as well.

Among the intelligentsia and petty bourgeoisie we find
another kind of change, but one that became just as impor-
tant in its consequences regarding a receptiveness to fascist
irrationalism. Here we are dealing with despair as a mass
emotion, and, closely connected with it, gullibility and the
expectation of saving miracles. Without question, the univer-
sal spreading of an ideology of despair in Germany was
primarily a sequel to the war, the peace of Versailles and the
loss of a national and political perspective, which these
groups associated — consciously or not — with a German
imperialist victory. Spengler’s huge success, which extended
far beyond philosophical circles, is a clear reflection of this
mood. Disappointments felt during the Weimar period, both
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among the Right-wingers, who hoped to restore the monarchy,
and among the more Left-oriented, who were hoping for a
democratic and indeed socialist regeneration of Germany,
were bound to reinforce these sentiments still more, and
they subsequently reached a climax in the great economic
crisis of 1929. The objective foundations of these moods
were therefore of an economic, political and social character.
If, however, we examine their vehement, virtually unresisted
propagation, we cannot possibly mistake the important role
of the ideological development up to the First World War.
And this in both a positive and negative respect. Negatively,
the social ideology of helplessness and dependence we find in
Germans brought up in the atmosphere of the ‘authoritarian
State’ played an exceptionally important role. The average
German — however proficient and even outstanding in his
own field (including also philosophy, art, and so on) —
expected all decisions, even those determining his livelihood,
to come from ‘upstairs’, from ‘vocational leaders’ in the
Army, politics, and economics, and it was completely beyond
him to regard his own standpoints as co-determining factors
in political and economic life, etc. Thus after the collapse of
the Hohenzollern régime he remained helplessly disoriented.
He always expected an improvement in his fortune to stem
partly from the ‘old and tried leaders’, partly from a newly
created ‘leader’s outfit’, and when it gradually became
evident that they had all failed him, he was left in a state of
total despair. However, this despair was linked with expecta-
tions of a ‘new leader’; generally speaking, it produced no
intention of an independent appraisal of the situation and
of independent action. And on the positive side, the senti-
ments which made the fascist deception of the masses poss-
ible were nurtured by the influence of the agnosticist, pessi-
mistic philosophical trends of which we shall give a detailed
analysis later. Their common feature is that pessimism or
despair was the standard moral attitude to the problems of
the time. Only, of course, for the intellectual ‘élite’; the
plebs might believe in progress, but its optimism was inferior
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or ‘infamous’, as Schopenhauer already termed it.

In this connection German philosophy in the imperialist
age proceeded, as we shall see, from Nietzsche to Spengler
and later in the Weimar period from Spengler to fascism. If
we stress this spadework by German philosophy from
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche onwards, it might be objected
that we are dealing with esoteric doctrines circulated only
within quite small groups. We believe, on the contrary, that
one must not underestimate the indirect, subterranean
effect on the masses of the fashionable reactionary ideologies
analysed so far. This effect was not limited to the direct
influence of those philosophers’ actual books, although it
should be remembered that editions of the works of
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche certainly reached many tens of
thousands. But via universities, public lectures, the press, etc.,
these ideologies also spread to the broadest masses — needless
to say in a coarsened form, but that strengthened rather than
weakened their reactionary content, their ultimate irrational-
ism and pessimism, since the central ideas now received
greater attention at the expense of qualifying statements.
Through such ideologies the masses can be intensively cor-
rupted without ever glimpsing the immediate source of
corruption. Nietzsche’s barbarizing of the instincts, his
vitalism, his ‘heroic pessimism’, etc., were necessary products
of the imperialist age, and Nietzsche’s speeding up of the
process operated on the minds of tens of thousands of people
who had never even heard of Nietzsche.

These factors, however, merely reinforced the readiness for
a philosophy of despair. What was new about it in relation to
similar past tendencies stemmed from Germany’s situation
between the two world wars. The most important difference
between the pre-war and post-war period was undoubtedly
the severe shock to, and later the almost complete loss of
‘security’ in the social and individual life of the middle
classes, above all the intelligentsia. If a person was a pessimist
before the First World War, and primarily with regard to
culture, this attitude had a placidly contemplative character
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without any intention of possible action. Since anindividual’s
own existence seemed secure in material and social, spiritual
and human terms, it was possible for his philosophy to
remain as good as purely theoretical, without seriously
influencing his conduct and inner attitude. The cessation of
‘security’, the continual threatening of both the inner and
outward life caused this irrationalist pessimism to take a
practical turn. This is not to say that a person’s view of the
world was now bound to produce actions in an immediate
sense, but merely that — on the one-hand — it started out
from a personally sensed threat to his existence (and not
only from the contemplation of an objective cultural situa-
tion), and that, on the other hand, practical claims were made
with regard to his philosophy, albeit in the form that the
impossibility of action was deduced ‘ontologically’ from the
structure of the world.

At all events, the old forms of irrationalism proved to be
unsuitable for answering these questions. And now we can
see the need — to which we shall hark back repeatedly — for
fascist demagogy, much though it took over from the old
type of reactionary ideology in both form and content, to be
oriented in method towards the more recent ideologies
created under imperialism, stripping them of everything
‘private’ and ‘spiritually high-flying’ and converting what was
left into a determined and uncouth form of popular corrup-
tion. Everything that had been said on irrational pessimism
from Nietzsche and Dilthey to Heidegger and Jaspers on
lecture platforms and in intellectuals’ salons and cafés, Hitler
and Rosenberg transferred to the streets. We shall see how
much was preserved of the particular methodology of this
development, in the basic contents, either in spite or because
of demagogic coarsening through ‘National Socialist philo-
sophy’. Its starting-point, as regards the psychology of the
masses, was precisely this mass despair, the resulting credulity
and belief in miracles; and here the masses included the most
highly qualified intellectuals. That despair was the socio-
psychological connecting link between National Socialism
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and the broad masses is evident from the fact that the move-
ment’s real impetus, its real penetration of the masses began
with the economic crisis of 1929. It began the moment that
an initially general philosophical despair, which gradually
assumed increasingly concrete social forms, turned into a
massive threat to individual existence — the moment, there-
fore, that the aforestated intentions in a practical direction
yielded the possibility of rendering philosophical despair
subservient to the politics of desperadoes.

These politics now drew on the old servile instincts of the
‘authority-minded’ Germans, instincts which the Weimar
democracy had hardly affected. But the method of subjec-
tion had to be a new one because, for the first time in German
history, it was not now a matter of submission to a tradi-
tional, legitimate power, nor of the mere restoration of such
a power, but of joining a radical coup, a ‘revolution’ as
National Socialism liked to style itself in its early days as
well as in later crises. This non-legitimate, ‘revolutionary’
character of fascist power is one of the reasons why, with
regard to methodology, National Socialism needed to associ-
ate itself with philosophical models of Nietzsche’s kind more
than with reactionary ideology of the old school. To be sure
fascist demagogy was extremely versatile; simultaneously
with the assertion of its ‘revolutionary’ character it tried
to appeal also to potential instincts of legitimacy (e.g.,
Hindenburg’s role in the transitional period, the formally
legitimate seizure of power, etc.).

But despair alone would not have sufficed as a socio-
psychological connecting link. Precisely in respect of its
practical intention, it needed implicitly to contain the
elements of gullibility and superstitiousness we have already
mentioned. These elements were indeed present, and not by
accident. For the greater the personal despair, the more this
expresses the sense of a threat to individual existence, the
more it will give rise on average — under the social and the
spiritual, moral conditions of the German development — to
gullibility and superstition. After Schopenhauer, and especially
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after Nietzsche, irrationalist pessimism broke down the con-
viction that there existed an objective external world and
that an unrestricted and thorough perception of it would
indicate a way out of the problems arousing despair. Know-
ledge of the world was now increasingly converted into a
(more and more arbitrary) interpretation of the world.
Naturally this philosophical tendency heightened this sector’s
habit of expecting everything to come from the ‘authorities’,
for to their mind life too was not a question of the objective
analysis of concrete connections, but of interpreting deci-
sions whose reasons could never be known. And it is also
immediately clear that here lay one of the socio-psychological
sources of the faith in miracles: however desperate the
situation, the ‘genius favoured by God’ (Bismarck, Wilhelm
I, Hitler) would find an answer ‘all right’ through his ‘crea-
tive intuition’. It is further plain to see that, the greater the
risk to ‘security’ and the more directly individual existence
was itself at stake, the more intensive this credulity and faith
in miracles would become. Thus we are dealing with an old,
traditional failing of the German middle class, embracing
Nietzschean philosophy and the mentality of the average
beer-hall philosopher.

We will often be asked in amazement how it was that large
masses of the German people could trustingly accept the
puerile myth propounded by Hitler and Rosenberg. We may
counter with the historical question: how could the best-
educated and intellectually most eminent men in Germany
believe in Schopenhauer’s mythical ‘will’, the pronounce-
ments of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, or the history-myths of the
decline of the West? And it is not good enough to say that
the intellectual and artistic level of Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche is immeasurably higher than the coarse and contra-
dictory demagogy of Hitler and Rosenberg. For if a person
educated in philosophy and literature is able to follow episte-
mologically the nuances of Nietzsche’s reworking of
Schopenhauer, and to appreciate with aesthetic and psycho-
logical sensitivity the nuances of his critique of decadence,
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yet still believes in the Zarathustra myth, the myth of the
Superman and ‘eternal recurrence’, this is at bottom harder
to fathom than the despairing belief of a poorly educated
working youth — someone who was never or only tempor-
arily a member of a party and was left out in the cold after
finishing his apprenticeship — that Hitler would realize
‘German socialism’.

The same applies here as what Marx once said about the
‘cynical’ doctrines of classical economics: that the doctrines
did not come out of books into reality, but entered books
from reality. The question of whether, at a given time, there
reigns a climate of sound and sober criticism or a climate of
superstition, faith in miracles and irrationalist credulity in
specific sections of society is not a matter of intellectual
standards but of the condition of society. Obviously ideo-
logies which have previously exerted an influence will play a
considerable part by reinforcing or weakening the tendency
towards criticism or credulity. But do not let us forget that
the efficacy or inefficacy of an intellectual tendency likewise
enters books from reality, and not vice versa.

History tells us that eras of particularly acute credulity,
superstition and a faith in miracles must by no means always
be eras of notably inferior civilization. The very opposite is
true. We see such a tendency at the close of antiquity in the
climax of Greco-Roman civilization, at the time when
Alexandrian learning was at its most prevalent. And we find
that during this period, it was by no means merely
uneducated slaves or small craftsmen, the transmitters of
Christianity, who were most prone to believe in miracles.
Credulity and superstition are just as much to be found in
the highly gifted and well educated scholars and artists of
the era, in Plutarch or Apuleius, Plotinus or Porphyrios; to
be sure with a quite different substance, on a higher literary
plane, more subtle intellectually, more educated. And the
climax of the witchcraft craze — to cite one more character-
istic example — was never the darkest hour of the Middle
Ages, but the great critical transitional period between the
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medieval and modern epochs, the age of Galileo and Kepler.
Once again we find that many of the most important minds
of the epoch were not free from various forms of supersti-
tion; we have only to think of Francis Bacon, Jacob Boehme,
Paracelsus, etc.

The factor common to such ages of social folly, of super-
stition and a faith in miracles taken to extremes, is that they
were always periods of the decline of an old social order and
a culture implanted for centuries, and at the same time
epochs of fresh birth pangs. In the German crisis years, this
general uncertainty of capitalist life saw a heightening which
marked a change-over into a qualitatively new and special
state of affairs, and the change-over caused this susceptibility
to folly to spread on an unprecedented mass scale. This
susceptibility fascism exploited in the most ruthless manner
possible.

Later we shall describe and analyse the theoretical forms
concretely assumed by this demagogic exploitation of the
desperate situation in which the broadest sections of the
German people found themselves. Only then — in our con-
crete analysis — can we really drive it home how fascist
demagogy and tyranny was only the ultimate culmination of
a long process which initially had an ‘innocent’ look (inno-
cent in a strictly or more generally philosophical sense):
the destruction of reason.

The beginnings of this process may be found in the feudal
counter-reformist, reactionary-romantic struggle against the
French Revolution, and as we have noted it reached its peak
in the imperialist age of capitalism. This process was by no
means merely restricted to Germany. Its origins, its Hitlerian
manifestation, and its survival in the present age all have
international roots from the socio-economic standpoint, and
irrationalist philosophy is therefore likewise in evidence
internationally. However, we Have seen in our introduction
that it could attain the same fiendish influence nowhere but
in Hitler’'s Germany, that apart from very rare exceptions it
nowhere reached the same hegemony it had already reached
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in Germany, and not only on the national but also on an
international scale. Hence it has been necessary briefly to
record and to analyse in this chapter the socio-historical
tendencies which turned Germany into such a breeding-
ground and centre of hostility to reason.

Hence the following account of philosophico-historical
tendencies must — with a few exceptions such as Kierkegaard
or Gobineau — be confined to the German development. So
far it and it alone has led to a Hitlerian movement. And
hence, we believe, to confine ourselves to an account of the
history of irrationalism in Germany is not to diminish the
internationalism of it, but to heighten that aspect. It is a
Discite moniti, a ‘Learn from this warning!’, addressed to the
thinking persons of all nations. A warning that no philosophy
is ‘innocent’ or merely academic; that everywhere and
always, the danger is objectively at hand that some global
fire-raiser will again spark off a devouring conflagration a la
Hitler with the philosophical tinder of ‘innocent’ salon
conversations, café discussions, university lectures, literary
supplements, essays, and so on. With the altered circum-
stances of today’s world situation and their philosophical
consequences, we shall occupy ourselves in the epilogue.
They show far-reaching differences between the ideological
spadework for the Second and the Third imperialist World
War. It seems, for reasons that will be examined in due
course, that nowadays irrationalism in general does not
play the leading role it had at the time that the second world
inferno was organized. But we shall show that irrationalism
still forms the philosophical climate, so to speak, of the new
war propaganda; at least it plays no small part in it. Therefore
present-day circumstances, though different in many res-
pects, have by no means deprived of immediacy our intended
caution to learn from the past. This is even less the case if we
consider that a whole series of important elements in the
‘classical’ irrationalism of the Hitler period (agnosticism,
relativism, nihilism, proneness to myth-making, uncritical
thinking, credulity, faith in miracles, racial prejudices, racial
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hatred, etc., etc.) also play an undiminished, sometimes even
stronger part in the philosophical propaganda of the ‘Cold
War’.

So today as well, although the struggles are being fought
out with other immediate contents and methods than in
Hitler’s time, the main controversy — philosophically speak-
ing — between progress and reaction is over the further
evolution or destruction of reason. Hence we believe that
today the significance of a history of the basic problems of
irrationalism still points far beyond the merely historical
realm.

From the lesson that Hitler taught the world, each indivi-
dual and each nation should try and learn something for
their own good. And this responsibility exists in a parti-
cularly acute form for philosophers, whose duty it should be
to supervise the existence and evolution of reason in propor-
tion to their concrete share in social developments. (But we
must not overestimate their real significance in the develop-
ment of society.) They have neglected that duty both within
and outside Germany. So far, not every country has seen the
realization of Mephistopheles’s lines about the desperate
Faust:

Only look down on reason and science,
The highest faculties of humankind . . .
And then I have you trapped.?

But, unless things take a new turn, this does not mean the
slightest guarantee for any other land with an imperialist
economy, or any other bourgeois culture which is over-
shadowed by irrationalism, that it will not be taken over
tomorrow by a fascist maniac compared to whom Hitler
himself may have been only a clumsy novice. Thus the
purpose of confining our analysis to Germany’s develop-
ment and German philosophy is to underline precisely
this warning.
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NOTES

Translator’s note. A bourgeois satire published in 1911. Gustav
Freytag (1816-95), author of Soll und Haben, was a journalist,
scholar and bourgeois liberal who rejected a noble title.

Translator’s note. Goethe: Faust, Part I. The German reads: ‘Verachte
nur Vernunft und Wissenschaft,/Der Menschen allerbochste Kraft/
... So bab ich dich schon unbedingt!’
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THE FOUNDING OF IRRATIONALISM IN THE PERIOD
BETWEEN TWO REVOLUTIONS (1789-1848)

1. Basic Preliminary Remarks on the History of
Modern Irrationalism

Understandably, the irrationalism of our time is much
occupied with looking for ancestors. Because it seeks to trace
the history of philosophy back to a ‘perennial’ struggle
between rationalism and irrationalism, it finds it necessary to
prove the existence of irrationalist world-views in the Orient,
antiquity, the Middle Ages, and so on. It is not worth enum-
erating all the (sometimes grotesque) forms taken by this
deliberate distortion of the history of philosophy; for in
dealing with the neo-Hegelians, for example, we shall find
even Hegel presented as supremely irrationalist. So what
comes about is an unprincipled eclectic mish-mash, a totally
arbitrary selection of famous or not-so-famous names with-
out definite criteria for the choice. It may be said that only
the immediate pre-fascists and fascists possessed a criterion:
the degree of reactionary firmness. For that reason Baecumler
excluded the early Romantics of Jena from this illustrious
gathering. For the same reason Rosenberg recognized only
Schopenhauer, Richard Wagner, Lagarde and Nietzsche as
‘classics’ of fascist irrationalism.

At this point let us just note in passing that the catchword
‘irrationalism’ is relatively new as a label for a philosophical
tendency, school, etc. As far as I know, it first crops up in
Kuno Fischer’s Fichte. Windelband, in his History of Philo-
sophy, already deals with Schelling and Schopenhauer in a
section headed ‘Metaphysics of Irrationalism’. This
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terminology predominates even more in Lask. At first this
use of the word ‘irrationalism’ in such an enlarged sense met
with critical reservations!, but between the two world wars
in particular it became a generally acknowledged term for
the philosophical stream whose history will be the subject
of this book.

In classical German philosophy itself, Hegel uses the word
‘irrational’ only in its mathematical sense; when criticizing
the philosophical directions we are discussing, he writes of
‘immediate knowing’. Even Schelling? still uses the expression
in a derogatory sense, as a synonym for ‘non-absoluteness’.
Only in the later Fichte do we find seeds of the present-day
use of the word. In his (fruitless) attempt to come to terms
with the triumphantly advancing objective idealism of
Schelling and Hegel, Fichte wrote in his Science of Knowledge
of 1804: ‘The absolute projection of an object whose origin
cannot be accounted for, where accordingly it is dark and
empty in the middle space between projection and projec-
tum, the projectio per biatum irrationalem as I expressed it a
little scholastically but, I think, very tellingly ...”* This
recourse to irrationalism, like the whole of Fichte’s later
epistemology, had no influence on subsequent developments.
Only in Lask can we see the influence of the later Fichte to
any profound extent, while isolated fascists have endeavoured
to include Fichte’s name in their roll of ancestors. Hence we
are confining ourselves to indicating the most important
terminological facts and will deal in the following pages only
with those representatives of philosophical irrationalism
who became of historical influence.

Needless to say, this (relative) terminological newness of
the expression does not mean that the question of irrational-
ism did not already arise in classical German philosophy as a
major problem; quite the contrary. Our ensuing studies will
show that the crucial formulations of the problem belong
precisely to the time between the French Revolution and the
period of ideological spadework for the revolution of 1848.

Hegel himself did not use the term ‘irrationalism’, but that
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again is not to say that he did not debate the problem of the
relation of dialectics and irrationalism. He certainly did so,
and not only in his polemic against Friedrich Heinrich
Jacobi’s ‘immediate knowing’. It is perhaps a coincidence,
but an illuminating one, that his fundamental coming to
terms with this subject begins precisely with geometry and
mathematics. At all events he was dealing, in this context,
with the limits of the determinants of understanding, their
contradictoriness and the urging onwards and higher of the
dialectical movement towards reason that now arose. Hegel
wrote of geometry: ‘In its course, however — and this is most
remarkable — it finally meets with incommensurabilities
and irrationalities where, if it wants to take definition farther,
it is driven beyond the principle of understanding. As fre-
quently occurs with terminology there now appears the
inverse proposition that what we call rational is the sensible
thing (das Verstindige), but what is irrational is rather a
beginning and sign of rationality.”*

The starting-point of this statement was a special one, and
it was still far from Hegel’s mind to make general philosophi-
cal use of the terms employed. Yet here he was touching on
the central philosophical problem of irrationalism’s entire
later development, namely those questions with which
irrationalism has been always connected philosophically.
These, as we shall see in the course of our studies, are the
very questions resulting from the limitations and contradic-
tions of thinking governed simply by understanding. If
human thought detects in these limitations a problem to be
solved and, as Hegel aptly states, ‘the beginning and sign of
rationality’, i.e., of a higher knowledge, then the encounter
with them can become the starting-point for the further
development of thinking, for dialectics. Irrationalism, on the
other hand — we are briefly summarizing in advance what we
shall set out in concrete detail later — stops at precisely this
point, absolutizes the problem, hardens the limitations of
perception governed by understanding into perceptional limit-
ations as a whole, and.indeed mysticizes into a ‘supra-rational’
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answer the problem thus rendered artificially insoluble.
The equating of understanding and perception of the limits
of understanding with perceptional limitations as a whole,
the introduction of ‘supra-rationality’ (intuition, etc.)
when it is possible and necessary to proceed to a rational
perception — these are the most universal hallmarks of
philosophical irrationalism.

What Hegel is here elucidating with a fundamentally
important example is one of the central questions of the
dialectical method. He defines ‘the realm of laws’ as ‘the
quiescent image of the existing or phenomenal world’. So —
to take here only the real gist of his line of thought — ‘the
appearance is the totality as against law, for it contains law
but more besides, namely the element of the autonomously
moving form’.® Here Hegel has elaborated the most general
logical elements which constitute the most markedly forward-
looking tendency of the dialectical method: the approximat-
ing character of dialecticai knowledge. And Lenin, who
revealed this crucial aspect of the dialectical method —
naturally the materialistic one, no longer fettered by Hegel’s
idealist limitations, vigorously stressed the significance of the
statements by Hegel just quoted: ‘That is an eminently
materialist and (with the word “‘quiescent’) remarkably apt
definition. Law takes the quiescent element — and hence law,
every law is narrow, incomplete, an approximation.’

Here we cannot examine in greater detail Hegel’s increas-
ingly concrete statements on the dialectical reciprocal rela-
tions of law (essence) and appearance. It merely remains for
us to point out briefly that in the course of these concretiza-
tions, Hegel surmounted the barrier of subjective idealism,
where the general conditions (essence, etc.) cannot lie in
objectivity, in objectiveness itself, and argued philosophically
the objectivity of essence: ‘Essence still lacks existence; but
it 75, and in a profounder sense than Being’; ‘Law is therefore
the essential appearance”, a definition whose fundamental
importance Lenin too stresses strongly in the marginal notes
we have quoted to Hegel’s Science of Logic.
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With these statements we can already define a little more
closely the general, methodological relation of irrationalism
to dialectics. Since objective reality is fundamentally richer,
more diverse and more intricate than the best developed con-
cepts of our thinking can ever be, clashes of the kind we have
depicted between thinking and Being are inevitable. And so
in times when the objective development of society and the
consequent discovery of new natural phenomena proceed
apace, great possibilities emerge for irrationalism to convert
this advance into a retrograde movement with the help of
mysticizing. Such a situation arose at the turn of the
eighteenth-nineteenth centuries, partly as a result of the
social upheaval caused by the French Revolution and the
Industrial Revolution in England, partly as a result of the
crises in natural scientific thinking, the development of
chemistry, biology, etc., on the basis of the age’s fresh dis-
coveries in geology, palaecontology, etc. Hegel’s dialectic, in
its attempt to comprehend the problems now raised from
the historical angle as well, was the highest stage in bourgeois
philosophy, its most energetic attempt to master the diffi-
culties intellectually: to create a method which could guaran-
tee such an approximation (the fullest so far) of thought,
the intellectual reflection of reality, to that reality itself.
(We are not going to discuss Hegel’'s well-known idealist
limitations, his idealist mystifications or the antithesis
between method and system; the critique of them made by
the classic Marxist-Leninist authors is generally known and
we take it as read.)

Now irrationalism begins with this (necessary, irrevocable,
but always relative) discrepancy between the intellectual
reflection and the objective original. The source of the discre-
pancy lies in the fact that the tasks directly presented to
thought in a given instance, as long as they are still tasks, still
unresolved problems, appear in a form which at first gives the
impression that thought, the forming of concepts, breaks
down in the face of reality, that the reality confronting
thought represents an area beyond reason (the rationality of
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the category system of the conceptual method used so far).
As we have seen, Hegel analysed this situation correctly. His
dialectic of phenomenon and essence, existence and law, and
above all his dialectic of the concepts of understanding
(Verstandesbegriffe), the determinants of reflection, and the
bridge from understanding to reason indicate quite distinctly
the real road to a resolution of these difficulties.

But what if thought — for reasons to be analysed in
concrete detail later — stops short of the difficulties and shies
away from them? What if it renders fundamentally irrevoc-
able the constellation inexorably appearing (since this is
bound to repeat itself with each decisive step forward)? What
if it hypostasizes the inability of specific concepts to com-
prehend a specific reality into the inability of thought,
conceptions and rational perception in general to master the
essence of reality intellectually? What if a virtue is then made
of this necessity and the inability to comprehend the world
intellectually is presented as ‘higher perception’, as faith,
intuition, and so on?

Clearly this problem will crop up at every stage of know-
ledge, i.e., each time that social evolution and hence science
and philosophy are forced to make a leap forward in order
to master the real questions arising. From this it will be
already evident that the choice between ratio and irratio is
never an ‘immanent’ philosophical question. It is not chiefly
intellectual or philosophical considerations which decide a
thinker’s choice between the new and the old, but class
situation and class allegiance. If we take the broad perspec-
tives of centuries, it often seems almost unbelievable how
important thinkers have halted at the threshold of a problem
nearly resolved, and indeed have turned round and fled in
the opposite direction. Only the class character of their
stance can illuminate such ‘enigmas’.

We should look for this social conditioning of rationalism
and irrationalism not only in the mass of social injunctions
and prohibitions. The great seventeenth-century English
materialist, Thomas Hobbes, aptly characterized the structure
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of this conditioning when he wrote: ‘For I do not doubt that
if it conflicted with somebody’s proprietorial rights or (to
put it more accurately) with the interests of proprietors for
the three angles of a triangle to be equal to two corners of
a square; then this thesis, if not disputed, would nonetheless
be suppressed through the burning of all geometry books, as
far as those involved were able to carry it through.’® Accord-
ingly it must be said that on no account is this element of a
direct suppression of new truths to be underestimated either.
Let us recall the beginnings of modern philosophy, the fate
of Bruno, Vanini and Galileo. This situation has undoubtedly
exerted a major influence, manifesting itself in many striking
ambiguities and finding clear expression in the philosophical
‘diplomacy’ of Gassendi, Bayle, Leibniz, etc.; similarly con-
nected with this is Lessing’s public silence about his Spinozist
views. Nor should we underestimate the philosophical impor-
tance of such ‘diplomacy’. Granted, in the cases of Gassendi
or Bayle posterity has obtained a clear picture of their real
standpoint. But in the case of Leibniz this question has
already become much harder to unravel, and Lessing’s silence
on Spinoza formed the basis for a totally false interpretation
of his outlook.

Despite all this, the social conditioning we mean is con-
nected more deeply and intimately with personality and
output. It is not solely external social pressure which creates
so many deliberate ambiguities, so much clouding of what is
actually meant in philosophy from Descartes to Hegel, parti-
cularly where decisive philosophical issues are at stake. Far
more important still is the fact that social determinants rule
the thinkers concerned down to their most private convic-
tions, their manner of thinking and the way they set out a
proposition, etc., unknown to themselves. With this in mind
Marx replied to the radical Hegelians who sought to explain
Hegel’s ambiguities as simply external accommodation and
to counter the ‘exoteric’ Hegel who made compromises with
an ‘esoteric’ Hegel belonging to radicalism: ‘There can no
longer be any question of Hegel’s accommodating himself to
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religion, the State, and so on, since this lie is the lie of his
progress.”

Internally as well, philosophers are always tied — con-
sciously or unconsciously, deliberately or involuntarily —
with their society, a specific class in it, and the forward- or
backward-oriented endeavours of that class. This foundation
(and its historical destiny) nurtures, defines, forms and guides
precisely what is really personal and original about their
philosophy. Even where, at first glance, an individual stance
going to the point of isolation from one’s own class seems to
predominate, this stance has the most intimate of links with
the class situation and the vicissitudes of the class struggle.
Thus Marx shows us how Ricardo’s connection with capitalist
production and its development of the productive forces
determined his stance towards the various classes. ‘If Ricardo’s
views as a whole are in the interest of the industrial bour-
geoisie, that is only because and inasmuch as this sector’s
interest coincides with that of production or the productive
development of human labour. Where his views are anti-
thetical to it he is just as harsh towards the bourgeoisie as
he otherwise is to the proletariat and the aristocracy.’*°

The more genuine and significant a thinker is, the more he
will be a child of his time, his country and his class. For every
fruitful and really philosophical proposition — however
strong the effort to place it sub specie aeternmitatis — is
concrete; i.e., in content and form it is determined by the
social, scientific, artistic, etc., exigencies and strivings of its
age and itself contains (always within the concrete tendencies
operating here) a real tendency to go forward or back,
towards the new or the old. Whether and how far the philo-
sopher concerned is aware of this connection is a secondary
problem.

We have kept these observations on a general plane to
start with. They lead us to a second question: each period,
and within each period, each class playing a fighting part in
the philosophical field poses in a different form the problem
initially outlined, a problem out of which an irrationalism
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may arise in specific circumstances. Admittedly the dialectical
tension between rational conceptualization and its material
from reality is a general fact of the perceiving relation to
reality. But the manner in which this problem emerges in
each instance and in which its resolution is tackled, or, alter-
natively, evaded and fled from, varies qualitatively in accord-
ance with the historical situation and the historical evolution
of the class struggles.

These differences touching the structure of the proposi-
tions and solutions manifest themselves Very distinctly as
differences between philosophy and individual sciences. The
sciences are often in a position to resolve directly the prob-
lems that life poses, often without bothering very much
about the philosophical consequences. Take, for example,
the development of mathematics, where important dialectical
problems are correctly posed and resolved but the greatest
dialectical pioneers are as little aware of their discovery of
new dialectical territory as was Moliere’s Gentilbomme of
the fact that he was always talking in prose. Philosophy, on
the other hand, is compelled to tackle fundamental questions
concerned with a world-view, no matter how the answers
turn out.

But this difference too is relative and so at the same time
bistorically relative as well. For in specific socio-historical
circumstances the utterance of a purely scientific truth
without any philosophical generalizing or a prompt drawing
of philosophical conclusions from it may go directly to the
centre of class-based conflicts of world-view. That was once
the case with the Copernican theory, and it happened later
with Darwinism; today it is happening with the further
development of Darwinism by Michurin and Lysenko. On the
other hand, there were relatively long-lasting philosophical
tendencies which made the avoidance of any proposition
related to a world-view the fundamental programme and core
of the method. (Here we wish only to suggest that a specific
stance in the sense of a class-based worldview, that is, a
philosophical partisanship, is of course implicit in all such



104 THE DESTRUCTION OF REASON

evasions. That is so with precisely the most significant
manifestation of the type just indicated, neo-Kantianism and
Positivism in the second half of the nineteenth century.)

It is, I think, unnecessary to take this general analysis any
further. Already it is evident that the specific form of evading
a decisive philosophical proposition, bound up in methodology
with a world-view in which we have recognized the general
basic shape of irrationalism, must manifest itself in qualita-
tively different forms at different stages of social and, accord-
ingly, philosophical development. From this it also follows
that irrationalism cannot possibly have a unified, coherent
history like, for instance, materialism or dialectics. And this
applies even if irrationalism or something very like it can be
established in the most diverse crisis periods of very different
social formations. Of course the ‘autonomy’ of such histories
of a development is extremely relative too, just as the entire
history of philosophy can be comprehended and portrayed in
terms of rational science only as part of the total history of
society, only with the history of mankind’s socio-economic
life for its basis. Marx’s statement in the German Ideology:
‘Not forgetting that right nas a history of its own as little as
religion does’!’, naturally refers to the history of philosophy
as well.

But with irrationalism something else, something more is
involved. Irrationalism is merely a form of reaction (reaction
in the double sense of the secondary and the retrograde) to
the dialectical development of human thought. Its history
therefore hinges on that development of science and philo-
sophy, and it reacts to the new questions they pose by
designating the mere problem as an answer and declaring the
allegedly fundamental insolubility of the problem to be a
higher form of comprehension. This styling of the declared
insolubility as an answer, along with the claim that this
evasion and side-stepping of the answer, this flight from it,
contains a positive solution and ‘true’ achievement of reality
is irrationalism’s decisive hallmark. Agnosticism too avoids
answering such questions; but it confines itself to declaring
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them unanswerable and more or less openly rejects the possi-
bility of solving them in the name of an allegedly exact
scientific philosophy. (Granted, this is only to characterize
two poles; in actual philosophy, especially that of the imperi-
alist period, we find all kinds of links between agnosticism
and irrationalism, with the first frequently turning into the
second. Not to mention the fact that, for reasons we shall
often encounter again, almost every modern irrationalism
more or less props itself up on the epistemology of
agnosticism.)

Therefore: on the reactionary side, every major crisis in
philosophical thinking as a socially conditioned struggle
between burgeoning and decaying forces produces tendencies
to which we might apply the term ‘irrationalism’. Whether
the general employment of this term would have any scienti-
fic purpose is, we admit, questionable. On the one hand, it
could give rise to the false impression of a uniformly irration-
alist line in the history of philosophy, such as modern irra-
tionalism has actually tried to give. On the other hand
modern irrationalism, for reasons we are about to state, has
such specific conditions of existence stemming from the
peculiarity of capitalist production that a uniform term
would easily blur the specific differences, and would moder-
nize in an unacceptable way old intellectual tendencies that
have little in common with those of the nineteenth century.
As it is, this latter trend is widely prevalent in the history of
philosophy written in the time of the bourgeois decline; we
may recall Natorp’s ‘Kantian’ Plato, Petzold’s ‘Machist’
Protagoras, and so on. Modern irrationalism’s various streams
then proceeded to reduce the entire history of philosophy,
from Heraclitus and Aristotle to Descartes, Vico and Hegel,
to an impenetrable ‘vitalist’ or existentialist murkiness.

Now what constitutes the specific quality of modern
irrationalism? It is chiefly the fact that it arose on the basis
of capitalist production and its specific class struggles — first
the progressive battle for power against feudalism and abso-
lute monarchy waged by the bourgeois class, and later the
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bourgeoisie’s reactionary defensive struggles against the pro-
letariat. Throughout this book we will show in concrete
terms the decisive changes which the various stages of those
class struggles wrought in the development of irrationalism in
both form and content, determining equally the propositions
and the solutions, and we will show how they altered its
physiognomy.

Now if we wish to sum up the fundamental importance of
capitalist production to our philosophical problem, we must
emphasize first of all a major difference between capitalist
and pre-capitalist development: the problem of the produc-
tive forces’ development. In slave societies the contradiction
between the forces and the conditions of production
expresses itself, at that critical point in the system which we
find of decisive importance, in the ever-increasing regression
and stunting of the productive forces, whereby a process was
initiated which made the survival of the slave system as a
society’s economic and social basis impossible in the long
run. In feudal times the same contradiction was already
expressed in a markedly altered form: in the lap of feudal
society the bourgeois class, originally a mere component of
the feudal formation itself, evolved its increasingly superior
productive forces, whose constantly growing development
was ultimately bound to shatter feudalism. (We cannot now
examine the various forms this process evinces in England,
France, etc., although precisely these variations profoundly
affected the specific nature of the class struggle and the
particular character of Anglo-French philosophy, etc.) But
- the productive forces’ development since the rise of capitalist
production has differed qualitatively from all earlier social
formations. The very pace of their evolution has a qualita-
tively new accent to it. This, however, is connected also with
an unprecedented internal interaction between the develop-
ment of science and the ascent of the productive forces. The
immense upsurge of the natural sciences since the Renaissance
can be traced primarily to this interaction. But the further
sequel to all this was that, on the one hand, the bourgeoisie’s
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reactionary development in the political, the social and — our
particular concern — the ideological sphere began at a stage in
history at which the forces of production were still energetic-
ally ascending. Naturally the obstruction of the productive
forces’ development by the conditions of production also
occurred in capitalism. Lenin supplied convincing proof of
this with regard to imperialism, and this obstruction already
manifested itself at the pre-monopolist stage in every econo-
mic crisis. But where capitalism is concerned, even this state
of affairs meant only that the productive forces did not
evolve to an extent matching their economic organization,
the level of technology, etc., and that important existing
forces of production remained unexploited (take the indus-
trial exploitation of atomic energy in capitalism). On the
other hand, the result of a qualitatively heightened inter-
action of productive forces and natural science in capitalism
was that the bourgeoisie was forced — in order to survive —
to pursue the development of the natural sciences to a certain
extent even in its age of decline; the technology of modern
warfare in itself made this imperative.

A complete change in the character of the class struggles is
inseparably linked with this economic development. Recent
Soviet historians have pointed out the decisive part played
by revolts of slaves and vassals in the dissolution of the slave
economy and feudalism. But that does not lessen the quali-
tative difference between the proletariat and the classes
previously exploited. We cannot analyse here the important
consequences which this new situation entailed. Let
us just point to one factor which will play a crucial role in
our subsequent studies: the proletariat is the first oppressed
class in history that has been capable of countering the
oppressors’ philosophy with an independent and higher
world-view of its own. We shall note that the whole develop-
ment of bourgeois philosophy has been dictated by the
class struggles which arose in this way; and that the decisive
turning-point in the evolution of modern irrationalism, as
well, may be located in whether it still opposes bourgeois
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progress and the liquidation of feudal leftovers, or already
supports the reactionary bourgeoisie’s defensive struggle in
the philosophical field as bourgeois ideology’s ultra-
reactionary wing, indeed assumes the ideological command
in this struggle.

Such a tendency in the development of the productive
forces, then, is bound up with scientific developments —
more intimately so the higher the stage. Even in a period of
decline, this tendency dictates a different relationship bet-
ween the governing class and science, above all the natural
sciences, than was the case in earlier class societies. Whereas
in the latter, the contradiction that emerged between the
forces and the conditions of production inevitably meant
the end also of the rise of the sciences, and chiefly the
natural sciences, these have necessarily sustained a certain
further development (admittedly obstructed in many ways)
in capitalism even during the period of decline. Here again,
of course, the economic restrictions which we have just
indicated already played a major part. This tendency
expresses itself more distinctly still in the criss-crossing of
imperialist warfare and the natural sciences. On the one
hand, it caused a precipitous higher development of specific
technological questions, while, on the other, the same ten-
dencies added to the general crisis which modern physics
was undergoing and led it more and more up a blind alley
as a theoretical science. We shall come in a moment to the
key question of the relation between science and philosophy,
which is a relationship of mutual promotion in a time of
upward growth and becomes an obstruction to both in a
time of decline. At all events these factors combine to create
a particular situation for philosophy in a bourgeois society
with regard to our problem: the unscientific character or
rather the anti-scientific spirit of philosophy, which overtly
opposes reason at critical junctures. This produces an entirely
different intellectual climate for two reasons. Firstly, parallel
with these tendencies and in constant interaction with them,
the conquest of naturethroughnaturalscience and technology
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goes on all the time, albeit at a reduced tempo. And secondly,
the stagnation and regression of the productive forces, their
withering during the decay of capitalism does not take the
form of a forced return to inferior production methods. The
new situation for modern bourgeois philosophy which now
originated, and which determined the specific features of
modern irrationalism, was further heightened and exacer-
bated to a special degree through the conversion of con-
stantly growing natural scientific and historical knowledge
into a new quality, through the irreversible philosophical
consequences of this growth, and through the effect which
this development had on the issue of religion.

Here, once again, the capitalist development occupies a
unique position in history to date. Previously, religious crises
always accompanied the critical dissolution of social struc-
tures. But in the process — and this includes the genesis of
capitalism — one religion was superseded by another each
time. The fact that the origin of capitalism manifests itself as
a crisis within Christianity makes no difference. Not only did
the Reformation create a new religion, although likewise a
Christian one: the development of Catholicism in the Counter-
Reformation also signifies a qualitative change compared to
the Middle Ages.

However, in spite of the intolerance and aggression of the
various Churches, which perhaps had never been so strong
before, religion during this period was already starting to be
forced on the defensive philosophically. The new sciences
evolving during the Renaissance, especially the natural
sciences, differed from those of all previous stages of evolu-
tion in that they were not only hostile to religion in their
philosophical (cosmological) foundations and consequences,
as was ancient natural philosophy, but undermined the
foundations of religion through exact findings precisely in
their specialist inquiries; and this still applied where the
researchers concerned stood personally on a religious footing
and these consequences were thus unintentional. Religion’s
defensive posture stemmed from the fact that it was no
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longer able, as in Aquinas’s time, to create a world-picture
from a set of religious principles, a world-picture which
appeared and presumed to include and embrace the principles,
method and findings of science and philosophy. Cardinal
Bellarmin was already forced to adopt an agnosticist position
with regard to the Copernican theory, i.e., to admit helio-
centrism as a useful ‘working hypothesis’ for scientific praxis,
while challenging the competence of science to make a
statement about true (religious) reality. (This development,
to be sure, already begins in the Middle Ages with the philo-
sophy of nominalism; its argumentation reflects the aforesaid
economic state of affairs whereby the growth of the bour-
geois class in feudalism started at a specific stage as an
element of its internal dissolution.)

This is not the place and hence it cannot be our aim to
portray even in mere outline the phases of this development,
its crises and struggles. Here we can only make some basic
observations. Firstly, it should be remarked that already in
nominalism, this development — as a struggling new world-
picture of anti-religious tendency and opposing the old
religion — began and was perpetuated as a struggle by one
religious form against another, as an internal tussle between
religions. That was also the case in the bourgeois revolutions
and even, partly, in the French Revolution; let us recall
Robespierre’s cult of the ‘supreme being’. That is to say, the
bourgeoisie as a collective class was incapable of radically
doing away with religious consciousness. When its ideologists,
and chiefly the great materialists of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, had a will to go that far, the sciences
had not yet developed to an extent enabling their world-
picture to be really filled out on the basis of a radical imman-
ence. Engels wrote of the period: ‘The philosophy of the
time deserves the greatest credit for not letting itself be led
astray by the age’s limited knowledge of nature and for
persisting — from Spinoza to the great French materialists —
in explaining the world from its own premises, leaving a
detailed rationale to the natural science of the future.’'?
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The scientific possibility of explaining the world from its
own premises has become greater and greater. In our own day
it is in the process of reaching completion with the approach
of our knowledge to the concrete transitions between
inorganic and organic nature. The astronomical hypotheses
of Kant and Laplace, the discoveries of geology, Darwinism,
Morgan’s analysis of primitive society, Engels’s theory of the
role of labour in the humanization of the ape, Pavlov’s doc-
trine of unconditioned and conditioned reflexes and of the
second signal-system, the further development of Darwinism
by Michurin and Lysenko, research into the origin of life by
Oparin and Lepeshinskaya, etc., are a number of milestones
on this road. However, the further bourgeois society proceeds
to develop, the more the bourgeoisie just defends its power
against the proletariat, and the more it turns into a reaction-
ary class, the less often bourgeois scholars and philosophers
will be prepared to draw the philosophical consequences
from the facts already so abundantly present; and bourgeois
philosophy will turn more firmly to irrationalist solutions
when the development approaches a point calling for a step
further in an immanent explanation of the world, an inter-
pretation of it from its own premises and the rational com-
prehension of the dialectic of its own movement.

Such crises, naturally enough, are by no means of a purely
scientific character; on the contrary. The exacerbation of a
scientific crisis, the compulsion either to advance dialectically
or to take flight into the irrational nearly always coincides —
and not by chance — with major social crises. For as much as
the development of the natural sciences is determined chiefly
by material production, so the philosophical inferences stem-
ming from their new propositions and answers, their prob-
lems and attempted solutions depend on the class struggles of
the period concerned. Whether the philosophical generaliza-
tions of the natural sciences are forward-thrusting in method-
ology and world-outlook or are restrained from advancing, i.e.,
the side which philosophy takes on this question, is decided
— consciously or unconsciously — by their representatives’
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position in the class struggles of the relevant period.

This holds good to a heightened extent for the relationship .
of philosophy to the social sciences, chiefly economics and
history. Here the connection between the direction of the
philosophical stance, forward or backward looking, and
contemporaneous class struggles is more inward and intimate.
We see this link at its clearest in Hegel. Although many
important philosophers have expressed themselves less
directly on the economic and socio-historical questions of
their time, we could easily trace the same link between their
epistemological standpoint and their socio-historical and
economic stance.

Although presented in very general terms, this concretiza-
tion of our picture, as initially outlined, of irrationalism’s
philosophical roots already shows the shakiness of that
search for ancestors so eagerly pursued by modern repre-
sentatives of this direction. All in all, the basic philosophical
tendency from the sixteenth to the first half of the nineteenth
century was a vehement forward thrust, a vigorous urge to
master intellectually the whole of reality, nature as well as
society. The impetuous development of the sciences, the
enlarged horizon in surveying phenomena in both domains
therefore raises dialectical problems all the time. Meta-
physical thinking — chiefly as the result of this scientific
development — dominated -this period up to the start of
classical German philosophy. But significant, if often only
instinctive, dialecticians emerged everywhere, and dialectical
problems were raised and solved in the sciences, often with-
out philosophical awareness. Even thinkers whose epistemo-
logical approach was a metaphysical one often cast off their
shackles when it came to concrete questions and discovered
new dialectical realms. Engels presents this situation very
clearly:

Modern philosophy ..., although it gave rise to some
excellent dialecticians (e.g., Descartes and Spinoza),
became increasingly rooted — especially through England’s
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influence — in the so-called metaphysical mode of think-
ing, and this also dominated, almost exclusively, the
French thinkers of the eighteenth century, at least in their
specialist works of philosophy. Outside philosophy proper
they were similarly capable of producing dialectical
masterpieces; let us mention just Diderot’s Rameau’s
Nephew and Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of
Inequality among Men .3

The main philosophical controversy of this period too was
that between materialism and idealism. After materialism
(now and then in mystico-religious forms) had already made
a start in the Middle Ages, it waged its first major public
battle with idealism in the debates on Descartes’s meditations,
when its most important exponents in that era, Gassendi and
Hobbes, spoke out against Descartes. That Spinoza further
reinforced these tendencies is a matter requiring no closer
analysis. And the eighteenth century, particularly in France,
brought with it the greatest flowering of metaphysical
materialism, the age of Holbach, Helvétius and Diderot. In
English philosophy, as a result of the ideological compromises
of the ‘Glorious Revolution’, the chief official line (the
Berkeley-Hume line associated with the superficialities of
Locke) was agnosticist-idealist, but the continuing emergence
of outstanding and influential materialist thinkers, or thinkers
inclining to materialism, must not be overlooked. How strong
the conviction was, even among thinkers who were not
declared materialists, that consciousness is determined by
Being is shown by the famous similes, recurring in various
forms, of the human idealist illusion of free will: not only
Spinoza’s image of the tossed stone or Bayle’s weathercock,
but also Leibniz’s image of the magnet.

It is evident that religious reactionary opposition to this
advance by materialism, this immanent trend in cosmology
and anthropology, and the possibility of a society function-
ing without a Beyond and a Christian transcendental morality
(Bayle’s society of atheists, Mandeville’s idea of vice as the



114 THE DESTRUCTION OF REASON

basis of social progress, etc.) was voiced in violent polemics.
It is similarly evident that these polemics inevitably expressed
some ideas which were later to play an important part in
modern irrationalism as well. This was the case, above all,
where the thinkers concerned were already more or less
guided by the feeling that conventional theological arguments
no longer sufficed to rebut materialism, at least in respect of
methodology, and that the Christian religion’s concrete,
substantial world-picture had to be defended with a method
which was ‘more modern’, ‘more philosophical’, and there-
fore more in line with irrationalism.

In this sense individual figures from this stage of develop-
ment, such as Pascal in relation to Cartesianism and F.H.
Jacobi in relation to the Enlightenment and classical German
philosophy, may be regarded as precursors of modern irra-
tionalism. In both, we can clearly see the flinching from
social and scientific progress as dictated by their period’s
pace of development and against which the pair, Pascal
especially, formed a kind of romantic opposition, criticizing
its results from a Rightist angle.

In Pascal’s case the double line of this critique is distinctly
visible. Pascal provides a keen-witted, acute critical descrip-
tion of aristocratic Court society and the nihilistic moral
consequences which were the necessary product of the dis-
solution that was already plainly setting in. He often borders
in these descriptions on the writings of La Rochefoucauld
and La Bruyeére. But whereas these authors bravely faced up
to the moral problems now arising, Pascal registered them
only in order to gain a seasonable pathos as a springboard
for his salto mortale into religion. With La Rochefoucauld
and La Bruyere there ensued, if only in an aphoristic or
descriptive-argumentative fashion, a strong approximation
to the dialectic of morality in the nascent capitalist society.
With Pascal, on the other hand, these contradictions were
presented from the outset as insoluble in human and imman-
ent terms; as symptoms of a hopeless and irremediable
isolation and loneliness experienced by the human being
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left to his own devices in a God-forsaken world. (It is no
accident that Pascal often comes close to Schopenhauer in
describing and analysing deadly, disconsolate boredom as the
chronic malady of the ruling classes.)

This philosophical description of the forsaken state, which
forms the most important connecting-link with the irration-
alist philosophy of later periods, was also the basis of his
reflections on mankind’s relations to Nature. From the
‘geometrized’ study of Nature now arising, Pascal the impor-
tant, ingenious mathematician drew philosophical inferences
which were diametrically opposed to Descartes, Spinoza or
Hobbes alike — for all their other differences. Here, these
thinkers perceived inexhaustible possibilities for the intel-
lectual mastery and practical conquest of nature by man.
Pascal, on the contrary, saw this as transforming a cosmos
hitherto populated with anthropomorphist, mythico-religious
figures into an empty infinity, inhuman and alien to man.
Man was a lost soul astray in that minutely tiny corner of
the universe whither natural scientific discoveries had hurled
him; he stood at a loss in the face of the insoluble mysteries
of the two abysses: the infinitely small and the infinitely
great. Only the experience of religion, the truth of the heart
(Christian truth), could restore to him life’s meaning and
direction. Pascal, therefore, saw both the de-humanizing
effects of the capitalist boom — then still occurring in the
forms of feudal absolutism — and the necessary and pro-
gressive methodological consequences of the new natural
sciences which were destroying the preceding world-picture’s
anthropomorphism, and of the new philosophy they engen-
dered. But while seeing the problems, he made an about-turn
precisely where his great contemporaries went on in the
direction of a dialectic or at least endeavoured to go on.

This turning back, this retreat when directly faced with
the newly posed problems, links Pascal with the new irration-
alism. He differed from it otherwise in that the connection
with positive, dogmatic religion as regards content was
in his case incomparably stronger. The real content of his
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philosophy, the goal of his dissolution of the dialectical
tendencies into a desperate, basically insoluble paradox
requiring his salto mortale into the religious sphere was
nothing else than dogmatic Christianity, albeit in a post-
reformist shape — the shape of Jansenism. Thus Pascal rose
to become a forebear of modern irrationalism less through
the contents he affirmed than through his method, in conse-
quence of an aphoristic phenomenology of the religious
experience of despair. But in this respect only was he to some
extent a genuine precursor. His, in some ways, ‘modern’
phenomenology of despair with its bent towards religious
fulfilment led, as indicated, to a dogmatic acknowledgement
of Christianity; in just this, through acknowledging the
‘rationality’ of dogmas, he and modern irrationalism follow
entirely different paths. Certainly — and stress was often laid
on this — he was now arguably very close to Kierkegaard. But
our later analyses of the latter’s standpoint and method will
show that here, the historical distance of nearly two centuries
meant a change into something qualitatively new. For in
Kierkegaard’s case, the phenomenclogy of despair was so
dominant that against his own will, the tendency towards its
religious fulfilment and subliming decisively modified the
object of the religious intention. That is to say, it led to a
decomposition of the religious contents converting the
Christian tendencies very strongly into the merely optative
and postulative, and bringing his whole philosophy close to
a religious atheism, an existentialist nihilism. Certainly seeds
of all this are present in Pascal, but seeds and nothing more.
With Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, the contemporary of the
German Enlightenment and German classicism, the rebuff to
materialism and atheism was manifested far more clearly at
first; but the positive content of his religious experience was
then far emptier. In his case, almost all that remained was
the attempt to salvage an abstract religious generality. In this
Jacobi came close to and at the same time remained apart
from modern irrationalism. His proximity to it lies in the fact
that he opposed intuition (which he called ‘immediate
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knowledge’) with the greatest radicalism to conceptual know-
ing and discursive, i.e., metaphysical thinking, according only
a pragmatic-practical meaning to the latter, in order to con-
serve for religious experience alone the attainment of true
reality. (Here, although in a very abstract way, we can see
definite outlines of modern irrationalism; we find the same
duality, for instance, in Bergson in a far more advanced
form.) But at the same time Jacobi stands apart from modern
irrationalism because with him, the content of the leap is
restricted to a general God in the abstract.

Hence Jacobi halted at that set of problems — in their
empty undefined state, to be sure — which modern irration-
alism was later to fill with myths: that is, at the experience
of that nihility which was growing more and more distinct
but very seldom honestly admitted. And this experience was
presented as a purported search for true substance, intui-
tively turning aside from dialectics. The vacuum of Jacobi’s
‘immediate knowing’ still contains the same illusions which
pervade the German Enlightenment’s theism. On the one
hand we note the attempt to reconcile the view then held by
mechanical natural science of the ‘first impulse’ with a God
who winds up, as it were, the clock of the universe. Granted,
Jacobi was violently opposed to the German exponents of
such views (e.g., Moses Mendelssohn), but he could only
counter their empty, insubstantial and powerless God of
humdrum good sense with an equally empty, insubstantial
and powerless God of pure intuition. Hegel aptly charac-
terized this side of Jacobi’s world-view: ‘In the end imme-
diate knowledge of God is only meant to extend to saying
that God is, not what God is; for the latter would be a
perception and refer to mediated knowledge. Hence God as
the object of religion is expressly limited to God in general,
to the indefinite preternatural, and religion is reduced to a
minimum in its content.’'* On the other hand, Jacobi shared
with the surviving section of the German Enlightenment a
philosophical hostility towards the important thinkers who
attempted, in the seventeenth to eighteenth century, to
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outline a world-picture aspiring above the current level of the
natural sciences, one that was self-contained, dialectically
animated and based on the autonomous movement of things
themselves (Spinoza, Leibniz, French materialists).

The upshot was, in Jacobi’s case, that he faced the dialec-
tical tendencies of his contemporaries (Hamann, Herder,
Goethe) as uncomprehendingly as he rejected the pseudo-
rational German Enlightenment figures affiliated to Wolff’s
scholastic metaphysics. Later he criticized classical German
philosophy from the same standpoint as the great minds of
the seventeenth to eighteenth century. Now incapable even
of welcoming the irrationalist tendency emerging with
Schelling, a colleague and ally, he also assailed this with the
arguments of his Spinoza controversy.

So despite the common feature we have indicated, Jacobi
was not a real representative of modern irrationalism either.
Only, he came markedly nearer to it in two respects than
anybody else at the time. Firstly, he proclaimed intuition in
all its nakedness and abstractness to be the sole method of
true philosophizing, and did so with far greater candour and
honesty than the later irrationalists. For he stated that the
arguments of someone like Spinoza were irrefutable, although
this meant that they inevitably led to atheism. Thus he said
in his famous discussion with Lessing: ‘Spinoza is good
enough for me: but what a poor salvation we reach in his
name!’!S This position produces a certain affinity between
Jacobi and the beginnings of modern irrationalism. For the
acuter the social antitheses and the more imperilled the
situation of the religious world-view, the more vigorously the
irrationalists denied that there was a faculty of rational percep-
tion of reality. This line already starts with Schopenhauer.

Hence Jacobi sought his road to ‘immediate knowledge’.
He said of such ‘knowledge’ in the same discussion: ‘Its
ultimate purpose is what cannot be explained: the indis-
soluble, immediate and simple.’'® At this point, however, all
the methods of philosophical perception are switched to a pur-
ely subjectivist track. For Jacobi, it was not the examination



THE FOUNDING OF IRRATIONALISM (1789-1848) 119

of the world of objects, not the inner nature of objects them-
selves that determined the philosophical method. Instead the
true or false object of philosophy arose in accordance with
the thinker’s subjective attitude (conceptual deduction or
immediate perception, intuition). Hence in the polemical
writings of his youth, Hegel already drew a parallel between
Jacobi’s philosophy and the subjective idealism of Kant and
Fichte. This pair endeavoured to develop from their subjec-
tivist standpoint a philosophically objective method of per-
ception, whereas Jacobi aligned himself quite openly with
extreme subjectivism.

He did so not only in the epistemological field, but also in
that of ethics. Jacobi expressed his standpoint in relation to
Fichte in the most vivid terms. His avowal reads as follows:

Yes, I am the atheist and godless man who, contrary to
the will that wills nothing — wants to lie, as Desdemona
lied with her dying breath; wants to lie and dissemble as
Pylades did for Orestes, wants to murder like Timoleon;
break the law and oath like Epaminondas, like Johann de
Wit; commit suicide like Otho; commit desecration, like
David — indeed I want to pluck ears of corn on the Sabbath
simply because I am hungry and the law is made for man’s
sake, not man for the law’s sake. 1 am this godless man
and laugh at the philosophy which consequently calls me
ungodly, laugh at it and at its supreme being: for I know
with the most hallowed certainty that is within me — that
the privilegium aggratiandi with regard to such crimes
against the pure letter of the absolutely general law of
reason is the authentic prerogative of man, the seal of his
dignity, his divine nature."”

To make this historically concrete, it will be useful to point
out that on the one hand, Jacobi correctly draws attention to
certain central flaws in Fichte’s subjective idealism, to the
‘will that wills nothing’ and the abstract generality of his
ethics. On the other hand, however, his own ethical
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requirements have as their substance only an unprincipled
self-adulation, a subjective rhapsodizing over the bourgeois
individual, his endeavour to be an ‘exception’. Hence he did
not want to revoke the general law but only to guarantee the
bourgeois individual’s right to a special position (privilegium
aggratiandi): the aristocratic prerogative of the bourgeois
intellectual to form an exception to the general rule — at
least in Jacobi’s imagination, for of course it never occurred
to him to commit the aforestated deeds in reality.

So Jacobi turned the epistemological and ethical questions
into subjective psychological problems. Now a blurring of the
frontiers between epistemology and psychology is one of the
most important characteristics of modern irrationalism (and
above all so-called phenomenology). It is therefore interesting
to establish that this tendency appeared still quite bare-faced
in Jacobi himself and that Hegel criticized this characteristic
of immediate knowledge from this angle:

In this respect we have to state that it is the commonest of
experiences that truths which we know very well to be
products of the most complex highly mediated studies
present themselves directly in the consciousness of some-
body to whom such perception has become second nature
... The facility we may have acquired in some kind of
knowledge, art as well, and technical skill, consists pre-
cisely of having such knowledge and types of activity
directly in the consciousness in such an event, indeed in
one’s very limbs where the activity is outward going. In
all such cases, the immediacy of the knowledge not only
does not exclude the mediation of it, but they are so
linked that immediate knowledge is even the product and
result of mediated knowledge.!8

In his sober astuteness, Hegel was proving the self-delusion in
the belief that something new and unmediated can be found
through immediacy. With this he furnished a criticism strik-
ing not only at Jacobi but also at all later intuition theories.
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The other important point is that with Jacobi ‘immediate
knowledge’ emerges not only as an escape from the atheistic
conclusions of the great seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
thinkers but also — and this is closely connected — as a
defence against materialism. In the extremely interesting
aforementioned discussion between Jacobi and Lessing,
which actually contains the former’s entire philosophy,
Jacobi, openly expressed this danger, again in contrast to the
many later irrationalists who, time and again, obscured the
problem with their pseudo-materialist shadow-boxing and
their attempts to show a ‘third road’ beyond the philosophical
antithesis of materialism and idealism. To characterize
materialism Jacobi said in this discussion: ‘Thinking is not
the source of the substance; substance is the source of
thinking. Therefore something non-thinking must be assumed
to take primacy over thinking . .. Leibniz, honestly enough,
called souls automates spirituales for that reason.’’® This
comment on Leibniz applies, of course, to Spinoza more
acutely still.

Jacobi’s irrationalism appeared, therefore, on the eve of
that major ideological crisis which brought irrationalism’s
modern forms into being, as a kind of reactionary summation
of the spiritual struggles of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. It was a public declaration of idealism’s bank-
ruptcy, a declaration that even the denial of reason, even the
flight into empty absurdity, flimsy paradoxes and a reli-
giously embellished nihilism could offer only the semblance
of a rebuttal of materialism. Some of Jacobi’s contemporaries
already recognized this tendency towards nihilism. In their
discussion, which Jacobi himself recorded, Lessing stated
candidly that he regarded him as a ‘complete sceptic’ who
had to ‘turn his back on all philosophy’?? in his thinking. And,
in his radically republican period, the young Friedrich
Schlegel criticized Jacobi’s philosophy not only because it
had to ‘end in unbelief and despair, or in superstition and
fanaticism’,?! but also attacked it for its immorality. He
said of Jacobi’s works: ‘There lives, breathes and thrives in
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them a seductive spirit of complete spiritual debauchery, a
boundless lack of moderation which, despite its noble origin,
destroys totally all laws of justice and morality. The objects
change; only the idolatry is permanent. — All luxury ends in
slavery: even luxuriation in the purest love to the most
sacred being. So it is here; and what bondage is more horrible
than mystical bondage?’*? That Friedrich Schlegel similarly
ended up as a mystical irrationalist does not affect the
accuracy of this critique.

What was most fraught with consequences in Jacobi’s
stand was his denunciation of Spinoza as an atheist (along
with Lessing and later the whole of classical German philo-
sophy). This, naturally, supplied the reactionaries with a
weapon at once. For in its principal line, a development of
dialectics, this philosophy was necessarily a thorn in the
reactionaries’ side. Therefore the accusation of atheism could
form an effective means of suppressing it. (Accused on that
charge, although not directly by Jacobi, Fichte was in fact
obliged to vacate his chair at Jena.) But regarded in terms of
the history of philosophy, this barbed statement from Jacobi
did have the significance that it created an awareness of the
basic irreconcilability of rigorously practised philosophy and
religion and did much to make it a matter for topical debate.
And it did so such that the progressive philosophy declared
to be necessarily atheistic was now no longer countered with
a reactionary philosophy that was Christian or at least
respected Christianity. Instead we find a naked intuitionism,
an unadorned irrationalism and a repudiation of conceptual-
philosophical and rational thought altogether.

This blunt Either-Or did not exert an immediate influence.
Herder and Goethe, who took Spinoza’s (and Lessing’s) side
against Jacobi in the Spinoza controversy, adhered to panthe-
ism and rejected Jacobi’s atheistic inferences. As for the
natural philosophy of the young Schelling and his followers,
as for Hegel’s philosophy - however frequent their protesta-
tions, and although the charge of atheism was levelled against
Schelling by Jacobi himself and against Hegel, later on, by
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the Romantic reaction — these too did not go beyond their
own interpretation of Spinoza on this question, and even
lagged a few steps behind it. Here it was not so much a
matter of ‘diplomacy’, still necessary in this age with regard
to temporal Christian power. Of course this motive often
played an important part in German classical philosophy as
well. But the main issue was that, owing to the necessary
incompleteness and inconsequentiality of idealist dialectics,
the theological remains of this philosophy could be never
really surmounted. Hence Feuerbach rightly said: ‘Pantheism
is theological atheism, theological materialism, the negation
of theology, but itself takes the standpoint of theology; for
it makes matter, the negation of God a predicate or attribute
of the divine being.’® And in this connection he drew a
parallel between Hegel and Spinoza: ‘Identity philosophy
only differs from Spinozist philosophy in that it animates the
dead, phlegmatic thing of substantiality with the spiritus of
idealism. Hegel in particular made autonomous activity, the
autonomous power of discrimination and self-consciousness
an attribute of substantiality. Hegel’s paradoxical statement
that “consciousness of God is God’s self-consciousness’ rests
on the same foundation as Spinoza’s paradoxical statement:
“expansion or matter is an attribute of substantiality’ and
means nothing else than “self-consciousness is an attribute of
substantiality or God, God is 1”.* Thus there now arose an
objective, methodological-philosophical ambiguity reaching
its climax in Hegel’s philosophy. Feuerbach said correctly of
speculative philosophy that it was ‘theism and atheism at
one and the same time’.?*

We find these characteristics of German philosophy’s
development — to be sure with marked variations, the indivi-
dual motives fluctuating a great deal — in many of the most
significant thinkers from Descartes to Hegel. They need
stressing at once because it is just in such weak spots that
modern irrationalism has sought, and purported to find, a
pretext for stamping as irrationalists after the event and
fitting into its contrived line of descent some great thinkers
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from the past who, in essence, represented the strict opposite
of irrationalism, indeed criticized with devastating acuteness
the irrationalist tendencies appearing in their age. (We shall
see in the chapter on neo-Hegelianism that this fate could
befall even Hegel.) A clear-cut confirmation of the ambiguity
we are stressing in the works of the important idealists, an
ambiguity from which, or course, only the most outstanding
materialists could be free, puts us in a position to examine
the question of the affirmation or denial of reason not
merely on a terminological basis, and never proceeding from
individual statements which might sound somewhat irration-
alist in isolation from the full context and the general inten-
tion of the philosophy concerned. Instead, we can devote
all our attention to this basic line.

This question is an important one bcause enormous efforts
were made to present such thinkers as Vico or Hamann,
Rousseau or Herder as irrationalists. Certainly from the angle
of an idealistically contrived ‘intellectual history’, it is easy
to bring such thinkers into the most direct proximity to irra-
tionalism. For starting with Vico’s polemic against Descartes,
they were very strongly opposed to those philosophical
tendencies of their times which we are generally wont (though
highly inadequately, highly abstractly) to characterize as
rationalist. And if we construe in such an abstract-formal,
shallow way the contrast between rational and irrational,
these thinkers will ‘automatically’ turn out on the side of
irrationalism, as happened to Rousseau and Hamann in
particular a long time ago, even before irrationalism began
to become all the rage. (Rousseau as an ‘irrationalist Romantic’
is a product of polemics against the French Revolution.)

Rather than that, let us consider irrationalism concretely in
the ideological struggles of the age concerned as an element
and side-taking in the continual dispute, repeatedly born
of class conflicts, between the new and old, between con-
cretely historical progress and regression. Then we are equally
bound to have a completely different illumination, a picture
that comes closer to the truth. Then we will see, above all,
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that precisely the thinkers just mentioned were trying — in
an epoch whose dominant tendency was the intellectual
mastering of mechanical natural phenomena and, corres-
pondingly, a metaphysical thinking — to fight in opposition
to this direction for the right of the philosophical idea with
regard to a constantly changing, constantly developing
historical world. To be sure, when we speak of the historical
realm, the reader should not be blinkered by that decadent
bourgeois theory which automatically interpreted the histori-
cal as merely ‘singular’, ‘unique’ and contradicting the con-
cept of law, thus irrational by nature to a certain extent. We
shall demonstrate shortly that this construction of the his-
torical arose as reactionary-legitimist opposition to the
French Revolution and was appropriated by bourgeois
economic theory and practice in proportion to the growth of
reaction within the bourgeois class itself (Ranke, Rickert).

The thinkers with whom we are now dealing have nothing
in common with such tendencies. However much they
differed in world-outlook and range of talent (although
Goethe, when introduced to Vico in Italy, was involuntarily
reminded of Hamann, a native inspiration in his youth), they
were united in a single endeavour. This was to fathom the
laws governing the course of history and socio-historical
progress, to discover and form an idea of the reason behind
history, viz., the reason inherent in human history, the
reason behind the autonomous movement of collective
history. This impulse brought them up against dialectical
problems at a time when neither had the actual foundations
of these laws been investigated (consider the state of pre-
history), nor did the dominant trends of thought even have a
mind to produce a conceptual apparatus, a scheme of classi-
fication for mastering these problems. Indeed the dominant
epistemological tendencies (with geometry as the model)
could only inhibit a development in this direction.

So the quest for the reason immanent in the autonomous
movement of society and-history had to proceed against
the current of the dominant epistemology. From the
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epistemological angle it was an often very ill-defined search,
often filled with purely imaginary anticipations, for the
dialectical categories capable of expressing adequately the
laws of social and historical development. There was, for
example, the young Goethe’s distaste for the ‘rationalist’
philosophy of his age — remarkably, but by no means for-
tuitously, he always made an exception of Spinoza. And his
distaste stemmed from the fact that Goethe was seeking
— albeit, for many years, merely instinctively — the dialec-
tical categories in the development of living beings and the
historical view of nature. That was why the irrational vitalists
advertised and celebrated him as their ancestor throughout
the imperialist period, although Goethe developed in reality
from methodologically tentative early essays at a radical
empiricism into an independent supporter of classical German
philosophy, especially its dialectics. We should further
remark on Goethe’s reservations with regard to important
contemporary philosophers. One of the grounds for this was
that he came far nearer to philosophical materialism than
they did (no matter whether he described his materialism,
which was never quite rigorous, as hylozoism or something
different). The other reason is that he would never allow his
own experimental findings to be trapped within an idealist
system.

The example of Goethe demonstrates quite plainly which
features matter here: Goethe the adversary of the absolutiz-
ing of Linnaeus’s system, Goethe the supporter of Geoffroy
de Saint-Hilaire and fellow-campaigner against Cuvier, but
not the individual statements or even discourses of his in
which, or into which — if we interpret them in an unhis-
torical, geisteswissenschaftlich sense —we may read something
irrationalist.

It makes no crucial difference that Goethe was chiéfly
interested in the history of nature, Vico, Rousseau or Herder
in the historicity of all social occurrences, and that God plays
a far more positive role in the world-picture of most of those
thinkers than for Goethe. Take, for example, the historical
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function of ‘providence’ in Vico’s work. Vico described this
as a spirit ‘which produces out of the passions of human
beings (who all cling only to personal gain and would there-
fore live in the wilds like wild beasts) the civil codes through
which they can live in human community’.?¢ And when Vico
lucidly sums up this idea at the conclusion of his book, we
almost catch an echo of Hegel: ‘For only men themselves
have created this world of nations — that was the first undis-
puted principle of this science, but it has doubtless proceeded
from a spirit which often differs from men’s particular goals,
sometimes opposes them and is always superior to them;
these limited goals this spirit has rendered subservient to its
higher ones, constantly using them to preserve the human
race on the earth.’?” Here, to be sure, as in the later case of
Hegel’s ‘cunning of reason’ (List der Vernunft), we are deal-
ing with mystificatory expressions vividly registering a con-
nection not perceived in its ultimate implications but bril-
liantly surmised, thereby entering new dialectical realms, but
also mysticizing these connections idealistically. But it will
be evident to any open-minded reader of Vico that he is
here referring to an autonomous history made by men them-
selves, hence knowable and rational. Although Vico intro-
duces the mystificatory term ‘providence’, he so defines it
in his concrete accounts that these definitions eliminate all
transcendental power from a dialectical historical framework
which is rational, if appearing contradictory, indeed para-
doxical to the understanding. And given this basic tendency,
it will not surprise us that Vico — the avowed adversary of
Descartes’s epistemology — comes extremely close to the
materialist Spinoza as regards the crucial basic questions of
his theory of categories. Vico’s statement ‘The arrangement
of ideas must proceed according to the arrangement of
objects’®® only differs from Spinoza in that Vico, in line
with his historical endeavours, interprets this materialist view
of categories in a livelier, more dynamic sense than Spinoza.
Thus he modified and built on the latter’s philosophy in the
same direction as was later taken by German idealist dialectics,
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principally in the work of Hegel.

Here, it cannot possibly be our aim to provide even an
abridged sketch of Vico’s philosophy, far less to essay analyses
in respect of Herder, Hamann or Rousseau. Our sole purpose
was to underline the basic dialectical tendency which, in all
these authors, aimed at developing the history of mankind
and human society out of its autonomous movement, the
deeds and sufferings of men themselves, and at grasping
the reason, i.e., the principles behind the movement. It is
the same whether we take the human origin of language,
which Herder (polemicizing against the theological explana-
tion for it) grasped as a development of reason and a product
of man’s spiritual powers, or the origin in private property
of bourgeois society with its inflammatory inequality as
Rousseau presented it. For the purpose of our present
studies, it is likewise of secondary importance how far indivi-
dual perceptions of this kind, and the individual categories
in which they are classified, stand up to later developments in
knowledge. In the present context the one thing that matters
is to elucidate that basic intellectual trend which has evolved
in historical dialectics from Vico to Herder. Details which,
torn out of their proper overall historical context, may be
interpreted as irrationalist signify at most accessory vacilla-
tions, obscure mystical presagings, mystificatory formula-
tions of sets of facts or of. categories which were then not
yet clearly comprehensible dialectically. From Vico to
Herder there runs a path which traces the extension, enrich-
ment and consolidation of reason just as surely as the path
taken by Descartes or Bacon leads in this direction. This gave
rise to some very important differences, indeed antitheses,
but all in all they were antitheses within a single camp fight-
ing for a philosophy based upon the rationality of the world;
nowhere do we find the abstract antithesis of rationalism
and irrationalism.
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2. Schelling’s ‘Intellectual Intuition’ as the First
Manifestation of Irrationalism

Modern irrationalism springs from the major socio-economic,
political and philosophical crisis occurring at the turn of the
nineteenth-twentieth century. The decisive event sparking off
the main elements in the crisis was naturally the French
Revolution. Above all, it was a world event in a quite dif-
ferent sense to the great earlier revolutions (the Dutch or
the English). These produced transformations only on the
national scale, and they had an incomparably slighter effect
internationally — as revolutionary tendencies in society and
consequently in ideology. Only the French Revolution had
important repercussions for the social structure of many
European countries, prompting a dissolution of feudalism
in the Rhinelands, Upper Italy, etc., albeit on nothing like
the scale of 1793. And even where this did not happen,
feudal-absolutist society’s need of reconstruction remained
a permanent item on the agenda. Thus an ideological process
of fermentation started up everywhere, even in such coun-
tries as England which already had their bourgeois revolution
behind them; for the extremely deficient nature of the
liquidation of English feudalism was revealed in the light of
happenings in France.

This new element emerged with such overwhelming force
that it could be neither defended nor attacked in the old
manner. Not by accident did the modern historical move-
ment stem from these conflicts: the dialectical view of
history in classical German philosophy, the rapid further
development of historical studies by the French historians
of the restoration period, the historical spirit in the literary
works of Walter Scott, Manzoni and Pushkin. Although it
was a reactionary fable that the Enlightenment was anti-
historically minded, what now sprang up far exceeded the
stimuli provided by Herder. But it turned out that even the
old elements could no longer be defended in the old manner.
Little though Burke himself was a Romantic thinker, it was
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from him that romantic pseudo-historicism proceeded: the
demolition of historical development and historical progress
in the name of a purportedly deepened, irrationalized version
of historicity.

But at the same time the French Revolution also pointed
beyond bourgeois horizons. It achieved this in a directly
political sense in the Gracchus Babeuf revolt. (This too had
international echoes such as Thomas Miinzer or the Levellers
could never have found in earlier eras.) We can discern this
more distinctly still in the great utopian socialists, whose
systems and methods likewise cannot be divorced from the
global shock brought about by the French Revolution. The
general ideological crisis, represented by the utopians in its
plainest, forward-looking tendency, derived from the contra-
dictions in the French Revolution itself and engendered an
essentially new element even where the basic line of the
development was still purely bourgeois. Engels vividly formu-
lated the central point of this latter crisis. The Enlightenment,
the ideological preliminary to the Revolution, was striving
to set up the ‘realm of reason’ through it and in it. The
Revolution triumphed, the sought-after realm of reason was
realized, but: ‘We now know that this realm of reason was no
more than the idealized realm of the bourgeoisie.”?® But this
means that now, through the impact of concrete facts, the
contradictions inherent in bourgeois society which cropped
up in the presentient criticisms of many a member or con-
temporary of the Enlightenment — from Mandeville and
Ferguson to Linguet and Rousseau — were shifted to the
centre of interest. The results of the Industrial Revolution
in England further heightened the impact of these experi-
ences, although the first major economic crises best illus-
trating the contradictions in capitalism did not break out
until the second decade of the nineteenth century. All these
facts signified for the ideological development chiefly that
the contradictory character of bourgeois society, previously
barely suspected, was now quite patently its universal central
problem. Consequently the philosophy of society became
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historical and dialectical in a totally different sense from ever
before. What hitherto could only be surmised now became a
more and more markedly conscious programme: the historical
dialectic as philosophy’s central question. That was the basis
of the significance of Hegelian philosophy. In its method-
ology, the question of the historical comprehension of
revolution played a crucial part; the solution to its conceiv-
ability took on a meaning far outstripping this individual
question (conversion of quantity into quality, a new view of
the relationship between individual and species). But these
new facts also supplied Right-wing criticism with a fresh
basis. From the Romantic movement and the ‘historical law
school’ to Carlyle, there sprang up an entirely hew line of
defence for the old-established and the pre-revolutionary age
going back as far as the Middle Ages, one that was inseparable
from the general irrationalizing of history.

We can be sure that it was not by chance that the major
crisis in natural scientific thinking went hand in hand with
the social crisis. With the discovery of a whole series of new
phenomena, mainly in the fields of chemistry and biology,
the critique of mechanical-metaphysical thinking came more
and more firmly to the fore. It was sensed more and more
distinctly that the thinking based solely on geometry and
mechanics to which physics and astronomy in the seven-
teenth-eighteenth century owed their successes was bound
to fall down with regard to the new tasks and the compre-
hension of natural phenomena in their totality. This growth
crisis in natural-philosophical thought was not limited to
problems of mere conceptualization. Here again, the his-
torical mode of contemplation was starting to take hold.
Consider the astronomical theories of Kant and Laplace, the
discoveries of geology and palaeontology, the beginnings of
the theory of evolution, the incipient opposition to great
mechanistic systematizers. like Linnaeus and Cuvier; consider
Goethe, Geoffroy de Saint-Hilaire, Lamarck, and so on.

Only in this context does the significance of German
natural philosophy, above all the young Schelling’s, become
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intelligible. For it was here that the first attempt began to
grasp these tendencies in a methodologically, philosophically
uniform way. Here again it was the case that the dialectical
contradictions appearing more and more clearly in the
immense and constantly increasing factual material were no
longer repudiated or ‘surmounted’ in terms of formal logic;
instead these very contradictions, their dialectical suspension
and synthesis, etc., shifted to the centre of the new, dialec-
tical method. Engels was careful not to appraise these natural-
philosophical theories and methods solely from the stand-
point of their frequently absurd findings, as did nearly all
natural scientists in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. He hifnself summarized his judgement as follows: ‘The
natural philosophers are related to conscious-dialectical
natural science as are the utopians to modern communism.”°

The great seventeenth-century systems achieved an intel-
lectual grasp of their new findings derived from this period’s
major discoveries by means of an (essentially) static-geometric
method. But now there began an attempt to interpret the
pre-human and socio-human world as a uniform historical
process. ‘Spirit’, the idealist central figure in this process, was
at the same time viewed as a result of the process. Hence
Schelling spoke of the genesis of philosophy as an ‘odyssey
of the spirit’® in which the mind, hitherto working uncon-
sciously at its own achievement of awareness, now took
possession of its home, its reality, in full awareness. It was
this effort to master intellectually the basic problems of
scientific progress after the French Revolution in the age of
upheaval in the natural sciences which gave rise to Schelling’s
dialectical method. It tried to provide this enormous range
of problems with philosophical answers and to raise philo-
sophy to the level of the age. Inevitably, Germany’s social
backwardness meant that this energetic turn to dialectics as
the philosophical method’s central problem could only be
accomplished in idealist terms. And it was no more fortuitous
that this development occurred largely in Germany than that
France took the lead in bourgeois philosophy in the eighteenth
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century, as did Russia from 1840. The pathos and determina-
tion behind such propositions and answers only made it a
social fact of bourgeois thought that in a time of preparation
for democratic revolution, it performed the ideological
spadework for this revolution.

But by virtue of the fact that the idealist, historically-
oriented dialectic was becoming the philosophical method of
the progressive wing, philosophical reaction too now had to
use other weapons. The English empiricism in Burke dis-
appointed his German supporters as well in the long run; the
need arose to go beyond Burke philosophically and to
‘deepen’ his theories in an irrationalist fashion. There was a
similar attitude towards official restoration thinkers in
France. The trend towards dialectics dictated the whole
philosophical tempo, determined the propositions and forced
the reactionaries to distort the new philosophical principles.
Thus, precisely in Germany, the philosophical rationale of
modern irrationalism sprang up on the basis of the struggle
for the new dialectic, in the counter-struggle.

Initially, to be sure, this hostile relation between dialectics
and irrationalism was extremely complicated. For a start,
ultimately homogeneous but not quite identical, hence
mentally divisible dialectical tendencies are operative in
nature or society, as the case may be. It was with the natural
process that the young Schelling was largely occupied,
although it appeared at first as if, starting thence, he was
going to create a general theory of dialectics. The starting-
point of Hegel and the main empbhasis in his dialectics were
social ones, although the system he constructed also marks
the philosophical climax of the dialectical method of natural
philosophy. But often highly paradoxical complications
occur elsewhere during this period. Granted, Oken evinces
-the most concrete progressiveness of the age in his dialectics
of natural philosophy and was at the same time radical in
his social, political and philosophical thinking. But Baader,
for example, was already one of the chief restoration and reac-
tionary figures in philosophy and history, while sympathizing
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natural science as are the utopians to modern communism.’3°

The great seventeenth-century systems achieved an intel-
lectual grasp of their new findings derived from this period’s
major discoveries by means of an (essentially) static-geometric
method. But now there began an attempt to interpret the
pre-human and socio-human world as a uniform historical
process. ‘Spirit’, the idealist central figure in this process, was
at the same time viewed as a result of the process. Hence
Schelling spoke of the genesis of philosophy as an ‘odyssey
of the spirit’® in which the mind, hitherto working uncon-
sciously at its own achievement of awareness, now took
possession of its home, its reality, in full awareness. It was
this effort to master intellectually the basic problems of
scientific progress after the French Revolution in the age of
upheaval in the natural sciences which gave rise to Schelling’s
dialectical method. It tried to provide this enormous range
of problems with philosophical answers and to raise philo-
sophy to the level of the age. Inevitably, Germany’s social
backwardness meant that this energetic turn to dialectics as
the philosophical method’s central problem could only be
accomplished in idealist terms. And it was no more fortuitous
that this development occurred largely in Germany than that
France took the lead in bourgeois philosophy in the eighteenth
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century, as did Russia from 1840. The pathos and determina-
tion behind such propositions and answers only made it a
social fact of bourgeois thought that in a time of preparation
for democratic revolution, it performed the ideological
spadework for this revolution.

But by virtue of the fact that the idealist, historically-
oriented dialectic was becoming the philosophical method of
the progressive wing, philosophical reaction too now had to
use other weapons. The English empiricism in Burke dis-
appointed his German supporters as well in the long run; the
need arose to go beyond Burke philosophically and to
‘deepen’ his theories in an irrationalist fashion. There was a
similar attitude towards official restoration thinkers in
France, The trend towards dialectics dictated the whole
philosophical tempo, determined the propositions and forced
the reactionaries to distort the new philosophical principles.
Thus, precisely in Germany, the philosophical rationale of
modern irrationalism sprang up on the basis of the struggle
for the new dialectic, in the counter-struggle.

Initially, to be sure, this hostile relation between dialectics
and irrationalism was extremely complicated. For a start,
ultimately homogeneous but not quite identical, hence
mentally divisible dialectical tendencies are operative in
nature or society, as the case may be. It was with the natural
process that the young Schelling was largely occupied,
although it appeared at first as if, starting thence, he was
going to create a general theory of dialectics. The starting-
point of Hegel and the main empbhasis in his dialectics were
social ones, although the system he constructed also marks
the philosophical climax of the dialectical method of natural
philosophy. But often highly paradoxical complications
occur elsewhere during this period. Granted, Oken evinces
-the most concrete progressiveness of the age in his dialectics
of natural philosophy and was at the same time radical in
his social, political and philosophical thinking. But Baader,
for example, was already one of the chief restoration and reac-
tionary figures in philosophy and history, while sympathizing
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with the dialectical view of nature. There were often similar
occurrences under Schelling’s influence.

The centre of this ambiguity was the young Schelling
himself. Its main source was his character. Marx wrote of him
to Feuerbach in the 1840s: ‘Schelling’s genuine — to be
charitable to our adversary — youthful idea, for whose real-
ization he had no tool but imagination, no energy other than
vanity, no stimulant but opium, no other organ than the
irritability of a feminine receptiveness ... % This set of
characteristics is only apparently paradoxical: it was just this
disposition which predestined Schelling to be the initiator —
the ambiguous initiator — of objective idealism. He began to
tackle the task half unconsciously. Although he shared, in
his youth, Hegel’s and Holderlin’s enthusiasm for the French
Revolution, his awareness of the philosophical extent of the
social upheaval was very undeveloped. Later when — as the
public leader of the new school of objective idealism — he
fitted society and history into his system, the effect on him
of the restoration and post-thermidorian reaction was already
very considerable.

Schelling’s original philosophical interest was focused on
the new situation in natural philosophy. This seized his
attention, and in a naive incautious way he simply took over
the then most advanced form of dialectics, that of Fichte.
For the time being he believed that he was just applying it
and rounding it out philosophically; a natural philosophy’s
objective dialectics, he believed, could be reconciled with
the principles of the Science of Knowledge. At first he did not
see that the mere fact of a dialectic in nature already includes
a principle of objectivity and is therefore irreconcilable in
principle with Fichte’s subjective dialectics. Fichte noticed at
once that their ways parted at this point, and a corres-
pondence started between Fichte and Schelling; but it was
Hegel who drove Schelling further, leading him to break with
subjective idealism, and it was Hegel who formulated the
principles behind the break philosophically in this exchange.
He rendered Schelling’s own discoveries — as far as was
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possible for him — philosophically conscious to him.

But they were never fully conscious. For even when he was
working together with Hegel at Jena, there never dawned in
Schelling a real awareness of the new dialectical method. But
just this disposition of his, brilliant because it contained
many an element of the future in embryo and unconsciously
took many a step into the future, was capable of making him
the first central figure in the new philosophy, of turning his
initial activities into a centre radiating to Goethe, Oken and
Treviranus on the Left, Baader and Gorres on the Right. (It
was clever of Erdmann to derive both Oken and Baader from
Schelling.)

Now let us study Schelling’s philosophical beginnings
rather more closely. Fichte, in removing Kant’s ‘thing-in-itself’
from transcendental idealism, was directly converting his
philosophy epistemologically into a subjective idealism on
the Berkeley model, thus effecting what Kant called a ‘philo-
sophical scandal’. But unlike Berkeley or, at a later date,
Schopenhauer, the Science of Knowledge did not posit a
Christian God or a highly un-Christian ‘will’ as the ultimate
metaphysical principle behind the ‘veil of maya’, a pheno-
menal world viewed philosophically in purely subjective
terms. Instead it sought to infer the whole cosmos of percep-
tion as just as self-contained, just as immanently self-
motivating and creative from the dialectic of Ego and Non-Ego
as Spinoza inferred his world from expansion and thinking.
Thus Fichte’s Ego acquired a methodologically and system-
atically new function as well. Not because Fichte was reluc-
tant to identify this Ego with individual consciousness and
was trying rather to deduce the latter from the former
dialectically, but because this Ego — independently of
Fichte’s conscious aims, indeed at odds with them — was
bound through his system’s aforestated inner necessity to
take over the function of Spinoza’s substance or, more exactly,
Hegel's later world-spirit. At first, the young Schelling’s
natural philosophy could be fitted effortlessly into the gap
formed by this internal discrepancy in Fichte’s system, whose
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of Novalis, stood between the two.

Schelling’s ‘genuine youthful idea’ was centred upon the
discovery and philosophical formulation of the dialectic in
the process of natural development. As we have seen, the
need to grasp the perception of nature dialectically, and thus
to outstrip the mechanical-metaphysical method of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was a universal tendency
in this period. In Kant’s Critique of Judgement this necessity
received the formulation which had the greatest influence on
German philosophy. Here Kant, in attempting to grasp the
problems of life philosophically, hit upon the dialectic of
possibility and reality, the whole and the part, the universal
and the particular. In Kant, the problem of this dialectical
surpassing of metaphysical thought appears in an extremely
distorted form. These distortions had such a determining
influence on certain propositions in the emergent modern
irrationalism, in the young Schelling’s case especially, that
we are obliged to give a brief indication of them at this point.
Above all, Kant identified thinking — he writes of ‘our’
thinking, human thought — with the thought-forms of meta-
physics in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the
case of the dialectic of the general and particular, for
example, this led to the following definition:

Accordingly our understanding is peculiarly circumstanced
in respect of judgement. For in cognition by means of
understanding the particular is not determined by the
universal. Therefore the particular cannot be derived from
the universal alone. Yet in the multiplicity of nature, and
through the medium of conception and laws, this parti-
cular has to accord with the universal in order to be cap-
able of being subsumed under it. But under the circum-
stances mentioned this accord must be very contingent and
must exist without any determinate principle to guide our
judgement.?s
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But Kant was not content with this identification of meta-
physical thinking with ‘human’ thought as a whole. Instead
he described this too as ‘discursive’ in rigid contrast to
intuitive apprehension. In these circumstances the only
solution he could find was to advance the claim of:

intuitive understanding . . . which does not move, as ours
does with its conceptions, from the universal to the parti-
cular and so to the individual. Such an understanding
would not experience the above contingency in the way
nature and understanding accord in natural products
subject to particular laws. But it is just this contingency
that makes it so difficult for our understanding to reduce
the multiplicity of nature to the unity of knowledge.3¢

So thinking, as Kant saw it, was led to this ‘idea’ of an
‘intellectus archetypus’, an intuitive understanding. This
idea, in his view, contained no internal contradiction, but it
did however remain only a mere idea where human judge-
ment was concerned.

It is easy to demonstrate the subjective-idealist weak-
nesses in the Kantian proposition; above all, the weakness
in equating dialectics and intuition, especially when com-
bined — as Kant could not avoid doing — with his agnosti-
cist deductions. It was not just that the ‘idea’ was only pro-
pounded for human thought, not given and therefore unattain-
able; these objects were also detached from the possibilities
of practical natural-scientific research. Kant expressly related
this to the perceptibility of evolution in nature:

. it is absurd for men even to entertain any thought of
so doing or to hope that maybe another Newton may some
day arise, to make intelligible to us even the genesis of but
a blade of grass from natural laws that no design has
ordered.*’

But the mere raising of this question strongly encouraged
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the theoretical and practical formulation of the dialectical
problems. Goethe’s reaction to this Kantian proposition is
very characteristic. He showed his practical wisdom in
silently brushing aside both the one-sided orientation to
intuitive thinking and Kant’s agnosticist-pessimistic deduc-
tions with regard to the perspective of human knowledge of
nature. All he perceived here was a fresh task, and one that
was soluble. With direct regard to Kant’s theory, Goethe said
of his own praxis: ‘If I had ceaselessly hunted after that
proto-typical, typical element unconsciously at first and
through an inner impulse, and if I had even succeeded in con-
structing a picture based on natural principles, then nothing
could prevent me now from bravely undergoing the adven-
ture of reason, as the sage of Konigsberg himself calls it.”®
And both his natural philosophy and his aesthetics are full
of concrete propositions and answers in which the dialectics
postulated find practical expression without laying any
weight on the Kantian antithesis of discursive and intuitive.
With the young Schelling the situation is quite different.
For him these famous paragraphs from the Critique of
Judgement were not, as with Goethe, merely an inducement
to go on strictly pursuing a path already taken, but the real,
philosophical starting-point in the battle simultaneously to
overcome Fichte’s subjective idealism and mechanical-
metaphysical thinking in natural philosophy to date. That is
why the antithesis of discursive and intuitive plays a down-
right crucial role in Schelling’s philosophy. His natural
philosophy, whose basic problem was to surpass the mechani-
cal-metaphysical intuition of nature, tried to complete the
change to dialectics in the form of an abrupt departure from
the Enlightenment’s simple categories of understanding;
hence it had to seek an ‘organon’ of philosophical knowledge
whose intrinsic nature guaranteed a differently disposed,
qualitatively superior, dialectical stance to reality. The anti-
thesis of discursive and intuitive, contrasted even more sharply
but differently accented than it was with Kant, therefore
shifted to the centre of the young Schelling’s epistemology,
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acquiring a shape which was effective for a long time in the
form of ‘intellectual intuition’.

It is perhaps striking, but very characteristic of Schelling,
how he introduced and applied this central category of his
early system almost without an argumentation. Exactly what
caused Kant’s doubts about human reality and the possibility
of realizing the intellectus archetypus, that is to say the very
act of surpassing the limits of discursive thinking (meta-
physical and governed by understanding), was the evidence
for Schelling of intellectual intuition.

The problem of dialectics was in the air in the Germany of
the time. Dialectical beginnings were already rife in the trans-
cendental philosophy of Kant and Fichte. Every attempt to
make scientific headway with the period’s major topical
problems was bound to raise dialectical questions and to
reveal the limitations of mechanical-metaphysical thought.
The young Schelling’s best and most positive side was that he
was repeatedly confronted with these contradictions in
natural phenomena and simultaneously with the objectivity
and unity of the process of nature; and that he stated his
new insights into these — even if they lacked an adequate
scientific and philosophical foundation — with great vigour,
intrepidity and forthrightness. So the result was his departure
from both Enlightenment philosophy and that of Kant and
Fichte. He was divided from the former by the need for a
radically new conceptualizing capable of expressing philo-
sophically contradictoriness itself as the foundation of

natural phenomena. Let us take as an example the problem
of life:

Life comes about through a contradiction in nature, but
it would expire of its own accord if nature did not offer
resistance ... If the outside influence contrary to life
serves precisely to support life, then again that which seems
most favourable to life must become absolutely unrecep-
tive to this influence and the reason for its decline, so
paradoxical is the life-phenomenon even as it becomes
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defunct. The product, as long as it is organic, can never
lapse into indistinctness ... Death is a return to general
indistinctness ... The components extracted from the
universal organism now return to it, and since life is noth-
ing else but a heightened condition of ordinary natural
forces, the product will succumb to the dominion of these
forces once that condition has passed. The same forces
which sustained life for a while will also finally destroy it.
So life is not itself something, but only the manifestation
of a transition of certain forces from that heightened
condition into the ordinary condition of universality.3?

Here we can clearly see what distinguishes Schelling’s natural
philosophy from metaphysical thinking, but also what separ-
ates his dialectics from the dialectics of Kant and Fichte.
For with these thinkers, the dialectical contradictions always
derived solely from the relation of the — subjective — cate-
gories of understanding to an objective reality (assumed to be
unknowable or subjectified into non-Ego). With the young
Schelling, on the contrary, the dialectical contradiction
(occasionally coming very close to materialism) is an inherent
decisive attribute, a category of objective reality itself. There-
fore the philosophical statement of the dialectic does not
proceed primarily from the subject of knowledge; it must, as
the subjective side of the total context, attain to expression
in the subject as a dialectical connection precisely because
the essence of objective reality is itself dialectical.

In Schelling’s work, to be sure, this dialectical objectivity
is, as we already know, idealistic. Its foundation is the theory
of the identical subject-object as the ultimate basic principle
of reality and hence of philosophy. The ‘odyssey of the
spirit’ to which we referred earlier is just that process where-
by — in Schelling’s terminology — the unconscious produc-
tivity of nature attains in man to consciousness and self-
consciousness, a radical self-consciousness in the sense that
an adequate philosophical perception of the world expresses
its object appropriately for the very reason that it is nothing
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but an elevation to consciousness of what the objective
natural processes have produced unconsciously, and because
this very self-consciousness represents the supreme product
of the process of nature.

Here we see how, as Vico had already sought to achieve,
Spinoza’s epistemology whereby ‘the ordering and associating
of ideas is the same as the ordering and associating of things’4°
reappears in a dynamic-dialectical, historical continuation of
it. Admittedly, this heightening of the dialectical was achieved
at the expense of a heightened idealist ambiguity. True, the
epistemological relation of the attributes of the single sub-
stance, expansion and thought, does not appear fully clarified
in Spinoza’s work either. But all epistemological clarification
is supplanted in the objective idealism of Schelling and Hegel
by the myth of the identical subject-object.

Schelling’s intellectual intuition was the first version of
this dialectic of objective idealism. Since it was two-sided,
i.e.,, both dialectical and irrationalist, the young Schelling’s
ambiguous position in the history of philosophy clearly
emerges in a provisional way that was automatically con-
demned to be superseded (on both the Right and the Left).
His intuition was two-sided because we find, on the one
hand, a dialectical surpassing of the contradictions apparent
in objective reality as immediately given, a path towards
perceiving the essence of things in themselves, and hence an
epistemological surpassing of these manifest contradictions,
rigidly pinned down, through the categories of pure under-
standing - those of the Enlightenment’s metaphysical
thinking, but also those of Kant and Fichte. On the other
hand, this same intuition implies an irrationalist flinching in
the face of the immense perspectives and logical difficulties
inseparably linked with an advance beyond merely sensible
thinking to rationality and rigorous dialectics. In my book
on the young Hegel*! I have analysed in detail — from the
angle of Hegel’s development — the contrast in philosophical
method which now arose between Schelling and Hegel, who
both built their systems and methods upon the identical
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subject-object. Here I shall only recapitulate the philosophic-
ally crucial elements.

With Hegel the bridge from understanding (Verstand) to
reason is a supersession (Aufhebung) in its specific triple
meaning, as negation, preservation and elevation to a higher
plane. Between understanding and reason there prevails a
dialectical contradiction which permeates Hegel's whole
system and constitutes in particular the core of the logic of
essence. Hence logic, for Hegel, had to become the basic
science of the new, dialectical philosophy.

With Schelling, on the other hand, a rigid contrast is
established between understanding and reason. Here there are
no dialectical bridges and mediating links; the transition is
now a leap which, once accomplished, negates the categories
of understanding from the standpoint of the philosophy
reached through this leap and leaves them behind. Schelling
repeatedly expressed the contrast as abruptly as he could. He
regarded intellectual intuition as something raised above all
doubt: ‘It is that which can be presupposed straightaway and
entirely unsummoned, and in this respect it cannot even be
cilled a postulate of philosophy.”* Hence it could not be
taught either: ‘It is clear that it is not something which can
be taught; all attempts to do so are therefore wholly futile
in learned philosophy, and approaches to it, since they
necessarily form an avenue which precedes philosophy,
preliminary expositions and the like, cannot be found in
exact learning.’®® Next Schelling writes of the contrast with
understanding: ‘And we cannot grasp why philosophy should
be obliged to pay special heed to those incapable of it. It is
more proper to cut off access to it sharply and to isolate it
from ordinary knowledge on all sides such that there is no
road or footpath from the one to the other. This is the start
of philosophy, and anyone who has not arrived yet or who
fears this point can stay away or turn back.”** And with
strict logic, Schelling contrasts intellectual intuition with all
abstraction by defining it as follows: ‘This knowledge must
be an absolutely free knowledge precisely because all other
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knowledge is not free. It must therefore be a knowledge not
attained through proofs, conclusions or the mediation of any
concepts at all, and thus altogether an intuition . . .’*

Here we have a model example of how irrationalism arises
out of the philosophical evasion of a dialectical question
clearly posed by the age. The task, one that was posed
equally for natural philosophy and social philosophy, was
that of breaking through, in scientific-philosophical terms,
the barriers of metaphysical thinking (discursive and governed
by understanding, in the terminology of the period), thereby
acquiring a philosophical-conceptual, scientifically usable
and progressive instrument for solving the major problems of
the period. We have noted the importance of the steps which
Schelling took in this direction. He surpassed the philosophi-
cal subjectivism of Kant and Fichte, albeit tentatively and
not with philosophical conviction; in a series of important
natural-philosophical questions, he at least presaged those of
objective dialectics by posing them in their most general
abstract outlines; he recognized and demanded the necessity
of a philosophical conceptualizing higher than that of the
categories of understanding. At first, to be sure, the escape
into irrationalism came about with as little clear awareness
of it on the philosophical level as that evinced when Schelling
went beyond the subjectivism of the Science of Knowledge.
And this at the crucial point with regard to the problem of
the nature of the new science of dialectics, and of its philo-
sophical relation to the contradictions of the conditions of
understanding.

This crucial point was the interpretation of the dialectic
itself. Naturally Schelling saw the difference and contrast
between formal and dialectical logic, between metaphysical
and dialectical thinking relatively clearly. He said of the
former: ‘Accordingly, it is a quite empirical doctrine which
postulates the laws of ordinary understanding as absolute,
e.g., that of two concepts which are contradictory opposites,
only one accrues to each essential being, which is perfectly
correct in the finite sphere but not in speculation, which
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begins only in the equating of opposites.”*® Thus logic itself
in its form up to then was something purely empirical to him.
He saw, however — obviously under the temporary influence
of Hegel, with whom he was still closely collaborating when
he penned these considerations — a certain possibility of
coherence between dialectical logic and philosophy proper on
the basis of intellectual intuition. Hence in the exposition
directly preceding the passage just quoted he was able to say
of logic: ‘If this was intended to be a science of form, a pure
aesthetic theory of philosophy, so to speak, it would have to
be what we have characterized above under the name of
dialectics. Such a theory does not yet exist. Should it be
purely an account of finite forms in their relation to the
absolute, it would have to be scientific scepticism: and Kant’s
transcendental logic cannot be taken for that either.”” Thus
the maximum philosophical role which Schelling concedes to
such a logic is to prepare the ground for intellectual intuition
and the leap into authentic, intuitive philosophy by analysing
the categories of understanding and by proving their immanent
contradictoriness.

But philosophy itself has little to do with this preliminary
science. Here Schelling was, objectively — as we shall see later
on —, the direct forerunner of Kierkegaard’s view of dialec-
tics, or rather, of Kierkegaard’s repudiation of dialectics as a
means of knowing reality.

We see therefore how, already with the young Schelling,
just that mode of perception which was supposedly qualified
to open the way to dialectics closes this door to scientific,
rational dialectics, dialectical logic and rational knowledge, at
the same time opening up all the avenues to an irrationalism.
It makes no essential difference to this basic fact that the
young Schelling was as yet by no means an irrationalist in the
present-day sense, indeed not even in Schopenhauer’s or
Kierkegaard’s, or at any rate he did not intend to be. For the
world which intellectual intuition was supposed to render
accessible was, as Schelling then conceived it, by no means
inimical to reason, not even meta-rational. On the contrary:
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it was precisely here that the real forward movement and
development of the universe was supposed to be revealed in
all its rationality.

Certainly, after Schelling abandoned the means of rationally
revealing and accounting for it — dialectical logic — at the
entrance to the actual sanctuary, there only remained at his
disposal the tools of formal logic. These, far from fortui-
tously, gave the impression of this inspired intuitiveness
through a subjectivistic, arbitrary treatment of the problems.
It is significant how great a part analogy plays in the young
Schelling’s practical Logic of Philosophy. But this was just
how this first, wholly indecisive phase of irrationalism none-
theless became the methodological model for all the later
ones: formal logic always constitutes the internal comple-
ment, the material’s formally ordering principle for any
irrationalism claiming to do more than to transform the
whole world-picture into an amorphous flux apprehended by
a purely intuitive intuition. So this method of Schelling’s
already defines the propositions for Schopenhauer as later
for Nietzsche and, after Nietzsche, for Dilthey’s ‘descriptive
psychology’, for ‘intuition of the essence’ (Wesenschau) in
phenomenology, ontology in existentialism, etc.

The resultant irrationalist deviation from dialectics at the
entrance to its real domain praduced in Schelling another
motive acquiring a lasting significance for the development of
irrationalism: epistemological aristocratism. For every
philosophical rationalism, especially the Enlightenment’s,
which looked upon itself more or less consciously as the
ideological preliminary to a democratic upheaval, it was
self-evident that knowledge of truth was accessible, in prin-
ciple, to everybody who obtained the factual prerequisites
(pieces of information, etc.). Hegel, in continuing philo-
sophy’s great scientific traditions, found it equally self-
evident when giving his rationale of dialectical philosophy,
dialectical logic, that this was in principle attainable by all.
Granted, dialectical thinking always appcars to ‘sound
common sense’ to be paradoxical and topsy-turvy, but for
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that very reason, Hegel believed, it was the new dialectical
philosophy’s obvious task to account for philosophically and
to render viable the path leading thence from a subjective and
pedagogic angle as well. It is generally recognized that the
great crowning work of his early period, the Phenomenology
of Mind, set itself this aim among others, and this aim was
not the least of them.

But that was exactly why the Phenomenology was levelled
in essence against Schelling, the aristocratic nature of his
epistemology included. True, Schelling went as far as to
concede that ‘what cannot be actually learnt from philo-
sophy but can be practised under instruction is the art-side
of this discipline, or what we can really call dialectics’.* But
we already know that dialectics, with Schelling, could form
at best a propaedeutic to authentic philosophy. Because,
however, this —- albeit negative — connection existed, Schelling
took it as proven ‘that the dialectics too has a side from
which it cannot be learnt and that it rests on the creative
faculty no less than what we might term the poetry of philo-
sophy, in the original meaning of the word’.*° Thus insofar as
the dialectic is really philosophical (going beyond Kant), it
ceases to be something which may be ‘learnt’ by everyone.
It goes without saying that this impossibility of essential
knowing for everybody, the restriction to those ‘chosen’
from birth, pertains to intellectual intuition itself to an even
greater degree.

Thus the new irrationalism was adopting, with bourgeois
and secular overtones, an epistemological motive of most
religious philosophies: perception of the Deity is only pos-
sible for those whom God has chosen. This outlook had
already sprung up in pre-historical magic rites as the class
prerogative of the priesthood; it dominated the Eastern
religions, above all Brahmanism, and it was, with certain
modifications, also prevalent in the Middle Ages. To be sure,
it is characteristic of the strong influence of the embour-
geoisement process from the Renaissance and Reformation
onwards that this theme plays hardly any part in Pascal. Even
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Jacobi, in spite of his aristocratic individualism, did not
consider it important to make much of the aristocratic
character of his intuitionism, ‘immediate knowing’. Only
with the pseudo-historical, pseudo-dialectical philosophy of
the restoration period, and the reactionary backlash against
Enlightenment philosophy which was the philosophy of the
French Revolution, did aristocratism again begin to occupy a
central place in epistemology.

In Germany it was Franz von Baader who advocated this
tendency with the greatest determination. Its restoration
character is far more plainly visible in him than in Schelling.
Baader took up arms against the whole of philosophy since
Descartes with the exclamation that it was absurd ‘without
God, to wish to perceive God’.%° Perception against the will
of what is perceived is bound to be an incomplete perception.
And he drew this inference: not to begin philosophy with
God is tantamount to repudiating God. Here, quite evidently,
only a man whom God has chosen can perceive God; philo-
sophical knowledge is, according to Baader, the privilege of
aristocratic saviour-figures chosen by God.

Naturally the young Schelling’s aristocratism was far less
thorough-going, although we shall see how the remorseless
logic of his development drove him closer and closer to
Baader. Politically and socially too, Schelling in his Jena
period did not yet overtly support a restoration, although
again we shall see that the logic of his development made him
the philosophical inspiration for Stahl’s philosophy of right
and the champion of Romantic reaction under Friedrich
Wilhelm IV in the 1840s. But already in Jena, his aristocratic
anti-Enlightenment philosophical tendencies were closely
combined with reactionary political ones. His polemic
against the Enlightenment philosophy of understanding was
quite overtly anti-democratic; it quite openly opposed it for
paving the way for the Revolution: ‘The elevation of com-
mon understanding to an arbiter in rational matters inevit-
ably produces ochlocracy (rule by the mob) in the domain of
the sciences and with it, sooner or later, a general uprising by
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the mob.”®! To counter it, philosophy had to use its aristo-
cratic veto: ‘If anything is capable of stemming the inrush —
whose mixing of higher and lower values has become more
and more visible since even the mob has begun to write and
every plebeian has promoted himself to the rank of a judge
— then it is philosophy, whose natural motto is the phrase
Odi profanum vulgus et arceo.’®* The foundations of the
completely reactionary turn can therefore already be found
in the young Schelling as well.

These early tendencies of his were further heightened by
the manner in which — in contrast to Goethe — he anchored
intellectual intuition philosophically in his system and
method. Given Schelling’s declarative manner and the abrupt,
clear-cut separation from everything conceptual, we can
hardly speak of a philosophical rationale. Goethe interpreted
the problem set by the Critique of Judgement, the problem
of the new association of the universal and particular exceed-
ing the simple laws of understanding, as a practical task for
natural science in the light of philosophy. As a spontaneous

- dialectician he established a whole series of such connections
in reality, or began in his natural science at least to fathom
them on a presentient basis. He could therefore commit
himself with a philosophically clear conscience to the ‘adven-
ture of reason’. For Hegel, the dialectic of the categories of
understanding, which he called reflection determinants,
produced those concrete logical bridges which could lead to
solving this task. Here it is important to establish that the
dialectical contradictions emerging in this way (spontaneously
with Goethe, consciously with Hegel) no longer have any-
thing to do with the Kantian antithesis of discursive and
intuitive knowledge; these expressions never play any part in
the mature Hegel’s terminology.

This was not so with Schelling. He accepted uncritically
the Kantian opposition of ‘discursive’ and ‘intuitive’, exceed-
ing Kant in this respect only inasmuch as he affirmed, at least
for the chosen few, the philosophical geniuses, the realiza-
bility of intuitive perception for human consciousness, which
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Kant denied. From this position, he was forced into some-
how demonstrating the possibility of the reality of intellec-
tual intuition for human consciousness. This demonstration
consisted, in essence, of showing forth an unquestlonably
existing and creatively functioning human procedure in
which, he asserted, there was such an intuitive perception,
raised above all doubts. This, in Schelling’s view, was the
aesthetic procedure. The faculty which thereby attained
expression and the subject-object structure manifesting itself
were proof for him that the human subject can indeed
possess the attributes required for intuitive reason.

Kant himself did not contemplate using aesthetics to
resolve the new epistemological difficulties. When this
problem cropped up, the Critique of Judgement had left the
whole sphere of aesthetics far behind it, and even in retro-
spect Kant did not think of resorting to the aesthetic process
to resolve this question. To be sure, Kant’s diffidence derived
from the fact that he did not see in the aesthetic procedure
any way at all of perceiving objective reality. With Schelling,
on the other hand, it was possible for this procedure to
become the ‘organon’ of world-perception because to his
mind, the essence of art was the apprehension and revelation
of the cosmos of things-in-themselves, and he therefore
viewed art — albeit in an idealist-mysticized form — as
reflecting the objective reality of the world of things-in-
themselves.

Fichte, on the contrary, already touches on this connec-
tion. In his System of Ethical Theory (System der Sittenlebre)
Fichte takes up the relation between the transcendental and
aesthetic view of the world and defines the relationship by
stating that art ‘turns the transcendental viewpoint into the
universal one. What the philosopher toils to acquire, the
aesthete possesses ... without definite thoughts on it.’s?
Whether or not Schelling found a stimulus in this Fichtean
formulation, written when they were still close collaborators,
he went considerably further than Fichte in linking aesthetics
and philosophy — a philosophy based on intellectual intuition.
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In the System of Transcendental Idealism, Schelling’s prime
concern in this respect appears in the title of the final sec-
tion, ‘Deduction of an Organ of Philosophy’. This deduction
Schelling summed up as follows:

All philosophy proceeds and must proceed from a prin-
ciple which, as the absolute principle, is at the same time
the identical purely and simply. What is absolutely simple
and identical cannot be interpreted or communicated
through description, nor through concepts at all. It can
only be intuited. Such an intuition is the organ of all
philosophy. But this intuition, which is an intellectual
and not a sensory one, and which has for its object not the
objective or the subjective but the absolutely identical, in
itself neither subjective nor objective, is itself merely an
inner one which cannot become objective again for itself:
it can only become objective through a second intuition.
This second intuition is aesthetic intuition.*

This definition elucidates Schelling’s general principle: ‘This
generally acknowledged and wholly undeniable objectivity of
intellectual intuition is art itself. For aesthetic intuition is
nothing other than intellectual intuition become objective.’5s

So art, the creative genius’ procedure, becomes the
‘organon’ of philosophy; and aesthetics become the core of
the philosophical method, revealing the real mysteries of the
cosmos and the world of things-in-themselves.

If aesthetic intuition is only intellectual intuition become
objective, then it is self-evident that art is the sole organon,
both true and permanent, and document of philosophy,
constantly verifying afresh what philosophy cannot repre-
sent externally, namely the unconscious in action and
creativity and its original identity with the conscious. Art,
for the philosopher, is supreme precisely because it opens
up to him the innermost sanctuary, so to speak, where it is
as if a single flame consumes in permanent and original
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union that which is divided in nature and history and that
which must eternally flee from itself in life and in action,
just as in thinking. The view which a philosopher forms of
nature artificially is the pristine and natural one for the
artist.*®

Clearly, this linking and indeed identification of aesthetic
and intellectual intuition was bound to reinforce Schelling’s
aforestated tendencies to aristocratism in his epistemology.
In Schopenhauer’s philosophy this aristocratism becomes
still more marked, more overtly reactionary than in the
young Schelling’s. This trend received a further boost from
Nietzsche and the philosophers of the imperialist period
whom he influenced, as our later studies will show. True, in
order fully to understand the stance taken by Schelling — as
yet not an entirely reactionary one — we must bear in mind
the fact that even in his aesthetics, there is a prevalent
tendency towards objectivism, a mystificatory variant of the
interpretation of art as reflecting objective reality, and
consequently of a harmonizing of truth and beauty. Such
endeavours throw the chief line of his aesthetics in very sharp
relief to Schopenhauer’s and, even more so, to that pursued
in the imperialist period.

Schelling’s argumentation of the objectivity of art may
have been extremely mystical; we have already mentioned
that he repeatedly harks back in this period, in aesthetics
especially, to the Platonic theory of ideas. His arguments may
often have invoked God and deduced in God’s name the
objectivity of art, the identity of truth and beauty. Nonethe-
less an orientation towards the reflection theory is still there
and indeed central to his rationale of aesthetics, and so in this
area Schelling really did surpass the subjective idealism of
Kant and Fichte. Thus he states:

The true construction of art is representation of its forms
as forms of things as they are in themselves or as the'y are
in the absolute . .. Accordingly the forms of art too, since
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they are the forms of beautiful things, are forms of things
as they are in God or in themselves, and since all construc-
tion is representation of things in the absolute, so is the
construction of art, and especially representation of its
forms, as forms of things as they are in the absolute . ..
This statement completes the construction of the general
idea of art. For art is demonstrated to be a real representa-
tion of forms of things as they are in themselves — of
forms of the archetypes, therefore.5’

To be sure, this Platonic and mystical version of the reflec-
tion of things-in-themselves in art had extremely important
consequences for the young Schelling’s whole philosophy.
We cannot take the mysticizings away from it in order to
reach the rational core; here the connection between mysti-
cism and the tendency to concrete perception is far more
intimate than in Hegel’s logic. Above all, as we have seen in
Schelling’s expositions, the ‘organon’ of philosophy which
he finally located entailed the method of ‘constructing’ the
universe, that is to say the method of arbitrarily fitting
heterogeneous phenomena together with the aid of mere
analogies. Indeed this method is visible right from the start
of Schelling’s career; but the discovery of art as the ‘organon’
of philosophy led to its becoming heightened, further
generalized and completely rigid. Here again Schelling fore-
shadowed the later irrationalism. After all, intuition as the
‘organon’ of philosophy can only function and register a
substantial pseudo-image of the world if there is a ‘methodo-
logical’ underpinning of the arbitrary fitting together of
objects.

Where Schelling’s own development is concerned, the
methodological construction of philosophy we have outlined,
with such an ‘organon’ as its basis and the foundation and
guarantee of intellectual intuition, became of great moment.
As long as this ‘organon’ was aesthetics, he could somehow
sustain the general ambiguity of his objective idealism, the
bobbing to and fro between a God-saturated mysticism and a
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pantheism which occasionally even shows materialist features.
Even the term God could fluctuate between its usage in
Giordano Bruno or Spinoza and its religious and mystical
connotations. For in art, as much as in natural philosophy,
one is dealing with objects and the objectiveness of the
real world, and however much a philosophical or aesthetic
comprehension of it may deteriorate into arbitrary construc-
tion, the orientation was still — in part at least — to objective
reality itself.

3. Schelling’s Later Philosophy

This ambiguity with which all objective idealism is bound to
be fraught promptly ceases, however, once a shift occurs in
the view of the ‘organon’. And there disappears with it all
Schelling’s relatively progressive, distortedly progressive
tendencies, all traces of his ‘genuine youthful idea’. This
happened almost immediately after he left Jena and moved
to Wiirzburg (1803), when he forfeited the direct influence
of intercourse with Goethe and Hegel, and his supporters and
pupils, the majority of whom were overt reactionaries, began
to exert a direct influence over him. Very.soon afterwards he
published Philosophy and Religion (1804), which marked
a decisive change in his career and the start of his second,
unequivocally reactionary period. This change consisted
‘merely’ in the fact that it was now religion and no longer art
that was the ‘organon’ of philosophy.

The immediate cause of it was external and indeed sub-
altern. A second-rate pupil of Schelling’s, C.A. Eschenmayer,
wrote an intrinsically wholly unimportant little book (Philo-
sophy in its Tramsition to Non-Philosophy) in which he
raised and criticized with great deference, but from a very
firm Rightist standpoint, the problems of the ambiguity of
Schelling’s early philosophy. Eschenmayer fully accepted the
schema which Schelling outlined of knowledge, the road to
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intellectual intuition as a product of the dialectic of the
determinants of understanding. Where his doubts and critical
misgivings set in was in that area of reality that intellectual
intuition was supposed to master. As we have noted, Schelling’s
ambiguity lay in the fact that, on the one hand, he attempted
to ‘purge’ the ‘organon’ of philosophy of all conceptual
elements, all traces of reflection and understanding, while on
the other, he wanted to lay down this area as one of know-
ledge. Eschenmayer, in a naive and radical way, thought
Schelling’s method through to a conclusion: ‘Therefore as far
as knowledge reaches, speculation reaches also, but know-
ledge is only extinguished in the absolute where it becomes
identical with what is perceived and this is also the culminat-
ing point for speculation. Hence what lies beyond this point
can no longer be an act of perception, but a presaging or
devotion (Amdacht). What lies beyond all imagining, all
concepts and ideas, and indeed beyond speculation is some-
thing which devotion apprehends — namely the divinity —
and this power is the quality of bliss, which is infinitely
higher than the eternal.’*8

However primitive Eschenmayer’s thinking, it is nonethe-
less evident that he drew all the consequences from the supra-
conceptual nature of Schellingian speculation. If speculation
and dialectics form only the threshold, the preamble to intel-
lectual intuition and are extinguished in it, knowledge will
thereby come to revoke itself, eliminating itself in order to
enter the realm of the Beyond, of faith, devotion and prayer:
philosophy is only a preliminary to ‘non-philosophy’. And
this means the cutting of any ties between speculation and
immanent world-systems like Bruno’s or Spinoza’s: intellec-
tual intuition is no longer the means of knowing this world —
however mystificatory — but a leap into the Beyond.
Eschenmayer wrote: ‘It is as little possible to overcome the
main antithesis between the bhere-and-now and the Beyond as
it is true that all antitheses in the sphere of knowledge are
revoked in absolute identity ... The bere-and-now is the
tractional weight of the will, which in knowledge is chained
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to the finite . .. The Beyond, on the contrary, implies the
freedom of all directions and the immortal life of genius.’®
However much Eschenmayer accepted the terminology of
Schelling’s early philosophy, what he was formulating here
was the unconditional surrender of thought to religion.

Polemically it was not hard for Schelling to refute
Eschenmayer’s naive and primitive arguments and — outwardly
— to defend his earlier positions. But where the philosophical
essence is concerned, these polemical fireworks are quite
unable to conceal the fact of a total withdrawal. Granted, he
constantly asserts that he is only defending his earlier views
against misinterpretations. But on the important philo-
sophical issues he was taking up new positions, or alterna-
tively shifting the accents so firmly that the double-edged
ambiguity of his early natural philosophy ceased to obtain,
along with that of the objective idealism deriving from it, and
an association was established with the overtly reactionary
philosophy of the restoration thinkers.

As we shall see, almost all the important elements in
Schelling’s later ‘positive philosophy’ are already contained,
at least in embryo, in this short work. This development is
so characteristic of Schelling, and the change now completed
so important to his later development, that we must look at
the problem now emerging in rather more detail. As regard
the nature of Schelling’s development, we have already
pointed out that his divorce from Fichtean subjective idealism
and the transition to objective idealism similarly occurred in
an unconscious way. Hegel characterized this peculiarity in
Schelling’s development with the comment that Schelling
‘underwent his philosophical education in public’ and that
his work contained ‘not a sequence of the sectors of philo-
sophy elaborated one after the other, but a series of stages in
his training’.%® This is a vivid description of the outward
appearance of Schelling’s works but, despite the tacit con-
demnation implied in the description, it still fails to furnish
a real critique of the character of Schelling’s development.
This is found not only in the often unconscious, spontaneous
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change of outlook but, most of all, in the fact that Schelling
still maintained there was an (imagined, fictive) uniformity to
his philosophy long after abandoning his old views and
indeed going over to the opposite. While we may concede his
good faith in his youth, when he was passing from subjective
to objective idealism, henceforth this ‘instinctiveness’ turned
more and more into mere demagogy.

Let us now consider the most important factual questions
discussed in Philosophy and Religion. Above all, Schelling,
despite his polemics against the ‘misunderstanding’ of his
philosophy on Eschenmayer’s part, allowed philosophy to be
sharply divided into two areas. Here we already see the first
outlines of his later distinction between negative and positive
philosophy. He deduced the following from the absolute and
the kind of knowledge appropriate to it:

Hence, too, the intention of philosophy with regard to
man is not so much to bestow something on him as to
separate him as cleanly as possible from the contingent
element provided by the physical body, the phenomenal
world and the life of the senses, and to lead him back to
the original realm. Hence, furthermore, all reference to
philosophy preceding that knowledge can only be negative
in that it shows the nullity of all finite antitheses and leads
the soul indirectly to an intuition of the infinite. Once that
is reached, it automatically leaves behind those expedients
of a merely negative describing of absoluteness, disposing
of them as soon as they are no longer needed. ¢!

It will be clear to everyone how far this view of knowledge —
in spite of the peculiarity of Schelling’s dialectic as we have
analysed it, and its deviation into the irrational at the crucial
point — is removed from that of his early period and how
near it comes to Eschenmayer’s division into philosophy and
‘non-philosophy’. Even the term ‘negative’ is now used for
the lower sphere of perception. To be sure the difference
remains that Schelling still persisted — and always would
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persist — in comprehending his ‘positive philosophy’ as know-
ledge, and therefore never formally denied in his epistemology
the cognitional character of this positive sphere. As we shall
see, it is just here that we find the transitional features in
Schelling’s whole irrationalism, and they explain why the
influence of his later work was so short-lived.

The chief consequence of this sharp dichotomy was that
now, in strict contrast to his early period, Schelling no longer
viewed the absolute, the object of intellectual intuition, as
the cosmos of things-in-themselves, even if this was then
thought of as a Platonic world of ideas. Instead he viewed it
as something that could be apprehended only directly, as
downright singular. Hence he rejected any explanation or
description pertaining to this world and wrote: ‘For only a
combination can be perceived through description, while
the singular needs to be intuited.’> And in another passage
he challenged for this knowledge even the coherence of the
universal with the particular, i.e., the very problem for whose
resolution intellectual intuition was, as we have noted,
devised in the first place. He now said of this: ‘That the
whole absolute world with all its gradations of beings is
reduced to the absolute oneness of God, so that nothing in
that world is truly particular ...' So here a world-
knowledge originally founded on natural philosophy goes
over to being a purely mystical knowledge of God.

This marks the completion of Schelling’s break with the —
admittedly always somewhat equivocal — pantheism of his
youth. If previously he had striven to verify, to historicize in
a dynamic-dialectical way Spinoza’s principle of Deus sive
natura, he now laid down a sharp, unbridgeable duality
between the absolute and the real, God and the world, which
could only be linked through a leap: ‘In short, there is no
permanent bridge from the absolute to the real, and the
origin of the sensory world can only be conceived as a
complete breakaway from absoluteness, through a leap.’s*
And now, significantly, Schelling’s speculation promptly
entered a wholly mystical channel by imagining the origin
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of the sensory world no longer as evolution or even creation,
but as a ‘fall’ from God. In itself, this would affect us no
more than the difference, for Lenin, between a green devil
and a yellow one, were it not that Schelling’s conception
also implied a sharp break with the idea of evolution in
natural philosophy. At the end of this treatise he denies the
evolution of man from the animal to the human state, the
great dialectical conjecture by Goethe and Hegel which also
played a decisive role in the beginnings of natural philosophy
and the ‘odyssey of the spirit’. Just as the whole world, in a
grotesquely mystical fashion, was deemed to originate in a
‘fall’ from God, so now ‘the extremely crepuscular frontier
of known history’ already evinces, according to Schelling, ‘a
culture that had sunk from an earlier height and disfigured
remnants of earlier science, symbols whose meaning seems
to have been long forgotten’.5> And the myth of a Golden
Age was held to be a proof of this downward-sloping, anti-
evolutionist trend in human history.

Thus we see on which crucial philosophical issues Schelling
broke with his early period, and how vigorously the irration-
alism of intellectual intuition, previously a merely methodo-
logical irrationalism up to a point, was increasingly trans-
formed into a substantial world-image belonging to irration-
alist mysticism. This change is also expressed in the fact that,
whereas in the pre-Jena and Jena period natural philosophy
stood at the centre of Schelling’s thinking and all other philo-
sophical fields, except for aesthetics, were only included — so
to speak — as systematic supplements, the philosophical
treatment of the problems of nature now faded right into the
background. The aesthetic questions too remained episodic,
and the irrationalist interpretation of myth and religion
became the hub of Schelling’s entire thinking.

It took, however, nearly thirty years, until Schelling
came forward, at least in his lectures, with the complete new,
positive philosophy, as the official philosophy of the roman-
ticizing Prussian reactionary groups clustered round Friedrich
Wilhelm IV, for him to become regarded as a St George
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whose mission it was to slay the dragon of Hegelian philo-
sophy, and especially its radical left flank.

Before going any further, let us try and give a brief sketch
of these thirty years in at least their main features. Here the
stages in the inner development of Schelling’s philosophy
itself matter far less than the change in the objective social
situation in Germany and the change of fronts it evoked in
the philosophical conflicts. For on the one hand, as we have
just shown, the decisive change in the goal, content and
method of Schelling’s philosophy had already taken place in
1804, so that both the unchanging basic principles of it and
the socially dictated alterations may easily be understood
from the historically changing times without an analysis of
the intermediate stages. On the other hand the old Schelling,
who for decades was totally forgotten and played virtually
no further part in the development of German philosophy,
owed his (episodic and temporary) central position in the
philosophical conflicts to just this change in Germany’s
objective social evolution.

Philosophy and Religion appeared before the completion
of Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Mind. Without question
that book’s attack on intellectual intuition also applied to
this new version of it — chiefly the association of ‘singleness’
with the concept of the absolute, and above all the whole
conception of intellectual intuition in general and the analo-
gizing method of construction which followed from it. Here
Hegel denounced with great vehemence the ‘monotony and
abstract generality’ of the absolute and Schelling’s ‘abyss of
emptiness for the speculative mode of contemplation’; the
latter, he wrote, was equivalent to the ‘night in which . . . all
cats look grey’. And a particular charge he levelled against
Schelling was that according to him, ‘to be unsatisfied in it
(this monotony of the absolute, G.L.) was an inability to
master the absolute standpoint and to adhere to it’.6¢

It now becomes patent that Hegel’s struggle against Schelling
was a struggle between the extension of dialectics and a
flight from dialectics into irrationalism. And Hegel posed this
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question in a historical form as well. The Phenomenology of
the Mind proceeds from the thesis that the world had entered
upon a new period. I have shown in my book on Hegel that
he located this new element in the French Revolution and
the transformation of Europe wrought by the Napoleonic
Wars, in the liquidation of the feudal remnants, especially in
Germany. Now this new element, according to Hegel, neces-
sarily appears in abstract form at first. So ‘the first manifesta-
tion of the new world is only at first the whole wrapped in its
singleness, or its universal ground’. Hence it appeared first of
all ‘to be an esoteric possession of a number of individuals’.
Philosophy’s historical task, however, was to perceive the
new element in its own agitation and its universal determina-
tion, i.e., in a concretely dialectical way: ‘Only what is
perfectly determined is at the same time exoteric, compre-
hensible and capable of being learnt and the property of all.
Scientific understanding is the road to it that is equally
available to all, and to reach rational knowledge through
understanding is the rightful claim of the consciousness
joining science.’®” Therefore Hegel’s polemic against Schelling’s
aristocratic epistemology — one that was closely linked with
the change to irrationalism — can no more be separated from
the issue of a concrete and scientific or abstract-irrationalist
method than it can be separated from the contrast between
the two thinkers’ socio-historical perspective in the great
crisis of their age — from the question of whether to be
forward-oriented in this crisis, towards the dissolution of the
feudal remnants, or oriented backwards to restoration.

This marked the first major battle between objective-
idealist dialectics and irrationalism. It meant the defeat of
the Schelling form of irrationalism — both the first, ambi-
guous form, which was linked with the historico-evolutionist
method in natural philosophy, and the second, already
overtly religio-mystical form. The Hegelian form of dialectics
began to assume its dominant position. It did so, to be sure,
only gradually and not without very important modifica-
tions. For with the fall of Napoleon and with the rule of the
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Holy Alliance, the young Hegel’s energetically forward-
pointing, futuristic perspective, which saw in the contem-
porary period the start of a new era in human history,
likewise entered a crisis. The later Hegel’s philosophy of
history was a resigned one, far more prone to compromises
than was the philosophy of his Phenomenology .°® Henceforth
the contemporary period was no longer viewed as the start
but as the conclusion of a major era of development. Philo-
sophy no longer looked forwards but into the past, and the
future ceased to define the contemporary age and its philo-
sophical interpretation. Philosophy, no longer under an
obligation to ‘welcome and to acknowledge’ the new depar-
tures of the mind, was presented as the ‘owl of Minerva’,
able to set out on its flights only as dusk began to fall.®°

In our present examination of the history of irrationalism,
we cannot undertake to expound the consequences of this
change for Hegel’s philosophy. We must confine ourselves to
stating that, in spite of it, Hegelian philosophy logically
fulfilled the programme of the Phenomenology, the scientific
exposition of the objective categories of the dialectic, as far
as was possible within the bounds of idealism; that its
method, again within idealist bounds, took hold of the idea
of evolution and tried to implement it concretely in different
areas; and that its view of society was oriented to constitu-
tional monarchy, thus outstripping, albeit extremely irreso-
lutely, the political state of affairs then obtaining in Germany
and so always polemicizing against the ideological advocates
of Romantic reaction (Haller, Savigny).

This form of Hegelian philosophy became dominant in
Germany, especially in Prussia. To be sure, its predominance
only lasted until the July revolution in France. Thereupon
Germany entered a new phase in the class struggles, of which
the philosophical reflection was bound to disrupt first the
Hegelian system and then Hegel’s idealist-dialectical method
as well. This process of dissolution in Hegelianism already
began during the philosopher’s lifetime in his controversy
over the July revolution with his hitherto faithful pupil,
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Eduard Gans. We cannot discuss the process in detail here,
but Heine, David Friedrich Strauss, the Halle Yearbooks, the
Berlin ‘Freethinkers’, Feuerbach, etc., signify different stages
in this dissolution occurring before the 1848 revolution, and
all these intellectual conflicts were part of the ideological
spadework for that revolution. Then Marx and Engels founded
dialectical and historical materialism, thereby surmounting
for good every form of idealist dialectics.

The central philosophical question in this transitional
period was the struggle against the ambiguity of the idealist
dialectic grounded in its essence. To elaborate and to unmask
its backward tendencies, which crossed the line into theology,
was one of the main achievements of Ludwig Feuerbach in
paving the way for the great — and sudden — changeover to
the highest type of dialectics: the materialist type. Therefore
the battle over the part of Hegelian philosophy concerned
with the philosophy of religion was only partly rooted in the
German political backwardness which forced the most
important thinkers from Reimarus and Lessing, indeed from
Leibniz onwards, to fight out the major philosophical contro-
versies in semi-theological or theological forms. At this stage,
the battle was a necessary preliminary to overcoming philo-
sophical idealism in its supreme form, that of Hegelian dialec-
tics. Its ambiguity on the religious issue, the aforestated
vacillation of idealist dialectics between official Christian
theology and a pantheism sometimes bordering on atheism,
had to be openly elaborated and criticized in order to clear
the way for the overcoming of idealism. In this process, with
Feuerbach for example, there may have been a temporary
loss of some valuable dialectical elements whose progressive
conjectures only dialectical materialism subsequently raised
to a scientific plane. But the surpassing of Hegel in this
respect was very closely connected with the social necessity
of advancing, politically, beyond Hegelian philosophy of
right, philosophy of society and so forth.

So for all the bourgeois limitations, the ideological eccen-
tricities and muddle-headedness of the leading radical Young
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Hegelians, the dissolution of Hegelianism still created for
Germany an ideological basis for the ultra-Leftist bourgeois
democrats’ struggle on the eve of the democratic revolution.
The campaign against Hegel and Hegelianism as viewed from
the democratic angle necessitated the summoning of Schelling
to Berlin on the part of the Prussian reactionaries, with
Friedrich Wilhelm IV at their head.

Here it makes no difference how far Schelling himself was
clear about the situation, and how far he thought that he
was only going into battle against Hegel, who had pushed his
own philosophy into the background. What matter are the
ideological needs he had to fulfil. In the social context we
have the following factors to consider. Restoration ideology
was striving for a return to the prerevolutionary ancien
régime, and indeed many of its spokesmen even envisaged
a return to the Middle Ages. Novalis provided the clearest
expression of this tendency in Germany with the essay
Christendom or Europe. But the more lucid and resolute the
outward formulation, the more confused it becomes inwardly
and intrinsically, because then the gap between ideology and
the social reality becomes all the more unbridgeable. For
inwardly, the reign of the remnants of feudalism in France
before the Revolution was so badly shaken that French
society around 1789 was far removed frem a genuine feudal-
ism, let alone feudalism as idealized 4 la Novalis. While it was
the feudal leftovers that dictated the necessity of the
Revolution, it was at the same time their decomposition and
the continual growth of capitalist elements that produced
the objective impossibility of a return to the old state of
affairs. Despite all the Holy Alliance’s desperate efforts to
restore or else to preserve pre-revolutionary political condi-
tions, the rapid capitalization of Europe was inexorably
advancing with all its ideological and political consequences,
and during restoration rule also it came into continual,
increasingly acute conflict with that rule’s official politics
and ideology. Balzac was the great historian in France of this
process, in which the power of money triumphed over all
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aristocratic facades and the isolated persons who took
restoration ideology seriously became tragi-comic ‘knights of
the doleful countenance’.

This conflict also determined restoration philosophy in
Germany, although of course here the capitalization process
advanced far more slowly than in France, thus allowing such
examples of the fanatical narrow-minded reactionary or
unscrupulous corruptible speculator as Gorres or Adam
Muller a far louder and more effective say. The typical
thinkers were however those who endeavoured to harmonize
the restoration outlook with the new scientific and philo-
sophical trends, trying to reinterpret the latter to such an
extent that they would be acceptable to the official clerical-
reactionary world-view. Such efforts can be already noticed
in Schelling himself; but the most important such figure in
Germany philosophy during that age was Franz von Baader.

From our standpoint, the most important thing about him
is that he unmasked from a Rightist angle objective idealism’s
ambiguity on the question of religion, always bringing to
light the latent godless tendencies. Such forms of denuncia-
tion we have already observed in Jacobi. But Jacobi coun-
tered philosophical atheism not with a concrete religion but
only with his own vapid and abstract immediate knowing; so
Schelling — under restoration conditions — could easily ward
off his attack. Here Baader always had a concrete religiosity
as an answer; the essence of his philosophy, as we have
previously intimated, was to arrange the results of the develop-
ment from Kant to Hegel in such a way that their atheistic
and revolutionary elements were eliminated and a philosophy
arose on this basis that was acceptable both to scholars and
the orthodox reactionaries. Thus he accused Fichte of
atheism on account of the autonomy of his Ego; thus he saw
a materialism in Hegel’s view of matter as an externalization
of the mind (God).™ It is particularly important in this
context that in specific newly discovered natural phenomena
such as galvanism, animal magnetism, etc., Baader saw forces
which dealt ‘the coup de grice, as it were’, to the mechanistic
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natural phenomena dominant since Descartes. And since his
chief polemic was directed against Enlightenment psychology,
ethics and political theory, he so summed up his standpoint
as almost to sound like a modern Jeans or Eddington: ‘The
despiriting (Entgeistung) of one’s own soul was already
thought to be finished and the objective proof and guarantee
of this self-derailment to be located in external nature, held
moreover in a totally mindless (soulless or godless) state,
when nature herself began to utter more distinctly than ever
what is of the soul and the mind — something, admittedly,
that constantly addresses us through its multivocal sign
language.’!

Here it is far plainer than with the young Schelling how
the contradictions that had appeared in the mechanistic
view of nature — which the progressive advocates of German
natural philosophy (e.g., Oken) were taking more and more
in the direction of dialectics — turned into reactionary
irrationalism. In the interests of a reactionary world-view,
the failure of mechanistic concept-forming and the fresh
problems this was unable to solve were reinterpreted as
revelations of a supra-rationality in natural phenomena as
well. This was the basis upon which all social progress could
be challenged, the Devil could be presented as ‘the first
revolutionary’” and aspersions could be cast on any efforts
in the direction of liberty and equality.

It is not worth discussing at length the details of all this
wildly irrationalist mysticism. But it is typical of the character
of the restoration, as outlined above, that Baader not only
sought to support his arguments with the new natural philo-
sophy but tried — just like Schelling — to dissociate himself
from the most extreme irrationalism. Granted, with his
whole philosophy he sought to secure the ideological and
socio-political predominance of religion over every facet of
life. But this, although it incorporated all the irrationalist
elements in the evasion of dialectics, was still meant to be
an (allegedly) higher rationality, not an absence of reason and
repudiation of rationality altogether. This tendency was only
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fifty per cent a resorting to the old theology — which advanced
similar claims — of times preceding the ideological crisis. In
its other fifty per cent, however, it was a concession to the
restoration period’s incipient capitalization and embour-
geoisement — a concession, to be sure, which retained the
supremacy of the theological-aristocratic elements. Hence
Baader objected sharply to German classical philosophy
which, in his opinion, established the ‘dichotomy between
religion and science’ more thoroughly than the French and
English and was endeavouring ‘to instil even in the good
young people the radical error that religion is in essence
irrational and that reason is in essence irreligious’.”

Naturally the exacerbation of the German class struggles
had an effect not only on the radicalizing dissolution, on
Left-wing Hegelianism, but also on the reactionaries’ philo-
sophical strivings. When, one decade after Hegel’s death,
the old Schelling was summoned to Berlin by the Romanti-
cizing reactionary group to deal with the ideological trends
paving the way for revolution, he entered a world where, as
a result of capitalism’s development, pure Romantic thinking
had become much me:-e absurd than at the time of the Holy
Alliance. As the Frenchman to perceive this absurdity the
most clearly had been the great writer Balzac, so the man
who did so in the Germany of the 1840s — apart, of course,
from Marx and Engels — was the greatest poet of the age,
Heinrich Heine. In his winter tale Germany he invented a
fantasy-conversation with the Emperor Barbarossa and used
it to express his accurate and trenchantly ironic view of the
endeavours of Friedrich Wilhelm IV and his circle. In addres-
sing that ideal figure of the Romantic restoration he wrote:

Restore the old Holy Roman Empire, restore it complete,
give us back the mustiest old lumber and all that frippery.

In spite of everything, I will gladly put up with the Middle
Ages as they really were — just free us from that mongrel
state,
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from that martinetism which is a nauseating mixture of
Gothic folly and modern deceit, which is neither fish nor
fowl.

Chase away the band of actors and close the theatres
where they parody the olden days .. .7

Naturally Marx and Engels fathomed this situation even more
clearly than was possible for Heine. It was they, during this
transitional period, who took the most energetic steps in
both theory and practice to marshal all the forces in German
society that felt the feudal-absolutist leftovers to be thwart-
ing their development and were seeking a democratic renewal
of Germany. This was already the goal of the young Marx’s
activity as editor of the Rbeinische Zeitung; his critique of
Hegelian philosophy of right set out to criticize Hegel’s
orientation to constitutional monarchy as historically obso-
lete and creating universal confusion. The subject of how
their stance brought both of them to a clear appreciation of
the hegemony of the proletariat in democratic revolution, a
clear recognition of the perspectives of socialist revolution
and the foundation of dialectical and historical materialism
does not belong to this study, especially as the process was
not yet entirely complete at the time of Schelling’s arrival
in Berlin.

But that makes it all the more important to state how
clearly they at once perceived the demagogic mendacity in
Schelling’s so-called positive philosophy. In the letter to
Feuerbach from which we quoted earlier, Marx wrote: ‘He
(Schelling, G.L.) is calling to the French Romantics and
mystics: “I, the union of philosophy and theology”’; to the
French materialists: ‘I, the union of flesh and idea”; and
to the French sceptics: ‘I, the scourge of dogmatics, in
short: I ... Schelling!” ’7 Engels, for his part, formulated
this view as follows in his pamphlet opposing Schelling’s
Berlin platform, which was first published under the
pseudonym of Oswald: ‘All philosophy has hitherto set itself
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the task of comprehending the world as rational. Now what is
rational is, to be sure, also necessary, and what is necessary
must be or become real. That is the bridge to the major
practical results of modern philosophy. Now if Schelling does
not acknowledge these findings, it was logical also to deny
the rationality of the world. However, he did not dare to say
so outright but preferred to deny the rationality of philo-
sophy. So he proceeds along the most devious possible line
between reason and unreason, calling the rational compre-
hensible a priori and the irrational comprehensible a pos-
teriori and assigning the former to “pure rational science or
negative philosophy”’, the latter to a freshly argued “‘positive
philosophy”. Here is the first major split between Schelling
and all other philosophers; the first attempt to smuggle into
the liberal science of thought a faith in authority, emotional
mysticism and Gnostic fantasizing.’’¢ And Engels likewise
stresses that Schelling’s attack on Hegel was very closely
linked with the dissolution of Hegelianism: ‘It is an odd fact
that precisely at this time he (Hegel, G.L.) is being attacked
from two sides, by his predecessor Schlegel and by his latest
follower, Feuerbach.””” Somewhat earlier Engels takes up
the ambiguity of Hegel’s philosophy of religion and again
stresses the substantially time-conditioned connection bet-
ween Schelling’s Right-wing critique and Left-wing criticism
by the radical Young Hegelians: ‘The side of the Hegelian
system concerned with the philosophy of religion causes him
(Schelling, G.L.) to show contradictions between premises
and deduction which the Young Hegelian school discovered
and acknowledged long ago. Thus he quite rightly says that
this philosophy aims to be Christian, yet nothing forces it to
be; were it to abide by the first position of a rational science
it would have its truth in itself.’”®

Already it is not difficult to determine from all this the
historical situation, both the class content and philosophical
content of the later Schelling. The struggle now no longer
revolved around the rationale of an objective dialectic in
general where, as we have seen, the young Schelling ventured
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boldly forwards on individual questions in the direction of a
natural dialectic, but halted methodologically with his
intellectual intuition at the threshold of dialectics and
founded the first form of modern irrationalism. How this
philosophical stance is connected with his political attitude
to revolution and restoration we have, again, already indi-
cated. At the start of the 1840s the historical situation was
far more ripe and acute: the Romanticizing reaction of
Friedrich Wilhelm IV and his supporters was, although
backed by Prussian State power, far more of a rearguard
action than was the original Romantic reaction after the
French Revolution and in the restoration period. The capi-
talization of Germany made rapid strides in these decades.
Not only was the pressure of the bourgeois classes on the
feudal-absolutist system beginning to grow stronger and
stronger. The stark contrasts between bourgeoisie and pro-
letariat, a sure sign of the vigorous advance of capitalism,
were manifested more and more firmly; the great revolt
of the Silesian weavers (1844) took place only a few years
after Schelling came before the public.

Ideologically, the result was not only that Hegelian philo-
sophy, as an expression of undeveloped class conflicts before
the July Revolution, inevitably seemed obsolete from now
on. It also meant that its adversaries were obliged to look for
more timely intellectual tools than were supplied by the
Romantic reaction of the restoration period. Schelling now
came forward claiming to provide such tools. He was now
already an overt opponent of Hegelian dialectics, aiming not
only at refuting them critically and hence also at putting a
stop to the radical tendencies in Hegel’s successors, but at
replacing them at the same time with a new philosophy. This
philosophy would, on the one hand, fulfil the meanwhile
intensified religious needs of Romanticizing reaction, while,
on the other, it would not disturb ideologically the rapport
between these reactionaries and bourgeois circles that might
be prepared to go along with them. We saw this duality in
Schelling’s efforts in the statement by Engels we quoted, to
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the effect that the peak of Schelling’s new philosophy, a peak
enshrouded in theological mysticism, was pure irrationalism
and anti-rationality, but that Schelling still did not declare
allegiance to irrationalism openly and resolutely but ‘followed
devious roads’, evading the ultimate consequences.

That alone would not suffice to establish his uniqueness
within the bourgeois development. After all, we have shown
that every bourgeois philosophy — even if as radically irra-
tionalistic as it was in the imperialist age — must concede as
much to understanding and reason as-the science serving
capitalist production will need at all costs. The demands of
the times, however, caused Schelling to go in part too far
and in part not far enough in this respect. Hence the power-
ful effect of his first appearance, but hence also its rapid
waning and his total loss of influence after 1848 when the
class structure of reaction underwent a change.

That Schelling did not go far enough for the reactionary
bourgeoisie in his proclamation of irrationalism is connected,
on the one hand, with his link with orthodox religion, which
still claimed in this period to represent a higher rationality
and not a crass irrationalism.”® On the other hand, the idea of
scientific thinking in the 1840s differed from that of the
post-1848 period. Contemporary bourgeois thinkers were
influenced by German classical philosophy and its tendencies
toward dialectical thought. Therefore irrationalism’s universal
bourgeois concession to scientific thinking had also to extend
to dialectics; it was not yet able to take up a radical-agnosticist
position. Thus while Schelling’s adherence — a merely
nominal one, as we shall see — to the dialectics of his early
period of natural philosophy may directly follow, in bio-
graphical and psychological terms, from his vanity about his
own life-work, ultimately we are nevertheless dealing now
with an objectively dominant trend of the age. This may also
be discerned from the fact that such Right-wing adversaries
of Hegelianism as the younger Fichte and especially Weisse
had to make bigger and bigger concessions to dialectics in
their theistic, anti-pantheistic strivings; much the same can
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even be seen in Baader, Friedrich Schlegel, etc. Only after the
defeat of the 1848 revolution did Schopenhauer’s radi-
cally anti-dialectical tendency come into operation.
(Trendelenburg’s critique of Hegel we shall discuss in more
detail in connection with Kierkegaard.)

But at the same time the older Schelling’s irrationalism
went further than the development after 1848. This too is
connected with the historical situation of his philosophizing.
Like all restoration philosophers he sought, with his irration-
alism, to save the intellectual respectability of orthodox
religion. The methodological consequences of this position
we have just discussed. As regards contents, the result was
that Schelling was forced to present the entire Christian
religion with all its dogmas and myths as the true substance
of his irrationalism, and to ‘prove’ it philosophically. In this
he still belonged to irrationalism’s first period, the semi-
feudal age of restoration. Resolutely bourgeois irrationalism,
on the contrary, was inclined to dissociate itself more and
more strongly from positive religions and to lay down in
irrationalist terms merely a religious content in general: after
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche its dominant tendency increas-
ingly became a ‘religious atheism’. But even such thinkers as
Schleiermacher or Kierkegaard — in whom, especially the
latter, we can trace on the surface a religious affiliation
perhaps even stronger than the older Schelling’s — were far
more inclined, in their method and the accenting of the
essential content, not only towards abstract religiosity in
general but even religious atheism. This tendency is an
important reason for Schelling’s increasing neglect after
the 1848 revolution, as also for Kierkegaard’s influence on
the atheistic existentialists of our own times.

In his later years, therefore, Schelling was as much a mere
transitional figure as he was in his youth, albeit in completely
different circumstances and with a different philosophy. To
be sure, his earlier activity had marked the transition from
the newly arising dialectic to modern irrationalism’s begin-
nings and foundation. But now, during the crisis of objective
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idealist dialectics, he was temporarily active as a central
figure of irrationalist-reactionary resistance to these dialectics,
with the aim of preventing this crisis from giving rise to a
higher stage in dialectics.

It follows naturally from this situation that Schelling
should level his chief attack against Hegelian philosophy.
Philosophically, this attack was now placed in a far more
comprehensive context than his similar early endeavours had
been. Then, his hatred and contempt had unly extended to
the Enlightenment since about the time of Locke. Now, the
whole development of modern bourgeois philosophy from
Descartes to Hegel was stigmatized as a major aberration
from the correct road and Hegel himself was treated as the
acme of this false tendency. Schelling was thereby setting
out in a direction which was to become the dominant one in
the interpretation of the history of philosophy during the
period of the advanced irrationalism promoted by the imme-
diate pre-fascists and the fascists. At the same time, however
— and this expresses that incompleteness, that transi-
tional. character we have just mentioned — his own
early philosophy was not to be entirely repudiated,
although objectively it constituted an important part of the
intellectual development he had rejected.

The construction used by Schelling here was — with, to
be sure, important modifications — the universal schema of
irrationalism: rational philosophy, or so-called negative
philosophy, was likewise a means of knowledge, indeed an
indispensable one in its total context; only it was not the
sole knowledge possible, as philosophy from Descartes to
Hegel would have it, and on no account the one capable of
grasping true reality. This was the general irrationalist line
after Schopenhauer: an agnosticist epistemology rejects all
assertions of the perceptibility of objective reality, to which
both philosophical materialism and objective idealism laid
claim, and grants access to this sphere only to irrationalist
intuition. Two facts indicate that the later Schelling’s posi-
tion was more than a little confused epistemologically. On
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the one hand, he did not want to be radically agnosticist on
the first issue (although objectively his deductions come
extraordinarily close to such a standpoint), while on the
other hand, he wished to avoid proclaiming a resolute anti-
rationality in his new system’s culmination in positive philo-
sophy (although his deductions, if thought out to their
conclusion, imply a pure irrationalism).

In contrast to Hegel’s philosophy, his own early work was
supposed to represent the correct negative philosophy. He
had, Schelling maintained, already ‘declared the true negative
philosophy which, in awareness of itself, perfects itself within
its limits with noble restraint, to be the greatest benefit
which may first of all be bestowed on the human mind at
least; for through such a philosophy reason enters its appro-
priate, unrestricted domain and is installed to grasp and to
state the essence, the In-themselves of things.’®? On the other
hand, Schelling stresses: ‘The philosophy which Hegel
expounds is negative philosophy driven beyond its limits, it
does not exclude the positive element but has, in its view,
subjugated it in itself, to itself.’8!

We are now looking briefly at the later Schelling’s concrete
account of negative philosophy and proving its fundamental
antitheses to that of his early period. But we are not con-
cerned with the philological question of whether Schelling
was deluding himself by stating (or asserting) that he was
incorporating his first philosophy in his later one. We are
concerned with illuminating the basic incompatibility of ali
the early Schelling’s progressive contents and tendencies with
his later irrationalist stance in matters of philosophical
principle. The point at issue is that the basically reactionary
character of any irrationalism reveals itself in Schelling’s case
also. Some of these questions we have already discussed in
connection with his Philosophy and Religion.

We have already cited the young Schelling’s image of the
‘odyssey of the spirit’ as constituting the main content of
his natural philosophy in a nutshell. We have pointed out that
it contains the (idealist) formulation of a unitary evolution
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of nature in an upward direction; that it views man and
human consciousness as the product of this natural evolution
(in the form, to be sure, of the identical subject-object); and
that it entails the capability of human consciousness ade-
quately to comprehend the natural process of which con-
sciousness itself is a component part and result. Above all the
older Schelling made a radical break with this conception of
a unity — albeit understood in an idealist sense — of man and
nature. ‘For our self-consciousness is by no means con-
sciousness of that nature which has traversed everything, it
is just our consciousness and by no means encompasses a
knowledge of all becoming; this universal becoming remains
as alien and impenetrable to us as if it never had any relation
to us.’® Thus the natural process, as far as it can be perceived
at all as Schelling now interprets it, in no respect illuminates
the knowledge of man, any more than its praxis can contri-
bute to making reality comprehensible: ‘Man and his doings
are therefore far removed from rendering the world compre-
hensible; man himself is the most incomprehensible thing of
all .. .’83

But the disruption of this coherence entailed the adoption
of a clear anti-evolutionist stance. Schelling now wrote
ironically of the idea of a boundless progress, which for him
could only be a ‘senseless progress.’ ‘A departing without
ceasing and without a pause wherein something truly new and
different might begin belongs to the articles of faith of present-
day wisdom.’8* This dismissal of the idea of progress led
Schelling likewise to reject evolution in an upward direction,
from primitive beginnings to a higher level. Here again he
vigorously opposed the theory of historical evolution which
had gained strength in Germany chiefly under the influence of
the dialectical tendencies of objective idealism. ‘One of these
axioms is that all human science, art and culture must have
derived from the most wretched beginnings.’8% And since evolu-
tion did not move in an upward direction, Schelling did not
allow it to be the immanent product of its own forces either, or
the evolution of man to be the result of man’s own deeds.
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Hence he regarded as similarly erroneous the ‘prevalent view
that man and mankind were left solely to their own devices
from the outset, that they groped their way, as it were,
blindly, sine numine, and exposed to the harshest workings
of chance’.86

For the older Schelling there is ultimately no evolution at
all. Whereas in his youth — in league with Goethe — he
helped to inaugurate the evolutionism sharply hostile to the
theory of a static nature (or a nature interrupted by catas-
trophes) as mooted by Linnaeus and Cuvier, he now invoked
precisely Cuvier to counter the idea of evolution and, using
him for support, repudiated all evolution in principle. To
take this ad absurdum he stated that ‘anyone believing in a
real historical course of events would also have to accept
real, successive creations’.8?” Of course: if events are not
allowed to be the result of the actual forces participating in
them, either in nature or in history, then a ‘creation’ is
needed to give rise to something qualitatively new — whereby
it is hard to see why this intervention of a transcendental
power on one occasion would be more credible scientifically
than its repeated occurrence. Schelling’s demagogy consists in
the fact that according to his needs, he sometimes produces
pseudo-scientific arguments against dialectics while in other
instances, he cites the irrationalist ‘grounds’ of theology
against scientific thinking as a whole.

Granted, Schelling’s ensuing statements about history are
in strict contrast to the ‘genuine youthful idea’ of his begin-
nings. But in substance they are not only repetitions of the
Romantic-reactionary philosophy of the Restoration, but
also extensions to those reactionary elements in his first
period which we have already touched on. For in respect
of the history of mankind Schelling stresses: ‘For we view
the human race by no means as a single whole but as divided
into two large masses, and so divided that the human aspect
seems to be only on the one side.’8® The fundamental, quali-
tative inequalities within the human race are of its essence
and irrevocable: ‘Differences such as those of Kaffirs,
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Abyssinians and Egyptians go back into the world of ideas.’
There follows on from this an apologia, tortuous in its lan-
guage but quite plain in meaning, for Negro slavery in
Africa.?® (We are now barely a step away from Gobineau and
racial theory.)

Needless to say the basis of the new Schellingian political
philosophy too was ‘the objective reason dwelling in things
themselves’ which, for instance, ‘requires a natural inequality’,
the ‘difference between rulers and ruled originating in the
world of ideas’.® It is not worth quoting and analysing in
detail these views, whose philosophical basis was Romantic
‘facticity’, i.e., the irrationalism of social and political life
with its Haller-Savignyesque inference that statutes and
constitutions cannot be ‘made’. If we briefly note that
according to Schelling a political overthrow ‘if intended, is a
crime second to none and one which only parricide parallels
in importance’,®! we will have a clear enough picture of why
Schelling was the appropriate ideologist for Prussian reaction
under Friedrich Wilhelm IV.

It is likewise evident from what we have expounded so far
why the point of Schelling’s polemics had to be levelled
against Hegelian philosophy. For all its conservatism, its
fluctuations and concessions to the Right, its ideological-
theological ambiguities, the essence of the Hegelian dialec-
tical method was nonetheless an autonomous movement of
the concept, an inwardly enclosed and ordered state of
conditions mundanely obtaining for this world and leaving no
scope for the transcendental either in nature or in history.
Hence Schelling’s great accusation that with Hegel, negative
philosophy claimed to voice the truth in itself alone and did
not need supplementing with a positive philosophy.

Schelling’s critique of this tendency in Hegel, which was
aimed against what was genuinely progressive about his
philosophy, against the dialectical method, was not content
to demonstrate the path to atheism which Hegel himself was
held to have taken. It went so far as to state that the then
already overtly emerging political radicalism and atheism of
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the Left Hegelians was a necessary logical consequence of
Hegelian philosophy. Hegel’s chief transgression was that he
took that which in proper, negative philosophy was only
potentially present ‘as the proceedings of real Becoming’.
‘Presupposing this, since in indifferentism God was only
potential in accordance with autonomous or detached Being,
and not movement but that which-is-in-being (das Seiende)
was placed in God, the idea of a process in which God is
perennially realized, along with everything that ill-informed
and otherwise perhaps unreliable men ... have further made
of it or added to it, was not to be prevented.’®? In another
passage Schelling similarly deplored the confusion between
negative and positive philosophy: ‘Therein, as has been
stated, lies the ground of the confusion and the wild and
disorderly state into which men fell by first attempting to
present God as involved in a necessary process but thereafter,
when they could get no further, taking refuge in downright
atheism. This confusion has prevented them from even under-
standing the distinction (i.e., between negative and positive
philosophy, G.L.).”” And he did not neglect to point out
that Hegel’s ideas, after they had ‘already lost currency’
among the ‘more highly educated classes’ (in the Prussian
bureaucracy) ‘subsided in the meantime into the deeper
strata of society and still maintain themselves there’.%*

This denunciation of dialectics in its hitherto highest
form as atheistic, revolutionary and plebeian was to gain
particular weight precisely by virtue of the fact that it came
from Schelling, Hegel's early colleague and co-founder of
objective-idealist dialectics, whose early (negative, as he now
put it) philosophy Hegel too regarded as the immediate,
historical starting-point for the construction of his dialectical
method. Schelling believed that the proof that the Hegelian
dialectic was a simple misunderstanding of negative philo-
sophy would be a devastating blow for Hegel’s supporters
and lead them, except for the already hopelessly radicalized
and thus more or less staunch liberals, into the reactionary
camp of Friedrich Wilhelm IV.
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But this exploiting of the by now already historical author-
ity of Schelling’s early philosophy does not exhaust the
significance of his anti-Hegel polemics. True, he directed the
brunt of his attack against the progressive side of Hegelian
dialectics. But in the course of the polemic itself, motives
crop up which reveal Hegel’s weak side very neatly as well.
As we shall see, this polemic was demagogic in method and
obscurantist in purpose. But it is instructive to observe that
in it, real and very important flaws in objective-idealist dialec-
tics are shown forth, flaws which, if pinpointed with philo-
sophical accuracy, could lead to a higher development of
dialectics. It is here manifest that the stages in irrationalism’s
development do not arise out of its own growth tendencies,
and that with each kind of irrationalism, content and method
are determined by the concrete set of problems associated
with the relevant advance in the life of society and corres-
pondingly in ideology. In the 1840s this question related to
the transition from idealist to materialist dialectics. Accord-
ingly a Right critique of objective idealism formed, methodo-
logically speaking, the centre of the irrationalist strivings, and
it encouraged efforts to steer the development away from
these consequences and towards an irrationalist mysticism.
We have already shown that these tendencies played a crucial
role in Schelling’s polemic against Hegel at the time of the
dissolution of Hegelianism.

The decisive problem raised by this dissolution was prim-
arily the old principle of philosophical division: idealism or
materialism, the priority of Being or consciousness. Here
objective idealism found a specious answer in the theory of
the identical subject-object and attempted to erect the proud
edifice of a dialectical system on this hollow foundation. In
all areas of philosophy, the exacerbation of the class struggles
in Germany after the July Revolution necessarily brought
about the collapse of this inwardly false quasi-solution. We
have, too, already pointed out that this trend within bour-
geois philosophy reached its climax in Ludwig Feuerbach,
around the time of Schelling’s appearance in Berlin.
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This question now played a crucial part in Schelling’s
epistemological criticism of Hegel. Our analysis of the self-
delusion whereby Schelling thought that his negative philo-
sophy was identical with his early conceptions and that he
could merely complement these through a positive philo-
sophy, without reconstructing them, shows us that he had
abandoned the standpoint of the identical subject-object.
And in now criticizing Hegelian philosophy he saw himself
obliged to raise the question of the priority of Being or
consciousness. Time and again he did so — as it appears at
first sight — with great lucidity and firmness. Writing, for
instance, of the supreme antithesis and the supreme unity
in philosophy, he arrived at the conclusion: ‘But in this unity
the priority is not on the side of thought; Being comes first
and thought only second or subsequently.’®s Or in another
passage, more clearly still: ‘For it is not because there is
thought that there is Being, but there is thought because
there is Being.”®

In what direction Schelling was led by these ideas we can
study in closer detail shortly. At this point we must round
out the underlying proposition now visible with another one
which, although it reappears over and over again in the
disintegration of Hegelianism, does not even approach a
real answer, which israther given first in historical materialism:
we refer to the question of theory and praxis. The Hegelian
system culminates in a perfect contemplation, in a conscious
evocation of Aristotle’s ‘theoria’; despite the fact that earlier,
Hegel’s method raised a whole series of important questions
about the reciprocity of theory and praxis, especially in the
relation of labour (the tool and so on) to teleology. Here,
however, the age of the disintegration of Hegelianism moved
between two false extremes. The idealist attempts to sur-
mount the contemplative peak in the Hegelian system largely
harked back to subjective idealism and such thinkers as
Fichte (Bruno Bauer, Moses Hess); Feuerbach, on the con-
trary, guided by the ambition to go radically beyond subjec-
tivism and Hegel’s theology, succumbed to an ‘intuitive
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materialism’. Thus for all that this question occupied the
centre of philosophical interest, not even anything like a
satisfactory answer existed before the advent of dialectical
materialism.

Considering his constantly strong flair for topical relevance,
it is not surprising that Schelling also attacked the Hegelian
philosophy of reason on the theory-praxis issue. Here, to be
sure, it is already evident from the most general formulation
what purpose lay behind the Schellingian proposition. In
treating the difference between negative and positive philo-
sophy, where he referred to a ‘crisis in natural science’ (which
did in fact exist at this time), he took up the antithesis of
theory and praxis, criticizing Hegel, and stated: ‘Therefore
rational science really leads beyond itself and drives towards
revolution (Umkebr); but this itself cannot emanate from
thought. It is rather a practical impulse which is needed; but
there is nothing practical in thought, the concept is only
contemplative and has only to do with the necessary, whereas
we are dealing with something located outside of necessity,
something willed-for.’

If we take these formulations in their straightforward
abstract generality it is clear that Schelling had an inkling of
the real philosophical crisis of his age. He did suspect that
the key to resolving its problems could be found in the
priority of Being over thought, in praxis as the criterion of
theory. However — and this is characteristic of the origin
of any historically influential irrationalist philosophy —
Schelling only brought up these assertions, topical in their
abstract generality and correctly pinpointing the real idealist
flaws in Hegelian philosophy, in order to create a diversion
from the step forward which contemporary philosophy was
in the process of making. His aim was to neutralize the
contemporary struggle for a new social content and for the
birth of a dialectical philosophy adequately expressing it, to
channel this struggle into an irrationalist mysticism with a
seasonable look and fitting the social and political goal of
reaction.
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This becomes plain as soon as we take even a brief glance
at the concretization of the aforestated views of Schelling. In
undertaking to define more concretely the intrinsic nature of
Being independent of and conditioning thought, he naturally
raised the matter of the Kantian. thing-in-itself. His critique
of the Kantian shortcoming was of course far less funda-
mental than Hegel’s, in spite of the latter’s idealist limita-
tions. Schelling stated: ‘For this thing-in-itself is either a
thing, i.e, it is a being (ein Seiendes), and then it is neces-
sarily something perceptible as well and hence not in itself
— in the Kantian sense —, for by “in itself” he understands
precisely what lies outside all determinants of the under-
standing. Or this thing-in-itself is really In-itself, i.e., some-
thing unknowable and unimaginable, in which case it is not a
thing.”’ When, however, he continued this concretization
and examination of his own views, he arrived at the duality
of subjective-idealist agnosticism in the phenomenal world
and pure irrationalism in the world of ‘noumenon’ which
constitutes the essence of Schopenhauer’s philosophy. (Since
Schopenhauer himself was determined by Schellingian influ-
ences in this question to a large extent, we emphasize this
affinity only as characterizing the irrationalist trend, not as a
historical connection — which scarcely existed — between the
later Schelling and Schopenhauer.) Schelling stated: ‘We say:
there may be a first principle, unknowable for itself, Being
devoid of measure and definition, but there is no thing in
itself; everything that is an object for us is already in itself
affected by subjectivity, i.e.,, something which in itself is
already, in part, subjectively established.’®8

But this lapsing into a subjective idealism and also into a
bottomless irrationalism was only the necessary result of
Schelling’s method, not of his conscious intention. On the
contrary, as we have shown Schelling sought to efface the
epistemologically and scientifically-oriented tendencies in the
dialectical method, now in a state of growth crisis, not simply
through a radical irrationalism, but through the ‘higher
rationality’ of so-called positive philosophy, through aresolute
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turn to theology that was purportedly grounded philo-
sophically. When, therefore, the concrete transition from
negative to positive philosophy is sought, the priority of
Being over thought, previously stated so firmly, evanesces;
or rather, the Being previously expressed abstractly and
without definition is suddenly transformed, without any
rationale or interposition, into the supra-rational God, a God
set above all rationality. ‘To be sure,” Schelling wrote,

I have demonstrated through the whole of evolution to
date: if there is or should be a rational Being, I must pre-
suppose that (supreme) mind. But we are still given no
ground for the Being of this mind. Rationality would only
give a ground for the aforesaid if rational Being and reason
itself were to be set absolutely. And this is not the case.
For speaking in absolute terms, it is just as possible that
there is zo rationality and no rational Being as that there
is a rationality and a rational Being. The ground or, more
properly, the cause of rationality is therefore itself first
given, rather, in that perfect mind. Rationality is not the
cause of perfect mind; it is only because there is the latter
that there is rationality. And this destroys the basis of all
philosophical rationalism, i.e., any system which elevates
rationality to a principle. Only a perfect mind is a ration-
ality. But this very mind is without ground, simply because
it 1s.%°

This ‘Is’, the later Schelling’s version of Being, was repre-
sented by him as the ground of rationality and was even
supposed to guarantee the rule of reason in the field assigned
to it: ‘Positive philosophy proceeds from what is sheerly
outside reason, but reason yields to this only in order to
enter straight into its rights again.”% Thus according to
Schelling’s assertions, we have only the ‘impression’ that
positive philosophy ‘is a science contrary to reason’. But his
own terminology already betrays his illogicality, his dema-
gogic ambiguity: the absurd expression ‘anti-rational science’
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clearly shows how much Schelling wanted to reconcile
basically incompatible elements in his positive philosophy,
and to revive the insoluble internal contradictions of a
scholastic theology with the highly advanced intellectual
apparatus of idealist dialectics.

This irrevocable inner conflict stands out in the basic
methodological ideas of his later philosophy. The whole
famous division of negative and positive philosophy hinges
on the fact that Schelling divides sharply and metaphysically
the essence of things (their What) from the existence (their
That). ‘It is two quite different matters to know what a being
(ein Seiendes) is, quid sit, and that it is, quod sit. The former
— the answer to the question: what it is — affords me an
insight into the essence of the thing, or has the effect that I
understand the thing, have an understanding or a concept of
it, or have the thing itself in my grasp. But the other answer,
the insight that it is, affords me not merely a concept but
something surpassing the mere concept, and that is exist-
ence.’'%!Clearly, by stressing that existence is not deducible
from the concept, Schelling was once again rightly criticizing
a weakness in Hegel’s absolute idealism, albeit from a Right
standpoint and hence with reactionary distortions. Also it
made a strong impression — for that sector of the bourgeoisie
that was deterred by Hegelian (and earlier Schellingian)
philosophy because it was disposed to scorn empiricism and
construe a4 priori — when Schelling countered a priori conclu-
sions from pure reason in negative philosophy, with positive
philosophy seen as the philosophy of experience. Here again,
Schelling’s working with so distorted a concept of experience
that revelation itself could be presented as its authentic
object stamps him as a precursor of modern irrationalism, in
which — from Mach via Pragmatism to the trend dominant
today — we find the same abuse of the term ‘experience’.

But his aforestated critique of Hegel, since it started out
from the Right, promptly turned into complete nonsense in
that reason, concept, etc., were separated from all reality.
Schelling even went so far as to challenge Hegel on the
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following lines. He established that according to Hegel,
reason was concerned with the In-themselves of things. But
what, he asked, is this In-themselves? Is it that they exist,
their Being? ‘Not at all, for the In-itself, the essence, concept
and nature of man, for example, would remain the same even
if there were no men in the world, just as the In-itself of a
geometric figure remains the same whether the figure exists
or not.’'%2 Here the invocation of a geometric figure’s inde-
pendence of its existence is pure sophistry, for every such
figure is an intellectual image of essential spatial connections,
just as the concept of a man is. Schelling’s ‘experience
philosophy’ would have faced an insoluble task if it had had
to form a concept of man ‘independently’ of his existence.
The flaw in Hegelian idealism was that while always acknow-
ledging this connection from the practical, methodological
angle, it acted from the systematic angle as though all con-
crete determinants were products of the concept’s autono-
mous motivation. Here Schelling’s Right-wing critique,
instead of establishing the proper epistemological connection
between reality and the intellectual image, as Feuerbach’s
Leftist critique did, repudiated all objectivity of the concept,
the essence, and their basis in reality. It turned objective
idealism into a subjectivist caricature and removed from it
the unconscious and inconsistently still present relation to
objective reality (with Hegel, essence as the condition of
Being). Schelling’s curious position is seen in the fact that his
negative philosophy, while deliberately giving the impression
of an idealist objectivism, became purely subjectivist-prag-
matic without so much as trying at this point to confirm
from the angle of the subject the totally non-objective
categories thus obtained, as did the philosophical advocates
of subjective idealism. But for that very reason, Schellingian
existence (his That) was necessarily stripped of all content,
all rationality. Essentially Schellingian existence was an abyss
of nothingness, again laying grandiloquent claims to a higher,
divine rationality.

So precisely this system’s basic structure reflects Schelling’s
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shaky desire to unite the irreconcilable — the typical attitude
of one caught between two periods as ideological leader of a
movement confused in terms of social class. The close link
with the feudal-aristocratic, Romanticizing-absolutist circle
of Friedrich Wilhelm IV determined those consciously ‘con-
structive features’ of his system which made it a continuation
of and conclusion to Restoration thinking and tendencies a
la Baader. The bourgeois components of Prussian reaction, on
the other hand, produced those subjective-idealist, radical-
irrationalist undercurrents which made his philosophy,
although quickly outmoded as a whole, an important pre-
cursor of modern irrationalism.

The same dichotomy is manifest in Schelling’s concretiza-
tion of praxis. We have shown how far Schelling criticized
with some fairness, albeit from the Right, the contemplative
character of Hegel’s system. But for all its limited fairness as
a pure critique, the standpoint that now emerged in Schelling
was a severe reactionary regression compared with classical
German philosophy. This, within its idealist confines, had
also tried to elaborate the objectivity of human praxis in
economic, historical and social terms. On the one hand, the
decisive role of species in Hegel’s philosophy was admittedly
a sign that he failed to understand the real class structure of
bourgeois society, mysticizing it and its development as the
development of the species. But, on the other hand, there
was still a tendency in Hegel to comprehend objective sociality
philosophically as an essential and inseparable feature of
human life and human praxis. The irrevocable antitheses we
have traced in the later Schelling’s cardinal tendencies also
appear in the fact that, on the one hand, it was the aim of his
philosophy to create a rationale for reactionary feudal-
absolutist conservatism. (It is no accident that Friedrich
Stahl, a philosopher of law and politician proceeding from
Schelling’s philosophy, became the ideological leader of
Prussian conservatism in this phase.)

But on the other hand, it is likewise no accident that the
praxis concept of Schelling’s positive philosophy is radically
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anti-social and confirms an individualism as extreme as we
find somewhat later in Kierkegaard and then, in the imperialist
period, in the existentialists. Schelling wrote:

It has therefore been shown how the Ego’s need for a God
outside of rationality (not just in thought or in the idea of
God) arises in a thoroughly practical fashion. This willing
is not contingent, it is a willing by the mind which, in
conformity with inner necessity and in its longing for its
own liberation, cannot stop at that which is contained in
thought. Just as this demand cannot have its starting-
point in thought, it is not a postulate of practical reason
either. It is not the latter, as Kant would have it, but only
the individual that leads to God. For it is not the universal
element in man which hankers after blessedness but the
individual. If man is restricted (through conscience or
practical reason) to gauging his relationship to other
individuals according to their relationship in the world of
ideas, only the universal, the rationality in him can be
satisfied, not the individual man. The individual for
himself can demand nothing but blessedness.103

Here too the aforestated central conflict between the basic
ideas in Schelling’s later philosophy finds clear expression,
and here too it indicates its social fogndation, the dichotomy
in its class basis. This concludes our study of the irrationalist
characteristics of Schelling’s second period. It is not worth
examining in detail the separate questions of his construction
of mythology and revelation. As a whole, as a system-model
this philosophy exerted, after all, only a very fleeting influ-
ence on irrationalism’s development. On the other hand, it has
been possible to observe so far that individual motives —
directly or sometimes through manifold agencies — have
become important components of the later irrationalism.
Hence we deem it necessary to touch briefly on several more
of these motives, without analysing in too much detail the
place they occupy in Schelling’s system.
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It will suffice to note once again that Schelling, contrary
to his assertions, abandoned the progressive trends of his
youth on all important questions and indeed reversed those
trends. But wherever he had already set out in a reactionary
direction in his youth, he continued to pursue it and devel-
oped it further. That goes, above all, for the aristocratism
in his epistemology. Earlier, it was artistic genius that pro-
vided the specious basis for this aristocratism; now it was
Christian revealed wisdom which became the ‘organon’ of
the chosen state of a few, marking this theory’s open return
to the magic world which, historically, formed its origin.
Revelation, wrote Schelling, ‘is neither a primal relationship
nor a umiversal one extending to all men, nor an eternal,
lasting one’.104

Schelling’s view of time points even more noticeably
towards the later irrationalism. We have dealt already with
the universally reactionary trend in his theory of history,
and above all the complete dropping of the idea of evolution
entertained in his youth. Epistemologically, this change was
to be now underpinned by repudiating the objectivity of
time, by completely subjectifying it and by identifying it
with the experience of time. Here, once again, it needs to be
stated that an elaboration of the objectivity of space and
time is among the most progressive elements in the develop-
ment from Kant to Hegel (to which the young Schelling’s
philosophy belongs, at least in part) — within, to be sure,
the limits inside which this could be performed idealistically.

Now if Schelling reverts to subjectifying time in his later
works, there are two points that need to be stressed. Firstly,
this subjectivity of time was no straightforward return to
the Kantian a priori. It was, in its basic tendency — Schelling
thrashed the problem out far less than Schopenhauer before
him or Kierkegaard after him — a dissolving of all objectivity
of time in its subjectively experienced state. Secondly,
Schelling, in contrast to Schopenhauer who subjectified space
and time equally thereby harking back from Kant to Berkeley,
wanted to ensure for time a privileged place in the system of
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philosophical knowledge. We must lay special emphasis on
this tendency because here, again, Schelling became a pre-
cursor of the later irrationalism. For it was an essential part
of this irrationalism that intuition, as the ‘organon’ for grasp-
ing true reality, inflated its own experiential nature and
hence experienced time into the essence of this reality. And
the vitalist trend in imperialist irrationalism reinforced the
movement towards interpreting space as the principle of the
lifeless, dead or ossified; experienced time as the principle
of life, and towards placing the two principles in opposition.
With Schelling, naturally, such vitalist motives appear only in
isolation; for instance he occasionally states that negative
philosophy ‘will remain the preferred philosophy for school-
ing, positive philosophy the one for life’.!% But in his case
this was a passing phase. This renders the favoured position
of subjectified experienced time all the more important with
regard to the subjectifying of history and the denial of the
objectivity of evolution. Schelling amplified: ‘Now since we
know of no real time other than that which is set with the
here-and-now (Jetztwelt) ..., we will be most certain of
avoiding absurdity if we say: In reality ultimate time is the
first that is set, and the earlier ones ... only come after in
that they only appear as past ... in ultimate time, each
according to its degree of precedence . . .'1%6

The immediate gist of this was to render the whole of
pre-human evolution inessential, to deprive it of its objec-
tivity. Its events, Schelling wrote, ‘are without meaning or
purpose if they do not relate to man’.!%? This interpretation
of time, however, leaves its mark on his whole construction
of history. Schelling interpreted history as a ‘system of
times’ consisting of ‘absolutely prehistorical, relatively
prehistorical and historical time’. These times, according to
Schelling, differ from one another qualitatively, correspond-
ing to the state of completion or genesis in which mythology
is found in each. Of the time of the first period Schelling
wrote that it was ‘no true succession of times’; it was ‘sheerly
identical, and therefore, at bottom, timeless time’. And from
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this he inferred: ‘Hence with it, not just one particular time
but time as a whole is delimited, and it is itself the ultimate
to which we can return in time. No further step can be
taken beyond it except into the preterbistorical. It is a time,
but one which is already no longer a time in itself, only in
relation to what follows; in itself it is not a time because
there is no true Before and After in it, because it is a kind
of eternity . . ."108

This wild mysticism, the logical consequence of a fanatical
denial of evolution in natural and human history, takes us to
the core of Schelling’s world-construction. For the philo-
sophical ‘proof’ of revelation was, after all, supposed to form
the climax to the system. Its aristocratic character we have
just discussed. Schelling — who, as we have shown repeatedly,
always wanted to underpin his irrationalist pronouncements
with pseudo-rational arguments or ones purportedly ‘in line
with experience’ — explained in that context that revelation
must be proved by a fact independent of revelation. ‘But this
fact independent of revelation is nothing else than the
appearance of mythology.”'® We see therefore that the
‘timeless time’ of the genesis of mythology furnishes ‘proof’
of the truth of Christian revelation.

This mystical construction is of little interest as regards the
history of philosophy; after 1848 it virtually ceased to play
any part at all. A brief outline of it was needed here not so
much to round off the later Schelling’s characteristics, but
rather because this underpinning of latter-day myth construc-
tion with the ‘primeval’ productiveness of an ‘absolutely
prehistorical’ time became an important element in directly
pre-fascist irrationalism (Klages, Heidegger) and in fascist
irrationalism itself (Bacumler). How far Schellingian influ-
ences — direct or indirect ones — entered into the process
is a secondary issue. It matters more that we should see how
such myths and the theorems ‘confirming’ them are logically
bound to spring up on the basis of a radical denial of evolu-
tion, and how the destruction of the reason active in history
drives thought into the nothingness of a bottomless mysticism.
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And it further matters that we should clearly see that no
intellectual or aesthetic cultivation and no concretely extant
knowledge offers a critical safeguard against this abyss of
nonsense if the class struggle impels a particular social stra-
tum, its ideologists and their public to deny and to contest
the most important facts of social reality.

4. Schopenhauer

The road from Schelling to Schopenhauer appears to lead
backwards; chronologically it certainly does. Schopenhauer’s
chef d’oeuvre, The World as Will and Idea (1819), after all,
came out long before Schelling’s late emergence. Historically,
however, Schopenhauer’s philosophy still signifies — all
things considered — a more highly developed stage of irra-
tionalism than Schelling’s. The following studies are intended
to justify this assertion.

Why is Schopenhauer’s philosophy a more advanced stage
of irrationalism than Schelling’s? In fine: because it is in
Schopenhauer that the purely bourgeois version of irration-
alism crops up for the first time — not only within German
philosophy but also on an international scale. With Schelling,
it was possible to trace a whole set of ideas which acquired
great importance for irrationalism’s later forms. Directly,
however, as regards his system-type in its entirety, his histori-
cal influence on the irrationalism of the imperialist age was
by no means decisive. The influence of his later period died
out after 1848; only Eduard von Hartmann and his school
carried on, with marked modifications, part of what Schelling
had begun. And when a reactionary ‘renaissance’ of classical
German philosophy commenced in the imperialist period,
Hegel’s influence — Hegel in an appropriately irrationalist
reinterpretation — blotted out that of Schelling. The young
Schelling exerted an influence only inasmuch as he provided
mental tools with which to bring Hegel closer to Romantic
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thought. And when ultra-reactionary Romanticism became
the heritage that most mattered in pre-fascism and in fascism,
Schelling played a subordinate role beside Gorres and Adam
Miiller.!10

It was quite different where Schopenhauer’s influence is
concerned. As long as German reactionary philosophy pur-
sued a restoration line, albeit one transformed in many
respects in the 1840s, he was a wholly forgotten outsider.
When the defeat of the 1848 revolution created in Germany a
situation that was basically altered in ideological terms as
well, Schopenhauer acquired instantaneous fame, dislodging
Feuerbach as ideological leader of the bourgeois classes.
Richard Wagner’s development before and after 1848 is
highly typical. ‘

In various writings Engels gives a precise description of this
Germaan transformation resulting from the suppression of the
1848 revolution. He wrote:

The monarchy that had been slowly rotting away since
1840 had had as its basic determinant the struggle between
- nobility and bourgeoisie, in which it preserved a balance;
the moment that it was no longer a case of protecting the
nobility against the inroads of the bourgeoisie but of pro-
tecting all classes of proprietors against the inroads of the
working class, the old absolute monarchy had to go over
completely to the political form specially devised for this
purpose: Bomapartist monarchy. 1 have already examined
elsewhere this Prussian transition to Bonapartism . . . What
I did not need to stress then, but is now very important, is
that this transition was the greatest advance that Prussia
made in 1848; such was the extent to which Prussia had
lagged behind modern developments. It was still a semi-
feudal state, and Bonapartism is at all events a modern
form of government whose precondition is the elimination
of feudalism. The Prussians had therefore to make up their
minds to clear away their many feudal remnants and to
sacrifice the Junker class as such. Naturally this occurred
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in the mildest of forms and according to the old saying:
Gently does it! ... The cause remained, and was simply
translated from the feudal to the bourgeois dialect ...
Thus it was the peculiar destiny of Prussia, at the end of
this century, to complete in the agreeable form of
Bonapartism the bourgeois revolution it had initiated in
1808-13 and taken a stage further in 1848 ... The aboli-
tion of feudalism, put in positive terms, meant the estab-
lishing of bourgeois conditions. Legislation took on a
bourgeois character to the same extent as the aristocratic
privileges lapsed. And here we reach the core of the
German bourgeoisie’s relationship to the government. We
saw that the government was forced to introduce these
slow and petty reforms. But it presented each of these
small concessions to the bourgeois as a sacrifice made to
his class, a concession wrung with difficulty from the
Crown for which they, the bourgeoisie, had now to con-
cede something in return to the government . . . The bour-
geoisie purchased its gradual social emancipation at the
price of the prompt renunciation of political power of its
own. Naturally the main reason inducing the bourgeoisie
to accept such a bargain was not fear of the government
but fear of the proletariat.'!!

Here Engels is characterizing not only the embourgeoisement
of Germany after 1848 but also the crucial specific features
of that process: the using of the German bourgeoisie’s renun-
ciation, Germany’s capitalization and the constantly growing
prominence of capitalist production in Germany to attain to
political power. Capitalist production, bourgeois life-styles in
a country which continued to be ruled by the Hohenzollerns
and the Prussian Junkers: that is the quintessence of the
change occasioned by the quelling of democratic revolution.
And since it was not only the bourgeoisie itself which adopted
this course but also — with few and, we may state, ever-fewer
exceptions — the bourgeois intellectuals, it is not surprising
that the ideological consequences of this change were
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necessarily very far-reaching.

I have dealt in detail elsewhere with the change in German
literary tendencies.!!? Philosophically, it reflected the leading
part which Schopenhauerian philosophy played among the
German bourgeois intelligentsia, especially its so-called élite;
a pre-eminence challenged partly by the vulgarizing repre-
sentatives of the old materialism (Biichner, Moleschott, etc.)
and partly, later on, by neo-Kantianism. The philosophically
decisive trends of the prerevolutionary age, such as
Hegelianism, Feuerbach and — on the Right — Schelling, fell
increasingly into oblivion.

In the process Schopenhauer’s emergence took on more
and more of an international character. For this too there
were social reasons. Much as the development of the most
important European nations differed from Germany'’s, there
still existed in this very respect, during this period, related
features of some importance. Not for nothing did Engels
call this phase of the Prussian development a Bonapartist
one: the position of the French bourgeoisie and bourgeois
intellectuals after June 1848 and their surrender to Napoleon
III created a situation which displays a set of related features,
for all the natural differences obtaining. (To be sure, the
French intellectuals’ capitulation to Napoleon III was far less
unconditional than that of the Germans to the Hohenzollerns,
exhibiting far more serious examples of at least an ideological
opposition.) The founding of Italian national unity, again
‘from above’ (taking into account once more the manifold
differences), the forms of embourgeoisement in the Austro-
Hungarian monarchy, indeed even the ‘Victorian era’ in
England resulting from the defeat of the Chartists — all this
indicates that, for all its specific national peculiarities, the
German development after 1848 still only represents an
extreme instance of what was then a universally European
development in bourgeois society. Engels draw attention to
these common features when analysing the bourgeoisie’s
stance to questions of State power under the threat of the
working class.!!3
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That gives us the social basis for the international influence
of Schopenhauerian philosophy: the social basis for an irra-
tionalism founded in the social Being of the bourgeoisie. In
this second major crisis of bourgeois society German philo-
sophy assumed the leading role internationally, just as it
had done in the first major crisis at the time of the French
Revolution and afterwards. But there was an immense
difference. Then, the forward-looking dialectical problems
of the epoch were formulated in German philosophy, and
chiefly by Hegel. As we have noted, the corresponding irra-
tionalist backlash with Schelling, Baader and the Romantics
was naturally part and parcel of this. And here we can also
say that German philosophy at that time was the leading
philosophy even in a reactionary sense, in that it captured
intellectually certain basic elements of the later irrationalism,
whereas most of the counter-revolutionary French and
English ideologists, from Burke to Bonald and de Maistre,
expressed the legitimist-reactionary content essentially in
old concepts. (There were, of course, precursors of irration-
alism as well, such as Maine de Biran in France and Coleridge
in England.) German philosophy of this period gained a really
international significance, however, through its progressive
dialectical evolutionist tendencies. Not for nothing did
Cuvier tax his evolutionist adversaries with trying to intro-
duce into science the ‘mystical’ trends of German natural
philosophy.

The second crisis, around and after 1848, has an essentially
different character. Admittedly, it was just at this time that
there arose the most towering peak of German thought, the
dialectical and historical materialism of Marx and Engels. But
this was a departure from the bourgeois foundation; it
marked the final close of the progressive era of bourgeois
thought, the working out of the problems of mechanical
materialism and idealist dialectics. Bourgeois philosophy’s
settlement with this lethal instrument, its attempts to go on
creating reactionary types of irrationalism on the new onto-
logical basis, and in the new ideological situation, belong to a
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later period. Granted, the philosophy of the later Schelling
and still more that of Kierkegaard, as we shall see shortly,
was closely linked to the dissolution of Hegelianism, but
Kierkegaard’s international influence likewise belongs in the
imperialist age. Like Schopenhauer’s and Nietzsche’s philo-
sophy, Kierkegaard’s is a kind of anticipation of decadent
trends which later became universal. And let us remark here
that it was not until Nietzsche that bourgeois irrationalism
began its real defensive struggle against the ideas of socialism.

Schopenhauer wrote his most important books at a time
when Hegelian philosophy was still enjoying its growth and
dominance. His achievement in the history of irrationalism
anticipated developments insofar as tendencies found expres-
sion in his work which, because of the socio-historical situa-
tion just depicted, only became universally dominant after
the defeat of the 1848 revolution. Thus it is with
Schopenhauer that German philosophy starts to play its fate-
ful role as the ideological leader of reactionary extremism.

Naturally such an ability to anticipate events indicates a
certain intellectual stature. And without doubt Schopenhauer,
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche possessed considerable philo-
sophical gifts: for instance a high capacity for abstraction,
and not in a formalistic sense, but a flair for conceptualizing
living phenomena, for building a mental bridge between
immediate life and the most abstract idea and taking with
philosophic seriousness phenomena of Being which only
existed in embryo, as trends which had scarcely begun at the
time and did not become the universal symptoms of an era
until decades later. To be sure — and this distinguishes
Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche from the truly
great philosophers — the vital movement to which they
devoted themselves as thinkers, and whose future sweeping
power they anticipated, was the rise of bourgeois reaction.
For its advent and its growth, as for its crucial symptoms,
they had a decided flair, the faculty of intellectual clair-
voyance and anticipatory abstraction.

If we have called Schopenhauer the first irrationalist



198 THE DESTRUCTION OF REASON

standing on a purely bourgeois foundation, it is not too
difficult to perceive the associated personal traits in his social
being. His biography distinguishes him quite sharply from all
his German predecessors and contemporaries. He was a
‘grand bourgeois’ in contrast to the others’ petty-bourgeois
status, which in Fichte’s case was even semi-proletarian.
Accordingly Schopenhauer did not experience the normal
straits of petty-bourgeois German intellectuals (private
tutoring, etc.) but spent a large part of his youth on journeys
all over Europe. After a brief transitional period as a business
trainee he lived a peaceful existence on private means, an
existence in which even his university link — the teaching
post in Berlin — played a merely episodic role.

Thus he was the first major instance in Germany of a
writer with private means, a breed which had become impor-
tant to the bourgeois literature of capitalistically advanced
countries long before. (It is significant that Kierkegaard and
Nietzsche also enjoyed an independence stemming from a
private income which much resembled Schopenhauer’s.) This
material freedom from all daily cares provided the basis of
Schopenhauer’s independence not only from semi-feudal,
State-determined conditions of existence (a university career,
etc.) but also from the intellectual movements connected
with them. Thus it was possible for him to occupy a stub-
bornly personal position on all questions without having to
make any sacrifices. In this respect he became a model for
Germany’s later ‘rebel’ bourgeois intellectuals. Nietzsche said
of him: ‘What he taught is accomplished;/What he lived will
stand:/Just look at him —/He was a slave to no one!’

Naturally this independence was an illusion, and one
typical of the bourgeois of private means. As a highly prac-
tical person with a bourgeois education, Schopenhauer knew
perfectly well that his intellectual existence depended on the
stability and augmentation of his investments, for which he
waged a tough and shrewd battle all his life with his family,
the administrators of his fortune, and so on. In these ‘prac-
tical’ features of his character and conduct he shows a certain
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affinity with, for instance, important figures of the Enlighten-
ment (e.g., Voltaire). This we must briefly examine because —
as we shall see — it also extended to intellectual matters and
is characteristic of Schopenhauer’s way of thinking. Voltaire
too battled unceasingly to attain a complete independence,
in his case from feudal and courtly patronage. He did so,
however, not only on behalf of his individual productive
work but so as to be able to make a stand as an independent
intellectual force against feudal absolutism in respect of all
the important topical issues (the Calas case, etc.). With
Schopenhauer we find not the slightest sign of such a relation
to public life. His ‘independence’ was that of the self-willed,
sheerly egotistic eccentric:who uses it to retire from public
life completely and to free himself of all obligations existing
towards it. Schopenhauer’s striving for independence thus
bears only a formal resemblance to Voltaire’s and has nothing
in common with it intrinsically, not to mention the heroic
struggles which Diderot or Lessing, say, waged with contem-
porary reactionary powers for their intellectual independence
and freedom to serve social progress.

We needed to sketch in these biographical features because
they rapidly lead us to the heart of Schopenhauer’s specific
type of bourgeois existence. Schopenhauer expressed very
lucidly what he understood by independence: ‘For “I thank
God every morning that I do not need to concern myself
with the Roman Empire” has always been my motto,’ he
said, scornfully referring to Hegel’s adulation of the State as
the worst philistinism, whereby men are consumed in State
service. ‘According to this outlook the official and the human
being were one and the same. It was a downright apotheosis
of philistinism.”14

Undoubtedly Schopenhauer’s scornful criticism caught the
really weak aspects of Hegelian philosophy of right and
ethics. Hegel’s progressive ideal of the citoyen was to be
embodied in the wretched German reality, and because of the
way his system was constructed, this incorporation was
bound to mean a marked adjustment to the wretched



200 THE DESTRUCTION OF REASON

condition of contemporary Prussian society. So such an
equating of State citizenship and State officialdom did
indeed give expression to that philistinism from which, to
quote Engels, not even the greatest Germans, including
Goethe and Hegel, succeeded in escaping.

So far, therefore, this Schopenhauerian critique of Hegel
finds its target. But what of its author’s independence —
supposedly a state rising above philistinism? Let us mention
only in passing that the Faust quotation which Schopenhauer
includes in his political credo appears in Goethe’s original
context as a statement characteristic of precisely the petty
bourgeoisie. More important is the consideration that
Schopenhauer’s high-minded withdrawal from all politics
was only how he behaved in normal times, when State
machinery automatically safeguarded the fortunes and
incomes of private investors against any possible attack. But
there were times — and Schopenhauer experienced them in
1848 — when this automatic protection of fortunes was
thrown in question or at least — as then, in Germany —
appeared to be. At such moments Schopenhauer’s aloof
‘independence’ vanished, and our philosopher made haste to
hand his opera-glasses to a Prussian officer for a better view
of the rioters at whom he was shooting. And it was assuredly
with memories of this major scare in his life that he wrote a
will making his universal heir ‘the fund set up in Berlin to
support Prussian soldiers invalided in the riots and insurrec-
tions of the years 1848 and 1849 in the name of maintaining
and establishing law and order in Germany, as also the sur-
viving relatives of those who fell in those struggles’.!!s
Thomas Mann, a great admirer of Schopenhauer from his
youth onwards, calls the motto we have quoted ‘a true
philistinism and sluggishness, a slogan whose adoption
by an intellectual wrestler like Schopenhauer is hardly
comprehensible’.!1¢

Here Thomas Mann was mistaken. With Schopenhauer,
certainly, this attitude manifests itself in a grotesque and
scurrilous form, but in its social essence it was typical of
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the bourgeois intelligentsia; indeed we may say that it becomes
increasingly typical as capitalism develops. Thomas Mann
himself — speaking of the older Richard Wagner, who was
decisively influenced by Schopenhauer ideologically — calls
this attitude machtgeschiitzte Innerlichkeit (‘a passive inner
state protected by power’).!!7 This accurately characterized
the new decadent form of bourgeois individualism as opposed
to the economic, political and cultural individualism of the
period of bourgeois ascendancy. The latter form, in line with
the structure of bourgeois society at that time, was the
philosophy of a personal activity ultimately calculated, just
by dint of its personal nature, to promote the social aims and
ends of the bourgeois class. From Machiavelli and Rabelais
via the economic theories of Adam Smith and Ricardo to
Hegel’s List der Vermunft, bourgeois intellectual edifices
express such an individualism in a historically conditioned
variety of forms. Not before Schopenhauer is the indivi-
duum inflated into an absolute end in itself. The individual’s
activity now becomes detached from its social basis, turning
purely inwards and cultivating one’s own, private peculiarities
and wishes as absolute values. To be sure, as was evident in
Schopenhauer in a most drastic form, this self-sufficiency
exists only in the decadently bourgeois individual’s imagina-
tion. The puffing up into an end in itself of purportedly
self-sufficient individuality cannot alter, let alone annul a
single social commitment. And in a critical case, such as
Schopenhauer’s in 1848, we find that this aloof self-suffi-
ciency of the private person is only a decadently heightened
version of normal capitalist egotism. Any capitalist, any
man of private means would have behaved like Schopenhauer
— only without adding to this axiomatic defence of one’s
own capital a subtly constructed philosophical system.

That is by no means to say that such a system — seen also
from the social angle — is immaterial; on the contrary. The
farther the bourgeoisie’s decadent tendencies go, the less it
puts up a struggle against the relics of feudalism, and the
stronger its alliance with the reactionary powers becomes, the
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greater will be the importance of thinkers of Schopenhauer’s
ilk to the cultivation of bourgeois decadence, even when or
rather precisely when the bourgeoisie itself has only this
aforementioned basis of Being in common with such thinkers;
precisely when bourgeois intellectuals — within the ideo-
logical scope this life-basis affords — view the status quo
in an extremely critical light. For decadent tendencies
necessarily entail the incipient shaking of the faith shown
by the bourgeoisie’s retainers in their own social system, and
even the faith of many actual members of the class. Philo-
sophy (along with literature, etc.) will now have the objec-
tively social class-task of plugging the resulting gaps or
indeed of bridging the newly apparent gulfs ideologically.
This is the task of that body of writing which Marx liked to
term the apologetics of capitalism.!'® In general these tenden-
cies became dominant after the quelling of the 1848 revolu-
tion in Germany, although of course they first set in earlier.
Their fundamental character finds expression in their attempts
to eliminate intellectually the capitalist system’s increasingly
salient contradictions by ‘proving’ all that is contradictory,
bad and horrible about capitalism to be mere illusion or a
temporary, removable surface blemish.

Schopenhauer’s originality lies in the fact that at a time
when this ordinary form of apologetics had not yet even
developed fully, let alone become the leading trend in bour-
geois thinking, he had already found the later, higher form
of capitalist apologetics: indirect apologetics.

How do we formulate its essence in a nutshell? Whereas
direct apologetics was at paints to fudge the contradictions
in the capitalist system, to refute them with sophistry and
to be rid of them, indirect apologetics proceeded from these
very contradictions, acknowledging their existence and their
irrefutability as facts, while nonetheless putting an interpre-
tation on them which helped to confirm capitalism. Whereas
direct apologetics was at pains to depict capitalism as the best
of all orders, as the last, outstanding peak in mankind’s
evolution, indirect apologetics crudely elaborated the bad
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sides, the atrocities of capitalism, but explained them as attri-
butes not of capitalism but of all human existence and exist-
ence in general. From this it necessarily follows that a struggle
against these atrocities not only appears doomed from the
start but signifies an absurdity, viz., a self-dissolution of the
essentially human.

This brings us to the centre of Schopenhauer’s philosophy,
his pessimism. It was directly through his pessimism that
Schopenhauer became the leading thinker of the second half
of the nineteenth century. Through it he founded the new
type of apologetics. To be sure, he did no more than lay the
foundations. Later, and particularly when dealing with
Nietzsche, we shall see that the Schopenhauerian form of
indirect apologetics represents only the initial stage of this
philosophical genre. The chief reason for this was that its
conclusion -- the abstention from all social activity (seen as
senseless) and certainly from any effort to change society —
sufficed only to answer the needs of the pre-imperialist
bourgeoisie; it sufficed only during a period when, because
of the universal economic boom, this rejection of political
activity matched the position of the class struggles and the
needs of the ruling class. The social task which reactionary
philosophy was set in the imperialist period went further,
although this trend was far from dying out altogether: now
the task was to mobilize active support for imperialism. In
this direction Nietzsche surpassed Schopenhauer, although,
as an indirect apologist at a riper stage, he remained his pupil
and continuation in the methodological sense.

So pessimism means primarily a philosophical rationale of
the absurdity of all political activity. That was the social
function of this stage in indirect apologetics. In order to
reach this conclusion, the chief necessity is to devalue society
and history philosophically. If there is an evolution in nature,
and if this evolution climaxes in man and his culture (and
therefore, in society), it will necessarily follow that the
meaning of even the most individual action and the most
individual conduct must be somehow connected with this
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evolution of the human race. However idealistically distorted
this link may be, and however much it may concentrate upon
purely ideological activities (thinking, art), meaningful action
will still be inseparably linked with man’s social and historical
life (and, through the medium of the latter, with some kind
of concept of progress). These connections can be found, for
example, in Schiller’s philosophy of art, and we shall see how
Schopenhauer’s high estimation of the aesthetic and philo-
sophic attitude is diametrically opposed to Schiller’s and
Goethe'’s.

So if action is devalued, a world-outlook is bound to arise
in which all historicity (and with it, all progress and evolu-
tion) is diminished to an illusion and deception; in which
society is depicted as a superficiality interfering with the
essence and obscuring knowledge of it instead of giving
expression to it — an illusion in the sense of delusion. Only
when the new irrationalism is able to carry out this destruc-
tion will its pessimism be able to have the effect, and
achieve the social task on the bourgeoisie’s behalf, which
Schopenhauer’s philosophy did in fact accomplish in the
second half of the nineteenth century.

But we have not yet fully circumscribed the function of
Schopenhauerian pessimism. Optimism and pessimism in
general are among the vaguest expressions in traditional
philosophical terminology, and one cannot analyse them
concretely at all without discovering the class background
behind the affirmation or denial of a particular development
(however strong the cosmic mystification that may accom-
pany it — as in the case of Schopenhauer). Without some
such concretization, optimism will be equated with embel-
lishing the facts and pessimism with a stop-at-nothing disclo-
sure of the dark sides of reality, as so often occurs in bour-
geois historical accounts after Schopenhauer. The French
economic historian Charles Gide, for instance, calls the classic
author of bourgeois political economy, Ricardo, a pessimist
merely because he freely investigates capitalism in its negative
aspects as well, although there is not a trace of pessimism in
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Ricardo’s perspective. Or again, Schopenhauer himself
regarded Voltaire as an ally because he ridiculed Leibniz’s
rose-tinted conception of the ‘best of all possible worlds’
with devastating irony, although in respect of his perspective
of social evolution Voltaire was anything but a pessimist.

It is evident that Schopenhauerian pessimism was an
ideological reflection of the restoration age. The French
Revolution, the Napoleonic era and the wars of liberation
were past, and for decades the whole Western world had been
in the throes of constant upheaval, but in the end everything
remained as before, at least on the directly visible face of
things. During and after these major events the German
bourgeoisie lived in the same lack of class consciousness as
before. Anyone lacking a perspective of human evolution —
apart from that wrested from this social misery — was easily
convinced that all historical endeavours were fruitless, especi-
ally if one approached the question from the bourgeois
individual’s standpoint and made the crux of it the question:
how does all this affect my personal life? And whereas at the
time of the French Revolution the international outlook
could offer a perspective pointing far beyond the German
Misere, the futility of a historical transformation of human
life was now presented as a universal destiny. So whereas
Herder and Forster, Holderlin and Hegel managed to obtain a
guideline for appraising Germany — possibly condemnatory
but offering perspectives — from the international outlook,
Schopenhauer’s cosmopolitan purview engendered a philo-
sophical generalizing of the German plight: its projection into
the cosmic realm was an important basic part of his pessi-
mism. (It is no anachronism to see in Schopenhauer, in con-
trast to German classicism’s world citizens, a first forerunner
of decadent cosmopolitanism.)

The other component part of pessimism, whose personal
class roots we have already located, is bourgeois-individualistic
egotism. It is self-evident and common knowledge that there
can be no bourgeois ideology in which this egotism does not
play an important role. However, as long as the bourgeoisie
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was fighting feudalism and absolute monarchy as a revolu-
tionary class, this egotism always appeared in close albeit
problematic association with the progressive aims which the
class entertained of reforming society. All bourgeois ideo-
logists faced the problem of how to reconcile this egotism,
which — in their inability to fathom the historically transi-
tory character of bourgeois society — they viewed as d
general anthropological attribute, with social life and the
progress of society as a whole. Here we cannot undertake to
give even a rough sketch of the various views emerging,
from Mandeville’s ironic critique of society to the dualism
of Adam Smith’s economics and ethics, the Enlightenment’s
‘rational egotism’, Kant’s ungesellige Geselligkeit (‘Unsocial
Sociality’) and Hegel’s List der Vernunft. Here it suffices to
establish this general connection between them.

To be sure, a certain change began to occur in England
after the so-styled Glorious Revolution of 1688: this era’s
theoreticians were already starting to work out a code of
ethics for the victorious bourgeois, the master of bourgeois
society, and to glorify bourgeois forms of life from the
standpoint of their stabilization. And since, by virtue of the
character of the ‘Glorious Revolution’, this was a com-
promise with the.remnants of feudalism, there now came
about a weakening of the former revolutionary impulse and
ruthless criticism of society inasmuch as the accent began to
shift from the social nature of action towards the bourgeois
individual’s contented self-sufficiency as a private person.

No wonder this provided Schopenhauer with certain pegs
for his views. It is notable in the context of the history of
philosophy in general, and proof of the purely bourgeois
nature of his philosophy that he, in contrast to the restora-
tion period’s Romantic thinkers — who to a man were
sharply opposed to the whole Enlightenment, was generally
in sympathy with the Enlightenment minds. In appearance
this line runs parallel with that of German classicism, which
provided in Goethe and Hegel a continuation, a dialectical
extension of Enlightenment tendencies. But this is only
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apparently so. For Schopenhauer did not want to cultivate
the Enlightenment’s forward-looking tendencies, i.e., to con-
tinue the Enlightenment struggle to abolish the relics of
feudalism under the post-revolutionary period’s new condi-
tions. Instead he sought support from the Enlightenment
thinkers for the ultra-radical philosophical formulation of the
bourgeois individual’s self-sufficiency. Thus when he seemingly
coincides with certain Enlightenment tendencies and singles
out its representatives for praise in contrast to Romantic
thinkers, this constitutes a reactionary distortion of
Enlightenment tendencies, including the aforesaid tendencies
found in eighteenth-century England. Later we shall also find
the same distortion with Nietzsche, in the form of his sym-
pathy with such French moralists as La Rochefoucauld and
even Voltaire, a distortion equally expressing a falsification
of those Enlightenment thinkers’ true tendencies, albeit at
a more highly advanced stage of reaction.

To be sure —~ and this is another expression of
Schopenhauer’s indirect apologetics — he represents ordinary
bourgeois egotism as morally negative, but not as socially
negative and therefore not as an attribute and tendency to be
changed in socio-ethical terms. With Schopenhauer, ordinary
bourgeois egotism is an unalterable, cosmic attribute of ‘man’
in general; it is, moreover, the unalterable cosmic attribute
of each existence. From his epistemology and world-view,
with whose foundations we shall concern ourselves later from
the theoretical angle, Schopenhauer derived the cosmic
necessity of the capitalist type of ruthless egotism as follows:

Hence each person wants everything for himself, wants to
possess or at least to control everything, and would like to
stamp out everything which offers resistance. In addition,
where percipient beings are concerned, the individual is
the transmitter of the percipient subject and the latter the
world’s transmitter; i.e., the whole of nature outside of
him, and hence all other individuals as well, exists only in
his idea, and he is always only conscious of it as his idea,
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hence only immediately and as something which is inde-
pendent of his own essence and existence; since the world
necessarily escapes him along with his consciousness, i.e.,
its being and non-being become synonymous and indis-
tinguishable ... nature which is everywhere veracious at
all times herself provides him with this knowledge with
simple and immediate certainty, in the raw and indepen-
dently of all reflection. The two necessary conditions we
have stated will now explain why each individual, although
disappearing completely in the unbounded world and
reduced to nought, still makes himself the centre of the
world and considers his own existence and welfare before
all else; indeed is willing, from the natural standpoint, to
sacrifice everything else to these and to destroy the world
just so as to preserve his own self, that drop in the ocean, a
little longer. This frame of mind is the egotism essential
to every thing that is found in nature.'?

It now appears as if Schopenhauerian morality transcends
this egotism and negates it. But with Schopenhauer, the
dismissal of conventional, cosmically inflated bourgeois
egotism is similarly enacted in the individual spiritually
isolated from society, and it even marks a heightening of
this isolation. From aesthetic enjoyment to saintly asceticism,
the individual’s pure self-sufficiency is celebrated more and
more in Schopenhauer’s professed surmounting of egotism
as the only exemplary moral attitude. To be sure, this ‘ele-
vated’ egotism was meant to appear, in sharp contrast to
ordinary egotism, as a turning away from illusion and the
‘veil of maya’ (i.e., the life of society) in which conventional
egotism is bogged down. It is presented as a sympathy with
all created things resulting from the insight that individuation
is only an illusion, and one that conceals the unity of all
existence.

This contrast which Schopenhauer draws between two
types of egotism is one of the subtlest features of his indirect
apologetics. Firstly, he bestows on this attitude the sanction
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of aristocratic perspicacity as opposed to the plebeian’s blind
attachment to the world of phenomena. Secondly, this
elevation above ordinary egotism entails no obligations on
account of its ‘sublime’, mystico-cosmic generality: it dis-
credits social obligations and replaces them with empty
emotional promptings, sentimentalities which may on occa-
sion be reconciled with the greatest crimes against society.
In the excellent Soviet film Tchapayev, the bestially cruel
counter-revolutionary General keeps a canary, feels cosmic-
ally united with it — in the true spirit of Schopenhauer — and
plays Beethoven sonatas in his leisure time, thus fulfilling all
the ‘sublime’ commandments of Schopenhauerian morality.
Schopenhauer’s own behaviour, which we have discussed
already, also belongs in this category.

To be sure, the philosopher clears himself in advance of any
accusation that might be levelled against him in this respect.
Once again he is a very modern moral reformer in that he
avows that the morality which he himself has propounded and
argued philosophically places no obligation on himself. ‘In
general it is a strange thing to ask of a moralist that he
should commend no virtue unless he possesses it himself.’12°
This guarantees the decadent bourgeois intelligentsia the
maximum of spiritual and moral ease: it has at its disposal
a morality liberating it from all social duties and elevating it
to a sublime height above the blind, uncomprehending riff-
raff, but a morality whose very founder exempts the intelli-
gentsia from obeying it (where it becomes difficult or even
just inconvenient). Schopenhauer — and in this he was acting
quite consistently — arranged his whole way of life with this
convenience in mind.

We now have in outline an important example, a long-
effective model, of bourgeois ethics in the period of decline.
Admittedly, what Schopenhauer initiated in this dualistic
and undemanding form his successors, and chiefly Nietzsche,
carried on with a view to liberating through ethics all men’s
bad, anti-social and anti-human instincts, giving them a
moral sanction and proclaiming them to be, if not always
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commandments, then at least the prescribed ‘fate’ of ‘man’,
i.e., of the bourgeois citizen and bourgeois intellectual of the
imperialist age.

Here we see quite plainly the resemblance and the differ-
ence between Schopenhauer and the irrationalist philosophy
of the restoration era. Both sought to educate their followers
in a social passivity. The latter, however, stigmatized all
revolutionary upheavals as inorganic, merely ‘fabricated’ and
diabolical by glorifying as the will of God the ‘organic
growth’ of society, i.e., the exclusive justification of the
feudal-absolutist order. Schopenhauer, on the other hand,
presents the irrationalism of society and history as a pure,
naked absurdity, and the endeavour to participate in the life
of society or even to change it as so lacking in insight with
regard to the essence of the world as to verge on a criminal
act. Schopenhauer, therefore, defends the established order
as firmly as feudal or semi-feudal irrationalism defended the
restoration, but with a totally contrary, bourgeois method of
indirect apologetics. Whereas the restoration ideologists
defended the concrete feudal-absolutist social order of their
day, Schopenhauer’s philosophy was an ideological safeguard
for any existing social order capable of effectively defending
bourgeois private property.

Thus Schopenhauer’s bourgeois nature is expressed in just
the fact that for him — given adequate protection of private
property — the political character of the ruling system is
totally irrelevant. In the commentaries he wrote to his main
work in Parerga and Paralipomena, Schopenhauer voices this
standpoint even more clearly than in the main work.

Everywhere and always there has been much dissatisfac-
tion with governments, laws and public institutions; but
this is largely so only because we are always ready to tax
these with misery inseparably attached to human existence
itself since the latter is, to speak in mythical terms, the
curse laid on Adam and his entire race with him. Never,
though, has that false impression been promoted with
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more hypocrisy and audacity than by the demagogues of
Jetztzeit (the ‘now-time’ movement). For these, being
enemies of Christianity, are optimists: the world is their
‘end in itself’, and hence in itself, i.e., according to its
natural disposition, it is quite excellently arranged, a
proper haven of happiness. The colossal evils of the world
that cry out against this view these demagogues ascribe
entirely to governments: if, they argue, our governments
were to do as they are supposed to, we would have a
Heaven on Earth. That is to say, everyone would be able
to eat his fill, to drink, to propagate himself and to expire
without sweat and tears: for this is a paraphrase of their
‘end in itself’ and the goal of the ‘unending progress of
mankind’ which they tirelessly proclaim in pompous
catchphrases. 2!

It is clear from these statements wherein the social signifi-
cance and function of Schopenhauer’s pessimism lies, and
why he stigmatized optimism in his main work as intellec-
tually and morally wicked. There he writes: ‘Here, by the
way, I cannot refrain from stating that optimism, if not the
thoughtless babble of men who have nothing but words in
their thick skulls, seems to me not only an absurd but also a
downright ruthless way of thinking, a bitter mockery of
mankind’s untold sufferings.’122

The resemblance and (class-based) difference we have
described between Schopenhauer and irrationalist restoration
philosophy is most clearly expressed in the stance which each
adopted to the religious question. We have already examined
this problem in dealing with Schelling. As we have seen, the
general philosophical struggle in Germany was not between
materialist atheism and religion; the extremely shaky and
irresolute tendency towards eliminating religious elements
from the philosophical world-picture concentrated upon the
problem of pantheism. On the one hand this could never
really overcome the religious outlook on account of its
idealist foundation. On the other hand, its tendency to
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explain the world from its own premises evoked — as we have
also noted — the resistance of philosophical reaction, and it
was repeatedly denounced as atheism. Not until the dissolu-
tion of Hegelianism did Feuerbach, as has been likewise
noted, come forward with a Left critique of pantheism by
taking apart the religio-theistic restrictedness of classical
German philosophy from the standpoint of an atheistic
materialism.

Schopenhauer perceived very clearly the inadequacy and
inconsistency of all pantheism: ‘In the main my only objec-
tion to pantheism is that it does not tell us anything. To call
the world God is not to explain it but only to enrich the
language with a superfluous synonym for the word “world”.
It is all the same whether you say “the world is God” or
“the world is the world”.” But he also saw the other side of
the coin, pantheism’s connection with theistic religion. In
this context he had this ta add to the remarks just quoted:
‘For only insofar as we proceed from a God, thus taking God
for granted and enjoying familiarity with God, can we finally
reach the point of identifying him with the world, which we
do really in order to oust God in a respectable manner."??

Here Schopenhauer apparently approaches Feuerbach’s
critique of Spinoza and classical German philosophy; only
apparently, though. For in the latter, Spinoza especially,
pantheism was in its principal tendency really only a ‘polite
atheism’. Granted, Schopenhauer likewise avowed allegiance
to atheism, but again he gave it a distinctive accent. It does
not mean the destruction of religion and the religious life,
as for the great materialists of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, and it does not even show an unconscious striving
in this direction, as with the progressive idealist pantheists.
It was meant, on the contrary, to serve as a substitute for
religion, to create a new — atheistic — religion for those
who had lost their old religious faith as a result of social
evolution and progress in the knowledge of nature.

Accordingly, Schopenhauer’s atheism not only failed to
bear any relation to materialism. The substance of it, on the
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contrary, was a most bitter struggle against materialism, a
diversion of the incipient anti-religious trends away from
materialist atheism and their redirecting towards a religious
life without God, a religious atheism. Schopenhauer wrote
on this subject:

But do the gentlemen know what times we are living in? —
An epoch has commenced that has long been foretold: the
Church is rocking, rocking so heavily that it is doubtful
whether it can regain its balance: for faith has gone missing

. The number of those whom a certain degree and
breadth of knowledge has rendered incapable of faith has
swelled considerably. This attests to the universal dissem-
ination of coarse rationalism, whose bulldog features are
growing more and more widespread. It is quite calmly
preparing to measure with its tailor’s yardstick the pro-
found mysteries of Christianity over which the centuries
have brooded and quarrelled, and imagines itself to be
marvellously clever. Above all the central Christian dogma,
the doctrine of original sin, has become a risible plaything
for the level-headed rationalists; that is because they think
that nothing is clearer and surer than that each man’s
existence begins at his birth, hence he cannot possibly have
entered the world in a state of guilt. How acute of them! —
And just as wolves will start to prowl when poverty and
neglect take hold of a village, so an ever-lurking materialism
will raise its head in these conditions and assume control
along with its companion, bestiality (which certain people
call humanism).!?4

A notable thing about these statements in the negative sense
is that they accept the religious crisis as a fact, yet contain
a sharp polemic exclusively attacking ‘coarse rationalism’ and
materialism. And in a positive respect we should note that
here, as in many other key passages in his philosophy,
Schopenhauer sides with the Christian dogma of original sin.
Thus it is only logical of him repeatedly to stress the novelty
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and timely nature, in principle, of his religious atheism. He
characterized the pre-Kantian situation thus: ‘Up to Kant
there existed a real dilemma between materialism and theism,
i.e., between the supposition that blind chance brought the
world into being or an intelligence ordering it from outside,
according to ends and concepts, neque debatur tertium.
Hence atheism and materialism were the same!’ Now Kant,
he argues, prompted the following change: ‘But the validity
of that disjunctive major term in the proposition, that
dilemma between materialism and theism, rests on the
hypothesis that the world presented to us is that of things-
in-themselves, and that consequently there is no other order
of things than the empirical order . . . Thus Kant, in removing
the basis of theism through his important distinction between
phenomenon and thing, opened up an avenue to quite dif-
ferent and more profound accounts of existence.’'?5 So Kant
was the means of opening up the way out of this dilemma,
the path to Schopenhauer’s religious atheism, which had
materialism as its principal target and adopted a great deal
from Christian ethics, remodelling its arguments.

From this it is already clearly discernible where the essence
of Schopenhauer’s religious atheism is located: it is a kind of
religious substitute for those no longer able to believe in the
dogmatic religions. It offers them a world-view matching
scientific requirements on the one hand and ‘metaphysical’
needs on the other, a world-view broadly accommodating the
lingering emotional attachment to religious or semi-religious
prejudices. Whereas pantheism, albeit idealistically entangled,
with its world-immanence and — in classical German philo-
sophy — its theory of evolution, led objectively away from
the religious world-views, Schopenhauer’s overtly atheistic
philosophy pointed a way back to a religion imposing no
obligations. Hence Schopenhauer repeatedly invokes the
atheistic character of Buddhism;!'?® hence he stresses that in
the decisive question of original sin, the morality deriving
from his atheistic philosophy is, ‘if new and unfamiliar in
expression, anything but that in essence, being in full
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agreement with the authentic Christian dogmas’;'?” hence he
denounces Hegel as ‘actually a bad Christian’!?® and so on.
Again serving as a model for decadent developments later,
there came into being that religious atheism which assumed,
for a large section of the bourgeois intelligentsia, the function
of the religion which had become intellectually untenable
among this class.

Here again, of course, Schopenhauer did not round some-
thing off but only paved the way. His social starting-point
in the restoration period dictated the fact that his atheism —
like the religion of this era — inculcated a social passivity, a
mere turning aside from social action, whereas his later
successors, above all Nietzsche and the subsequent fascists,
expanded these points of departure morally in the direction
of an active, militant underpinning of imperialist reaction,
which again ran parallel to the course taken by the Churches
in the imperialist world wars and civil wars. (The complex
stratification of capitalist society and the harsh changes in
the course of the imperialist period’s class struggles neces-
sarily meant that religious atheism during this age could —
without needing to hark back directly to Schopenhauer
— have quietist variations as well, eg., Heidegger’s
existentialism.)

The strength of these parallels in social function between
Schopenhauerian atheism, political reaction and the positive
religions and their Churches is most clearly manifest in his
discourse on religion. Schopenhauer begins with a sharp
critique of the historical role of religions, levelled primarily
at the intolerance of the monotheistic ones. But he concludes
his dialogue thus:

Philaletbes: Certainly the matter appears in a different
light if we take into account the usefulness of religions in
supporting the Crown: for as long as heads are crowned by
the grace of God, altar and throne have a clearly defined
relationship. And accordingly, every wise prince who loves
his throne and family will always set his people an example
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of true religiosity; just as even Machiavelli urgently com-
mends religiosity to princes in his Chapter 18. Moreover
one could state that the revealed religions bore the same
relation to philosophy as divinely appointed sovereigns
bore to the sovereignty of the people; and for that reason
the two primary terms of this equation were natural allies.
Demopbheles: Oh, don’t you adopt that tone! Consider
rather that you would then be sounding a fanfare for
ochlocracy and anarchy, the arch-enemy of all law and
order, all civilization and humanity.

Philaletbes: You are right. It was just sophistry ... I
therefore take it back.'?

All this provides a clear outline of the social function fulfilled
by Schopenhauerian philosophy. This function also deter-
mined its philosophical problems in the narrower sense. Its
methodological and systematic significance can only be
understood when we see how its social terminus ad quem was
constituted in reality. For only by ascertaining this can we
define Schopenhauer’s stance towards the history of classical
German' philosophy and his place within it, the authentic
philosephical character of the irrationalism he founded.

It is a well-established fact that on all crucial philosophical
questions, Kant occupies a shifting, equivocal position. With
matchless lucidity Lenin characterized Kant’s position bet-
ween materialism and idealism as follows: ‘The basic feature
of Kantian philosophy is the reconciling of materialism and
idealism, a compromise between the two, a systematic bind-
ing together of heterogeneous, mutually contradictory
philosophical orientations. When Kant assumes that some-
thing outside of us, some thing-in-itself corresponds to our
ideas, he is a materialist. When he states that this thing-in-
itself is unknowable, transcendent and from the Beyond, he
is making an idealist stand. By acknowledging experiences
and sensations as our sole source of knowledge he gives his
philosophy a bent towards sensualism and beyond sensual-
ism, under specific conditions, to materialism as well. By
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acknowledging the a-priority of space, time, causality, etc.,
Kant gives his philosophy an idealist bent.”’* In this crucial
respect the whole of German classical philosophy marks a
major step backwards in relation to Kant. Fichte already
‘purifies’, to use Lenin’s term, Kantian philosophy of its
materialist fluctuations and creates a purely subjective
idealism. Schopenhauer’s epistemology was always moving
in this direction. It too, as we are about to see, reduced
Kant’s fluctuations to Berkeley’s consistently subjective
idealism.

But Kant’s position was variable and provisional not only
as regards this question, a crucial one for philosophy in
general, but also on the question of dialectics. The contra-
dictions which became manifest in mechanical-metaphysical
thinking at the end of the eighteenth century (Diderot,
Rousseau, Herder, etc.) come to a head with Kant. His com-
prehension of contradiction as a point of departure, as a
logical and epistemological basis, is a tendency to be found
throughout his oeuvre — although never taken to its conclu-
sion or consistently worked out. Granted, with Kant all
these preliminary moves still end in the reinstatement of
metaphysical thinking and in a philosophical agnosticism.
But we know from our discussion of the young Schelling
how important even these inconsequential moves became
as starting-points for the development of dialectics in
Germany.

With Schopenhauer’s position regarding materialism we
are already familiar. Here it is just a matter of showing that
Schopenhauer’s ‘purifying’ of Kant’s materialist incon-
stancies, his reduction of Kantian to Berkeleyan epistemo-
logy not only marks the establishing of a consistent subjec-
tive idealism, but also implies a striving to eradicate all
dialectical elements from Kantian philosophy and to replace
them with an irrationalism based on intuition, with an
irrationalist mysticism. Thus while Schopenhauer’s and
Fichte’s tendencies are in total conformity from the stand-
point of the crucial epistemological question, the division of



218 THE DESTRUCTION OF REASON

idealism and materialism, they are equally contrasted in the
question of dialectics. In this respect, Fichte’s subjective-
idealist view of the relation between Ego and non-Ego was an
attempt to extend Kant’s dialectical tendencies more logic-
ally. Hence the important role played by Fichte in the origin
of the young Schelling’s objective-idealist dialectics; hence
Schopenhauer’s sharply dismissive attitude to classical
German philosophy’s dialectical efforts in their entirety, even
though his system shows many a point of contact with the
irrationalist tendencies ever-present in- Schelling, and even
though he borrowed a thing or two from Schelling in this
field — without, of course, admitting it.

In his critique of Kantian philosophy, Schopenhauer inves-
tigates the central problem of consistent subjective idealism
in a very determined manner. He charges Kant above all with
not having ‘deduced the merely relative existence of the
phenomenon from the simple, so apparent and undeniable
truth No object without subject, so as to portray the object
as dependent on the subject from its very root, as determined
by the latter and hence a mere phenomenon which does not
exist in itself, unconditionally, because it will always exist
only in relation to a subject’.!3!

He formulated the same idea even more firmly, if any-
thing, in his first book, On the Fourfold Root of the Principle
of Sufficient Reason: ‘Just as the object is posited with the
subject (since the very word is otherwise meaningless), and
likewise the subject with the object, and to be a subject is
therefore tantamount to having an object, and to be an
object tantamount to being known by the subject: in exactly
the same way, the subject is posited along with an object
determined in an’y way as kmowing it in just that way. To
that extent it does not matter whether I say that objects have
such and such determinants pertinent and peculiar to them,
or that the subject perceives in such and such ways; it does
not matter whether I say that objects are to be divided into
such classes, or that such differing powers of recognition are
peculiar to the subject.’!32
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In this respect, then, Schopenhauer goes back firmly to
Berkeley and defends him against Kant: ‘That important
thesis to whose merit Kant did not do justice Berkeley had
already made the keystone of his philosophy, thereby creat-
ing a lasting memorial to himself, although he did not himself
draw the appropriate inferences from the thesis and was
consequently partly not understood, and partly not suffi-
ciently heeded.”’3® Hence he rejected the second, revised
edition of the Critique of Pure Reason as a falsification of
Kant’s true tendencies and always adhered to the first edition
when interpreting Kant. This sharp contrast which
Schopenhauer drew between the first and second edition of
Kant’s magnum opus has played a major part in Kant philo-
logy.13* But the crucial question has to do not with philo-
logical history but with philosophy. We have noted how
Schopenhauer viewed Kant’s relationship to Berkeley. Now
Kant wrote in the preface to the second edition of the
Critique of Pure Reason that he had added a ‘refutation of
idealism’ (aimed against Berkeley) which he justified thus:
‘However innocuous idealism may be considered with regard
to the basic purposes of metaphysics (though in fact it is
not innocuous), it is still scandalous for philosophy and
universal human reason to have to accept merely on trust
the existence of things outside of ourselves (since, after all,
we obtain all the actual material for knowledge from our
inner mind), and — should anyone happen to cast doubt on
this — not to be able to answer with any satisfactory
proof.’135 Thus what Schopenhauer regarded as Kant’s great,
though inconsistently sustained philosophical feat, Kant
himself termed ‘scandalous for philosophy’.

This firm adoption of the course of Berkeleyan subjective
idealism would in itself ensure Schopenhauer the place of an
important forerunner in reactionary bourgeois philosophy.
For when Mach and Avenarius adopted Berkeley’s epistemo-
logy afresh, just as fully in essence but using a much more
veiled form of expression, they continued along lines which
started with Schopenhauer. Lenin too ascertained the affinity
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in his Mach critique: ‘One is above not only materialism but
also the idealism of ““any old” Hegel, yet not averse to flirt-
ing with an idealism in the spirit of Schopenhauer!’!3¢

But in two respects Schopenhauer outstripped his succes-
sors. On the one hand he supported unreservedly Berkeley’s
solipsistic subjectivism and idealism; it was still wholly alien
to him to mask his idealism as a ‘third road’ between idealism
and materialism, as an ‘elevation’ above this antithesis. On
the other hand, he did not content himself, like Mach and
Avenarius, with a mere agnosticism, but developed that
mysticism and irrationalism inherent (consciously or not) in
all consistent idealism overtly from it with thorough-going
logic. In this, likewise, he came nearer to Berkeley than to
his own successors. There is, admittedly, the important
historical difference that his development of subjective
idealism merges it not with Christian religion, as Berkeley’s
did, but with the religious atheism we have previously noted.

Now, in order to find an epistemological rationale for this,
Schopenhauer does not repudiate the existence of things-in-
themselves in general but simply puts an irrationalist-mystical
interpretation on them by equating the thing-in-itself with
the will, exaggerated and mysticized irrationalistically. He
wrote: ‘Phenomenon means idea and nothing further: all
idea, of whatever kind, all object is phenomenon. But the
thing-in-itself is will alone: as such it (Translator’s note: i.e.,
the will) is never idea but different from idea toto genere: it
is that of which all idea, all object constitutes the manifesta-
tion, the visible nature, the objectivity. It is the most intrinsic
element, the core of each separate entity and equally of the
whole: it appears in every blindly operating force of nature;
it appears also in man’s deliberate actions; the great differ-
ence between the two concerns only the degree of manifesta-
tion, not the essence of what is manifesting itself.’3’

Thus Schopenhauer, like Schelling previously, presents us
with two diametrically opposite modes of comprehending
reality: an inessential reality (objective reality as really given)
and a genuine, essential one (that of mystical irrationalism).
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But as we have seen, the young Schelling rejected with this
conjunction only conceptual (discursive) knowledge of
reality. With his intellectual intuition he was striving to
comprehend, albeit in a confusedly mystical manner, the
essence of the same reality, the motive forces of evolution
as a universal principle behind all reality. Schopenhauer, on
the contrary, automatically discredited all scientific know-
ledge and created a far deeper rift between knowledge of
the phenomenal world and that of the thing-in-itself than
Schelling did, even in his later period when he opposed
positive to negative philosophy. For here we are dealing
with two different kinds of reality, or rather with reality
and non-reality, and the difference between these is exactly
reflected in the two kinds of cognition.

In part this is connected with their different epistemo-
logies. Schelling was an objective, Schopenhauer a subjective
idealist. For Schelling, in consequence, the objectivity of
reality is still somehow present, although in a form that was
growing more and more distorted through mystical irration-
alism. His early conception of the identical subject-object
especially is a mystificatory form of expressing the notion
that human consciousness is, on the one hand, the product
of natural evolution, and that, on the other hand, the achiev-
ing of this identity in intellectual intuition implies a know-
ledge, an elevation of this objective natural process into self-
consciousness. With Schopenhauer, however, the association
between subject and object is constituted quite differently
from the outset. We have already quoted Schopenhauer’s
statements in this regard: they culminate in the thesis that
there can be no object without subject, and that what we call
reality (the world of appearance) is identical with our ideas.
He therefore identifies himself with the Berkeleyan Esse est
percipi.

From this it follows that for Schopenhauer — as later for
Mach, Avenarius, Poincaré, etc. — the external world cannot
have any real objectivity that is independent of human
consciousness; that cognition — this too agrees with Machism
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— possesses only a purely practical significance in the ‘struggle
for existence’, the preservation of the individual and the
species. ‘Therefore knowledge in general,” Schopenhauer
wrote, ‘rational as well as merely intuitive, proceeds in the
first place from the will itself and belongs to the essence of
the higher stages of its objectivation as a mere mekbane, a
means of preserving the individual and the species as much
as every bodily organ. Originally determined, then, to serve
the will and to accomplish its purposes, it remains entirely
the servant of the will almost continuously: this is the case
in all animals and in nearly all human beings.’!*

Without futher ado Schopenhauer was able to deduce from
this epistemological viewpoint that, in the case of phenomena,
the mode of comprehension thus determined is incapable in
principle of telling us anything about their essence. He
divided knowledge of the external world into morphology
and aetiology. Of the former he said: ‘This presents us with
innumerable shapes for our ideas, infinitely manifold and yet
related through an unmistakable family resemblance, shapes
which on this plane remain strange to us and, if regarded
simply from this angle, look like baffling hieroglyphs.’
Actiology ‘teaches us that, according to the law of cause and
effect, one particular state of matter gives rise to the other,
and has thereby accounted for it and done its task’. But this
will not have affected our knowledge of objective reality.
Schopenhauer sums up his epistemology as follows:

But this does not enlighten us in the least about the inner
essence of any of those phenomena. This is called natural
force and lies outside the realm of aetiological explanation
which gives the name of natural law to the immutable
constancy of the occurrence of such a force’s externaliza-
tion, as long as the conditions it knows are present. But
this natural law, these conditions and this occurrence, in
respect of a particular place at a particular time, are all
that it knows and ever can know. The actual force extern-
alized, the inner essence of the phenomenon occurring
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according to those laws will remain for ever a mystery,
quite strange and unknown, in the case of both the simp-
lest and most complex phenomenon . .. In consequence,
even the most thorough aetiological explanation of the
whole of nature would actually never be anything beyond
a catalogue of inexplicable forces and a reliable list of the
rules whereby manifestations of those forces occur in time
and place, succeed and give way to one another. It would
however have to leave the inner essence of the forces
manifested for ever unexplained, because the law it obeys
does not go that far, but stops with the phenomenon
and its classifying.!*

Here we can distinctly see both the purely bourgeois charac-
ter of Schopenhauer’s epistemology and the energy with
which it anticipates irrationalist philosophy’s later develop-
ment. Schopenhauer’s close contact with eighteenth-century
English philosophers, with Berkeley and Hume, stems chiefly
from the fact that they were trying to meet the ideological
needs of a bourgeoisie which had already gained control
economically, by means of a compromise with the land-
owning class and the religious views of the old régime. For
that reason, they tried to create an epistemology which did
not, on the one hand, obstruct the free development of
natural science indispensable to capitalist production (unlike,
for instance, the religious ideas of feudal or semi-feudal
philosophy which affected science itself). On the other hand,
the epistemology they were seeking repudiated all philo-
sophical consequences of scientific developments liable to
hamper the compromise made with the ruling powers of the
ancien régime by a bourgeoisie mostly inclining to reaction.
This attitude’s purely bourgeois character is manifest in the
fact that the decisive argument for banishing such conse-
quences is once again an indirect one. They are not dismissed
(as in feudal or semi-feudal philosophy) because they fail to
agree with Christian dogmas, but on account of their ‘unscien-
tific nature’ and because they cross frontiers defined by
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epistemology as impassable for the intellectual apprehension
of the phenomenal world. Schopenhauer’s anticipatory
character, his ‘genius’ is indicated by the fact that he recog-
nized this trend of bourgeois development in backward
Germany at the start of the nineteenth century; that in the
political unawareness — socially, matters still stood quite
differently — of the German bourgeoisie of his age, he clearly
surmised and raised to a high stage of generalization tendencies
which only gained the upper hand in Germany and rightacross
the Continent after the defeat of the 1848-9 revolution.

As we have seen, this knowledge of the phenomenal world
could only possess, in Schopenhauer’s opinion, a practical,
pragmatist significance. He now countered it with apprehen-
sion of the essence of things-in-themselves, apprehension of
will. At this point the irrationalist mysticism in his philo-
sophy becomes fully evident. Even for the mode of perceiv-
ing the phenomenal world, Schopenhauer stresses the out-
standing role played by intuition. Schelling’s intellectual
intuition which, as we know, was for him solely the mode of
knowing things-in-themselves — in sharp contrast to that of
perceiving phenomena — he made a universal principle
governing every kind of knowledge. ‘Accordingly our every-
day, empirical intuition is an intellectual one, and to this is
due the predicate which Germany’s philosophical windbags
have attached to a purported intuition of imagined worlds in
which their favoured absolutum performs its evolutions.’'4°

Naturally this irrationalist principle of intuition makes an
even bolder appearance in knowledge of the thing-in-itself,
the will. Apprehension of this will occurs, as regards each
man as an individual, purely intuitively and directly ‘as
something, namely, which is directly known to that Everyone
which the word “will” denotes’.!#! That this entails a com-
plete solipsism, a denial of the reality of our fellow-men and
the external world in general, Schopenhauer can contest only
with sophistry and the tools of Schelling’s philosophy, the
philosophy he otherwise challenges so strongly. We judge the
existence of our fellow-beings, Schopenhauer says, ‘according
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to the analogy of that life’,'4? that is, according to our own,
and in both instances we distinguish between idea (pheno-
menon) and will (thing-in-itself). The same method is then
used to apply the will by analogy to the entire phenomenal
world as to its underlying Being-in-itself. Schopenhauer
expounds this analogizing, this extension of human will to
the whole cosmos as follows:

It must however be observed that here, all we need is a
denominatio a potiori through which, for that very reason,
the concept of will is expanded further than before. Per-
ception of the identical in different manifestations and
of the incongruous in similar ones is, as Plato so often
comments, the very precondition of philosophy. Until
now, however, we have not recognized the identity, with
the will, of the essence of every single force straining and
operating in nature. Hence we have not regarded the
manifold phenomena as the different species of the same
genus which they are but have taken them for hetero-
geneous: that is also why there could not be a word to
denote the concept of this genus. Hence I give the genus
the name of its most admirable species, a nearer, imme-
diate knowledge of which leads us to indirect knowledge
of all other species.?

This analogizing, needless to say, again occurs in an intuitive
way, on the basis of direct knowing: ‘But~the word will,
which is supposed to reveal the innermost essence of each
thing in nature like an open sesame, by no means signifies
an unknown quantity, something that is reached by drawing
conclusions; it signifies rather something which is directly
perceived and so well known that we know and understand
what will is far better than anything else, anything whatever.
Hitherto the concept will was subsumed under the concept
force; but 1 do the exact opposite and ask for every force
in nature to be conceived as will."'** So here Schopenhauer
anthropologizes the whole of nature with the help of plain
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analogy, which he loftily declares to be myth, and hence truth.

Here we are neither able nor disposed to analyse in all its
details the philosophical system which arose in this way. We
shall only indicate those crucial elements in which the new
Schopenhauerian irrationalism — which had a tremendously
strong bearing on nineteenth-century philosophy — found
expression. From Schopenhauer’s return to Berkeley as
we have traced it so far, it necessarily follows that for
Schopenhauer, space, time and causality are purely subjective
forms of the phenomenal world and can never be applied to
things-in-themselves, to will as Schopenhauer grasped it.
Kant’s fluctuating position derived from the fact that here,
he was similarly striving for a sharp dichotomy, but was
forever trying to escape from the prison of this metaphysical
dualism in the course of his concrete accounts. These steps
taken by Kant towards a dialectical view of phenomenon
and essence (objective reality, thing-in-itself) were mostly
hesitant and equivocal. Schopenhauer radically abolished
them and used the dualism, carried through in a more con-
sistently metaphysical, anti-dialectical argumentation, to
bring about a total irrationalisation of the world of things-
in-themselves.

Let us take an important case in natural philosophy.
‘Force itself’, Schopenhauer said, ‘lies right outside the chain
of causes and effects, which presupposes time by having
meaning only in relation to it: but the former also lies out-
side time. The particular mutation is always an equally
particular variation, but not so the force, on the cause whose
externalization it is. For just that which always gives a cause
its efficacy, however many times it occurs, is a natural force
and as such groundless, i.e., it lies right outside the causal
nexus and the domain of the principle of reason, and is
perceived philosophically as immediate objectivity of the
will, which is entire nature’s In-itself.”'43

Thereupon, the whole of nature is turned into a mystery,
although all the particular mutations needed for capitalist
praxis may be comprehended in terms of causal laws and
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used in production. But philosophically speaking, everything
is inexplicable and irrational: ‘It is as inexplicable to us that a
stone should fall to the earth as that an animal- should
move.’**® And by pursuing this idea to its logical conclusion,
Schopenhauer arrived at findings very close to the reaction-
ary mysticism of imperialist natural philosophy, which they
anticipate in methodology. Let us remember from Spinoza’s
deterministic statements that a stone flying through the air,
if it had consciousness, would imagine that it was flying of
its free will — a graphic image to illustrate the illusion of free
will; as has been shown, we find analogies of it in Bayle and
Leibniz as well. Schopenhauer similarly refers to Spinoza’s
image but completely reverses its philosophical meaning by
adding ‘that the stone would be right. The push is the same
for the stone as the motive for me, and what is manifested
in the stone’s case as cohesion, gravity, persistence in the
assumed state is, in esoteric essence, the same as that which
I recognize in myself as will and which the stone too would
recognize as will, were it to acquire perception.’™’
Schopenhauer, of course, was not familiar with today’s
bourgeois atomic physics, but he would surely have assented
enthusiastically, at least from the methodological angle, to
the a-causal movements of electrons and ‘free will’ in the
movement of particles.

The results of this metaphysical-irrationalist splitting
asunder of phenomenon and essence emerge even more
clearly in the human world. Since Schopenhauerian will lies
beyond the operational field of space, time and causality, and
since he regards the individuation principle as thereby dis-
solved, every will is identical with will itself. This has very
important human (ethical) consequences: ‘Only the inner
processes, as far as they concern the will/, have true reality
and are real events; because will alone is the thing-in-itself. In
each microcosm there lies the whole macrocosm, and the
latter contains no more than the former. Multiplicity is
phenomenon, and the external processes are mere configura-
tions of the phenomenal world, hence possessing no direct
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reality or meaning, which they only have indirectly through
their relation to the will of individuals.’!48

This, therefore, is not merely to say that it is exclusively
the inner factor which counts in every deed. That is also
implied in Kant’s ‘categorical imperative’, albeit with the
important difference that Kant was always striving to give his
pure abstract ethics a social content as well, and in order to
achieve this he did not flinch from sophistic methods, from
an unconscious abandonment of his own methodological
starting-point. With Schopenhauer, on the contrary, we are
dealing with inwardness pure and simple, with the philo-
sophical and ethical devaluation of every action, every real
deed. But over and beyond this, the identity of macrocosm
and microcosm, of the essential world and the pure inward-
ness of the individuum is also implied in the passage. just
quoted. Certainly, the path to this is an askesis, a dismissal
of the cruelties of existence, a vision of the inner identity of
all beings, and therefore a surmounting of ordinary egotism.
On all these issues Schopenhauer speaks in a wide-ranging,
picturesque and often witty manner. But we must never
forget that — again in abrupt contrast to Kant and indeed
to all the genuine moralists of the past — he regards his own
ethics as optional for the philosopher expounding and
justifying them. Why, then, should they be obligatory for
his readers and followers? But if they are not so, all that
these ‘sublime’ ethics leave us with is the inflation of the
individual to a cosmic potency, plus a philosophical carte
blanche to look down on all social activity in a superior way.

This side of Schopenhauer’s philosophy is further rein-
forced by the most popular part of his system, his aesthetics.
Here again, bourgeois historians blur the picture by discern-
ing in Schopenhauer’s aesthetics a continuation of German
classicism. In fact they are the exact opposite. The aesthetics
of Goethe and Schiller, those of the young Schelling and the
mature Hegel, held art and knowledge to be two significant,
mutually co-ordinating forms of comprehending the world.
Goethe wrote: ‘The Beautiful is a manifestation of secret
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natural laws which, without the appearance of the Beautiful,
would be forever hidden from us.’’4® On the face of it,
Schopenhauer’s aesthetics with their connection between
Platonic ideas and aesthetic contemplation, and their view of
music as a ‘reflection of the will itself’,'s° come very close to
this view. But let us not forget that in German classicism,
knowledge and art were oriented to the same reality and that
they both sought in it different but converging solutions for
the same dialectic of phenomenon and essence, whereas
Schopenhauer defined art precisely ‘as the mode of consider-
ing things independently of the principle of reason’.>' Thus
with Schopenhauer, in contrast to German classicism, know-
ledge and aesthetic contemplation form diametrically opposite
poles.

Despite an equally superficial and deceptive resemblance,
an antithesis just as sharp obtains in the relation of the
aesthetic sphere to praxis. We do not need to expatiate on
the fact that in classical aesthetics, from Kant’s ‘without
interest’ to Schiller’s ‘aesthetic education’, there exists a
strong element of artistic isolation, an element of escape
from social reality and praxis. But this was still only one
element. Even ‘aesthetic education’ was originally designed as
a preparatory stage, as one phase in the education of man-
kind in social action. Only with Schopenhauer (and in reac-
tionary Romanticism before him) does this escape become
the central problem of aesthetics. Here too Schopenhauer
was an important forerunner of Europe’s later decadence.
‘For such a total flight from social action is inextricably
linked with the distortion of man which this aesthetic atti-
tude occasions. Whereas German classicism’s aesthetic ideal
was the normal human being, Schopenhauer posits an essen-
tial, intimate link between pathology and artistic excellence.
For him the genius is no longer ‘Nature’s darling’, as for
Kant,'5? but a monstrum per excessum.'S

Here we find the reactionary irrationalism of the late-
bourgeois development anticipated in embryonic form. This
anticipation takes on grotesque overtones if we briefly touch
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on the stance which the ‘atheistic’ Schopenhauer adopted to
those problems which later gained popularity among the
decadent bourgeoisie in such diverse forms as ‘depth psycho-
logy’, occultism and so on. Thomas Mann has rightly pointed
to the connection between Schopenhauer and Freud.'** But
more important is Schopenhauer’s standpoint regarding the
problem-complex of clairvoyance, spiritualism, etc. To these
questions — which were also very important for the reac-
tionary Romantics — he devoted a detailed separate study
which, needless to say, we cannot now examine at length.
The important thing is to establish that Schopenhauer’s
subjective-idealist epistemology (as we have noted, it sought,
on the one hand, to inculcate a general scepticism regarding
the philosophical value of natural scientific findings) offered
a philosophical ‘foundation’ for all such superstition. Thus
Schopenhauer wrote of clairvoyance that it would lose ‘at
least its absolute incomprehensibility if we carefully consider
what a mere cerebral phenomenon the objective world is, as
I have so often said: for it is this phenomenon’s laws and
principles, resting as they do on space, time and causality
(as cerebral functions), which are eliminated to some extent
in somnambulistic clairvoyance’.!®3

After briefly recapitulating his doctrine of the subjectivity
of time, Schopenhauer continues: ‘For if time is not a condi-
tion of the authentic essence of things, then in respect of
this essence, Before and After are without significance:
accordingly, then, it must be just as possible to perceive an
event before it has happened as afterwards. All divination,
whether in dreaming somnambulistic foresight, second sight,
or whatever, consists only in locating the way to liberate
knowledge from the condition imposed by time.” That means
that we must concede ‘a real influence by the dead on the
world of the living to be also possible’, seldom though it may
occur, and so on.'’¢ This dual tendency: an agnosticism (or
sometimes plain empiricism flinching from any real general-
ization) towards real natural phenomena and natural prin-
ciples on the one hand, and a blind credulity in assessing
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‘occult phenomena’ on the other, only becomes a widespread
ideology in the second half of the nineteenth century. At the
turn of the 1870s-1880s, Engels criticized strictly empiricist
English natural scientists for such tendencies and summed up
his characterization thus: ‘Here it is palpably evident which is
the surestroad from natural science to mystification. Not the
rank theory of natural philosophy, but the very plainest
empiricism  that despises all theory and distrusts all
thought.’!57 But since Schopenhauer went much further than
the English empiricists in dethroning reason, his true direct
succession in this respect did not evolve until the imperialist
age. The dual epistemological tendency is clearly visible in
Simmel, for instance, and methodologically it later played an
important part in the projection of myths up to fascist racial
theory.

Hence the breeding of an irrationalist megalomania among
the bourgeois intellectuals. It was aggravated by the fact that
Schopenhauer not only took over the aristocratic character
of Schelling’s epistemology, but also extended it in a radical
way. He too found that ordinary, conceptually discursive
knowledge was ‘available and comprehensible to anyone who
only has reason’. The comprehension of the world as it
really is, as it objectifies itself in art, is a different matter; this
is ‘attainable only for the genius and also someone in an
inspired state by virtue of a raising of his pure apperception,
a process which is mostly induced by the works of the
genius’. The art-works in which this Being-in-itself appears
are so constituted that they ‘must remain books forever
closed and inaccessible to the dull majority of men, with a
wide gulf separating them, just as the society of princes is
closed to the rabble’.158

We have briefly outlined how Schopenhauer’s rigorous
irrationalism grew out of his reduction of Kant’s incon-
stancies to Berkeley’s solipsism. It just remain for us to
demonstrate with regard to several philosophically crucial
problems how this irrationalism, as a backlash, meshes
with the development of dialectics; how, in this respect,
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Schopenhauer’s philosophy is pervaded by a wholly conscious
struggle against dialectics; and how it substituted a mystico-
metaphysical irrationalism for the advance of dialectical
knowledge.

Schopenhauer’s conscious and bitter hostility to Fichte,
Schelling and, above all, Hegel is known to us from the history
of philosophy. But the sharp theoretical antithesis of dialec-
tical and metaphysical thinking which in fact separates the
two parties has scarcely ever received concrete elaboration.
And precisely this side of the subject has great significance
for the development of irrationalism. Not only because, as
we have repeatedly explained, every important phase of
irrationalism originates in the antithesis to a stage in the
development of dialectics. It is important also because (and
this finds especially vivid expression in Schopenhauer) every
irrationalism requires, as a logico-epistemological comple-
ment to and underpinning of metaphysical thought, the
appeal to a logical formalism.

Without having referred expressly to the problems of
dialectics before, we were nonetheless obliged in substance
to mention some of the most important dialectical problems.
Let us recall the relation of phenomenon and essence, the
inward and the external, theory and praxis. The sharp cbn-
trast will at once be evident from even a cursory glance at
the development of dialectics from Kant to Hegel. With
Hegel, the dialectical relativizing of phenomenon and essence
leads to a correct solution of the thing-in-itself problem, a
knowledge of the thing through knowledge of its attributes,
and the logical transformation of things-in-themselves into
things-for-us in the course of a dialectical unending approxi-
mation to objects. With Schopenhauer, on the contrary, there
is no mediation at all between appearance and essence,
between phenomenon and thing-in-itself; they are two worlds
radically divided from each other. Whereas, for Hegel, the
inward and the external continually interact, a metaphysical
abyss separates them for Schopenhauer. (We shall discuss
in detail this question’s anti-dialectical and irrationalist
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significance when we deal with Kierkegaard.) With Hegel,
theory and praxis are portrayed — as far as is possible in an
idealist philosophy — in intimate dialectical interaction, so
that theoretical category problems, such as that of teleology,
are at once explained as deriving from human labour and the
use of the tool.!%? But, with Schopenhauer, theory and praxis
are so inimical to each other that its relation to praxis is
presented as a downright dishonouring of theory, an impor-
tant symptom of the inferior and superficial character of
praxis; real theory and real philosophy must be pure con-
templation strictly isolated from all praxis.

This contrast becomes even clearer, if anything, when we
consider the category of causality. We have already touched
on this issue in the context of Schopenhauer’s Berkeleyan
solipsism and pointed out his extreme subjectivism, even in
comparison to Kant. This aspect of the question is important
for later developments because Schopenhauer’s radical stress
on causality as — along with space and time — a unique
category of the phenomenal world is in seeming contrast to
tendencies emerging in the imperialist age, from the repudia-
tion of causality by Mach and Avenarius via its relativizing
and enfeeblement in later thinkers (e.g., Simmel) down to
the substitution of probability calculation by present-day
natural philosophers, viz., the advocates of physical idealism.
In fact, however, this line marks a uniform trend to destroy
the objectivity and objective principles of the external
world existing independently of our consciousness. The
common aim was to reduce to the subject the outer world’s
own coherent relations and to deprive them of any objective
character. In this respect Schopenhauer was, as we have
already shown, an important forerunner and pioneer of the
imperialist age’s agnosticism and irrationalism. This is especi-
ally so because his concept of causality, precisely on account
of the mechanical-metaphysical exclusiveness of his fatalist
determinism in the phenomenal world, served only as a
springboard for reaching a totally irrational indeterminism, a
total denial of any objectivity and laws in the area of things-
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in-themselves. It is no accident but a necessary consequence
of Schopenhauer’s interpretation of causality that one of the
few older philosophers he revered was Malebranche, the
founder of occasionalism. .

From the angle of the dialectical or metaphysical develop-
ment of logic at the start of the nineteenth century,
Schopenhauer’s attitude to Kant on the causality question is
of exceptional importance. Kant, as we know, set up a table
of categories in which causality, although acquiring a key role
in his concrete exposition, nevertheless forms only one of
twelve categories he listed of the coherence of objects. All
Kant’s dialectical successors raised critical objections to this
table, chiefly to the effect that its contents and composition
were simply adopted from formal logic and that a philo-
sophical deduction of its coherence had not even been
seriously attempted. True, Hegel praises the ‘great flair of the
concept’ in Kant in his history of philosophy, because the
latter sought to arrange it in triplicate (positive, negative,
synthesis), but he censures Kant for ‘not deducing’ these
categories and simply taking them from experience ‘with
the adjustments they undergo in logic’ (i.e. formal logic —
G.L.) .'% Thus Hegel was praising and censuring the exten-
sion of formal logic into dialectical logic, already discerning
in Kant a precursor, albeit unclear and uncertain, of the
dialectical method.

Schopenhauer too criticized Kant’s derivation of the
categories but in a totally opposite direction. His end was to
destroy completely Kant’s tentative steps towards dialectics.
Whereas he saw in Kant’s ‘transcendental aesthetics’ an enor-
mous achievement, namely a purely subjectivist conception
of space and time, he regarded the ‘transcendental analytics’,
the deduction of the categories, as completely ‘obscure,
confused, undefined, shaky, unsure’. In his view they con-
tained ‘mere assertions that it is thus and must be thus’.
Schopenhauer concluded his comments as follows: ‘We may
further remark that Kant, whenever he wants to illustrate a
statement with an example, almost always resorts to the
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category of causality, and what he has stated then turns out
aright — and this is because the law of causality is the real
and also sole form of understanding, while the other eleven
categories are only blacked-out windows.”’®! About the
causal nexus he adds, entirely in the spirit of this argument:
‘... of this real and sole function of understanding’.16?
Schopenhauer took this sovereignty of causality so far as
radically to reject any extension of it beyond the single,
mechanical chain of cause and effect. Thus he wrote, for
instance, ‘that the concept of reciprocity is, strictly speaking,
empty’;!63 that ‘the effect can never be the cause of its cause,
‘and hence the concept of reciprocity in its true sense is not
admissible’.16

It is very interesting to compare this denial of reciprocity
with Hegel’s statements, which show in detail, on the one
hand, the objective reality and effectiveness of reciprocity,
but also see in it merely a relatively humble form of the
universal dialectical bonds between all objects — a form,
therefore, at which dialectical logic must not halt. ‘Recip-
rocity’, Hegel wrote, ‘is, and this we admit, the closest truth
of the relationship of cause and effect, standing so to speak
at the threshold of the concept; but for that self-same reason
we must not content ourselves with applying that relation-
ship, insofar as knowing with comprehension (das begreifende
Erkennen) is concerned. If we stop to consider a given con-
tent merely from the angle of reciprocity, the concept is
in fact entirely missing from our act of considering.’'®* Since
here we are only concerned with elaborating the antithesis
between dialectical and metaphysical-irrationalist logic, we
cannot now examine the very interesting details of this
question-complex. It will suffice as a summing up to quote
some comments which Lenin made on dialectics and causality
in Hegel and to state that what he said about causality in
neo-Kantian thinking also applies to Schopenhauer in its
entirety. Lenin wrote: ‘If we read what Hegel says about
causality, it will at first appear strange that he occupies
himself so relatively little with this theme when it was so
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popular with the Kantians. What is the reason? The reason is
that for him, causality is only one of the determinants of the
universal coherence which he was already grasping earlier,
throughout his account, in a considerably profounder and
more universal sense, underlining this coherence, the recip-
rocal crossings, and so on, comstantly, and from the very
outset. It would be most instructive to compare the “birth
pangs” of neo-empiricism (or “physical idealism”) with
Hegel’s solutions or rather his dialectical method.’!%¢

With regard to the question of space and time the contrast
is equally clear-cut. Here, to be sure, there is far greater
agreement between Kant and Schopenhauer than over the
issue of the categories of understanding. For here Kant was
much less of a dialectician, at least in his endeavours. Not
only did Kant, like Schopenhauer, regard space and time as
universal a priori preconditions of all objectivity, and there-
fore as principles to be comprehended philosophically in
independence of and prior to all objectivity; he also stressed
their mutual total independence of each other. Schopenhauer
throws this metaphysical dualism of space and time into even
sharper relief: ‘Thus we see that both forms of empirical
ideas, although known to have infinite divisibility and infinite
expansion in common, are still fundamentally different in
that what is essential to the one has no significance at all in
the other; juxtaposition has none in time, and succession
none in space.’!¢” If space and time appear united in practical
understanding’s knowledge, the principle of unification does
not, in Schopenhauer’s view, lie in space and time themselves
but exclusively in the understanding, in subjectivity.

The young Hegel already took issue with Kant’s meta-
physical dualism on the matter of space and time, as in his
Jena Logic (1801-2). The most striking aspect of this is that
Hegel deals with space and time not in the section concerned
with epistemological logic, but in his book’s natural-
philosophical section, in the chapter on the concept of move-
ment; and even here the theme is not discussed in epistemo-
logical isolation but in connection with the question of ether.
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As regards the treatment itself, it should be stressed thatspace
and time are presented, on the one hand, as elements of a
concrete natural unity, and on the other — this automatically
follows dialectically — as interacting elements. ‘The single
like-unto-itself, space, is an element when isolated; but as
self-realizing, as being what it is in itself, it is its own opposite,
it is time — and vice versa, the infinite as the element of
time: it realizes itself or is as an element, i.e., annulling itself
as that which it is, it constitutes its opposite, space . . .’1%8
With the mature Hegel this question undergoes many
vicissitudes, but the dialectical principles remain the same.
In his Encyclopaedia, too, space and timeare developed under
natural philosophy, not logic; this time, to be sure, by way of
an introduction to mechanics. Now although Hegel as an
idealist was still unable to find the real dialectic of space and
time (it requires a dialectical theory of the reflection of
objective reality), he nevertheless regarded the inner compati-
bility, the ceaseless interaction of space and time as axio-
matic. Here we cannot possibly give a detailed analysis of his
views, but must limit ourselves to several examples which
particularly characterize the method. In one passage he
writes, for instance: ‘The truth of space is time, thus space
turns into time; we do not pass into time subjectively, but
space itself makes the transition. In imagination space and
time are far apart, we have first space and then time as well;
philosophy contests this “‘as well””.”'®® For Hegel the dialec-
tical thinker, then, Kant’s dualism of space and time (and
also the dualism found in Schopenhauer, whom Hegel never
read) meant remaining stationary on the level of idea, a non-
attainment of the philosophical standpoint. Hegel too con-
stantly emphasizes the conceptual indivisibility of space and
time from the real agitation of the world of objects. For him,
space and time are never empty — and merely subjective —
vessels within whose frame objectiveness and movement
occur but are, on the contrary, themselves elements of the
world of agitated objectiveness, the objective dialectic of
reality. Thus Hegel says of time: ‘Everything does not originate
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and expire iz time, but time #zself is this becoming, originating
and expiring.’17®

Only on the face of it do these questions have an abstractly
epistemological character. In reality the mode of compre-
hending space and time crucially affects the construction of
any philosophy. Let us remark just in passing that the sharp
metaphysical division of space and time which, with
Schopenhauer himself, was still a mechanical juxtaposing
constitutes the epistemological hypothesis for the opposition
of space and time in the irrationalist philosophy of the
imperialist age (Bergson, Spengler, Klages, Heidegger, etc.).
Here again Schopenhauer appears an important initiator of
irrationalism’s later development, but he was only a fore-
runner once again. That slant so characteristic of the move-
ment later, whereby mechanistic-fatalistic ‘dead’, rational and
‘objective’ space was placed in antithesis to vital irrationalist,
truly subjective time, lay outside the scope of his thinking.

And this was so for socio-historical reasons. It was only
the fiercer class struggles of the imperialist age that forced
this time-conception upon reactionary bourgeois philosophy,
as the philosophical basis for a mythicizing pseudo-history
intended to counter the increasingly victorious advance of
historical materialism. Nietzsche, on the eve of the imperialist
age, was likewise a transitional figure in this respect, although
certainly on the basis of acuter class struggles. His mythos was
already a pseudo-history but lacked a time-theory of its own
in the aforementioned sense, whereas Schopenhauer’s mythos
still consisted in a radical repudiation of all historicity.

We again find the explanation for this in the class struggles
of Schopenhauer’s day and the ideological antithesis they
promoted. We have already remarked in other contexts that
during the period of Schopenhauer’s activity, the ideological
fronts were drawn up in opposition as historism and pseudo-
historism. On the one side, there was the progressive-bourgeois
historical defence of progress founded on the lessons of the
French Revolution, and on the other, the semi-feudal legiti-
mist doctrine of an ‘organic’ development — which in fact
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implied an endeavour to revert to prerevolutionary condi-
tions behind the mask of historicity and was thus the ideo-
logical defence of feudal-legitimist reaction. On the surface,
Schopenhauer’s standpoint in this dilemma was a peculiar
tertium datur: namely a dismissal of the significance of all
historicity for the essence of reality. But we have seen that
this was antithetical to Romantic-reactionary philosophy
only in its argumentation and in specific concrete contents.
In truth, Schopenhauer was likewise bitterly hostile to all
social progress, with the sole difference that since he lacked
inner ties with absolute monarchy and the nobility support-
ing it, he did not mind which ‘strong’ régime defended
bourgeois property against the exploited masses as long as it
did so efficiently. (This is another reason for Schopenhauer’s
popularity in the period of Bonapartism.)

Only when regarded from this angle does the real philo-
sophical meaning of the category problems we are discussing
become clear. The change which classical German philosophy
signifies in man’s thinking rests not least on the fact that in
objective idealism, Hegel’s above all, dialectics became —
after major preparatory steps in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries — the historical method for knowledge of nature
and history. (With, of course, all the limitations of philo-
sophical idealism which the bourgeois dialecticians were
incapable of surmounting.) The subjectivist view of space,
time and causality, the restricting of their validity to the
phenomenal world, the sovereignty of causality as the linking
category of objects, the strictly metaphysical division of
space and time: all this served primarily to repudiate in a
radical fashion any historicity of nature and the world of
men.

Schopenhauer designed a world-picture in which neither
the phenomenal cosmos nor that of things-in-themselves
knew change, development or history. The former, to be
sure, consisted of a ceaseless changing, an apparent becoming
and expiring, a changing moreover that was subject to a
fatalistic necessity. But this becoming and expiring was still
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static in essence: a kaleidoscope in which alternating com-
binations of the same components give the direct, uninitiated
beholder the illusion of constant change. And anyone posses-
sing real philosophical insight, Schopenhauer claimed, must
be aware that behind this brightly coloured veil of surface
phenomena continually succeeding one another, there is
hidden another world without space, time and causality, a
world regarding which it would be pointless to speak of
history, development or even progress. This initiated mind,
wrote Schopenhauer, ‘will not share people’s belief that time
produces something really new and momentous, that
through it or in it something sheerly real will come into
existence . . ."1"!

It is here that Schopenhauer’s animosity towards Hegel has
its objective roots. Having converted Kantian philosophy into
a radical anti-historicism, he then had to see Hegel’s equally
resolute dialectical historicism triumph over his system.
Hence his doctrine largely took the form of bitter polemical
imprecations directed against Hegel: ‘As far, finally, as the
striving to comprehend world-history as an orderly whole is
concerned — a striving encouraged by Hegelian quack philo-
sophy with its universally corrupting and stupefying influ-
ence; its actual basis is a coarse, humdrum realism which
takes the phenomenon for the world’s essence in itself and
thinks that everything hinges on the former, its shapes and
its processes . . .’172

It necessarily follows from this conception that
Schopenhauer should deny any evolution in nature. In con-
trast to Goethe, with whom he purportedly agrees on every
question, he was with regard to the natural sciences an
admirer of Linnaeus and Cuvier, ignoring the attempts that
his great contemporaries were making to discover a historical
evolution in nature. Of course not even he could fail to
observe the gradations in nature (inorganic and organic
nature, living beings, species, etc.). But he regarded them as
perennial objectivation forms of the will, ‘stages in the
objectivation of the will’ that were ‘nothing else than Plato’s
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Ideas’ ™ For him these perennial prototypes of every indivi-
dual phenomenal form were ‘permanent, not subject to
change, always being, never become’. Here again it is clear
how vapid the conceptions were of those bourgeois historians
who saw in Schopenhauer a continuation of Goethean tradi-
tions, and how they distorted any real connection. In all that
crucially mattered about Goethe in terms of (natural) philo-
sophy, in respect of his opposition to the unhistorical mech-
anicalism of Linnaeus and Cuvier, Schopenhauer was Goethe’s
adversary and not his heir.

For Schopenhauer, therefore, history does not exist. ‘For
we are of the opinion’, he wrote, ‘that everyone is still
infinitely far from a philosophical knowledge of the world
who presumes it possible to grasp its essence in some bistori-
cal way, however finely clothed; but that is the case as soon
as any Becoming or Having-Become or In-the-Process-of-
Becoming (Werdenwerden) occurs in one’s view of the
world’s essence in itself and any Earlier or Later has the
slightest significance ... For all such historical philosophy,
however superior its manner, takes time for a condition of
things-in-themselves as though Kant had never existed, and
hence stops at what Kant terms phenomenon as opposed to
thing-in-itself ... it is just knowledge which is accommo-
dated by the principle of sufficient reason that never takes
us to the inner essence of things but only pursues phenomena
into infinity, moving without purpose or goal ... In
principle, said Schopenhauer, history can never become the
object of a science; it is ‘false not only in the exposition but
in its essence’.!”™ Hence for Schopenhauer there exists no
difference in history between important and trivial, major
and minor; only the individual is real, whereas the human
race is an empty abstraction.

Thus only the individual, isolated in a world without
meaning, is left over as the fateful product of the individua-
tion principle (space, time, causality). An individual, cer-
tainly, that is identical with the world-essence by virtue of
the aforestated identity between microcosm and macrocosm
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in the world of things-in-themselves. This essence, however,
located as it is beyond the validity of space, time and causality,
is consequently — nothingness. Hence Schopenhauer’s
magnum opus logically ends with the words: ‘Rather we
freely acknowledge that what is left after the complete
annulment of the will is, for all those who are still full of
will, assuredly nothingness. But conversely also, for those in
whom will has turned round and denied itself, this very real
world of ours with all its suns and Milky Ways is —
nothingness.’!"

And at this point, with our survey of the most important
problems in Schopenhauer’s philosophy completed, we ask
once again: what is the social task it fulfils? Or, to put this
question from another angle: what is behind its widespread
and lasting influence? Here pessimism is not by itself an
adequate answer, for first pessimism requires a further
concretization in addition to that we provided earlier.
Schopenhauer’s philosophy rejects life in every form and
confronts it with nothingness as a philosophical perspective.
But is it possible to live such a life? (Let us mention only in
passing that Schopenhauer — in line with Christianity, here
as on the question of original sin — rejected suicide as a solu-
tion to the meaninglessness of existence.) If we consider
Schopenhauer’s philosophy as a whoie, the answer is
undoubtedly yes. For the futility of life means above all the
individual’s release from all social obligations and all respons-
ibility towards men’s forward development, which does not
even exist in Schopenhauer’s eyes. And nothingness as the
pessimist outlook, as life’s horizon is quite unable, according
to Schopenhauer’s ethics as already expounded, to prevent or
even merely to discourage the individual from leading an
enjoyable contemplative life. On the contrary: the abyss of
nothingness, the gloomy background of the futility of
existence only lends this enjoyment an extra piquancy.
Further heightening it is the fact that the strongly accented
aristocratism of Schopenhauer’s philosophy lifts its adherents
(in imagination) way above the wretched mob that is short-
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sighted enough to fight and to suffer for a betterment of
social conditions. So Schopenhauer’s system, well laid out
and architecturally ingenious in form, rises up like a modern
luxury hotel on the brink of the abyss, nothingness and
futility. And the daily sight of the abyss, between the leisurely
enjoyment of meals or works of art, can only enhance one’s
pleasure in this elegant comfort.

This, then, fulfils the task of Schopenhauer’s irrationalism:
the task of preventing an otherwise dissatisfied sector of the
intelligentsia from concretely turning its discontent with the
‘established order’, i.e., the existing social order, against the
capitalist system in force at any given time. This irrationalism
thereby reaches its central objective — no matter how far
Schopenhauer himself was aware of it: that of providing an
indirect apologetic of the capitalist social order.

5. Kierkegaard

Kierkegaard’s philosophy, like that of Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche, was slow to attain world influence. It only came
‘into vogue in the imperialist period or, to be more precise,
between the First and Second World War. Certainly, during
his active life as a writer Kierkegaard was by no means so
neglected a figure in his homeland as Schopenhauer was in
Germany before 1848. His first major writings, and the only
crucial ones philosophically, the works appearing under
pseudonyms, immediately caused a certain stir, nor did his
later overt stand against the official Protestant Church lack
sensational elements. In the later decades his spiritual influ-
ence even became decisive for a time in Scandinavia. Not
only Ibsen’s dramatic poem Brand bears witness to this; the
influence is also tangible in later Scandinavian literature (I
will only mention Pontoppidan’s novel The Promised Land).
However, although translations of his works and individual
essays on him had already appeared abroad much earlier,



244 THE DESTRUCTION OF REASON

Kierkegaard did not emerge as a leading intellectual force
decisively influencing European (and American) philosophical
reaction until between the two world wars, on the eve of
Hitler’s seizure of power. This position he has held up to the
present day.

Speaking in general terms, Kierkegaard’s intellectual
anticipation of the later development poses no more of a
mystery than Schopenhauer’s and Nietzsche’s. But in order
to give a real concretization of it, we would need a know-
ledge of class relations and class struggles in Denmark during
the second quarter of the nineteenth century far more
intimate than the author of this book possesses. Hence he
would prefer to leave the concrete analysis of this question
to others, rather than cast a false light on it through inade-
quately founded generalizations. We are therefore obliged to
treat Kierkegaard from the outset merely as a figure within
the European philosophical development, omitting to discuss
the concrete social foundations of his mental foreshadowing
of much later irrationalist-reactionary tendencies, which
were rooted in the Danish society of this age.

To be sure, such a mode of treatment does find certain
points of connection in Denmark’s intellectual development
too. Georg Brandes has shown in detail how profound an
effect German philosophy and imaginative literature had in
Denmark in the first half of the nineteenth century.!”” That
goes for Kierkegaard himself as well. His chief philosophical
campaign was directed against Hegel, who represented the
philosophically dominant trend in Denmark too at that time,
and closely connected with this was Kierkegaard’s constant
attack on Goethe. His thinking has close points of contact
with German Romanticism, Schleiermacher and Baader; he
travelled to Berlin especially to hear the old Schelling’s
lectures, and although they were a severe disappointment to
him after the violent first flush of enthusiasm, Schelling’s
new philosophical standpoint and the manner in which he
criticized Hegel were not without a far-reaching influence
on Kierkegaard’s ideas. He also studied in depth the Left
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opposition to Hegel, especially Feuerbach; Trendelenburg, as
we shall see, had a crucial influence on his arguments against
Hegel; after having elaborated his own standpoint he read
Schopenhauer and held him in high esteem, and so on and
so forth. Of course all this does not sufficiently compensate
for the aforestated gap in our account. It merely gives us
enough pointers to prevent it from being — even on this score
— entirely speculative.

Kierkegaard’s philosophy, for all the points of contact with
Schopenhauer’s that we shall demonstrate shortly, is distinct
from the latter historically in being closely bound up with
the process of Hegelianism’s dissolution. During the restora-
tion period, it was possible for Schopenhauer to combat
Hegelian dialectics as pure nonsense and to counter them
with a Kant ‘purified’ i la Berkeley, a metaphysical and
overtly anti-dialectical subjective idealism. At the time of
the greatest crisis in idealist-dialectical thought, in which
there originated the highest form of dialectics completely
surmounting its idealist limitations — namely the materialist
dialectics of Marx and Engels, Kierkegaard, so as to be able
to challenge Hegel in the name of a new, more advanced
irrationalism, had to clothe the latter in the guise of an
allegedly superior dialectic, the ‘qualitative’ dialectic. As we
shall see, this had to do with the attempt, typical in the
history of irrationalism, to thwart the further development
of dialectics by inverting the true forward-looking problem
of the period, to lead dialectics astray and to present the
inverted proposition in a mythico-mystificatory form as the
answer to the concrete question. Kierkegaard, who was an
acute, ingenious and subjectively honest thinker, had an
occasional inkling of this complex of ideas. He wrote in his
Journals in 1836: ‘Mythology is a hypothetical claim which
is transposed into the indicative.’'”® The inability of bour-
geois historians to define Kierkegaard’s position in this
development also manifests itself in their inability and refusal
to comprehend the real meaning of materialist dialectics, and
their consequent failure to understand the whole process of
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the dissolution of Hegelianism in the 1840s.!™

Hegel’s significance in the history of dialectics lies chiefly
in his finding a concept for the most important dialectical
conditions and connections of reality. Marx outlined both
the greatness and the limitations of Hegelian dialectics
precisely when describing his own dialectical method as the
‘direct opposite’ of Hegel’s. ‘The mystification which dialec-
tics undergo in Hegel’s hands in no way lessens the fact that
he was the first to represent their universal forms of motion
in a comprehensive and conscious way. With him they are
turned upside down. We need to right them in order to
discover the rational core within the mystical shell.’*8® This
statement also sheds light on the influence which Hegelian
dialectics had. Their method, resulting as it did from the
major revolutionary crisis in society and the natural sciences
at the turn of the eighteenth to nineteenth century, became
an important organ of the ideological preliminaries to demo-
cratic revolution, above all in Germany. Hegel’s system, on
the other hand, the systematizing of his findings, implied a
recognition of the Prussian State of the restoration period
and therefore exerted a conservative, indeed reactionary
influence. The non-organic joining of these diverging ten-
dencies could appear tenable only so long as the class con-
flicts in Germany were undeveloped or at least remained
latent. With the July Revolution it became inevitable for the
dissolution of Hegelianism, the working out of the antithesis
between system and method and thereupon the refashioning
of the method itself to begin. This struggle produced an
increasingly clear differentiation between the camps or
parties in the philosophical domain. After the statements
which we have just quoted, Marx characterized this situation
as follows: ‘In its rational shape it is annoying and abhorrent
to the bourgeoisie and its doctrinaire spokesmen because it
includes in the positive understanding of the existing order
an understanding of its negation, its inevitable collapse as
well; it comprehends every realized (gewordne) form in the
flux of movement and hence also from its transitory side; it
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does not let anything impress it and is essentially critical and
revolutionary.’!8!

It is anything but an accident that, in the dissolution of
Hegelianism, one of the chief points of contention was the
question of the relation of dialectics to reality. In Hegel’s
mysticizing of true dialectics it was his objective idealism,
the theory of the identical subject-object that played the
decisive role. As long as the antithesis had not yet collided
in life and hence in philosophy, it was possible for such an
artificial twilight to continue: an objective reality posited as
independent of individual consciousness but still that of a
mysticized mind (the world-spirit, God). The exacerbation
of the social conflicts forced philosophy to come down more
firmly on one side or the other: what each thinker under-
stood by reality was something that had to be clearly worked
out.

Is the dialectic, then, the objective motive form of reality
itself? And if so, how does consciousness relate to it? As we
know, the materialist dialectic answers the latter question to
the effect that the subjective dialectic in human knowledge is
precisely the reflection of the objective dialectic of reality,
and that as a result of the structure of objective reality, this
process of reflection likewise proceeds dialectically, not
mechanically as the old materialism would have it. That
answers the basic question in a clear, unambiguous and
scientific manner.

But what was the stance that the bourgeois thinkers
adopted to this question? Their class situation made it
impossible for them to go on to materialist dialectics and
the materialist theory of reflection. When, therefore, the
problems of the objectivity of the dialectical categories and
their mode of perception receive prominence, they can —
at best — critically dissect Hegel’s false synthesis, but are
forced either to repudiate dialectics virtually altogether
(Feuerbach) or to reduce them to a purely subjective one
(Bruno Bauer). We shall concern ourselves with just one
example taken from the copious literature of this period,
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Adolf Trendelenburg’s Hegel critique. Not only because this
work shows the central problem-situation at its clearest,
relatively speaking, but also because Trendelenburg, on
Kierkegaard’s own admission, exerted a strong influence on
the Dane.182

Trendelenburg’s critique starts out from an important and
welljustified question. Hegelian logic rests — in accordance
with the theory of the identical subject-object — on the
principle of the logical categories’ autonomous motion. If we
view these as accurately abstracting reflections of the move-
ment of objective reality, as materialist dialectics do, then
autonomous motion is given a foothold. But if we approach
the examination of this problem from an idealist viewpoint,
there then arises the question — one which is fully justified
with regard to Hegel — with what right does he introduce
motion into logic as a fundamental principle? Trendelenburg
challenged this right; he promptly examined the first funda-
mental transition in Hegel’s logic, that from Being and Non-
Being to Becoming, and arrived at the result that the dialectic
which has been apparently deduced logically is ‘presupposed
without explanation by dialectics that claim to make no
hypotheses’. He elucidates his idea as follows: ‘Pure Being,
like-unto-itself, is repose; Nothingness — the Like-unto-itself
— is similarly repose. Now does agitated Becoming result
from the union of two ideas in repose? Nowhere in the
preliminary stages is there prefigured the motion without
which Becoming would be only a Being . .. But if thinking
engenders something else from that union, it is evidently
adding this other factor to it and tacitly introducing motion
in order to bring Being and Non-Being into the flux of
Becoming. Otherwise the intrinsically mobile, ever-alive
intuition (Anschauung) of Becoming would never result from
Being and Non-Being, these immobile concepts. Becoming
could never come about at all from Being and Non-Being
were it not preceded by the idea of Becoming. Pure Being,
an admitted abstraction, and Nothingness, again an admitted
abstraction, cannot all of a sudden give rise to Becoming, this



THE FOUNDING OF IRRATIONALISM (1789-1848) 249

concrete intuition governing life and death.’!8 Trendelenburg
adds that Hegel investigates motion only in natural
philosophy.

This, it'is plainly evident, reaches to the crucial epistemo-
logical question of the Hegelian system and clearly reveals its
central idealist weakness. Trendelenburg however never
managed to get beyond the variation and restatement of this
— intrinsically justified — critique. Certainly he draws atten-
tion to motion in objective reality; but because he again
views it idealistically, he cannot discover in the real move-
ment of nature and society the objective prototype of the
categories’ movement in logic, a logically generalized proto-
type reflected in accordance with consciousness.

So while he was able to indicate the central idealist flaw in
Hegelian dialectics, it was unrectifiable from Trendelenburg’s
standpoint. For a solution to the difficulties which Hegel
failed to overcome is possible only by obtaining a methodo-
logical, theoretical-scientific inversion along with the epistemo-
logical inversion of dialectics achieved by Marxism, and by
locating concretely in the real categories of objective reality
those prototypes which appear in abstract reflection in logic.

In his discussion of Marx’s book On the Critique of Political
Economy, Engels raises the question of whether the correct
methodological treatment of these problems is historical or
logical. Like Marx, he decides in favour of the latter and now
defines its essence in an account which casts much light on
our present problem. ‘The logical mode of treatment was
therefore the only apposite one. But this is none other in
fact than the historical mode, only devoid of the historical
form and disruptive contingencies. The train of thought
must start where this history starts, and its further progress
will be nothing but the mirror-image, in an abstract and
theoretically consistent form, of the historical course of
events; a corrected mirror-image, but corrected according to
laws which the real course of history itself provides, in that
every element can be considered in its classical stage, the
stage of full maturity.”184
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That is the only way to surmount the real flaws in Hegelian
logic: through a scientific comprehension of that real motion
which is reflected in the motion of logic. Hence in Hegel’s
logic, motion may rightly be criticized as mysticized, but this
criticism will only take evolution beyond the Hegelian stage
if the correct relation is established between what is reflected
and the reflection. This cannot be done on an idealist basis.
Trendelenburg, in company with others, discovered indivi-
dual idealist flaws in Hegelian dialectics with occasional
perspicacity, although frequently lapsing into triviality.!8®
But the result of their critiques can only be either a universal
rejection of dialectics or the construction of a subjectivist
pseudo-dialectic.

Kierkegaard’s role in the history of irrationalism is based
on the fact that he took the latter tendency to a radical
conclusion, so that at the time of his revival in the imperialist
age, very little that was new could be added to what he had
already expounded. He put paid to Hegelian dialectics and dis-
solved them just as completely, in substance, as Schopenhauer,
with the one difference that whereas the latter wrote off
dialectics en bloc as ‘hot air’, Kierkegaard seemingly coun-
tered them with a different dialectic laying claim to a higher
value, a so-called qualitative dialectic. However, all the key
conditions constituting the dialectical method are radically
eliminated from this dialectic.

Thus ‘qualitative’ dialectics signify above all a denial of the
conversion from quantity into quality. Kierkegaard did not
even think it worth the trouble to develop a detailed polemic
on the theme, contenting himself with an ironic reference
to the absurdity of this Hegelian theory. ‘It is therefore
heresy to think in logic that a new quality may originate
through a continued quantative determining; and it is an
unacceptable fudging of the issue if, without concealing that
all is not quite right, one hides the consequence of this pro-
position for the whole of logical immanence by including itin
logical motion, as Hegel does. The new quality comes with the
freshness, the jump and the suddenness of the enigmatic.’'8
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These thoughts do not have very much substance, since
they are merely declarative without proving anything. But
they are very characteristic of Kierkegaard’s attitude to the
problems of dialectics. Here he chiefly echoes Trendelenburg’s
criticism that Hegel’s mistake was to deal with such a ques-
tion under the heading of logic and especially as a problem of
motion, and in a note appended to this criticism he sought to
clarify the history of this problem. Like Trendelenburg
before him, Kierkegaard strove here as elsewhere to lay down
spontaneous Greek dialectics as the only model and one that
also applied to his times, i.e., he was striving to annul all the
advances made by dialectics in classical German philosophy,
Hegel’s especially, on the historical plane as well. After
mentioning Schelling’s tendency to explain distinctions
quantatively, he said of Hegel in closing: ‘Hegel’s misfortune
is precisely that he wants to validate the new quality and
yet does not want to, since he wants to validate it in logic.
But the latter must acquire a quite different awareness of
itself and its meaning as soon as this is recognized.’!®’

Here Kierkegaard does not offer a clear statement, and it
cannot even be verified if he ever became conscious of not
only contesting a crucially original principle that carried the
development of dialectics far beyond the stage of antiquity,
but also of rejecting the very principle which, for Hegel, was
the intellectual means (stemming from his coming to terms
with the French Revolution) of his tentative comprehension
of revolution as a necessary historical element. It is no
accident that the idea of the conversion of quantity into
quality already cropped up during Hegel’s Berne period in
this very context. ‘The great, conspicuous revolutions must
have been preceded by a quiet, secret revolution in the spirit
of the age, one not apparent to everybody. An unfamiliarity
with these revolutions in the spiritual world will then cause
surprise at the outcome.’'® This connection of the quantity-
quality problem with the intellectual grasp of revolution
manifests itself in Hegel’s further development and receives
in logic the universal definition of the leap as a necessary
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element of change, growth and decay in nature and history.

Closer acquaintance with Kierkegaard’s mental world will
show two things. Firstly, that the denial of this element of
evolution, the most important one, was as much of a central
philosophical problem for him as its rationale was for Hegel.
And secondly, that the fight against revolution occupied the
centre of his world-view as much as the deduction of the
contemporary situation from revolution occupied the centre
of Hegel’s. The passage from Kierkegaard we have quoted
shows only the extreme consequences of this position, and
not its whole scope. His chief concern here was to make a
sharp division between the religio-moral sphere and the leap
in it (the origin of the new quality) on the one hand and the
process of gradual, quantifiable origination on the other.
Hence with regard to the qualitative leap he stresses ‘the
suddenness of the enigmatic’, i.e., the character of the
irrational. In that the leap is divided from the transition of
quantity, its irrational character comes about as a matter
of necessity.

So while it seems that we are only dealing with a tiny
fragment, a single question in Kierkegaard’s world-view, it is
already clear with what strict inevitability the denial of
dialectical principles (motion and its laws, the conversion of
quantity into quality) leads to irrationalism if this denial is
thought out to a logical conclusion and if there is no eclectic
blunting of its edge, as happens in Trendelenburg. And
therefore — as we shall see more and more distinctly in the
course of our discussion — Kierkegaard’s qualitative dialectics
are not a new and different dialectic set in antithesis to
Hegelian dialectics, but a repudiation of dialectics. And since
with Kierkegaard, who was disputing the most advanced dia-
lectical form of his time, this occurs not fortuitously in the
forms, categories and terminology of dialectics themselves,
there arises a pseudo-dialectic, and irrationalism is clad in
pseudo-dialectical forms.

This is the most essential step, the one with the greatest
repercussions on irrationalism’s later history, that Kierkegaard
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takes beyond Schelling and Schopenhauer. The latter repre-
sents dialectics as pure nonsense; hence Schopenhauer’s
universal success during the period of Positivism. Schelling
countered the most advanced dialectical form of his time
with a more primitive one — and even this was distorted.
Hence the collapse of Hegelianism was bound to plunge this
answer to it into the same abyss. Naturally the dominance
of Positivism also obstructed Kierkegaard’s general interna-
tional influence for decades. Only when Hegel’s dialectics
were converted into an irrationalist pseudo-dialectic at the
time of his imperialist ‘revival’, only when the campaign
against the real highest form of dialectics, the suppression
and discrediting of Marxism-Leninism became bourgeois
philosophy’s central task, did Kierkegaard reappear inter-
nationally as a dialectician ‘in tune with the age’. In this
regard it is significant that Kierkegaard’s own central philo-
sophical problem, the campaign against Hegel, came to
matter less and less. They now stood shoulder to shoulder in
an increasingly fraternal and amiable fashion;indeed ‘modern’
Hegel interpretation contained a growing amount of existen-
tialist-irrationalist Kierkegaardian motives.'®

If we now use the term pseudo-dialectic, we do so because
every irrationalism, as far as it is concerned with logical
problems (as any irrationalism must be to a certain minimal
level), always resorts to formal as opposed to dialectical
logic. With Schopenhauer this happened quite overtly. The
portentous change occurring with Kierkegaard consisted
precisely in the masking of this recourse to formal logic and
metaphysical thought as a qualitative dialectic, a pseudo-
dialectic.

This retrograde movement to formal logic plus irration-
alism in the guise of a pseudo-dialectic, in order to thwart an
advance beyond Hegelian dialectics, had to be aimed first
and foremost against those elements in Hegel constituting
his idealist, inconsequential progressiveness at that time:
against the historical and social nature of the dialectical
method. Hence it is typical of Kierkegaard (and here again
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he continued along the path taken by Trendelenburg) that he
did not criticize the abstract forms of dialectics, those of the
ancient Greeks and above all Heraclitus and Aristotle; on the
contrary, in affirming them he strove to find a weapon
against Hegel. Whereas Marx and Lenin discovered in Aristotle
the seeds of dialectics and developed them further,
Trendelenburg and Kierkegaard took care to reduce Aristotle
to formal logic once more so as to do away with the Hegelian
achievements in dialectics. Whereas Hegel already emphasizes
strongly the patently dialectical tendencies in Heraclitus in
order to work out the abstract framework of a dialectical
method, and Marx and Lenin too vigorously stressed the
materialist tendencies in him, Kierkegaard sought to read
that ‘genuine’ form into the historically determined abstract
generality of Heraclitan dialectics so as to turn them into a
refutation of Hegel’s ‘spurious’ dialectics.

This ‘spurious’ element in Hegel was precisely the histori-
cal and social nature of his dialectics. As we have already
noted, it was just this which constituted the step forward
taken by Hegel: he made conscious and raised to a method
the historicity and sociality of dialectics. In fact he had
a number of forerunners in this respect — it will suffice to
refer to Vico, Rousseau or Herder. Before Hegel, however,
with the Greeks, Nicholas of Cusa and in the Renaissance,
the dialectical method was not yet associated, gua method,
with the objective structure and the objective laws of move-
ment of history and society. A considerable part of Hegel’s
progressiveness lies in this association; his limitation lies in
the fact that, as an idealist, he was unable to carry these
principles through consistently.

The dissolution of Hegelianism, before Marx took the
decisive step to the materialist overthrow of Hegelian dialec-
tics, has the peculiarity that the attempts to break through
the Hegelian barriers engendered a retrograde movement in
these questions objectively. Bruno Bauer, in the effort to
develop Hegelian dialectics further in a revolutionary way,
lapsed into the extreme subjective idealism of a ‘philosophy
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of self-consciousncss’. By thus caricaturing — as the young
Marx was already demonstrating at that time — the subjec-
tivist aspects of the Phenomenology, and by reducing Hegel
to Fichte, he too eliminated the social and historical motives
from dialectics and made them far more abstract than they
were in Hegel himself; he thus de-historicized and de-socialized
dialectics. This tendency reaches a climax which tilts over
into the absurdly paradoxical with Stirner. On the other
hand the materialist turn we find in Feuerbach, since it was
not a turn to dialectical materialism but the opposite, a
demolishing of dialectics, was generally speaking a similar
switch to the de-socializing and de-historicizing of subject
and object in philosophy. Hence Marx rightly said of
Feuerbach: ‘As far as Feuerbach is a materialist, history does
not occur for him, and as far as he takes history into account,
he is not a materialist.”® And several decades later Engels
demonstrated that man, the subject of Feuerbach’s philo-
sophy, ‘therefore does not live in a real world originating in
and determined by history’.1%!

Kierkegaard linked himself with the aforestated tendencies
of the dissolution of Hegelianism, although Hegel’s philo-
sophy itself formed the main object of his polemics. It was
these trends in ideas which determined his polemics’ ten-
dency and method to a large extent, and we may state by
way of an advance summary: Kierkegaard took to a radical
conclusion all the philosophical arguments which de-histori-
cized and de-socialized Hegelian dialectics. What, in those
arguments, was a mere product of the analytical process,
became ossified in Kierkegaard into a radical irrationalism.
This connection also shows how far we are justified'?? in
regarding Kierkegaard and Marx in the same historical con-
text: as long as we clearly see how Marx achieved the decisive
step of raising dialectics to a really scientific method, while
at the same time perceiving how the analytical method of
idealist dialectics, which Marx could simply lay aside in
surmounting Hegel, became with Kierkegaard the corner-
stone of the most highly advanced irrationalist philosophy
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which had hitherto existed.

This sharp contrast may also be portrayed as follows: Marx
wrote in his Feuerbach critique ‘. . . that the individual’s real
spiritual wealth depends entirely on the wealth of his real
connections ...'!'% In the new, scientific dialectic, man is
comprehended as essentially historical and social, so as to
make us clearly recognize that to overlook his essential
nature at any time is to turn our concept of him into a
distorted abstraction. In contrast, Kierkegaard’s irrationalism
and his qualitative dialectic rest on the fact that in this
dialectic, the distorted abstraction is presented as the sole
true reality, the sole genuine human existence. Hence history
and society need to be abolished in Kierkegaard’s philosophy
in order to create space for the existence of the artificially
isolated individual, the only existence which is relevant here.

Let us start by considering Kierkegaard’s struggle against
the historicism of Hegelian dialectics. Above all Kierkegaard
recognized that the Hegelian view of history, whatever Hegel
himself may have thought about it, is atheistic in its objective
core. Bruno Bauer before him already gave clear expression
to this in the Trumpet of the Last Judgement (although in
the context of his subjectifying of Hegel): ‘The World Spirit
only finds its reality in the human mind, or it is nothing but
the “concept of mind” developing and perfecting itself in
the historical spirit and its self-consciousness. It has no
domain to itself, no world or heaven to itself ... Self-
consciousness is the only power in the world and history, and
history has no other meaning than that of the Becoming and
development of self-consciousness.”’®* It may be said without
exaggeration that Kierkegaard’s great polemic against Hegel
is a Trumpet with the value sign reversed. Kierkegaard
rejected Hegel’s philosophy of history because of its atheism:
‘Hence God does not play the master in the world-historical
process as men see it . . . In the world-historical process, God
is laced metaphysically into a corset half metaphysical, half
aesthetico-dramatic, a corset that is immanence. May the
devil be God in this way.’'%
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Kierkegaard sees quite correctly that there is no more
scope for God in a world-history which is conceived as a
uniform process with its own laws, and that Hegel’s philo-
sophy of history, despite all the references to the World
Spirit, God and so on, can therefore be only a polite form of
atheism. Evidently he quite failed to grasp in all its implica-
tions the most important progressive idea in Hegel's view
of history, namely the idea that man has become human
through his own labour and that men themselves make their
history, even if they bring about something completely
different from what they intended. Kierkegaard saw only
the objective necessity, independent of individual will and
consciousness, of the course of history as portrayed by
Hegel, and protested against it in the name of God. ‘As a
result of involvement with the idea of the State and social-
ity and community and society, God can no longer take hold
of the single individual. However great God’s wrath, the
punishment designed for the guilty person must propagate
itself through all the authorities; in this way God has been
excluded in practice, in the most binding and appreciative
philosophical termini.’’® And the disappearance of all
dialectics from the world-picture, the conversion of dialec-
tical into a formal logic (as a complementary basis for irra-
tionalism) are expressed in the disappearance of all human
activity from Kierkegaard’s account of history and the
conversion into a pure fatalism of the objectivity of history.
Naturally Kierkegaard took this Hegelian view of history
— in his own distorted interpretation of it — as an insult to
God: ‘The world-historical drama advances infinitely slowly:
why does God not make haste if this is all that he wants?
What undramatic forbearance, or rather, what a prosaic and
tedious dawdling! And if this is all that he wants: how horrible
of him to expend myriads of human lives like some tyrant.’!*?

At bottom this gives rise to a total repudiation of histori-
city; here Kierkegaard came very close to Schopenhauer. But
as a result of the circumstances under which he developed his
theory of the denial of historicity in combating Hegel’s
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historicism, the overall conception nonetheless acquires a
different accent. There is a history — but not for man as a
participant, but exclusively for God as the only spectator
capable of surveying the entire course of history in its total-
ity. The unique and complex problem of the knowledge of
history, viz., that we are active producers of history and can
still perceive it in its objective principles, hence that, here
again, action and contemplation are closely linked with each
other dialectically, was one whose unravelling Hegel strove
for and surmised methodologically, rather than actually
solved. Kierkegaard unravelled it with the proposition that
action and contemplation are strictly separate; that man,
who acts in a concrete and hence necessarily more or less
small sector of history, is quite unable in theory to survey
the whole. Knowledge of history in its totality remains the
prerogative of God alone. Kierkegaard wrote: ‘Let me now
use a metaphor to remind us of the difference between the
ethical and world-historical, the individual’s ethical relation-
ship to God and world history’s relationship to God ...
The individual’s ethical development, then, is the small
private theatre where the spectator is God, but also the
individual man himself occasionally, although he is meant
in essence to be an actor ... World history, on the other
hand, is the royal arena reserved for God where he is essen-
tially, and not by chance, the one spectator, because he is the
only one who can be. The entrance to this theatre is closed
to any spirit in existence. If this spirit imagines itself to be
a spectator, it is merely forgetting that it is itself meant to be
an actor in the little theatre, leaving it to that royal spectator
and dramatist how the latter wishes to ... employ it in the
royal drama.’!%8

The difference between Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard is
thus reduced to the fact that Kierkegaard did not proclaim
the plain senselessness of the course of history — which, after
all, would similarly be bound to lead to atheistic conse-
quences. Instead he attempted to save religion and God by
means of a consistent historical agnosticism. It looks as if
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Kierkegaard was thereby turning back to the theodicies of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which tried to pin
down intellectually the contradictory and refractory ele-
ments in manifested history by invoking its totality, seen
from the vantage point of God’s omniscience. But the distinc-
tion that these also ascribed to human perception an approxi-
mative knowledge or at least a notion of history’s true,
complete interconnections is only apparently a difference of
degree compared to Kierkegaard’s radical agnosticism. It
expresses the qualitative difference between two evolutionary
periods: the gradual (but by the nineteenth century parti-
cularly rapid) withdrawal of the claim to a religious interpre-
tation of concrete phenomena in history in the face of the
scientific explanation of the world, which was gaining ground
with increasing vigour. Religion had to leave bigger and bigger
parts of the phenomenal world to objectively scientific
research and withdraw increasingly to the pure inner man. In
Kierkegaard too this retreat is clearly visibie: ‘An objectively
religious person in the objective human mass does not fear
God; he does not hear God in the thunder, for that is a law of
nature, and perhaps he is right, nor does he see God in out-
ward events, for that is the necessity of the immanence of
cause and effect, and perhaps he is right . . ."'*° Kierkegaard’s
historical agnosticism is therefore an attempt, like
Schleiermacher’s previously, to abandon to science all the out-
posts of world-elucidation that- could no longer be defended,
in order to find in pure inwardness a terrain where it seemed
to him that religion could be rescued and reinstated philo-
sophically.

Obviously this retreat had to move in the direction of
irrationalism, for with regard to the problems of pure inward-
ness, the surrender of the external world’s (history’s) ration-
ality inevitably turns into irrationalism. Therefore the affin-
ity between the positions of Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard
also manifests itself in the fact that with both of them, the
repudiation of history, or its knowability, implies a profound
pessimism: if all events remain thrown back on the individual
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mentally is