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Preface

Philosophy and politics make uneasy bedfellows. As far back as
Plato, their relation has been complex and troubled, sometimes in
timate yet often estranged, occasionally familiar though generally
ruled by mutual suspicions. Philosophers may be drawn at times to
the study of politics and may even embroil themselves in the politi
cal process in the name of their own philosophy, but more often
they shun political disputes and dismiss them as un- or antiphilo
sophical. Politicians, in turn, may intermittently use philosophical
concepts to legitimize their endeavors and may at other times seek
counsel, but they just as often ignore philosophers, now and then
denounce them as dangerous, and at times try to silence them with
threats of violence and death.

If philosophy is simply understood as a search for truth and poli
tics as the pursuit of power, the two appear to have little in com
mon. In reality, however, both are concerned with the production,
use, and control of truth, with generating, channeling, and manip
ulating streams of power-though admittedly in very different
ways-and· from this comes their closeness and their conflict. Phi
losophy and politics are, in fact, inextricably tied together, but their
relationship is also precarious and unstable. The history of philoso
phy, from Plato to Marx, is full of examples of how the interaction
may go wrong. If that interaction is to be at all productive, it ap
pears that at least two conditions must be met. The first is that the
uncertain relationship between philosophy and politics, and the
even more complex and uncertain relation of truth and power,
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viii PREFACE

should be constantly kept in sight. The second is that we treat both
philosophy and politics as organic forms that evolve over time and
that we grasp their relation, therefore, as historical in character, not
as determined once and for all. It follows that philosophers are not
entitled to that timeless stand from which they occasionally enunci
ate the "objective" validity of this or that system of governance. Nor
are politicians entitled to appeal to philosophy as a neutral author
ity that can provide them with "objective" legitimation. Thus much
of what goes by the name of political philosophy must be scuttled,
because it is based on an unrealistic view of the relation of philoso
phy to politics. What we need in this field is a "Copemlcan revolu
tion" in which both philosophers and politicians come to under
stand that their interactions are inevitably shaped by their ongoing,
historical relation.

My book tries to explore these issues by examining the role that
philosophy played in Nazi Germany. True to the historicist turn I
claim to be necessary in our thinking about the relation of philoso
phy to politics, I will devote considerable time to describing the web
of interaction between philosophy and politics in the Nazi period
and in the years leading up to it. I believe that the historical facts I
describe have some interest in themselves and that, apart from
those relating to the case of Martin Heidegger, they are generally
not as well known as they ought to be. I should emphasize, how
ever, that my examination is intended throughout to be problem
oriented rather than narrative, even where I look at the historical
facts in some detail. For that reason I direct my attention to a few
moments and episodes that highlight the problematic character of
the relation of politics and philosophy. I make no excuse for having
left out this or that figure, this or that text, this or that event.

My account begins with Heidegger's entry into politics in 1933.
It is generally agreed that the event marks a crucial moment in
Heidegger's life. I want to show that it also defines a turning point
in the relation of German philosophy as a whole to the politics of
its time. These developments were accompanied for Heidegger and
his colleagues by an acute sense of uncertainty. They believed
themselves to be living at a moment of world-historical crisis, and
this profound conviction motivated their political activism. My in
tention is to embed the story of Heidegger's personal crisis in an
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account of the crisis that enveloped German philosophy in general.
Consideration of this philosophical context takes me back to Fichte
and Nietzsche. Next I turn to the period between the First World
War and the year 1933; only then will I be ready to talk about Hei
degger and the Nazi period. At the center of the book stand two
chapters that analyze public addresses delivered by German philos
ophers in 1933. My discussion of the period between 1933 and
1945 will, by comparison, be condensed, and even shorter will be
my remarks about the historical aftermath.

The exposition is systematically held together by the assumption
that the philosophers I discuss negotiated their political engage
ment by means of a quadrilateral of concepts. In the first chapter I
argue that the notions of crisis, nation, leadership, and order had
the peculiar quality of being at once philosophical and political con
cepts and could thus serve to bridge the gap between discourse and
action. Though it is not difficult to see that these four notions have
a political function, it is less clear why they should also have been
considered philosophical concepts. The central chapters of the book
are meant to explore precisely that question. In chapters 2 and 3
the philosophers' use of the idea of crisis is discussed; in chapters 4
and 5, the idea of nation; in chapters 6 and 7, leadership; finally, in
chapters 8 and 9, order. Chapter 10 is a coda that details certain
events of the post-Nazi period and draws some general conclusions
from the themes of the book.

I argue in these final pages that historical events should make
us rethink the whole question of philosophy's relation to politics.
Philosophers, in my view, are not qualified to lay down authorita
tive standards of political action. Whenever they have tried their
hand at this, they have either described useless utopias or given
dangerous instructions. It might be more attractive to think of them
as playing a critical role. But political critique is productive only if
it is tempered by common sense and practical experience. Philo
sophical critics of politics, on the other hand, proceed all too often
from supposedly absolute truths, and what they say then proves
generally unhelpful and sometimes even destructive. Insofar as phi
losophy has any task to perform in politics, it is to map out new
possibilities. By confronting actual political conditions with alterna
tives, it can help to undermine the belief that these conditions are
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inevitable. If the German philosophers of the 1930s had engaged in
such reflection, they would not have surrendered so readily to the
false certainties of Nazism.

This book originated in the discussions of an interdisciplinary fac
ulty group that met regularly at Berkeley in 1987. Heidegger's Nazi
past had once again become a topic of debate, and Paul de Man's
Nazi entanglement had just made the news. We talked in our group
about these men and their unfortunate political alignment, and it
was for the purpose of those discussions that I began to write down
what I knew about the relations between German philosophy and
National Socialism. Those first notes might not have developed into
a book had it not been for the interest and encouragement of Leo
Lowenthal, Martin Jay, Jean-Luc Nancy, Hubert Dreyfus, and the
other participants in our meetings. Looking back, I realize that the
book with its intersecting concern with historical, political, and
philosophical matters still reflects the interdisciplinary character of
its point of origin.

In working on this material over the last five years I have in
curred a number of significant personal debts. lowe thanks in par
ticular to my friends and colleagues Hubert Dreyfus, Paul Peyera
bend, and Bernard Williams, who read and commented on various
parts of the manuscript. Since I began this undertaking in earnest,
I have had the opportunity to speak about the material in a number
of places and to discuss ideas with students in my seminars. Work
on this book was greatly advanced by the opportunity to present
facets of it in 1990 as Visiting Gustav Bergmann and Ida Beam Pro
fessor at the University of Iowa. I am indebted to my friends Weng
Choy Lee and Ehsan Ahmed for their valuable comments and sug
gestions. My thanks also go to Wayne Martin, an invaluable re
search assistant. I am grateful finally for the opportunity to com
plete the manuscript during a sabbatical leave from the University
of California at Berkeley, with the help of a grant from the National
Endowment for the Humanities.



But l then, what is philosophy today-philosophi

cal activity, I mean-if it is not the critical work
that thought brings to bear on itself? In what does
it consist, if not in the endeavor to know how and
to what extent it might be possible to think differ
ently, instead of legitimating what is already

known?
-Michel Foucault





I
Heidegger's Moment of Decision

Martin Heidegger's inauguration as rector of Freiburg University on
May 27, 1933, took place four months after Hitler came to power.
The historical circumstances of the occasion, its orchestrated solem
nity, and Heidegger's own carefully chosen words in his address
mark it as one of those noteworthy moments when philosophy and
politics suddenly appear to intersect. In the great hall at Freiburg,
a compact seemed to be struck between the two: Heidegger, the
philosopher, was throwing his support to the new regime, and the
regime was ready to celebrate the philosopher as one of its own.

It is especially important to get a sense of the occasion, since it
was largely staged by Heidegger himself and is likely to reveal the
private intentions behind his sudden political activism. Heidegger's
politics in 1933 and, indeed, that of all the German philosophers is
for us today symbolically captured in the moment of his succession
to the rectorate at Freiburg. Heidegger arranged it that way. It was
he who chose to express his commitment not in the form of a trea
tise, a philosophical discourse, but as an "inauguration," an act of
augury and divination, a reading of omens, a moment of decision
and destiny.

Sharply at 11 o'clock in the morning, Heidegger led a solemn
procession of professors in academic robes into the great hall of the
university, to the strains of Brahms's Academic Overture. The hall
was decorated with the usual academic banners, supplemented on
this occasion by an array of Nazi flags, and filled with representa
tives of the regional government, city and church authorities, and
an unusually large crowd of students. The new Nazi minister of

1



2 HEIDEGGER'S MOMENT OF DECISION

education and culture came from Karlsruhe for the occasion. The
archbishop of Freiburg, Heidegger's benefactor since schooldays
and a man seeking his own accommodation with the Nazis, was
visibly present. So were the mayor of Freiburg and various party
officials and military men. 1

There was by now little doubt about the direction in which the
country was moving. When Hindenburg, the aged president, had
asked Hitler on January 30 to form a new government, it was clear
that the end of the Weimar Republic had come, even though offi
cially the transfer of power took place within the rules of the repub
lican constitution. The radical intentions of the National Socialists
had, in any case, become quickly clear in the four succeeding
months. In February the Nazis engineered a fire in the parliament
building and used the resulting uproar to obtain emergency pow
ers, to make mass arrests of political opponents, and to crack down
on the Communists, who were the greatest threat to their rule. In
March they managed to deprive parliament of its last vestige of in
fluence and dissolved the federal structure of the republic. In April
they organized a campaign against Jewish businesses and passed
a law ordering the dismissal of Jewish government officials. Since
universities were government institutions, many academics lost
their positions as a result of the new decrees, including some
twenty German philosophy professors, among them the neo
Kantian Ernst Cassirer, the phenomenologist Moritz Geiger, the
logical positivist Hans Reichenbach, the philosophical anthropolo
gist Helmuth Plessner, the psychologist William Stem, and the lead
ers of the Frankfurt school of sociology, Max Horkheimer and
Theodor Adorno. Others, such as the philosopher of religion Paul
Tillich,the historian of philosophy Ernst von Aster, and the philoso
pher of biology Hans Driesch were laid off at the same time for
political reasons.' Heidegger and the others assembled in the great
hall could thus be in no doubt that they were in the midst of a
revolution and that their actions would be seen as support for the
political transformation sought by the new regime. The Freiburg
student newspaper correctly identified Heidegger's succession to
the rectorate as part of the Nazi authorities' effort to eliminate the
political opposition. "The faculty has shown that it is willing to col
laborate in the work of the national and social revolution, H it had
commented a few weeks earlier at the time of Heidegger's actual
election to the office."
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On May 1, Labor Day, Heidegger had sent out the first signal of
his determined support for the new government, by joining the
Nazi party in a public ceremony. "We know that Heidegger with his
high sense of responsibility, with his attentive care for the fate and
future of the German people has stood in the heart of our magnifi
cent movement [even before he joined the party]," the local Nazi
newspaper wrote two days later. "We know also that he never de
nied his German outlook and that for years he has effectively sup
ported the party of Adolf Hitler in its heavy struggle for existence
and power, that he has always been ready to make sacrifices for
the holy cause of Germany, and that no National Socialist has ever
knocked in vain on his door.?"

A few days later Heidegger had his first chance to speak publicly
of his intentions as rector and of the role he conceived for himself
as a philosopher in the new state. May 4 was the first day of classes
for the summer semester and, when Heidegger entered the largest
lecture room in the university to begin his course, "The Basic Prob
lems of Philosophy," he was greeted by a packed and breathlessly
expectant house. The professor told his audience that German aca
demic youth was now engaged in a great awakening:

It is determined to find discipline and education, to make itself
ready and strong for a political and spiritual leadership con
ferred on it in behalf of coming generations. The question is
whether or not we want to create a spiritual world. If we can
not do so, some kind of savagery or other will come over us
and we will reach an end as a historical people."

The words were a rehearsal for how Heidegger would explain to a
larger and more official audience on May 27 why he, the author of
the celebrated Being and Time, the man his students called lithe se
cret king" of German philosophy, had thrown his lot in with the
new regime.

The inaugural ceremony began with a review of the preceding
year by the outgoing rector, Josef Sauer, a professor of Catholic the
ology who had agreed to Heidegger's succession to the rectorate in
the hope that he would protect the university from undue political
interference. Sauer was soon to be disappointed and by August, in
his diary, was calling Heidegger a fool who had brought about the
downfall of universities." At Heidegger's inauguration Sauer spoke
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in the most serious tones of the completed year as "a tough struggle
against symptoms of decay and decline." He wished his successor
luck for the thorny tasks ahead and then passed on to him the chain
of office. Now it was Heidegger's turn to deliver his address, "The
Self-Assertion of the German University."?

One of his colleagues later complained that Heidegger's speech
had given the impression that "he was working entirely on the
leadership principle. He was obviously considering himself the born
philosopher and spiritual leader of the new movement and the only
great and outstanding thinker since Heraclitus.:" Heidegger did in
deed begin his address with an assertion of spiritual leadership. He
boldly claimed that Germany was now in its greatest need and that
nothing less than a world-historical crisis was looming. This crisis
could be resolved only if Germans recognized and fulfilled their
unique historical mission. That mission demanded more than a re
vamping of old institutions. Deep reflection was necessary, a return
to the deepest forces of human existence, and the recognition that
all science and understanding was ultimately grounded in philoso
phy. Only in this way could a new, valid order be founded. Heideg
ger thus conjured up the picture of a university and a Germany
revitalized through philosophy. Philosophy and politics were in
deed to be one at this tum in German history. Without mentioning
either Hitler or National Socialism by name, Heidegger in fact iden
tified himself and his own philosophy with the new political
powers.

His address was followed by the singing of the German anthem
and a declaration of loyalty by a representative of the students to
the new head of the university. The student declared:

Adolf Hitler has become the new leader of the nation. His flags
are flying today over Germany and announce to the world the
achievements of the German worker and the victory of his
movement, of which we are a part and the future. From these
facts follow our tasks whose fulfillment the Fuhrer and the
people demand from us and which we have to justify before
history and before Germany's future."

And with these words the assembly rose to sing the "Horst-wessel
Lied," the anthem of the Nazi party, arms raised in the Nazi salute,
concluding the occasion with repeated shouts of "Sieg Heill":"
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THREE CRITICAL LESSONS

5

Heidegger's political engagement raises troubling questions about
the connection between his philosophical thought and his political
commitment. All attempts to settle them, however, have produced
ambivalent results.

First of all, the debate has so far been conducted in a factional
spirit. Heidegger's critics have used the historical record to tear at
the fabric of his philosophy, and his defenders have sought to insu
late the philosophy (in whole or in part) from his unfortunate polit
ical engagement. While the first group is inclined to argue that his
philosophy is "political from beginning to end"!' and that his poli
tics are "a logical outgrowth of his philosophy," 12 the second group
has naturally tended to minimize the links between the two. The
motivations of Heidegger's defenders are, of course, obvious. Those
of his detractors, on the other hand, are diverse in character and
include not only an aversion to Heidegger's thought and style, a
hostility to existential or "continental" philosophy, and a hidden
intention to promote another philosophical agenda, but even a dis
taste for philosophy as a whole." Whatever the motivations on ei
ther side, the resulting debate has proven intense and generally less
illuminating than one might wish. For the problem of all factional
ism is that it already knows the answers to the questions it asks."
In contrast, it seems appropriate to subject Heidegger's work and
deeds to a questioning that does not already presume to know its
answers, that is not afraid to leave questions open, and that can
claim for itself the title of a philosophical investigation.

The discussion surrounding Heidegger's politics in 1933 is also
marred by useless moralizing. Some interpreters seem mainly con
cerned with freeing Heidegger from moral guilt, while others are
busy calculating his exact degree of culpability. On reflection it
should be clear that moral judgment on historical facts and persons
is an exceedingly cheap commodity. History is not a moral institu
tion, the past does not repeat itself, and what is gone remains un
touched by ethical judgment. The only significant function of moral
judgments, it has been said wisely, is to direct future actions; to
use them retrospectively is an idle, ineffective, and ultimately self
serving maneuver. We are, in any case, sufficiently far from the
time and context of Heidegger's life to look at the events with colder
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and hence more discriminating eyes. Then we can see that the most
valuable lessons to be learned are obscured by too much attention
to the moral dimension."

There is yet a third problem with the way the issue of Heidegger's
politics has been handled. It lies in the individualizing and psychol
ogizing direction of the debate. Interpreters speak as if Heidegger's
political engagement were primarily a problem of character and bi
ography. They isolate his case and ignore the fact that it raises ques
tions of a more general and more pressing kind: the general inter
action between philosophy and politics. The emphasis on the
individual person goes hand in hand with the inclination to treat
the whole issue in psychological terms. From this perspective it ap
pears as if the only worthwhile question is that of the psychological
mechanisms behind Heidegger's actions. Such a procedure often
rests on an untested belief in the unity of persons: Nitis, then, no
accident that Heidegger the philosopher of Being became Heidegger
the Nazi, since Heidegger the philosopher and Heidegger the politi
cal activist are one and the same person. "16 Against this determinis
tic tendency, one might hold that there are other, far more signifi
cant questions to ask about the conceptual connection between
philosophy and politics.

Nothing said so far is meant to deny that there are difficult ques
tions in the Heidegger case. On the contrary, Heidegger's actions
raise very specific questions about the linkage of philosophy and
politics. But those questions cannot be answered adequately if we
continue in the tracks laid out so far. Partisan bickering, anxious
moralizing, strenuous interpretation of texts, and doubtful assump
tions about the necessary unity of thought and person are of no use
in this discussion. What is needed instead is a readiness to weigh
the historical facts in a dispassionate manner, to bracket the ten
dency to pass judgment, to look not for hidden meanings but for
manifest relations and structures, to acknowledge the possibility of
fissures, boundaries, and disconnections in human living and
thinking as well as distinctive linkages and relations.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL FIELD

In order to gain some kind of perspective, it is important to remem
ber that Heidegger was by no means the only German philosopher
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who allied himself to the Nazis in the name of a personal philoso
phy. Several others also assumed official functions in 1933. Ernst
Krieck was made rector at the University of Frankfurt (and a year
later rector at Heidelberg). Hans Heyse became rector at the Univer
sity of Konigsberg. Alfred Baeumler was appointed to a newly cre
ated chair in philosophy and political pedagogy at the University of
Berlin and joined Alfred Rosenberg's ideological office for the Nazi
Party. Others made a special point of identifying themselves with
the new system in public speeches and demonstrations. The largest
of these was the congress of the German Philosophical Society held
at Magdeburg in October 1933, where Felix Krueger, Bruno Bauch,
and Nicolai Hartmann spoke of their eagerness to participate in the
new order.

Like most other academics, German philosophers had generally
kept their distance from the Nazis before 1933. Out of roughly 180
philosophers holding appointments at German universities, a slim
dozen were members of the Nazi party at the beginning of 1933.
One of those was Hermann Schwarz at Greifswald, who joined the
party as early as 1923, and another was Ernst Krieck, who joined
in 1932. Others (such as Bruno Bauch and Max Wundt) were long
time sympathizers with the Nazi cause, even though they never
joined the party. A substantial number became party members only
in the first three months after Hitler's rise to power, among them
men, like Heidegger, who had previously stood aside from the polit
ical process but were now swept along by the wave of general en
thusiasm. There were also those who joined the party for personal,
opportunistic reasons. Arnold Gehlen, for instance, managed to ad
vance his career so effectively that at the age of twenty-nine he
obtained a chair at the University of Frankfurt (the one from which
Paul Tillich had just been removed). All in all, about thirty German
philosophers joined the Nazi party in 1933; they were joined in
subsequent years by forty others. By 1940 almost half of Germany's
philosophers were members of the Nazi party."

In order to escape the endless play of readings and counterread
ings that has plagued the discussion of Heidegger's politics, it is use
ful to consider the other German philosophers who mobilized
themselves, in some way or other, on behalf of the Nazis in 1933.
It is, indeed, one of the peculiarities of the recent debate on the
links between German philosophy and National Socialism that it
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has focused so much on the Heidegger case. That may be simply
because Heidegger is the most prominent German philosopher of
the period and hence more visible than the others. But this re
stricted focus commits us unwittingly to a conception of the history
of philosophy which-in tune with Heidegger's own views-iden
tifies it only with the "great" philosophers. For many purposes, that
may be appropriate. Still there are contexts where such a limited
perspective gives rise to serious misjudgments. The views of even
the greatest thinkers cannot be fully understood in isolation. In or
der to know the performative function of their statements, in order
to know whether those statements were mere trivialities, pieces of
common sense, expressions of agreement, or deliberate provoca
tions, in order to know whether they were meant straightforwardly
or ironically, in order to know with what force they were uttered,
how they were understood at the time, what role they played in the
contemporary debate-for all this we need to know the discursive
setting in which the statements were made.

Thus, to determine reliably how Heidegger's philosophical
thought and his political engagement are connected, it is essential
to consider what other links between philosophy and politics ex
isted at the time. The particular embodiment of Heidegger's action
becomes understandable only when we see it against the field of
options in which it occurred. Knowledge of the philosophical con
text, first of all, makes it clear that Heidegger's action was not
unique among German philosophers. We discover that other phi
losophers were involved for a longer time; that others were in
volved more deeply; that, unlike Heidegger, others had worked on
philosophical ideas during the Weimar period that clearly foreshad
owed the new political ideology; and that others, unlike Heidegger,
were willing after 1933 to adjust their philosophical thinking to po
litical exigencies. Knowledge of this context also shows that some
claims made in defense of Heidegger are irrelevant. For instance, it
has been said that Heidegger was no Nazi because he was repeat
edly attacked by others for not being a real National Socialist. Yet
such charges were regularly being made by all the philosophical
factions, and Heidegger was no exception.

All these considerations may be considered external to the ques
tion of whether there exists a necessary link between Heidegger's
philosophy and his politics. This, it might be said, is the crucial con-
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cern because Heidegger's philosophy, unlike that of his contempo
raries, is still alive. Even with respect to this question, however, it
remains important to understand the historical context. By consid
ering that context we come to see not only that other philosophers
committed themselves to the Nazi cause, but that they did so for a
number of different and mutually incompatible philosophical rea
sons. This, first of all, undermines the idea that there was a specific
link between Heidegger's particular philosophy and National So
cialism. Hence many analyses of the Heidegger case fall short. It has
been maintained that the linkage between Heidegger's philosophy
and his politics on behalf of the Nazis lay in his "dedsionism," the
refusal to countenance transhistorical norms and values. It turns
out that some of Heidegger's colleagues committed themselves to
National Socialism specifically in the name of their belief in such
values. Heidegger's politics have also been blamed on his "irratio
nalism," his repeated attacks on the western notion of reason. But
knowledge of the historical context shows again that this is an inad
equate explanation, since other philosophers committed them
selves to National Socialism specifically in the name of reason.

It is important, then, to have a fuller picture of the philosophical
field in Germany in 1933, if we want to achieve a realistic assess
ment of the Heidegger case. This is all the more urgent since Pierre
Bourdieu has based an influential analysis of Heidegger on a view
of the philosophical context which, on closer inspection, proves to
be deeply problematic.

Bourdieu argues that, in the environment in which Heidegger
operated, all legitimacy emanated from Kant and that the dominant
social positions were held by the neo- Kantians. Heidegger played,
on Bourdieu's account, the role of philosophical rebel. The revolu
tion he undertook involved a distinctively new reading of the au
thoritative Kantian texts, in which he substituted his own meta
physical and ontological interpretation for the epistemological
reading advanced by the neo-Kantians. Thereby he attacked "the
foundations of the authority of his opponents: the exclusive right
to the Kantian heritage.":" But in Bourdieu's eyes this attack also
had a political dimension. He sees the neo- Kantians as heirs to the
European humanism of the Enlightenment, with Heidegger in a
philosophical position that lacked academic legitimacy-that of the
conservative revolution. For Bourdieu it is, in any case, clear that
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the ideologues of the conservative revolution "without doubt con
tributed more to the deep-lying thematic and problematic of Hei
degger than all the philosophical literature which served him in the
transformation of an existential mood into an existential ontology"
(p.43).

Bourdieu thus offers us an enticingly simple picture of the link
between Heidegger's philosophy and his politics. Yetthe philosoph
ical field in which Heidegger operated was not, in fact, ruled by
neo-Kantianism; neo-Kantianism cannot be identified at large with
the tradition of enlightened humanism; and Heidegger's "rebellion"
cannot be said to have forced him to embrace a conservative ideol
ogy. Bourdieu is wrong on all three counts. By the time Heidegger
appeared on the scene, neo-Kantianism was already in full retreat,
challenged by diverse philosophical movements. In addition, neo
Kantianism itself had a "neo-conservative" wing that eventually
supported the Nazis. Finally, the philosophical challenge to neo
Kantianism came not only from the right but also, as in logical posi
tivism, from the left. In rebelling against neo-Kantianism, Heideg
ger was in no way compelled toward the right.

Weimar philosophy was actually characterized by the uneasy co
existence of a plethora of philosophical movements. In this respect
philosophy in Germany resembled the politics of the period, which
was also marked by a large number of movements and parties. Be
fore that, from the beginning of the Bismarck empire to its end,
the neo- Kantians dominated academic philosophy in Germany and
thereby gave the impression of a unified field. The last descendants
of the neo-Kantians who were active during the Weimar Republic
found themselves, in contrast, competing for influence and posi
tions with phenomenologists and existentialists, with philosophers
of life and philosophical anthropologists, with realists and positiv
ists, with neo-scholastic Aristotelians and Marxists.

This change was not as abrupt as it may seem at first glance.
Even in their heyday the neo- Kantians were divided into opposing
groups. Neo-Kantianism had, in reality, blanketed both idealists
and realists, dogmatists and pragmatists, humanistically inclined
and science-oriented philosophers, political conservatives and so
cialists. In addition, many of the new schools that gained influence
in the Weimar Republic had their roots in the same period in which
neo-Kantianism originated. As the neo-Kantians were raising their
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cry "Back to Kant!" Nietzsche was making his genealogical study of
the will to power; Frege was constructing his new logic and apply
ing it to the analysis of philosophical problems; Dilthey was spelling
out his historical hermeneutics; Husserl was forging his descriptive
phenomenology; and Mach was undertaking his positivist program.
The characteristic movements of Weimar philosophy all had their
roots in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. In contrast to
the neo-Kantians, they had not been very visible in the universities,
and so it seemed that pre-Weimar philosophy was united behind a
single conception of philosophy.

The appearance of these various movements only spotlights an
essential characteristic of all philosophical thinking: it is always at
odds with itself. Even within a single mind or within a single philo
sophical text, thoughts run in different directions. There is always
the battle that thinking must carry out for itself in order to restrain,
to rope in, to hamper, or to let go of certain ideas. Even within
philosophical periods that seem single-minded and unified in doc
trine, there are divisions, forces that pull thoughts in different and
opposing directions. Philosophy is essentially a discourse of dissent,
of battling voices.

But the most fundamental division that split German philosophy
in the Weimar Republic, and in the imperial period preceding it,
cannot be characterizedin terms of the different schools. It was a
division, instead, between what we may call philosophical conser
vatives and philosophical radicals, between those who saw their
philosophizing as the recovery of a great past and those who saw it
as a renewal. That split came out of the peculiar history of modern
German philosophy, which had developed in two great spurts sepa
rated by half a century and by radical changes in setting. The first
great epoch of German philosophy extended from the publication
of Kant's Critiqueof PureReasonin 1781 to the death of Hegel in
1831; it was the epoch of German idealism, a time of unbroken
confidence in the powers of philosophy, when science could still be
considered subsidiary to philosophical speculation and when there
was no German state. The second great epoch of German philoso
phy began in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and was
still going on in the 1930s. In the intervening half century, German
philosophy had suffered a disastrous collapse, the natural sciences
had encroached into the old territory of philosophy, and Germany
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had emerged as a unified modern state. What developed in the sec
ond epoch of German philosophy was a movement deeply divided
in its understanding of itself. There were those who saw the new
turn as promising a recovery of earlier traditions-they wanted to
go back to Kant, Fichte, or Hegel and resume philosophical thinking
in that spirit. These conservative thinkers were opposed by those
who considered a radical new beginning necessary. Nietzsche's ge
nealogy, Dilthey's hermeneutics, logical analysis, phenomenology,
and positivist empiricism were all attempts at radical renewal. The
neo-Kantians, who formed the largest group in this melange of
opinions, were in turn divided between those who simply wanted
to go back to Kant and those who wanted to go beyond him.

Both the philosophical conservatives and the philosophical radi
cals had to redefine their undertakings in relation to the expanding
sciences, on the one hand, and to the changing political field on the
other. Often they sought to keep their work neutral with respect to
scientific and political questions. At other times they saw them
selves as engaged in a specifically "scientific" or specifically "politi
cal" kind of philosophizing. Some understood their philosophy as
the foundation of a worldview, an encompassing perspective on
human concerns that would include science and politics. As new
scientific ideas and disciplines emerged in the period after 1870,
along with new political structures, the philosophers found them
selves forced to redefine their own enterprise. The emergence of
such disciplines as psychology and sociology,and of such theories as
Einstein's relativity, caused considerable anxiety. At the same time,
political developments appeared to take the ground away. Bis
marck's political pragmatism seemed for many philosophers the
harbinger of a politics in which economic interests would predomi
nate and ideas would have a small place. The democracy of the
Weimar Republic appealed to the political passions and convictions
of the masses, but not to the considered arguments of the philoso
phers. Communism promised the implementation of a philosophy,
but at the price of abandoning philosophical questioning. National
Socialism offered the prospect of philosophy integrated into a sin
gle, national worldview. These were daunting prospects, and the
philosophers, both conservatives and radicals, responded to them
with a great deal of uncertainty.

The divisions that existed within German philosophy and, in par-
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ticular, the split between conservatives and radicals did not disap
pear in 1933. On the contrary, they were even sharpened by the
lack of unity in what the Nazis called their worldview and by their
insistence, at the same time, that this worldview had to be unified.
Thus the struggles among German philosophers were intensified,
since their divisions now came to take on a political coloring.

When in 1943 the Nazi historian Gerhard Lehmann reviewed
the course of German philosophy during the first half of the cen
tury, he lamented the decay that had led to so many philosophical
opinions and schools. He ascribed the situation to "a process of spir
itual dissolution in the last decades before the war," resulting in an
array of weak and fruitless movements marked by

the exaggeration and formlessness that is characteristic of ev
erything false. The philosopher wants to be everything at
once: prophet, healer, savior, scholar, politician. Schools of
wisdom are founded, philosophical sects of Christian, Bud
dhist, theosophical observation, which find a gullible public.
An abysmal intellectualism foams in glistening bubbles and ac
celerates the ideological disintegration of the nation."

In a similar tone Walter Del-Negro, another Nazi historian, wrote
in 1942 that in the pre-Nazi period philosophy had "lost any con
nection to the tasks of the nation." The result was

a hopeless chaos of incompatible opinions, which became al
together a cause for derision. Often it was a matter of pure
decadence, often decidedly of mere fashion ... As a whole,
then, there were all the symptoms of a deep crisis, which fits
very well into the general cultural dissolution of the time."

The Nazi revolution, Lehmann and Del-Negro were forced to admit,
had made only a small difference in this situation. Marxist and posi
tivist forms of philosophizing were prohibited. Other philosophical
schools suffered because some of their prominent representatives
happened to be Jews-as was true for the phenomenologists. But
for the most part the bloodletting extended across schools, and so
the previous diversity of philosophical opinions remained essen
tially intact after 1933.

Although Nazi authors like Lehmann and Del-Negro deplored
such chaotic conditions, no official attempt was ever made to insti-
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tute a single Nazi philosophy. Even toward the end of the war Hitler
himself justified the existing diversity: IIIam not of the opinion that
freedom of inquiry should be granted only in the area of the natural
sciences. It must really also extend into the humanities. And here
philosophy stands entirely in the foreground. For it is in essence
only a continuation of natural science.'?' This attitude, of course,
differed sharply from the one he had taken toward the arts, where
his personal preferences had fostered a policy of strict conformity.

There were two major reasons for the relatively tolerant Nazi
attitude toward philosophy. First of all, the different philosophical
schools were willing to put themselves at the service of the regime.
This they did without hesitation. Among the neo-Kantians there
were those who had long resented the dominance of Jewish think
ers and who now advanced their own version as the guiding philos
ophy of the new system. Objective-value theorists argued that only
a commitment to their ideas could ground the notion of racial infe
riority. Traditional idealists foresaw a revival of the great German
tradition, of Meister Eckhart, Fichte, Hegel, and other great figures
of the past. Organological holists maintained that the Nazi ideology
would have to incorporate a holistic conception of life and society.
Psychological characterologists, biologistic realists, and philosophi
cal anthropologists fought over which of them could most effec
tively explicate the notions of race and folk. The Nietzscheans rep
resented yet another faction. Werner Rings, whom Heidegger had
suspended from academic teaching because of "un-German behav
ior," wrote bitterly: IIYes,the Kantians now struck hard and with
assurance, the Fichteans gave free reign to their fanaticism of the
will, the philosophers of nature conjured up the demonic forces of
old Germanic pantheism, the Nietzscheans outdid Zarathustra, and
the philosophers of existence torpedoed the existence of un
German Germans." 22

If the diversity of philosophical schools, movements, and ideas
was one characteristic of the field both before and after 1933, the
other was the struggle between them-a struggle that started well
before 1933 but was transformed and intensified by the political
events of that year. The new regime conceived the world in catego
ries of unity and totality and strove to impose on it a unified sweep
ing vision. Though its claim to a coherent worldview was mere pre
tension, and a profound misunderstanding of the disorganized
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nature of human thinking, the claim politicized the struggle be
tween the different schools: the question of who was philosophi
cally right became burdened with the demand for political correct
ness. This meant not simply that the regime would keep an eye on
the disputes of the philosophers but also-more dangerously-that
philosophers themselves could now mobilize the resources of the
political system to defend and advance their own private goals. The
real danger was, in other words, not that the politicians made use
of philosophy but that the philosophers could make use of politics.

This was, indeed, the situation between 1933 and 1945. Philoso
phers now promoted their ideas as the appropriate foundation of
the Nazi worldview even where, like Heidegger, they had pre
viously made little effort to link their thought to the political do
main. They also publicly castigated the ideas of other philosophers
as inappropriate to the Nazi view of the world or as incompatible
with it, as Heidegger did with the philosophy of value or as Oskar
Becker did with Heidegger's philosophy. In addition, philosophers
mobilized the resources of Rosenberg's ideological office and the
National Socialist Federation of University Teachers to secure the
academic appointments of their allies and to thwart those of oppo
nents. They sought out and maintained good relations with party
officials, secretly asked for the investigation of philosophical ene
mies (as Erich Jaensch did with Heidegger), tried to prevent the
publication of certain philosophical writings and to promote others.
They recommended their students and friends as good nationalists
and antisemites and denounced their philosophically opponents as
associates and students of Jews (as Heidegger did with Eduard
Baumgarten) .

In the political dispute between philosophical conservatives and
radicals, the former now characteristically drew on Fichte's writings
to bolster their cause, whereas the radicals appealed most often to
Nietzsche's work. Of the two sides, the conservatives proved more
organized since they had their own association in the German Phil
osophical Society founded by Bruno Bauch in 1917. The philosoph
ical radicals had nothing equivalent. Their alliance was made up
informally at first by an understanding between Baeumler, Krieck,
and Heidegger, on the one hand, and between Heidegger and
Heyse, on the other. In addition we must count Oskar Becker, Hans
Georg Gadamer, and the students and associates of all these men
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on the radical side. Because it lacked an organization, however, this
alliance proved somewhat more brittle. If the radicals managed
nevertheless to maintain some influence throughout the Nazi pe
riod, it was undoubtedly because they had more philosophical tal
ent on their side and Baeumler in Berlin could effectively counter
act the machinations of the conservatives through his official
connections.

In order to explain how philosophers could come to the same
political conclusions by way of such different theoretical premises,
we may consider two accounts. The first holds that all the philoso
phers subscribed to the same political cause, but interpreted it in
very different ways. They all subscribed to "Natlonal Socialism," but
understood various things by that name and so were able to recon
cile their political commitment and their varying philosophical as
sumptions. According to the second account, the different philoso
phers could take on the same political commitment because they
shared certain important theoretical assumptions, despite the out
ward appearance of conflict. There is something to be said for both
accounts. It is true, on the one hand, that National Socialism never
had a unified political ideology and that its so-called worldview
consisted of an amalgam of diverse ideas and attitudes. It is, on the
other hand, also true that the German philosophers of the 1930s
shared a well-defined intellectual space and that they were there
fore likely to have shared certain fundamental assumptions. Fortu
nately, the two accounts are not mutually exclusive; combined,
they may offer a more promising and richer explanation of the his
torical facts than either one could by itself. It may well tum out that
the German philosophers in 1933 shared certain ideas that pulled
in the same political direction, and it may also turn out that their
divergent assumptions made them interpret that shared engage
ment in different ways. It is, in any event, this more complex expla
nation that I propose to explore in the following chapters.

THE POLITICAL SETTING

Despite their professional disagreements, the German philosophers
of the 1930s all shared the same institutional, social, and political
environment. Hence we should ask first of all what the political
field looked like in 1933, what assumptions the philosophers made
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about it, and what common conclusions they reached about the
need for political action. What we call "political" covers, of course,
diverse and irregular ground. Politics relates in manifold ways to
history, economics, geography, psychology, technology, ideology,
and philosophy. Politics is often verbal or symbolic in character, but
equally often it is not discursive. Speech is central to politics, as are
rituals, formalized acts, flags and uniforms, but so too are brute
events of economic collapse, wars, bloodshed, murder. Politics can
be focused on the past, the present, or the future. It can be con
cerned with actions, events, and structures. Whenever we talk
about the politics of a particular historical moment, then, we must
first determine what understanding of the political obtained at the
time.

This also holds true with respect to the German politics of the
1930s. We need to ask how the participants in the process, politi
cians, citizens, professionals and academics, philosophers and non
philosophers, conceptualized the field in which they were op
erating. We should of course expect some overlapping in certain
fundamental respects with other and older understandings of the
political, but what concerns us most here is the distinctiveness of
that place and time. Four aspects of the German political field of
the 1930s stand out, and together they form a special quadrilateral
concerning the nature of political time, political space, political
agency, and political structure.

Politicsas a concernwith action and the present. There are under
standings of the political-as in Aristotle's Politics-in which tradi
tions, institutions, and constitutions appear as the center of politics.
During stable periods it may indeed be plausible to conceive of poli
tics primarily in terms of institutions, but this will not do in times
of upheaval-as in Germany between 1918 and 1945-when all
political structures are in question. Politics is then reduced to its
most elementary level: political action. From such a perspective,
political institutions are reduced to secondary importance. They are
considered political only in the sense that they are treated as the
products of action and as devices for generating action.

In Germany of the 1930s, political action did become the ground
ing concept of the political, and this led in turn to an emphasis on
will-whatever generates action, such as determination, persever
ance, force, and struggle. When politics is preoccupied with the idea
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of action, it is also characteristically focused on the present mo
ment, since only then is action possible. Political agents do of course
look back in time. They may be determined to learn from the past.
They may want to bring back one or another condition. They may
also look forward to the future, make plans, anticipate likely and
possible future events. But they are neither historians nor prophets.
Past and future matter to them only as guides for current action.

In its extreme form, this conception of the present also comes to
mean a single decisive moment, a moment of transformation in
which an old order is to be shed so that an entirely new one can be
formed. This indeed was the view that predominated in Germany
in the 1930s. Politics as a whole came to be seen in terms of the
decisive moment, a unique crisis that could be resolved only
through the most determined and radical action.

Politicsasa concernwithplaceandgroup.The German political field
of 1933 was characterized not only by a specific conception of time
but also by one of space. All politics is of course local in the sense
that political institutions must exist somewhere and that political
actions, like all other actions, must be carried out in a particular
place. These institutions and actions are, moreover, generally
meant to benefit a specific local condition. They are meant to ob
tain, hold, and enhance the locale of a certain group of people. That
much is suggested by the connection of the word "politics" to Greek
polisas the place of the political.

What varies over time, however, is how this political place is de
fined. German politics of the 1930s defined its place as unique and
central. This notion grew out of a naively Eurocentric picture that
the Germans of the period shared with other western nations. Their
Eurocentrism included a picture of Europe that stretched both east
and west with the Germans in the natural position of the central
nation-central, first of all, in Europe itself and then, because of
Europe's unique position, central to the world as a whole. The polit
ical excesses of the Nazi period were, in a sense, one result of a
Eurocentrism that the Germans shared with their neighbors. Ex
cesses were also justified by another idea that dominated German
politics of the 1930s: the country's political space was being threat
ened by decay from inside and pressure from outside. These feelings
were no doubt a direct reflection of the loss of the First World War
and the subsequent political and economic turmoil. But they were
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accentuated by the conviction that the Germans were being de
prived of their space by political pressure from all sides. (Volk ohne
Raum, the title of a popular novel of the period, gave vivid expres
sion to this claustrophobic feeling.) The sense of threat was magni
fied by the additional belief that not only Germany but the whole
of Europe was under threat from non-European states and races.
Hence the Nazis could easily convince themselves that their politi
cal actions were being conducted not simply for Germany alone
but on behalf of the whole European continent. German National
Socialism was also-and this we should not forget-an extreme
form of Europeanism.

When we speak of a politics built on a specific understanding of
space, we generally assume at the same time that this space is de
fined as that of a particular people. Political space is characteristi
cally taken to be the homeland of a people in the sense that it is
either the place in their actual possession, the site of their presumed
origin, or a place they aspire to. Political discourse may describe the
people associated with such a space in a number of different ways.
It may talk of them as a group united by current needs and inter
ests; as a group of common descent; or as one held together by
shared aspirations and hopes. The group may be seen as a linguistic,
cultural, or economic community; as a family, tribe, or race; as one
body pursuing future happiness. All these forms of description flow
together in the common concept of "nation." For the Nazis too the
nation was the focus of all their political thinking; they were above
all nationalists who sought to pursue the interests of the German
nation and to enhance Germany as their place of residence.

The modern concept of a nation is, however, notoriously difficult
to pin down, since it relies on a multitude of criteria that do not
necessarily coincide. A group currently sharing a language, a cul
ture, and a religion need not at the same time be one with a com
mon descent. Those who share a common descent need not have
the same economic or cultural aspirations. Past, present, and future
do not necessarily group people along the same lines. What is more,
all social groupings simplify the network of overlapping relation
ships that constitute actual human life. These difficulties are partic
ularly evident when one starts to speak of the German nation. The
political grouping of the Germans into a single nation was not
something that could be taken for granted as a historical fact, but



20 HEIDEGGER'S MOMENT OF DECISION

required elaboration and justification. This had been a problem
since the beginning of German nationalism in the early nineteenth
century, and a number of fundamental questions were asked again
and again after those years. What made the Germans into a distinc
tive nation? Was it their history? Their culture? Their language?
Their philosophy? Were the Austrians really German? Were the
Catholics in the west and south German? Were the German Jews
German? Were the Alsatians German? Over time philosophers, pol
iticians, and others concerned with such questions repeatedly tried
to define the German identity. Some did so in terms of shared lan
guage and culture; others attempted it in terms of the geopolitical
position of the Germans; yet others sought it in common descent.
The search for "the German identity" has been a fundamental con
cern of German politics over the last two hundred years. It is in
this context that we must consider the Nazi attempt to resolve the
question once and for all in the "scientific" terms of racial biology.
Racism can no doubt serve a variety of political functions. In the
context of Germany in the 1930s, it predominantly served the func
tion of shoring up the definition of German identity, thereby defin
ing the space in which German politics saw itself functioning.

What stands out in these efforts is the fact that the definition of
the political group and its space was conceived in terms of a sharp
boundary and a complete opposition. German politics of the 1930s
(and not only that of the Nazis) was essentially antagonistic in char
acter. When he tried to define the essential nature of the political,
Carl Schmitt could therefore quite plausibly maintain that politics
was based on the distinction between friend and enemy. As a gen
eral description this may be insufficient, but as a characterization
of the political understanding prevailing at the time, Schmitt'S de
scription seems accurate. It is this antagonistic understanding of po
litical difference that fueled the struggles between the Nazi's and
the Communists, that determined the course of the antisemitic per
secutions, and that eventually dictated Germany's military stance
up to the end of the war.

Politicsas a concernwith rank. There is a certain naive, though
well-meaning, view of politics which holds that "ideally" political
interactions occur between equal partners. But political action, like
all social interaction, always must involve a gradient between the
agent and those affected by the agent. That gradient need not be the
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source of a constant social ranking, since subjects may take turns in
acting and being acted upon. Yet there also exist natural inequali
ties in physical strength, mental abilities, and skills as well as vari
ous forms of social differentiations that make it easier for some sub
jects to be active social agents than for others. All agents are,
moreover, subject to the life cycle and will at times be too young,
too old, or too infirm to initiate social action. Further, effective
group action calls for efforts of coordination and centralization in
the making and executing of plans. All these factors would seem to
generate a natural pressure toward the differentiation of rank in
human societies.

These natural facts can lead to quite different political responses,
however. Political action can be directed toward the reinforcement
of such rankings or toward their dissolution. It can aim at preserv
ing a particular rank or at replacing it. The German political field in
the 1930s is characterized, first of all, by the fact that the established
order of social ranking was undergoing rapid transformation as a
result of social, economic, and intellectual changes in the country.
These had to affect the German philosophers. Because of shifts
within the body of human knowledge, their intellectual standing
was being called into question even as the social standing of the
universities as a whole was becoming more insecure. Social insecu
rity as well as a struggle to preserve existing ranks or attain new
ones were inevitable.

Still the time was also one in which social gradation as such was
under suspicion. These tendencies were manifested, for instance,
both in the political struggles of the Communist movement and in
the disaffected anarchism of the youth movement. The opposition
to social ranking led to two different types of valuation that stood
in a curious tension, for it generated, on the one hand, a new valua
tion of the free individual and, on the other, of the Yolk as a com
munity of equals. This peculiar double focus, in turn, generated a
new understanding of political organization no longer based on the
assumption of a multilayered social hierarchy with established so
cial rulers at the apex, but on a direct association of the Yolk with
a great political leader. The common gradations of society were thus
rejected and replaced by the idea of a direct messianic leadership in
which the chosen individual stands in immediate relation to the
people. The right to leadership then followed not from the facts of
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a sodal hierarchy that placed some subjects in the role of political
agents, but from the moral and intellectual qualities of the leader
himself and from his direct link to the people as a whole. This im
plied also that such leadership could not be conferred on the indi
vidual through democratic elections but had to derive directly from
the qualities of the leader himself and from his relation to those
he led.

Politicsas a concernwith legitimation.Political action always in
volves a choice of priorities wherein one course of action is consid
ered more urgent or more desirable than another. The making of
such choices demands some ordering of preferences, and since the
priorities adopted are never self-evident, there is always a need for
justification. This arises, in particular, when the adopted course of
action is challenged. Political action, insofar as it calls for large-scale
social coordination, needs to be regular and predictable in order to
be effective, and insofar as this regularity is achieved by means of
social rules (laws, regulations, habits, customs), it can in turn be
challenged. The same kind of demand for justification arises finally
with respect to the structures through which political action is
channeled. Every such structure is the realization of one possible
pattern out of others and hence demands justification.

Politics is therefore always a process of self-legitimation in which
particular priorities for action and particular social structures must
be justified. There is, of course, a form of pragmatic politics that sets
out to justify its choices in the most immediately utilitarian terms.
But, more characteristically, the process of self-legitimation reaches
beyond such considerations and goes beyond the political sphere
itself, since politics itself seems in question. Political agents are then
forced to look beyond their own political concerns and to draw on
some other authority, on myth, religion, science, history, or philos
ophy, to account for a legitimacy they cannot supply from their
own domain.

Moreover, the social conditions of the time in Germany encour
aged the idea, shared by most of the political parties, that the main
problem of German politics was to restore and maintain an order
that was threatened by a decay and chaos of metaphysical dimen
sions. There existed a pervasive belief that it would not be enough
to shore up the system by means of a purely temporal order. In
stead, a permanent and true political order had to be discovered.
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This immediately raised the question of where a model was to be
found. Politics could, on this understanding, not be a practical cop
ing with the exigencies of the moment; it had to be derived from
an order more purely grounded than mere human institutions.

In Germany of the 1930s, therefore, the demand for the legitima
tion of political choices was perhaps stronger than it might have
been elsewhere. The political field was characterized by a intense
struggle over how legitimation was to be achieved. National Social
ism generally claimed that politics was self-sustaining and that all
legitimation had to come out of the political field itself. This doc
trine relied, however, on the incorporation of a system of general
beliefs into the political field, of a "worldview." The move inevitably
raised the further question of how the worldview itself could be
legitimated, and hence the question of the grounding of the politi
cal domain presented itself once again in a new form. In the Ger
man cultural context, where philosophy still occupied a place of
distinction, this meant that philosophical terms were needed to ex
plicate and justify the Nazi worldview and the politics built
around it.

POLITICS AND PHILOSOPHERS

It remains to determine what kinds of interaction were made pos
sible by the nature of the philosophical and political fields in Ger
many in the 1930s. For that we need to ask what concepts served
to bridge the usual gap between philosophical thinking and political
engagement. I argue that there were four major concepts: crisis,
nation or race, leadership, and order. The place of these four con
cepts in the structure of the German political field has already been
indicated. Now the task must be to see what functions they per
formed in the philosophical reasoning of the period and how they
may have facilitated the political engagement of German philoso
phers in the name of their philosophizing.

It may be useful at this point to return to Heidegger's university
inauguration and to consider how he himself justified the step into
politics in his address. What he said that day he repeated in some
what different words over the next two years, particularly in his
lectures on metaphysics in 1935. Heidegger's remarks on these vari
ous occasions will indeed confirm that the notions of crisis, nation,
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leadership, and order played a central mediating role between phi
losophy and politics for at least one philosopher of the period. The
conjecture that these are the crucial concepts for understanding
the interrelations of philosophy and politics in that time thereby
becomes more plausible.

In his address Heidegger expressed a specific view of the nature
of the present moment-a view that was at once political and phil
osophical and that could thus serve conveniently to define his ac
tions. He said that right now "German destiny is in its most extreme
distress" (p. 6).23That distress was, moreover, not confined to Ger
many but affected the west as a whole. The question was ultimately
whether lithe spiritual power of the West fails and its joints crack,"
whether "this moribund semblance of a culture caves in and drags
all forces into confusion and lets them suffocate in madness"
(p. 13). Heidegger came back to this theme once more in his 1935
lectures, when he spoke of an "onslaught of what we call the de
monic" (p.46)-an event characterized by a "dawning spirit
lessness, the dissolution of spiritual energies, the rejection of all
original inquiry into ultimate grounds" (p. 45).24There was now a
danger of a "dreary technological frenzy" and "unrestricted organi
zation" (p. 37), of a world that lacked the "depth from which the
essential always comes to man" (p. 46). On both occasions he spoke
of the need for a historical decision between "greatness and the
acceptance of decline."

Linked to this first theme of crisis is a second one: that crisis takes
its sharpest form in Germany. Hence, lithe relentlessness of that
spiritual mission that forces the German people into the shape of
its history."25Two years later Heidegger was to tell his students that
Germany had a unique position in the world: "Situated in the cen
ter, our nation incurs the severest pressure. It is the nation with the
most neighbors and hence the most endangered" (p. 38).26Ger
many as the most central nation was also at the same time the most
metaphysical and hence the most spiritual of all nations: "all true
power and beauty of the body, all sureness and boldness in com
bat, all authenticity and inventiveness of the understanding, are
grounded in the spirit, and they rise or fall only through the power
or impotence of the spirit. The spirit is the sustaining, dominating
principle, the first and the last, not merely an indispensable factor"
(p. 47). Germany's historical spiritual mission was made evident by
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the fact that German idealism had originally stood up to "the great
ness, breadth, and originality of that spiritual world." But ulti
mately it was, once more, all of Europe that was exposed to the
pressure of crisis. "This Europe, in its ruinous blindness forever on
the point of cutting its own throat, lies today in a great pincers,
squeezed between Russia on one side and America on the other."
"From a metaphysical point of view," those two countries were in
fact the same. Opposed as their systems seemed to be, their effect
was ultimately indistinguishable (p. 37).

Heidegger linked the idea of the world-historical crisis and of the
special German mission, in turn, to that of the need for spiritual
leadership. He had begun his rectorial address with the bold asser
tion of what he called his "commitment to the spiritualleadership
of this institution of higher learning." Later in the address he spoke
more generally of professors as leaders of the students and even of
the students as future leaders of Germany. But what he understood
by spiritual leadership is not immediately evident from his words.
It would not be altogether wrong to say that he was referring to
"intellectual" leadership, were it not for the fact that he would have
shunned that word and certainly did not want to be associated with
the liberal intellectuals of the Weimar period. Instead he clearly
wanted to link himself to the German idealists for whom spirit
(Geist)had been a crucial notion." It was, in any case, because of
the supposed need for spiritual leadership that Heidegger saw him
self called upon to take part in the German revolution.

In appropriating a central term from the political rhetoric of his
time, however, Heidegger was also expressing an acceptance of the
essentially undemocratic idea of messianic leadership that the Nazis
had made their own. This is evident as well from the fact that he
introduced this self-same principle of governance into the univer
sity, telling his students that the Fuhrer, Adolf Hitler, alone should
be their reality and law. Even after the war, in fact, Heidegger ex
pressed antipathy to democratic forms of government." But in em
phasizing the adjective geistigin 1933 in his claim to geistigeFuhrung
Heidegger was also denying any claim to competition with the polit
ical leadership. Instead he was implying the need for two related
and interdependent forms of leadership, the political and the spiri
tual. At least for the period of his political activism, he believed that
the two types of leadership needed to be closely associated, and he
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did approach Hitler directly in order to initiate a personal contact.
But Hitler had another understanding of the leadership required at
that moment and, as far as we know, never responded to Heideg
ger's approach.

Again in his rectorial address Heidegger said that "the will to the
essence of the German university is the will to science, which in
turn is the will to the historical spiritual mission of the German
people as a people that knows itself in its state." The peculiar link
age of the essence of the German university, the idea of science, and
the historical mission of the German people reflected his deepest
convictions on the nature of the political crisis and its resolution. It
was because he believed that the crisis was centered on the German
university that he worked so strenuously for academic reform. And
Heidegger thought that the failings of existing institutions were not
merely organizational but demanded reflection on the very nature
of science. The fundamental thing was to realize that "all science is
philosophy, whether it knows and wills it or not." Since existing
institutions failed to operate on that insight, they also failed to deal
with the most urgent philosophical questioning.

Ignoring the great political and social concerns of the day and
giving second place to the practical problems facing a new rector,
Heidegger asserted boldly that the most pressing task now was for
the university to engage in a process of self-examination. It was
necessary to regain "the power of the beginningof our spiritual
historical existence" (p. 6) and to recapture the form of thinking
practiced by the Greek philosophers. Theirs had in no way been
impotent theorizing but the highest mode of human work, a
"standing and questioning of one's ground in the midst of the con
stantly self-concealing totality of what is." Nietzsche, he said, had
sharpened that questioning by confronting us "with the forsak
enness of modem man" (p. 8). Questioning could no longer be con
sidered preliminary, but was the highest form of knowledge. In this
spirit, science and the university should address the "world-shaping
powers of human historical existence, such as nature, history, lan
guage; people, custom, state; poetry, thought, faith; disease, mad
ness, death; law, economy, technology" (p. 9).29

Heidegger was convinced that such a rethinking of origins
would, in turn, lead to a rebuilding of the university, shattering its
division into specialties, returning its thought to the political con-
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cerns of the nation, linking study with the work of the hand. Sci
ence, when properly rooted in "people, custom, state," would pre
serve the people's earthbound strength:

The primordial and full essence of science, whose realization
is our task, provided we submit to the distant command of the
beginning of our spiritual-historical existence, is only created
by knowledge about the people that actively participates and
by knowledge about the state's destiny that always keeps itself
prepared, both at one with knowledge about the spiritual mis
sion. (p. 11)

In 1935 Heidegger told his students in a similar vein that the Ger
mans were returning to true understanding because nations, "in
their greatest movements and traditions, are linked to being"
(p. 37).30 He added: "We ask the question: 'How does it stand with
being?' ... We are concerned ... to restore man's historical exis
tence-and that always includes our own future existence in the
totality of history allotted to us-to the domain of being, which it
was originally incumbent on man to open up for himself" (pp. 41
42). The primordial metaphysical question of the meaning of being
was thus "one of the essential and fundamental conditions for an
awakening of the spirit and hence for a primordial world of histori
cal existence. It is indispensable if the peril of world darkening is to
be forestalled and if our nation in the center of the Western world
is to take on its historical mission" (p. 50). Political work was thus
ultimately built on philosophical ground. Political structures were
to be legitimized by the philosophical search for origins. "That is
why we have related the question of being to the destiny of Europe,
where the destiny of the earth is being decided-since our historical
existence proves to be the center of Europe itself" (p. 42). Hence
also the demand for a rethinking of the role of the German univer
sity, which "desplte a certain amount of house cleaning" (p.48)
was still under the domination of a "reactionary interpretation of
science." Here was the philosopher's calling. While he could "never
directlysupply the energies and create the opportunities and meth
ods that bring about historical change" (p. 10), it was lithe authentic
function of philosophy to challenge historical existence." And this
challenge
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is one of the essential prerequisites for the birth of all great
ness, and in speaking of greatness we are referring primarily to
the works and destinies of nations. We can speak of historical
destiny only where an authentic knowledge of things domi
nates man's existence. And it is philosophy that opens up the
paths and perspectives of such knowledge.



2

Fichte, Nietzsche, and the Nazis

The first National Socialist philosopher, some argued around 1933,
was neither Heidegger nor another of his contemporaries. It was
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, the idealist, who was born in 1762 and died
in 1814, three quarters of a century before Hitler's birth.

"It is in fact not unjustified to look at Fichte as the first great
forerunner of National Socialism and even as a National Socialist,"
Ernst Bergmann, the Leipzig philosopher, said in 1932. It was clear
to him that Fichte's combination of a strong national consciousness
with equally strong social and socialist concerns

produce the outline of a national socialist worldview, grown
from the womb of German idealism-an outline which in cer
tain respects does not yet reach the unity of the current move
ment, but which in others and particularly in its basic de
mands (the coalescing of the nation and the idea of racial
improvement) completely agrees with it, and which in yet
others, as for instance in its justification for the belief in Ger
many, even outruns it in fervor and boldness. 1

His colleague Arnold Gehlen saw it similarly in 1935 when he said
that Fichte had been "thrown into an age of revolution and the
disturbance of all political, moral, and metaphysical convictions"
and that, as a result, he had come to conclusions "that brought him
close to that point at which we stand today." Fichte's political phi
losophy could only be described as a form of National Socialism.'

Such assessments may strike us as tendentious and misleading.

29
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They certainly take little notice of Fichte's early enthusiasm for the
French Revolution, his early adherence to the ideals of Freema
sonry, the Enlightenment, and republican egalitarianism, or his late
preoccupation with a new kind of Christianity. We might therefore
conclude that, in aligning themselves with Fichte, men like Berg
mann and Gehlen were merely seeking to give philosophical re
spectability to their own political stand in 1933, trying to lend au
thority to the particular philosophical tradition with which they
identified themselves, above all trying to make Fichte acceptable in
the new age.

In the attempt to justify their political system, the Nazis were
willing to reach deep into the German past and to appropriate as
much of it as they could. They would go back to ancient times to
conjure up idealized pictures of Germanic valor, purity, and virtue,
of tribes loyally attached to their leaders, of heroic, ruthless war
riors. In The Myth of the Twentieth Century Alfred Rosenberg even
went so far as to depict a mythical Atlantis as the origin of the Nazi
view of the world. When they looked at the history of German phi
losophy, the Nazis had a similar tendency to appropriate it as fully
as possible for their own purposes. In a 1941 collection of essays,
The German in German Philosophy, Theodor Haering and his collabo
rators referred sweepingly to Albertus Magnus (whom they called
Albert the German), Meister Eckhart, Nicolaus of Cusa, Paracelsus,
Jacob Boehme, Johann Kepler, Leibniz, Kant, Herder, Goethe,
Schiller, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche as
philosophical forerunners of the Nazi system and as guides to the
new "world-historical task" of the German people.

Still there were good reasons why Fichte should have had a spe
cial attraction for the Nazis. What appealed to them first of all, of
course, was his nationalism, his elevation of Germanness to a meta
physical essence, and then his concern with the well-being of the
whole nation, his nationally oriented form of socialism. Of even
more significance to them, however, was probably the fact that
Fichte saw himself as living at a moment of historical decision, at a
unique turning point in human history. When they looked back at
the century preceding them, the Nazis were drawn to philosophical
and political thinkers who, like themselves, saw the period as one
of chaos and decline, ripe for revolutionary change. So they paid
little attention to the cautiously conservative politics of the bour-
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geois Hegelians, who had dominated the German universities in the
middle of the nineteenth century, and showed no interest at all
in the reformist, evolutionary socialism of the neo-Kantians or the
liberal progressivism of the scientific materialists.' They focused on
Fichte, Nietzsche, and such lesser figures as Paul de Lagarde and
Julius Langbehn, who shared their sense that the times had gone
astray and that a radical reordering was imminent. In the winter of
1807 Fichte delivered his AddressestotheGermanNationunder politi
cal conditions that the Nazis could consider like their own. Where
Fichte had been stirred to action by Prussia's losses to Napoleon,
Hitler and his followers saw themselves motivated by Germany's
loss of the First World War. Where he had fought against the igno
miny of the battle of Jena, they saw themselves spurred on by the
national shame of the treaty of Versailles.

For many of the German philosophers in 1933, in any case,
Fichte was a natural point of reference. Among the prominent Ger
man philosophers of the past, very few had been politically active.
No doubt they all had political opinions and some had even written
on political philosophy, but actual engagement in politics was rare.
Fichte alone became involved under conditions of a general up
heaval similar to the one of 1933. It was natural, then, that German
philosophers should turn back to Fichte in their search for historical
models. As they stood up to declare their allegiance to the Nazis,
they found in Fichte's Addressesa template. This was true even of
philosophers who otherwise held no particular allegiance to Ger
man idealism, who identified themselves instead with the thinkers
of the later epoch of German philosophy. Heidegger was one of
these; he saw himself as a philosophical radical and innovator. His
roots lay in Husserl's phenomenology and in Nietzsche'S recasting
of philosophy. Yet, at the moment of stepping into the political
arena, he clearly modeled his rectorial address on Fichte's Ad
dresses.4

Heidegger's use of the themes of crisis, nation, leadership, and
order derived, in fact, directly from Fichte's Addresses.It was Fichte
who first put this fourfold thematic together and made it his own
bridge for crossing from philosophical speculation to political en
gagement. In tracing this back to Fichte, I am not simply saying that
Fichte talked of politics in terms of these four notions. It might be
said that others did the same, and by the 1930s these themes were
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a commonplace of German politics. My point is rather that Fichte
was the first philosopher for whom these four conjoined notions
had both a philosophical and a political meaning, and that he could
bequeath this to later German philosophers. Because of the hold
these concepts had both in philosophy and in politics, they could
subsequently serve again and again to bridge the gap between the
philosophical and political realms.

In order to appreciate the fact that Fichte conceived of his Ad
dressesfrom the start as both philosophical and political in character,
and to understand why the Addressescould serve as models for later
versions of philosophical politics, one must turn to the exact cir
cumstances in which they were delivered. Fichte gave his lectures
during the winter of 1807 in Berlin at a time of great political peril.
French troops were occupying large parts of Germany. The German
princes had been forced to sign a humiliating truce with the French
emperor, and the Prussian king had withdrawn from his capital to
Konigsberg at the far eastern edge of his kingdom. Even as Fichte
was speaking, Berlin was firmly in the hand of Napoleon's troops.
Outside his lecture room at the academy, French drums would at
times disrupt his delivery." Fichte dared not call openly for military
resistance against the French, though that was undoubtedly what
he had in mind. The circumstances allowed political declarations at
best only under the guise of philosophy. And so Fichte resorted to
philosophical reflection on the spirit of German nationhood and
spoke of the need for an educational program that would instill
Germans with a sense of their nationality. But none of this was as
important as the fact that he stood up at this particular moment to
deliver his addresses. That relatively few people heard the lectures,
or read them carefully when they later appeared in print, detracted
in no way from their significance. Fichte's addresses were above all
a symbolic act of defiance. This was how their author had conceived
them, and also how they were understood by the general public.
Fichte, the philosopher, had not simply made a political state
ment-he had performed a political act and had done so explicitly
in the name of philosophy.

Fichte was not only taking risks with the French, who might
have been provoked by an act of political resistance. He also had
reason to fear the local Prussian authorities, who were afraid of
disturbing the existing precarious balance of power and might have
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resented his strident nationalist tone as a threat to the established
system of princely rule. One listener at Fichte's lectures, in any case,
felt that

many a heart was trembling for the fearless man whose life
and liberty hung on each of his words as on a thread, but who
remained undisturbed in his undertaking by the warnings that
reached him from many sides, by the concerns of the lower
Prussian authorities who feared problems and reprisals from
the French, and even by watching the intrusion of French ob
servers."

Fichte's political activism was no incidental matter. Of all the major
German philosophers, he was the one most deeply motivated by
political interests. He was concerned with political questions before
he began to write on philosophy and always shifted forward and
backward between philosophical and political preoccupations. The
draft of a letter from 1795 (which may, however, not be genuine)
even suggests that the first idea for his philosophical system came
to him out of reflections on the French Revolution:

My system is the first system of freedom. As that nation tears
men from their external chains, my system liberates them
from the constraints of the thing-in-itself ... It came about
through an inner struggle with myself and with all entrenched
prejudices during the years in which they fought for their po
litical freedom with their utmost power and it came about not
without their help. Their valor gave me the inspiration and
energy needed to grasp [this system]. The first hints and sug
gestions for my system came to me in writing about the revo
lution."

That he should here credit the French for inspiring his philosophical
system, when his later Addressesto the GermanNation demand the
total rejection of all French influence, is evidence of the volatility
of Fichte's political opinions. Beginning with an admiration for the
French revolution, he ended up as an enemy of all vestiges of Ro
manized culture and as an advocate of emerging German national
ism; beginning as a champion of individual liberty, he ended up
preaching the benefits of corporate society. In the development of
Fichte's political thinking, the year 1806 turned out to be decisive.



34 FICHTE, NIETZSCHE, AND THE NAZIS

He was now working as a professor in the service of the Prussian
king, and when war broke out with Napoleon's forces, he offered
to be a political officer with the Prussian troops. He saw himself
addressing the leaders of the army and even the common soldiers,
instilling them with his own fervor, and had already outlined Ad
dressestoGermanWarriorswhen the government turned him down.
Later on, when the war resumed in 1813, he again approached the
government with a similar offer; turned down once more, he joined
the home defense force and, in spite of ill health, took a vigorous
part in its exercises. Denied any actual service in the war, Fichte
finally achieved his goal in a feverish hallucination. In 1813, struck
down by an infection that was ravaging the injured soldiers his wife
was taking care of, just before he died he saw himself in the last
delirious moments as a soldier on the battlefield.

It was in the intervening period between the two military con
frontations that Fichte delivered his Addressesto the GermanNation.
These were, in a sense, his political testament; of all his political
writings, only the Addresseswould be remembered later. The post
humous fame of the Addressesis certainly justified insofar as they
spell out for the first time the terms in which German politics would
actually be conducted a century later. By 1933 the themes of crisis,
nation, leadership, and order had become common. But when
Fichte spoke, the idea of crisis was still a new and untested political
notion; the German nation existed only in imagination; there was
no real challenge to the established order of social ranks; and the
political order was not yet subject to radical questioning. We can
now see that Fichte was astoundingly prescient in taking his four
fold thematic as fundamental to German politics. He anticipated a
political condition that came into being only a century later, and he
did so in terms that formed a bridge between the philosophical and
political domains.

FICHTE'S ADDRESSES

The crisis of which Fichte spoke in his Addresseswas first of all a
philosophical event for him and then, in consequence, a political
one. The Addressesof 1807 were in fact a sequel to another series of
lectures, The FundamentalCharacteristicsof the PresentAge, which
Fichte had delivered three years earlier, before the military and po-
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litical upheavals. In the earlier lectures Fichte was giving the kind
of analysis that Foucault has identified as one of the characteristic
undertakings of modern philosophy ever since Kant's essay "What
Is Bnlightenmentz'" Fichte set out to produce a philosophical por
trait of the present age, convinced that this should be possible
"without regard to any experience and in a purely a priori man
ner.?" He had in mind nothing less than the derivation of a com
plete plan of the world from a single unifying principle. The foun
dation of the whole structure was to be the assumption that the
purpose of human life on earth is to organize each of its phases
according to reason, and from this he hoped to derive the main
stages of cultural and political evolution. The distinctive feature of
Fichte's undertaking was that human history and its epochs were
linked to the history of reason and were thus tied to the develop
ment of philosophical consciousness.

Fichte was convinced that his own age marked a decisive mo
ment in the life of philosophy. Kant, he thought, had initiated an
entirely new kind of philosophizing and he, Fichte, had been left
the task of completing the Kantian revolution. All philosophy until
then had been dogmatic in character, since it assumed a given and
stable reality and saw itself as depicting an already constituted
world. Fichte deduced from Kant's philosophy the idea that self
consciousness, the ego, was the core of reality and that the world
was a projection of the ego's power. The first principle to be adopted
by philosophy was therefore that "the ego posits itself." By speaking
of self-positing, Fichte meant to indicate that this primordial self
consciousness was no cumbersome Cartesian substance, but a dy
namic and active-principle. Engaged in a process of self-realization,
the ego posited first of all a non-ego-everything other than it
self-and then by means of a series of dialectical steps both a
finite empirical self and an empirical world. In such a manner
Fichte thought the ego could construct and reconstruct both itself
and the world.

Fully convinced that he was the first philosopher to recognize
these facts and to see through the errors of dogmatic philosophiz
ing, and certain that the history of humankind was in effect the
history of reason, Fichte concluded that he himself was necessarily
occupying a pivotal place in world history. Historical reality thus
took on a climactic structure for him in which he, the subject of
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these thoughts, occupied a singular position. He convinced himself,
finally, that his own philosophy could be compared in its world
historical meaning only with the four Gospels and that his own role
was similar to Christ's. Christ, however, had been only one prophet
among many and the Christian age was only a first, and by no
means consummating, epoch in world history; his own philosophy,
on the other hand, constituted such a consummation and he him
self was the spirit of truth, the paraclete, the third figure in the
Trinity.10

Such speculations, this cataclysmic moment of philosophical
truth, once again attained political meaning for Fichte when he un
dertook to address the German nation in 1807. His earlier specula
tions on the necessary sequence of historical periods, the conso
nance between philosophical and political history, and his own
central place in the history of philosophy now came to be linked in
his mind to the political circumstances in which he spoke. He saw
himself at the apex of a crisis both philosophical and political in
character. Accordingly Fichte began his Addressesto the GermanNa
tionwith a reminder that he had previously spoken of human his
tory in terms of a succession of great epochs. He had argued then,
he told his listeners, that "our own age was set in ... an epoch
which had as the motive of all its vital activities and impulses mere
material self-seeking" (p, 1).11That epoch had now come to a pre
cipitous and unexpected end through the turmoil brought about by
Napoleon's conquest of central Europe. Fichte said that he wanted
to reveal to his audience "the new era which can and must directly
follow the destruction of the kingdom of self-seeking by an alien
power" (p. 2).

The real destiny of the human race on earth ... is in freedom
to make itself what it really is originally. Now this making of
itself deliberately, and according to rule, must have a begin
ning somewhere . . . Thereby a second great period ... would
appear in place of the first period . . . We are of the opinion
that, in regard to time, this is the very time, and that now the
race is exactly midway between the two great epochs of its life
on earth. (p. 40)

Self-seeking had been the root of all corruption in the outgoing
epoch, an age of sinfulness. MInevery previous system of govern-
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ment the interest of the individual in the community was linked to
his interest in himself" (p. 7). In the new era individual interests
would, by contrast, be subsumed under communal requirements.
The idea of such a new age thus generated for Fichte that of a new
consciousness, a social consciousness that was to be defined in turn
as the consciousness of a nation. The idea of the existence of a sin
gular crisis came thereby to be linked in his mind to that of a social
and nationalist ethic.

Given that Germany was the place where the new philosophy
had emerged and where political turmoil marked the end of the
outgoing period of history, it was natural for Fichte to think that
Germany had a special place in the resolution of the imminent cri
sis. The ethics that was to characterize the new age was thus bound
to be the ethics of the German nation. The first task was "to save
the existence and persistence of the German as such." As he told
his audience, "If you go under, all humanity goes under with you,
without hope for any future restoration" (p.228). According to
Fichte, the Germans were indeed the only ones left who had a liv
ing culture, since they were in a strict sense an authentic and an
cient people. He considered it possible to prove from historical fact
lithe characteristics of the Germans as the primordial people (Ur
volk) and as a people that has the right to call itself simply the
people" (p. 92). Their most important characteristic was that they
had II retained and developed the primordial language of the ances
tral stock" (p. 47). Only one other language could be compared to
German and that was Greek, which was "of equal rank, a language
equally primordial" (p. 59). Other Germanic people, such as the
French, had abandoned their original tongue and adopted a foreign,
dead language. Their language had "movement only at the surface"
but was "dead at the root" (p. 59). The French had Latinized them
selves in language and Romanized themselves in culture, whereas
the Germans like the Greeks had maintained a primordial language
and culture. In terms of this contrast between the primordial, on
the one hand, and the derived and dead, on the other, Fichte styl
ized the political conflict between Napoleon and the German
princes. The military confrontation became nothing less than a
metaphysical difference.

Since the Germans had a primordial language, Fichte also said,
they were qualified to engage in a primordial thinking:
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Among the people with a living language mental culture in
fluences life, whereas among a people of the opposite kind
mental culture and life go their separate ways . . . When we
speak of mental culture we are to understand thereby, first of
all, philosophy, for it is philosophy which scientifically com
prehends the eternal archetype (Urbild) of all spiritual life ...
For this science, and for all science based upon it, the claim is
now made that it influences the life of a people who have a
living language. (p. 63)

Hence: "True philosophy . . . is in a special sense German only
that is, primordial. Vice versa, a true German could philosophize in
no other way but this" (p. 95).

It was not surprising for Fichte, then, that every time Germany
was in its greatest need, the philosopher would be called on to help
resolve the crisis. The political distress was ultimately a philosophi
cal one, and what was needed each time to overcome it were states
men "who have given themselves first of all an education by means
of a thorough study of philosophy and science in general" (p. 167).
Fichte was conscious of the rift that normally separates the philo
sophical from the political realm, acknowledging that "between the
idea and the act of introducing it into every separate form of life
there lies a great gulf." But he chided other thinkers for not at
tempting to bridge that gap. "Often you went on in the sphere of
pure thought too unconcernedly," he told them, "without troubling
yourselves about the actual world or trying to find out how the two
might be brought into connection; you described your own world,
and left the actual one too much alone, despising and scorning it"
(p. 221). The business of linking the world of ideas and the actual
world required both thinkers and men of action. "Instead of looking
askance at each other across the gulf with deprecation, rather let
each party be zealous to fill up the gulf from its side and so pave
the way to union" (p. 222).

As the first man to see the need for this kind of spiritual leader
ship, Fichte believed himself specially called to take on that role for
himself. "Perhaps someone may come forward from among you
and ask me: 'What gives you alone of all German men and writers
the special task, the vocation and the right to assemble us and to
press your views upon us?'" The answer was that someone had to
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take the first step to the goal of thorough reformation. "There must
always be one who is first; then let him be first who can" (p. 214).
Without explicitly referring to his own work, and yet clearly hinting
at it, he stated: "Now, at last, by a philosophy that has become clear
in itself, the mirror is being held up to this nation, in which it may
recognize and form a clear conception of that which it hitherto be
came by nature without being distinctly conscious of it, and to
which it is called by nature" (p. 107).

According to Fichte, the true philosophy needed to resolve the
political crisis was one in which being was seen as something that
arises; there had to be a belief in spirituality, its freedom and eternal
development. The true philosophy would understand the being of
both the self and the community as developmental and thus educa
tional processes. Philosophy and politics were inextricably linked in
any form of education. The universal law of man's nature is "that
he must directly engage in mental activity" (p. 22). And that activ
ity was, by necessity, always a process of education:

It follows, then, that the means of salvation I promised to indi
cate consists in the fashioning of an entirely new self, which
may have existed before perhaps in individuals as an excep
tion, but never as a universal national self, and in the educa
tion of the nation ... In a word, it is a total change of the
existing system of education that I propose as the sole means
of preserving the existence of the German nation. (pp. 10-11)

Or as he had said elsewhere: "Only that nation which has first prac
tically solved the problem of the education of the perfect man, is
going to solve that of the perfect state." 12

In the AddressesFichte went on to describe the outlines of this
vital system of education. He said that all education had so far been
concerned with forming the individual self, and all states had so far
tried to accommodate individual interests. The new education
would have to be concerned with the common interests of the na
tion. "By means of the new education we want to mold the Ger
mans into a corporate body, which shall be stimulated and ani
mated in all its individual members by a common interest."
Individualism was to be extirpated. The new education would
"surely and infallibly mold the real, vital impulses and actions of
its pupils and determine them according to rules" (p. 16). It would



40 FICHTE, NIETZSCHE, AND THE NAZIS

produce in pupils a "stable and unhesitating will according to a sure
and infallible rule" (p. 18). As a result, the subject of this educa
tional process would go forth at the proper time "as a fixed and
unchangeable machine" (p. 31). Like Heidegger after him, Fichte
foresaw that the new education would train not only the student's
mental capacities: "learning and working shall be combined"
(p. 154). He added: "The state which introduced universally the na
tional education proposed by us . . . would need no special army at
all, but would have in them [the new students] an army such as no
age has yet seen" (p. 163). As Heidegger put it later, the training of
students was to combine science, labor, and military service.

There was much talk in Fichte's Addressesof the need to model
the order of the state on a higher, objective order. In their education
pupils "should be stimulated to create an image of the social order
of mankind as it ought to be" (p. 27). There was an all-embracing
order for which the new students were supposed to develop a pas
sionate love and yearning. It was, after all, only in terms of such an
order that the Germans could be conceived as a primordial people.
It was in terms of such an order that German philosophy could be
conceived as primordial in its ability to grasp truth and to resolve
Germany's political crisis. Fichte said that the old order had been
only an apparent and false one, and the crisis of which he was
speaking demanded not only a choice between two equivalent pos
sibilities but between a false and a true order. All students ought to
be animated by "a love of order exalted to the ideal," and to foster
that love "legislation should consequently maintain a high standard
of severity" (p. 28). For the student was in fact "a link in the eternal
chain of spiritual life in a higher social order" (p. 32). Training had
to include as well education in the "moral world-order" that only
the true German philosophy could reveal.

Fichte's Addresses,in sum, rested squarely on the belief that a
point of crisis had been reached in German history-a crisis that
was at once political and philosophical, a crisis that concerned in
particular the German people and the understanding they had of
themselves, a crisis of leadership calling for the reestablishment of
a true order. This crisis demanded above all the reeducation of the
German people and, hence, the involvement of those educators par
excellence, the philosophers. Tothese assumptions Fichte added his
belief in the primordial character of the Germans and their lan-
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guage, in the contrast between what was German and what was
un-German, in the unique calling of the Germans to the business
of philosophy and their affinity with the Greeks. He added his call
for the discovery of the true philosophical order, the resolution of
the crisis through a new system of education, the total education of
students through service in science, practical labor, and the military.
Joining all these ideas together into a single political-philosophical
discourse, he anticipated the full array of themes on which philoso
phers like Heidegger would draw in their speeches of 1933, and in
this sense at least, Fichte can truly be called a forerunner of what
happened under the Nazis.

NIETZSCHE AND THE CRISIS OF NIHILISM

It would be a mistake, nevertheless, to look at the political engage
ment of German philosophers in 1933 as a mere elaboration of the
themes Fichte had defined more than a century earlier. By the time
Heidegger and the others appeared on the scene, the philosophical
and political fields had radically changed from what they had been
in Fichte's time. Fichte was part of the first great epoch of German
philosophy, but that was over by the middle of the nineteenth cen
tury and its assumptions were no longer taken for granted. New
philosophical and antiphilosophical movements had sprung up and
had come to influence within the universities. Fichte and his gener
ation could only dream of a unified German state, but that state
was in existence by 1871. The new German empire in its turn col
lapsed at the end of the First World War, and a democratic state
arose that, unfortunately, remained politically and economically
unstable, its institutions permanently in question.

These transformations inevitably affected the use that philoso
phers would make of the notions of crisis, nation, leadership, and
order. In 1933 they still spoke of a unique historical crisis, but it
had become starker, more desperate, and more far-reaching than it
had been for Fichte. They still spoke of the distinctiveness of the
German nation, but this nation was no longer a philosophical
dream; it was a military, bureaucratic, and power-political reality.
They still spoke of leadership, but traditional understandings of that
role were undermined: philosophers could no longer be certain of
their preeminence in the universities, and the threatening rise of a
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military-industrial complex was changing the face of political lead
ership. The philosophers also spoke of order, but they could no
longer assume any transcendent moral and metaphysical order. The
idea of crisis that had served Fichte so well as the fundamental
theme for political engagement still played that role for German
philosophers in 1933. But that idea had been transformed in
the meantime-largely by the radical intervention of Friedrich
Nietzsche.

If some considered Fichte the preeminent philosopher of Na
tional Socialism, others made that same claim just as often for
Nietzsche. There were some who assumed an almost complete
identity between Nietzsche's thought and the Nazi worldview.'?
Others admitted the existence of certain differences but still be
lieved that "only a conscious National Socialist can completely un
derstand Nietzsche." 14 Nietzsche, they said, had been the philoso
pher of a political heroism that Hitler was actually living. When he
saw German youth marching under the swastika, the philosopher
Alfred Baeumler was reminded of no one as much as Nietzsche.
"And when we call I Heil Hitler!' to this youth," he wrote exuber
antly, "then we are greeting at the same time Friedrich Nietzsche
with that call."15 Such sentiments were also reflected in Nazi propa
ganda, which often depicted Nietzsche as the ultimate source of of
ficial ideology and the true philosopher of the movement. (This
propagandistic use of Nietzsche will be discussed further in Chapter
8.) The readings and appreciations of Nietzsche varied, of course,
with the readers and with their own understanding of National
Socialism, and such variations were in turn made possible by
the amorphous character of Nazi ideology. There were those Nazi
readers who valued Nietzsche above all for what they took to
be his commitment to some form of social Darwinism, for his affir
mation of the body, struggle, and strong leaders. There were
those who appreciated him for the ridicule he heaped on the
nineteenth-century ideals of liberalism, mass democracy, progress,
and feminism. Still others considered him most important as a
critic of Judeo-Christian values and morality as a whole. But most
weighty for his Nazi readers was the fact that Nietzsche had been a
philosopher of crisis who anticipated the coming of a unique histor
ical upheaval.

Nietzsche came to the idea of crisis not through Fichte but
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through his colleague and friend, Jakob Burckhardt." During the
winter of 1870 in Basel he attended Burckhardt's lectures "On the
Study of History" which described the historical powers of state,
culture, and religion, their various interactions, and finally lithe ac
celerations of the historical process" (p. 257) or what Burckhardt
also called the "theory of storms" (p. 79).17 Characterizing history as
a play of competing and conflicting powers, repressed and released,
Burckhardt said:

According to its nature ... the suppressed power can either
lose or enhance its resilience in the process ... Either it is sup
pressed, whereupon the ruling power, if it is a wise one, will
find some remedy, or, unexpectedly to most people, a crisis in
the whole state of things is produced .... The historical pro
cess is suddenly accelerated in terrifying fashion. Develop
ments which otherwise take centuries seem to flit by like
phantoms in months or weeks and are fulfilled. (p. 267)

Burckhardt recognized not only the destructive potential of such
events. In praise of crises he told his audience: "Crises and even
their accompanying fanaticisms are ... to be regarded as genuine
signs of vitality. The crisis itself is an expedient of nature, like a
fever, and the fanaticisms are signs that there still exist for men
things they prize more than life and property" (p. 289). Nietzsche
found in such remarks a kindred spirit. Burckhardt, he discovered
in private, was like himself an adept of Schopenhauer's philosophy,
and what he had said about history and crises was conceived en
tirely in the dark spirit of Schopenhauerean metaphysics. Nietzsche
concluded that he alone in the audience fully appreciated lithe deep
course of [Burckhardt's] thought with its peculiar twists and
breaks." 18

One of these surprising twists occurred at the end of the lectures,
when Burckhardt suddenly turned to the present and characterized
his own time as one of crisis. Swiss rather than German, historian
rather than philosopher, Burckhardt spoke of that crisis as a world
event, not a German one. It was precisely in this direction that
Nietzsche was to develop his own understanding of the nature of
the crisis. Fichte's emphasis had been on the Germans and dealt
only marginally with humanity as a whole. For Nietzsche, the
crisis became one involving "Europe" or lithe west" and therefore,
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from the Eurocentric perspective of his time, the world as a
whole.

Even so, it took him some time to reach this new understanding
of the scope of the crisis. In early writings such as TheBirth of Tragedy
his view of crisis was still within the bounds laid out in Fichte's
Addresses.The crisis was still a thoroughly German event and was
to be resolved through a rebirth of German culture in the spirit of
the classicalworld and with the help of Schopenhauer's philosophy
and Wagner's music. Since the end of the age of Greek tragedy,
Nietzsche wrote in The Birth of Tragedy, humanity had lived in a
false, "Socratic" and Alexandrian world, a world full of philosophi
cal illusion. The spirit of Greek antiquity was to be reborn in Ger
many out of a renewed Dionysian consciousness. Hisbook was thus
marked by a nationalist pathos similar to that found in Fichte's Ad
dresses.The rebirth of a tragic culture, Nietzsche went on, could oc
cur only in Germany since "out of the Dionysian recesses of the
German soul has sprung a power which has nothing in common
with the presuppositions of Socratic culture" (sec. 17). In a single,
grand movement the German spirit was finding its way back to its
true identity. Once more reminiscent of Fichte, Nietzsche also wrote
of the opposition between the German spirit and that of the French
and of the affinity between Germans and Greeks: "For an uncon
scionably long time powerful forces from the outside have com
pelled the German spirit, which had vegetated in barbaric formless
ness, to subserve their forms. But at long last the German spirit
may stand before the other nations, free of the leading strings of
Romanized culture-provided that it continues to be able to learn
from that nation from whom to learn at all is a high and rare thing,
the Greeks." In the fervor produced by the defeat of the French in
the war of 1870-71 he wrote:

We have a sufficiently high opinion of the pure and vigorous
substance of the German spirit to entertain the hope that it
will eliminate those elements grafted on it by force and re
member its own true nature ... Our victory in the last war
might be taken as an encouraging sign, yet it is merely exter
nal . . . But no one should think that such battles can be
fought without one's household gods, one's mythic roots,
without a true "recovery" of all things German. (sec. 23)
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Given such sentiments it comes as no surprise that Nietzsche also
spoke enthusiastically in this period of the "masculine, earnest,
deep- thinking, hard, and courageous German spirit." 19 The early
Nietzsche could propose the mythic figure of Siegfried as a model
for the new man he was waiting for; he could identify himself with
Luther's German reformation; he could acclaim Schopenhauer as
the teacher of a "heroic" form of life; under Wagner's dizzying spell
he could even allow himself the occasional antisemitic outburst."

Nazi readers found this aspect of Nietzsche attractive, and The
Birth of Tragedybecame a frequently cited text during the Nazi years.
Here was a Nietzsche fully attuned to the metaphysical nationalism
that Fichte had elaborated in his Addresses.For those Nazis who
were primarily German nationalists, as well as for those who were
particularly attached to Fichte and to whom it mattered that there
should be a single unbroken line of thought leading up to 1933, this
early phase was quite naturally of the greatest interest. Nietzsche's
subsequent criticism of all things German, his identification with
French culture, his antinationalism and his rejection of antisemit
ism, were suspect for such readers and difficult to handle.

At the same time, however, there were other Nazi readers of
Nietzsche to whom his later thought was more important. Such
readers could acknowledge the significance of The Birth of Tragedy,
but they rightly insisted that Nietzsche's originality as a thinker was
to be found elsewhere. In such texts as Human, All TooHuman and
The Will to Power they discovered a version of crisis that differed
from Fichte's in several respects. The mature Nietzsche saw the cri
sis as a European event. Fichte had also acknowledged the world
historical character of the crisis, but it still was centered on Ger
many and was to be resolved through political action in Germany.
Nietzsche spoke a radically different language. "For some time now,
our whole European culture has been moving as toward a catastro
phe," he wrote in the preface to The Will toPower,and this could be
overcome only through a new, great, and European form of pol
itics."

Nietzsche's broadened conception of crisis went hand in hand
with a rejection of German nationalism and antisemitism. In Hu
man, All TooHuman he had already spoken of the need to abolish
the old European nations and advocated the creation of a mixed
race, a "European man," through a crossing and mixing of the dif-
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ferent nationalities. He had, moreover, included the Jews in this
prospect. Antisemitism, he argued, existed only within nation
states: "As soon as it is no longer a question of the conserving of
nations but of the production of the strongest possible European
mixed race, the Jew will be just as usable and desirable as an ingre
dient of it as any other national residue." To this remark he ap
pended a moving appreciation of the Jews that deserves to be
quoted at length, since it reveals the true depth of the gulf that
separates him from his later Nazi admirers:

I should like to know how much must, in a total accounting,
be forgiven a people who, not without us all being to blame,
have had the most grief-laden history of any people and
whom we have to thank for the noblest human being (Christ),
the purest sage (Spinoza), the mightiest book and the most
efficacious moral code in the world. Moreover: in the darkest
periods of the Middle Ages, when the cloud banks of Asia had
settled low over Europe, it was the Jewish freethinkers, schol
ars, and physicians who, under the harshest personal con
straint, held firmly to the banner of enlightenment and intel
lectual independence and defended Europe against Asia; it is
thanks not least to their efforts that a more natural, rational
and in any event unmythical elucidation of the world could
at last again obtain victory and the ring of culture that now
unites us with the enlightenment of Graeco-Roman antiquity
remain unbroken."

On this need to overcome both nationalism and antisemitism,
Nietzsche was not to change his views. In The Will to Powerhe still
spoke of nationalism as "bovine" and a "boorish self-conceit" and
argued that "the value and meaning of contemporary culture lie in
mutual blending and fertilization." He could also still exclaim "what
a blessing a Jew is among Germans."23

Nietzsche's antinationalism and rejection of antisemitism were
not easy to digest, and so the Nazis either dismissed them as aberra
tions, explained them away as results of Nietzsche's disappointment
with the Germany of his time, or more commonly just ignored
them. But they did not ignore the conception of crisis that was the
source of those sentiments. For some of Nietzsche's readers in the
1930s and, in particular, for his philosophical readers, that concep-
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tion confirmed their own political engagement. By speaking of the
crisis as a European event, as one affecting the west as a whole,
Nietzsche had universalized the event, extended its scope, and
thereby made it more philosophical in character.

Such a conception could please Nazi readers because National
Socialism was not simply an old-fashioned German nationalism. It
represented instead a new kind of Europeanism, for the Nazis not
only saw Germany's place in Europe threatened but also Europe's
place in the world. Such threats were coming from America and
the Soviet Union, from Asia and Africa. They feared a Europe over
whelmed by outside forces, deprived of its dominions, endangered
in its well-being, overrun by alien races. Their goal was not simply
to save Germany but to save all of Europe. For that reason they
reached out to countries like Great Britain, in the name of common
interests. They sought to make alliances with like-minded groups
and movements in other parts of Europe. There was, indeed, an
internationalist side to National Socialism that took in many differ
ent national embodiments of its ideology, and there was, specifi
cally, a European side to National Socialism that made the German
form part of a larger European complex. It was precisely to this side
of Nazi ideology that Nietzsche's widened sense of crisis could
appeal.

Nietzsche not only universalized but also radicalized the concep
tion of crisis, and that too was important for the way some of his
later readers saw their own time. This sharpened sense of crisis had
come to Nietzsche first of all from his discovery that God was dead;
it was reinforced by his disenchantment with Schopenhauer's pessi
mism and Wagner's romanticism. As he considered his time, how
ever, he found signs of impending crisis wherever he looked. In The
Will to Powerhe listed its symptoms: "Vice-the addiction to vice;
sickness-sickliness; crime-criminality; celibacy-sterility; hyster
icism-weakness of the will; alcoholism; pessimism; anarchism; lib
ertinism (also of the spirit). The slanderers, underminers, doubters,
destroyers" (sec. 43). And in another place: lithe state of nomads
(civil servants, etc.): without home. Black music ... The anarchist.
Contempt for man, nausea ... Nordic unnaturalness. The need
for alcohol: the 'distress' of the workers. Philosophical nihilism"
(sec. 59).

In EcceHomo he singled out Christianity as the force that had
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produced the crisis. The very idea of God was now the II counter
concept of life"; the belief in a beyond was an invention "designed
to devaluate the only world there is"; the notion of soul was a
means for despising the body; the thought of sin was an instrument
of torture. Above all he attacked the Christian morality of selfless
ness: "What defines me, what sets me apart from the whole rest
of humanity, is that I uncoveredChristian morality" (sec. 7). That
uncovering was in itself Nanevent without parallel, a real catastro
phe. He that is enlightened about that ... breaks the history of
mankind in two. One lives before him, or one lives after him" (sec.
8). Christian morality, traditional morality, morality as a whole,
were his enemies, since they were nothing but lithe idiosyncrasy of
decadents, with the ulterior motive of revenging oneself against
life." The leaders of humanity, the teachers and theologians, were
all decadents, and the moment was approaching for a revaluation
of all values to return things to their natural condition. This re
quired a type of man who "conceives reality as it is, being strong
enough to do so; this type is not estranged or removed from reality
itself and exemplifies all that is terrible and questionable in it" (sec.
5). Such denunciations had great appeal to those of Nietzsche's Nazi
readers who saw in Christianity their major and most dangerous
enemy.

Yet Nietzsche thought of Christianity as only part of a larger ni
hilism that he considered to have been the fate of the west since
Plato. This nihilism set up the ideal of another world and thereby
devalued this world. It did so in the form of Plato's belief that the
temporal world was a mere shadow of the true firmament of ideas,
and it did so too in Christianity's message of a transcendent God, of
sin and salvation. The nihilistic denigration of the real world was
unstable, however, and bound to reveal itself eventually in all its
stark reality. Nietzsche was sure that European nihilism was finally
showing itself in its true, threatening form. It was stepping out of
the shadow in which it had been hidden and was knocking at the
door: "Whence comes this uncanniest of all guests?" (sec. 1).24 It
was even necessary to welcome this unexpected guest, to help him
bring down whatever systems had constituted western thought so
far. Nihilism as the destruction of values had to be brought to its
climax. If something was ready to fall, one should push it; then
room could be made for new and truer values that would accept
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the earth, the body, reality itself. In defining the character of the
crisis in such terms, Nietzsche gave it an even wider breadth. Nihil
ism had been part of western culture for two thousand years. Its rise
to the surface had taken many generations and was by no means
complete. The creation of a new culture, the revaluation of values,
would be a long and complex process. The crisis of nihilism was an
event that stretched over centuries and in the end contained noth
ing less than the history of man.

It was with this vision in mind that Nietzsche could speak at the
end of his productive life so apocalyptically of "a crisis without
equal on earth, the most profound collision of conscience, a deci
sion that was conjured up againsteverything that had been be
lieved, demanded, hallowed so far."25 Borrowing the thunder of the
biblical prophets he wrote:

For when truth enters into a fight with the lies of millen
nia, we shall have upheavals, a convulsion of earthquakes, a
moving of mountains and valleys the like of which has never
been dreamed of. The concept of politics will have merged
entirely with a war of spirits; all power structures of the old
society will have been exploded-all of them are based on lies:
there will be wars the like of which have never yet been seen
on earth. (sec. 1)

FICHTE VERSUS NIETZSCHE

Although Fichte and Nietzsche were not the only German philoso
phers invoked as spiritual guides and forerunners of the Nazi revo
lution, they did occupy special places in the National Socialist pan
theon of philosophical ancestors.

That two such different thinkers should be invoked as sources of
one ideology is surely surprising. Fichte and Nietzsche belonged to
two very different and in many ways antagonistic periods of Ger
man philosophy; they thought of the nature, power, and goal of
philosophical inquiry in radically different terms; they differed in
their political, aesthetic, and cultural sensibilities and attitudes;
their styles of thinking and writing were far apart; their formative
life experiences and life histories had almost nothing in common.
For all his early radicalism, Fichte was part of the established order,
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whereas Nietzsche was an outsider and appealed from the start
mostly to other outsiders.

On further reflection, however, it does become clear that Fichte
and Nietzsche shared a certain limited common ground, which
made it possible for the Nazis to put them side by side in their pan
theon. They shared, first of all, the belief that the traditional philo
sophical distinction between theory and practice could not be up
held. They both saw themselves not simply as thinkers and
philosophers but as men of action. Both were eager to bring down
an old order, and they saw themselves as prophets of crisis. Where
Fichte had spoken of humankind at the exact, decisive midpoint of
its life on earth, Nietzsche responded by invoking the idea of a crisis
without equal on earth. Tothe Nazis who were operating in a politi
cal field that emphasized the idea of action, revolutionary change,
the conflict between an old and a new order, who in short believed
themselves to be facing a unique world crisis, Fichte and Nietzsche
may well have seemed compatible. They too were suspicious of the
old divisions between theory and practice; they too believed that
one should philosophize with a hammer. The differences that sepa
rated Fichte from Nietzsche may, for that reason, have seemed
minor.

This line of explanation is incomplete, however. The fact that
two such distinct philosophers could be styled the first National So
cialists and the philosophical forerunners of the ideology is also evi
dence of the deep disunity in the Nazi worldview. It reveals how
little agreement there was among the National Socialists themselves
about the contours of their system. Their worldview contained tra
ditionalist and radical elements, idealistic and naturalistic strains,
German and folkish ideas as well as those of an internationalist,
fascistic flavor. It was these differences that permitted the appeal to
thinkers as different as Fichte and Nietzsche. Both had of course
emphasized the need for a critical transformation, but they spoke
of the causes, the course, and the resolution of the crisis in dissimi
lar terms. For Fichte the ultimate cause of the crisis had been the
belief that there exists a given world apart from the intellectual acts
of an originating consciousness. Nietzsche, on the other hand, had
no faith in such a consciousness and taught the need to accept the
hardness of the world. Fichte looked at the crisis from a narrowly
German standpoint, whereas Nietzsche's perspective was world-
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historical. Fichte saw the crisis resolved in acknowledgment of a
transcendental order; Nietzsche recognized no such order.

When the philosophers who involved themselves politically in
the Nazi period referred to these two great figures from the past,
they initially tried to paper over the differences. Heidegger, who
at the time saw the present moment essentially in Nietzschean
terms, could still construct his rectorial address on the model of
Fichte's Addresses.Bruno Bauch, who saw himself in the Fichtean
tradition, could weave positive references to Nietzsche into his pub
lic statements. These efforts at reconciliation were particularly evi
dent in 1933, but they remained largely ineffective and were un
able to overcome the existing divisions of German philosophy into
conservative and radical.

For that reason the names of Fichte and Nietzsche became ral
lying points of two groupings of German philosophers. These
groups formed more or less organized fronts in the struggle for
domination and influence that was triggered off by the Nazi rise to
power. The struggle was not simply over the specific ideas advanced
by Fichte and Nietzsche, but in effect a confrontation between two
different philosophical traditions. On the one side stood those who
identified with the first epoch of German philosophy, extending
from Kant to Hegel, and on the other were those who looked to
the second epoch, beginning in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century. In the context of the 1930s this disagreement also came to
be defined as a struggle over the notion of value. While the Fich
teans and traditionalists generally held that there existed a realm of
objective values, the Nietzschean radicals insisted that such a doc
trine represented a nihilistic denial of this world. But the two fronts
were by no means homogeneous, since each of them in turn repre
sented a variety of standpoints. Within the front of the traditional
ists, we can on closer inspection discover different assessments and
readings of Fichte, and in the front of the radicals different readings
of Nietzsche. There were, for instance, some traditionalists who em
phasized Fichte's idealism as his most important doctrine, while
others considered his activist ethics or his philosophically grounded
nationalism most relevant to the new situation. On the other side,
some praised Nietzsche mainly as the herald of the will to power;
others saw him predominantly as a critic of established values, and
yet others as an advocate of an elitist conception of society.
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Because the names of Fichte and Nietzsche came to represent
two sides in a philosophical struggle which was never resolved dur
ing the Nazi period, neither of the two men could become the
unanimously accepted philosopher of National Socialism. Their
names came to stand for a struggle within German philosophy
about the relative merits of the two great epochs within the histori
cal tradition. Since everything important was being politicized in
1933, that struggle also took on an intensified, political form. When
the German philosophers got into politics, it was not only because
they had discovered a sudden enthusiasm for political matters, but
also because they felt compelled to protect their own understanding
of philosophy and the philosophical tradition. Their involvement
was motivated not only by political instincts but by philosophical
disagreements over issues that had long been embattled.



3
The Politics of Crisis

It was in the early part of the First World War, while the hope for
a quick military success was still very much alive in Germany, while
strong German armies seemed successful everywhere, while Ger
man intellectuals were mapping out grandiose plans for a victorious
Germany, that Rudolf Pannwitz published his contrary book on the
crisis of European culture. Given the circumstances, he found
it necessary to remind his readers of the "immense crisis of man
himself which has been forgotten again so conveniently since
Nietzsche." 1

That sense of crisis had never been quite forgotten. Throughout
the Bismarck years, there was lingering dissatisfaction with the po
litical and cultural conditions of the time, but the feeling of unease
mostly affected those on the fringes of society. It was certainly one
of the mainsprings of the new modernist sensibility that sought to
transform art and society. It was revealed as well in the burgeoning
youth movement. The malaise even affected conservative circles.2

The conservative critics of the new German Reich found it difficult
to reconcile themselves to the rapid social changes that accompa
nied the country's belated industrialization, to accept the ques
tioning of old attachments and institutions that came with the
growth of urban society and an industrial proletariat determined to
achieve emancipation, to experience the corrosion of religious val
ues and the emergence of an array of new scientific, economic, po
litical, aesthetic, and moral ideals.' Uncertainty was felt also by
those to whom the old institutions and values were entrusted.

53



54 THE POLITICS OF CRISIS

Among them were the university professors-specifically the
humanists who saw themselves beleaguered by strange aca
demic disciplines. The shifts in the structure, organization, and
administration of human knowledge, evident to all those engaged
in university life, contributed immeasurably to that crisis of self
understanding to which the whole of German philosophy in its sec
ond epoch was trying to respond.'

This stream of dissatisfaction remained for the most part hidden
as long as the ground was firm under Bismarck's empire, but when
it finally gave way, the sense of crisis became suddenly overpower
ing. What had formerly preoccupied only a few intellectuals be
came a central issue for the general public. Still it needed more
than historical events to create the feeling that this was a major and
perhaps unique kind of crisis. It was Oswald Spengler's Declineof the
Westmore than any other piece of writing that supplied the Ger
mans with the terms in which to interpret their experience. Speng
ler had in fact conceived his work and even its title before the First
World War, but when the book appeared in 1919 it miraculously
fitted the prevailing mood of anxiety.

Spengler's guiding metaphor was simple. Cultures, he said, were
organic forms and hence had natural and inevitable stages of devel
opment, from birth and maturity to decay and death. Spengler tried
to make that claim plausible by comparing a number of the world's
great cultures. For all the assembled evidence, his picture of the
growth and decline of cultures was not derived from empirical ob
servation. It was rather one of those a prioriswith which humans
try to make sense of the flow of historical facts-it was, indeed, an
ancient, discarded, and resurrected conception of the structure of
time. Spengler dressed it up with fashionable touches from
Nietzsche's doctrine of eternal recurrence and managed to fill it
with color by the imaginative sweeps of his verbal brush. In spite
of his insistence otherwise, Spengler's eye was primarily fixed on
western culture. The comparative facts, he was sure, would supply
for the first time a precise chart of the course of that culture and its
guiding principles. They would also provide for those who knew
how to handle them the tools for a quite astonishing undertaking:
a prognostic history of the west. In this effort Spengler linked his
belief in a cyclical universe to that of a world in imminent crisis.
Western culture had reached its final stage, old age. This was the
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age of "civilization," the most rigid, mechanistic, and artificial phase
in the life of a culture; politically it meant an age of the masses and
the rule of great Napoleonic figures."

Spengler depicted his own time as "years of decision," a period
of unheard-of crisis:

For we live in an enormous time. It is the greatest which the
culture of the West has ever experienced and which it will
ever experience-equal to that which the ancient world expe
rienced between Cannae and Actium-equal to the one from
which the names of Hannibal, Scipio, Gracchus, Marius, Sulla,
and Caesar still shine for us. The world war was for us only
the first lightning and thunder from the cloud passing across
our century heavy with destiny. The form of the world is being
recreated today from the ground Up.6

He ridiculed those who thought the current political, economic,
and cultural disturbances would soon vanish and insisted on calling
the time a "catastrophe of unimaginable magnitude," one of the
great historical turning points. "Everything has begun to slide. Now
only that man counts who is willing to dare, who has the courage
to see things as they are and to take them as such" (p. 35). An old
barbarism was on the verge once again now that culture had come
to an end and civilization had begun-a pugnacious, healthyenjoy
ment of personal power that despised all rational thought and lived
according to an instinct buried in the European soul. In this incipi
ent struggle over Europe, Germany would form the center. "Here,
perhaps already in this century, final decisions await man," Speng
ler concluded. "He whose sword gains victory is bound to become
master of the world. There lie the dice of the enormous game. Who
dares to throw them?" (p. 212).

Though Spengler liked to think of himself as both a serious histo
rian and a serious philosopher, he was in reality a publicizer of ideas
who had at his command a wealth of forceful images and incisive
formulations. Because of the brilliance of his language and the
power of his convictions, Spengler managed to make an immediate
impact in postwar Germany. Germans of all cultural levels felt that
Spengler's words helped to explain the political and cultural dilem
mas in which they found themselves. Indeed, he provided them
with the language of crisis that was to play a decisive role in the
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political and public rhetoric of the period. For all its persuasive
power, Spengler's work was also deeply suspect. That was true es
pecially for those academics who were wary of its generalizations.
Heidegger, for instance, appears to have been largely negative about
Spengler's philosophy of history, and yet it seems that at the same
time Spengler confirmed for him that sense of world -historical crisis
later invoked in the rectorial address."

THE CRISIS OF THE WEST

By 1933, as Spengler was speaking of the impending decision over
who was to be master of the world, Hitler and his followers had
already decided to make themselves the masters and were ready to
throw the dice. It was part of its self-image that National Socialism
conceived of itself not simply as a political party competing with
the other parties of the Weimar Republic but as a revolutionary
movement destined to change the whole of German existence and
with it the destiny of Europe and the world. As Alfred Rosenberg,
the party's chief ideologist, put it at one point, an II organic rebirth"
of Europe "will come about only through the recognition of the
great crisis."8

In this, as in certain other respects, the Nazi movement had qui
etly modeled itself on the Bolshevik revolution in Russia and on
the party of Lenin and Stalin." It is indeed likely that the Nazis took
the idea of an imminent world-historical crisis in part from the
Marxists. Marx himself inherited it from Hegel and transformed it
into the doctrine of capitalist downfall and the inevitability of a
workers' revolution. There were those in the Nazi movement who
saw the historical process similarly as the coming of a workers' rev
olution; they differed from the Marxists only in that they linked
this belief to German nationalism. Although National Socialism
in the end abandoned much of its socialist heritage, it always re
tained the picture of itself as a revolutionary movement operating
at a singular moment in history, and thus it also retained the idea
of crisis as a basic element in its ideology.

The sense of political crisis on which the Nazis built their pro
gram had come about as a result of the unexpected loss of the war
by the imperial German forces and their allies in 1918. Almost to
the last moment, the Germans believed in the likelihood of ultimate
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victory. When defeat came, many were convinced that it had to be
the result of political betrayal; that quite erroneous belief was to
poison the political atmosphere for years to come. The military col
lapse was followed immediately by the abdication of the emperor,
to whom many Germans still felt loyal, and the declaration of a
republic. But the republican state found it immensely difficult to
find acceptance from its citizens because of the humiliating peace
treaty it had to sign and a crushing burden of reparations. From the
very start, the system seemed on the edge of catastrophe. Economic
and political turmoil, riots, assassinations, and attempted coups fol
lowed each other in never-ending sequence.

In spite of the many threats to its existence, the Weimar Republic
finally gained some stability in 1923. The sense of recovery soon
dissolved, however, in the great depression that began in October
1929. The institutions of the republican system in Germany fell into
quick and accelerating decline. The political consensus between
parties that had carried the republican state-always an uneasy
consensus-became more and more elusive. Governments were
rapidly formed and dissolved. The ever-growing armies of the un
employed, the ever-widening gulf between rich and poor, the ever
accelerating hectic life of the cities, all created a sense of cultural
and sodal collapse that left many Germans disaffected and ready to
align themselves with the extreme left or the extreme right. Given
the circumstances it is understandable that most Germans believed
themselves to be involved in a major historical upheaval.

Hitler's movement shared this sense of crisis and was quick to
exploit it for its own advantage. But still not everyone could agree
on the nature of this crisis, where it came from or where it was
going. The writings of various Nazi authors display a large spectrum
of analyses. Some saw their movement primarily as a response to
conditions brought on by the loss of the world war; in their eyes the
crisis was above all a political and economic event and temporally
narrow since its extent coincided with the period of Weimar. Other
Nazis located the beginning of the crisis at the time of the French
Revolution. They were convinced that everything that had come
from that revolution needed to be reversed. Still others dated the
beginning of the crisis to the rise of Christianity, its invasion into
northern Europe, in the subjection of the Germanic tribes to an
alien Mediterranean culture. Finally, there were those who under-
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stood the crisis in terms of an apocalyptic struggle in which the
Nordic, Germanic, Aryan race was pitched everywhere in battle
with an insidious enemy. These different attitudes are clearly evi
dent in the writings of Hitler and Rosenberg.

For Hitler the crisis to which he appealed in his speeches and
writings was for the most part defined in fairly narrow, political
terms. What motivated him politically were, as he said over and
over again, the experiences of the First World War. Hitler spent his
youth bemoaning the fact that he had been born into an age of
stability, asking why he could not have lived a hundred years ear
lier. In Mein Kampf he wrote: HI was often filled with annoying
thoughts because, as it appeared, of the belated entrance of my
journey into this world, and I looked upon this period of 'quiet
and order' that awaited me as an unmerited mean trick of Fate"
(p. 205).10 This mood of despondency was transformed when the
world war broke out. "Tome personally those hours appeared like
the redemption from the annoying moods of my youth ... A strug
gle for freedom had broken out, greater than the world had ever
seen before; because, once Fate had begun its course, the conviction
began to dawn on the great masses that this time the question in
volved ... the existence or non-existence of the German nation"
(p. 210). Though he acknowledged the depth of the political crisis,
he remained convinced that it was strictly circumscribed in time. In
1933, after he had come to power, he boldly declared the whole
revolutionary process to be completed, to the annoyance of those
of his followers who saw it in much larger and more apocalyptic
terms. In order to separate himself from the radicals, Hitler publicly
chided Spengler for his pessimism and insisted that the decline of
the west had been a characteristic only of the Weimar years and
and that one could now speak confidently once more of the rise of
the west.

Alfred Rosenberg saw things in a very different light. For him
the crisis extended deep into the past and had yet to be completed.
More than political, it affected all aspects of human life. In the Myth
of the TwentiethCenturyhe wrote:

Today an epoch begins in which world history must be rewrit
ten. The old images of the human past are faded; the outlines
of the actors seem blurred and their inner motivation falsely
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depicted, while the collective essence (of the human past) has
been almost completely misunderstood. A life-feeling, both
young and yet known in ancient times, is pressing towards
articulation; a Weltanschauungis being born, and strengthened
through will, is beginning to struggle with older forms, hal
lowed usages and accepted substances. (p. 35)1l
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He went on to say that entirely new values needed to be created in
this struggle as well as a new myth that could shape politics, art,
and the religion of the future. That myth, which Rosenberg elabo
rated at length, characterized history as a struggle not between po
litical or economic foes, nor even between different systems of be
lief, but as a confrontation between race and race. He described
history as the story of the inhabitants of a mythical Atlantis. When
their island sank into the ocean, the Nordic race spread over the
world and created cultures and civilizations wherever it went. All
human creativity was the work of this one race. Its productive pow
ers were, however, continuously threatened by inferior races and,
in particular, by contamination through Semitic blood. As the Nor
dic race, now spread across the globe, lost its purity, the cultures it
had created inevitably declined. Only a new "blood consdousness"
could restore creativity to the Nordic race. Expressing these fanta
sies in the most extravagant language, Rosenberg wrote: "Today a
new belief is arising: the myth of the blood; the belief that the godly
essence of man itself is to be defended through the blood; the belief
which embodies the clearest knowledge that the Nordic race repre
sents that mysteriumwhich has overthrown and replaced the old
sacraments" (p. 82). Looking at the present, Rosenberg was con
vinced that "in its mystical patterns a new cellular structure of the
German Yolk-soul is developing. Present and past are suddenly ap
pearing in a new light, and as a result we have a new vision for the
future" (pp. 33-34). History could now be seen as racial history:
"The history of the blood religion is a great universal tale of the rise
and fall of nations, their heroes and thinkers, their discoverers and
artists" (p. 37). Those who served this idea, as Rosenberg was do
ing, would "be able to fulfill themselves as the founders of a new
world-picture" (p. ~4).12 They would be undertaking lithe task of
our century: to create a new human type from a new life-myth."
That task demanded at once courage and an exercise of will. "For
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the dispirited will never master chaos, nor will cowards ever build
a world . . . The new man of the approaching first German Reich
will have but one answer for all doubts and questions: Alone, I
will!"

But even Rosenberg could at times speak of the crisis in more
specifically political terms. In his 1934 speech on "The Crisis and
Construction of Europe," he spoke like Hitler of the world war as
the decisive moment in the development of the crisis and as N a deep
cut between two great epochs." 13 The war, he said then, had been
a symbol of unhealthy conditions and signaled the collapse of an
old world. Allover Europe people had begun an examination of
the forces that led to this decline. "Particularly in Germany there
began a profound critique of all social assumptions and the whole
order of life in our time" (p. 6). This critical assessment could not
be measured by old scientific standards, since Nitis of the essence
of a great epochal tum that the old scientific faith collapses." What
had emerged was a rejection of the universalism that had ruled
European thought and politics. The idea of a Europe united, of a
pan -European state, had lost its validity. "The point, the idea, the
fact from which we must start today is the fact of the nation." Eu
rope had to be understood through its various nations, particularly
through France, Italy, Britain, and Germany. These four great na
tions, not necessarily in conflict, could be thought of as standing
side by side, lending each other support, with France keeping con
trol over Africa, Italy dominating the Mediterranean, Britain the
rest of the non-European world, and Germany the eastern flank of
Europe. Such thoughts were at some remove from the racial rav
ings that Rosenberg had put forth four years earlier. They showed
that he could also, when he wanted to, think in terms of the neces
sary political forms of life for the twentieth century and of the re
construction of Europe through a system of nations. With a glance
back at the First World War, he could more soberly define the great
crisis as a conflict between European nations that had failed to in
terpret their legitimate and inevitable interplay in the right terms.

CRISIS AS EXPERIENCE AND SYMBOL

All these statements and declarations, no matter how specific or
political or fantastic, were haunted by the idea that the time was
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one of great crisis. The notion served as common coinage that circu
lated through a large and diverse population, passing from hand to
hand as a metaphor for the age. Drawn on by philosophers and
politicians alike, it provided a shared language that allowed them
to move easily back and forth between philosophical discourse and
political rhetoric. To grasp the nature of philosophical politics in
1933, to understand the political engagement of philosophers like
Heidegger, we should look more closely at the peculiarly dual role
played by the idea of crisis.

In its original meaning, the word "crisis" implied decision and
judgment (in the legal sense), hence a moment of choice between
different and opposed possibilities. In subsequent medical usage, it
came to designate the turning point in a disease that could portend
either recovery or death. Finally it became shorthand for any deci
sive turning point in a process of instability and uncertainty. What
is at stake in the current context is, of course, not the use of this
concept to describe some historical episode, a completed sequence
of events. Here I am speaking of situations in which humans char
acterize their own present circumstances as a time of crisis.

That we should talk in this manner is usually grounded in a dis
tinctive experience of the moment. The experience is characteristi
cally that of an acceleration, of a growing uncertainty, of an im
pending cataclysm, but those feelings are conjoined at once to
others of a quite different valence. A true sense of crisis always con
tains an element of anticipation, an expectation of sudden transfor
mation, a cutting loose from the confinements of the past, the sud
den appearance of a new world. In the moment of crisis all the
dreary shackles of the past seem to be falling away-there is a feel
ing of freedom, of possibilities never before anticipated. To experi
ence one's time as a crisis is both terrifying and exhilarating.

Yet to experience the present as a moment of crisis, to single it
out as distinctive, is not to say in what manner and for what reasons
it is experienced as unique. Two people may share a sense of crisis
and yet differ in what they see as coming apart in the process of
destabilization, what they consider to be its causes and signals, what
they foresee as its ultimate outcome, even what the point of origin
was, how long the critical moment might last, or in what time spans
one should measure its resolution.

The fact that a shared experience of crisis may still have many
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interpretations might suggest that the experience and, indeed, even
the notion of crisis must be of limited political and philosophical
concern. In reality, however, the experience gains political and phil
osophical significance precisely because of its indeterminacy. Poli
tics is a field in which indeterminate notions play a crucial role.
Politics operates freely with symbols,devices and concepts open to
multiple readings. Flags and emblems, gestures and rituals, persons
and offices, architectural and verbal devices, can all serve such sym
bolic functions in the political field. They are generally more effi
cient in bringing and holding a group together than devices and
concepts whose meaning is precisely characterized and sharply de
fined. Large groups of people can swear allegiance to the same flag
even though and, indeed, precisely because they are free to inter
pret the flag and their action in many different ways. Because sym
bols are determinable rather than determinate, they permit alle
giance without demanding a single interpretation. Symbols can,
moreover, be reconciled with new readings and interpretations that
may be necessitated by changing circumstances.

Not all forms of politics make equal use of symbolic devices. It is
characteristic of modern democracies to minimize symbols and to
insist on the determinacy of concepts, even though they cannot do
so altogether. Other forms of governance, such as theocracies and
monarchies, characteristically multiply the use of symbols. The fas
cist states of the 1930s drew deliberately and openly on such de
vices. In Mein Kampf Hitler freely acknowledged the significance of
political symbolism, and he was himself the inventor of many of
the Nazi symbols. When we speak of the symbolism with which
National Socialism surrounded itself, we generally think in the first
instance of the visible trappings of the regime, its uniforms, flags,
and parades. But much of the Nazi symbolism was verbal, and
among these verbalisms the notion of crisis played an indispensable
role. When Hitler and his party stepped into the political arena in
1933, they found it divided into multiple factions. Probably no po
litical organization could have moved so quickly from fringe status
to total power under these conditions without making thorough
use of symbolic devices and notions. Only by exploiting the indeter
minacy of symbolism could Hitler gain the support of industrialists
and workers, radicals and traditionalists, Christian believers and
anti-Christian agitators. Given the general instability of the time,
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all parties could agree that theirs was an age of crisis, even when
their understanding of the exact nature of the crisis was fundamen
tally different. An indeterminate sense of crisis was sufficient to
draw the groups together and to instill the belief that the time
needed revolutionary change, that the most radical measures were
called for, that old assumptions and restraints on the use of power
had to be abandoned,

There were related notions to which the Nazis also appealed.
First there was the social group whose welfare the Nazis claimed to
be representing. To this belonged the concept of "Germany," "Ger
man," "Germanic," "Aryan," as well as the general notions of "na
tion" and "race." All these terms played, as we will see, an essen
tially symbolic role in Nazi politics. So did a series of notions related
to the idea of leadership, which included in particular the term Fuh
rer itself. And so did, finally, a group of terms related to the idea
of order.

Although the function of such symbolic notions is easy to see in
the conditions obtaining in Germany after the First World War, it
must be emphasized that the indeterminacy of symbols encourages
at the same time a continuous process of interpretation and reread
ing. National Socialism has left a plethora of such interpretations.
The official speeches, writings, art, and films of the period are full
of them. The philosophers could well see a role here, since theirs
is, at bottom, an interpretive craft. Even so, they might not have
considered themselves called to that particular task if the notions
of crisis, nation, leadership, and order had not already had philo
sophical significance for them. The symbolic notions that the Nazis
employed had the peculiar feature that they could serve both as
political rallying points in the way the regime intended and as
broader philosophical concepts. Philosophers like Heidegger could
respond to the political symbols of National Socialism precisely be
cause those symbols carried prior philosophical meaning. Thus the
political engagement of so many German philosophers in 1933 was
not simply the result of individual decisions; the regime had con
structed a symbolic environment amenable to such an engagement.

The philosophers were, of course, not in a position to offer a
single, coherent, and authoritative interpretation of these symbols.
They may have shared a common experience of crisis, but their
hermeneutic readings of the experience differed with the philo-
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sophical assumptions of their authors. What may have been one
kind of experience and certainly was, politically speaking, one sym
bol became in their hands a set of distinctively different readings.
The philosophers characteristically fell back on the conceptions of
crisis that had been elaborated by Fichte and Nietzsche in the pre
ceding century. Since these conceptions had differed in profound
ways, the philosophical analyses of the idea of crisis offered in 1933
also divided along those lines. When Fichte and Nietzsche talked of
their time as a decisive historical moment, when they spoke of the
moment as the midpoint in history and as the great noon or hour of
extreme distress, they had been referring to two different moments,
even though they were generally taken to have been talking of the
same historical period. But since they spoke in somewhat different
historical contexts, there was some natural disagreement between
them. Fichte took the events of the French revolution and the Na
poleonic wars as indices, whereas Nietzsche referred to the political
and social changes sweeping Europe in the second half of the nine
teenth century. Those different signals were, at the same time,
linked to a different understanding of the nature of the destabiliza
tion behind the critical moment. For Fichte the moment of crisis
meant the disintegration of the previous dogmatic forms of philoso
phizing; for Nietzsche it was the moment at which the nihilism in
herent in European culture was finally making itself visible. The
two differed even in what they foresaw as the resolution of the
crisis. On Fichte's account the next age was going to be one in
which an active subjectivity would succeed in constructing once
and for all a new world order. Nietzsche saw a revaluation of
values as the creative act of a new man, an age of heroic politics,
a world of dynamic change, and finally the overcoming of man
himself.

THE PARADOX OF HISTORICAL CRISIS

The idea of a great and unique crisis could play its symbolic role in
the Nazi system, of course, only because the Germans were ready
to accept the idea as a symbol of their condition; they were predis
posed to experience their time as a decisive moment. The existence
of that experience is not in question. Yet there is something para
doxical about it, and to understand the sources and power of that
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experience, to understand its philosophical origin and character,
means to face, first of all, the paradox.

The notion of crisis, we may grant, is certainly an important and
even indispensable diagnostic tool for historical analysis. At the
same time, the notion is epistemically peculiar insofar as one can
have only retrospective evidence that such-and-such a moment
was a real crisis and that it was of such-and-such magnitude. It is
only after the event that we can recognize a particular moment as
the point at which the process of destabilization reached its climax
and had to give way to something else. It is only afterward that we
can properly say what decision was reached and of what signifi
cance it proved to be.

I have described the situation in terms of what we can know be
cause it is always possible to surmiseat any time that the present
moment is one of crisis, that this crisis involves a decision concern
ing certain matters and that the event has certain historical signifi
cance. But this sort of anticipatory claim is at best conjectural.
Those who are sure that the moment at which they are living is
one of crisis believe something for which they can have no decisive
evidence. What they perceive as a turning point may belong to a
sequence of events that lacks any such turn. Or it may be that the
actual turning point of the crisis (correctly identified as a crisis) has
already passed or is still to come. Human judgment in such matters
is notoriously unreliable. For historical turning points are not nec
essarily announced with trumpet blasts; they come just as often on
eat's paws, quietly in the night.

The German sense of crisis in the 19305 was, however, in no way
conjectural. Those who possessed it were certain that they were
living at a moment of crisis and that it was both unique and of
world-historical significance. How could they be so sure? Evidently
they were entitled to speak of the times as a period of great up
heaval, but what gave them the right to postulate profound discon
tinuity, and how could they assess the significance of the moment
with such conviction? I am not trying to raise doubts here about
the judgment of all those who felt themselves in the grip of a world
historical crisis. I am not calling them rash or short-sighted. My
point is rather that the certainty of their judgment reveals that they
were not making empirical claims about their time but that it was
coming from other sources. Their conviction that Germany was in
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a moment of extreme distress, that the exact midpoint of human
history had been reached, that the time of the great noon had ar
rived, served them as regulative and interpretive notions. Their
claim to certain knowledge, when such could in no way be had,
reveals with stark obviousness that their conviction was constitu
tive of an understanding of time itself and of a whole picture of
the world. 14

The idea of crisis can play such a constitutive role because what
we call human knowledge is above all a system of order and organi
zation. Our understanding is not a mirror image of the world but a
reworking of it by means of symbolic inventions. In experiencing
the world we are like librarians trying to make a way among their
books. There are too many to leave scattered about in piles. New
books are arriving every day to be added to the others; the piles
grow and so does the confusion. We need some system of order,
but there are many ways in which the books might be arranged.
We shift them this way and that until we finally discover an order
that pleases us. The schemes of organization, the devices and sys
tems we use to make sense of our experiences, are our own inven
tions, but for all that they do not come from nowhere. They are,
just like the bookshelves, labels, and index cards in the library, de
rived from elements of the world and are part of it. We exploit some
features of the world in order to deal with others. We use the spade
to turn the soil.

We use, in particular, our experience of time and space-which
are after all themselves features of the world-to organize that oth
erwise unmanageable flow of new experiences. Temporal and spa
tial notions serve us as interpretive schemata for understanding the
world. I am not speaking here of Kant's idea that time and space
are a priori notions; he failed to recognize that the temporal and
spatial schemata we employ in our dealings with the world are not
purely formal, that they are themselves delivered to us by the
world. We acquire them by experience (for instance, by learning
from others), and yet they serve at the same time as regulative
schemata for organizing our grasp of reality and our dealings with
others. If this is puzzling, it is no more so than the fact that the eyes
with which we perceive the physical world are themselves part of
it." Those schemata are, moreover, not fixed once and for all, as
Kant assumed, but are only a priori for us and for a particular histor
ical moment.
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Interpretive schemata of time and space are also needed for cop
ing with the social and political world. Among these are the idea
that the beginning of human life was a golden age and that every
thing since has been a decline, the idea that history turns in great
cycles, and the idea that progress is inevitable. To think of human
history as subject to discontinuities, to think specifically of the pres
ent as a unique cataclysmic moment, is but one more such scheme
for interpreting the rush of historical detail. The German notion of
crisis was, in other words, not an empirical idea waiting for con
firmation but a regulative ideal, an a priorithat structured the per
ception of the world for those who were in its grip. It determined
their philosophical thinking as well as their political involvement.

THE HISTORY OF AN A PRIORI

I have spoken of the sense of crisis as an historical a prioribecause
it constitutes a historically grown understanding of the world.
Though such an understanding has its own history and its own cau
sation, it is at the same time made possible because human experi
ence has certain invariant and ahistorical characteristics. A sense
of crisis, we can say, comes about only through an activation of
potentialities that are already given in the structure of human sub
jectivity. The essential consideration here is that human experience
always takes place in a present perceived as constantly changing,
as suspended between past and future, and as constituting a break
between them. While the past can be remembered and the future
anticipated, neither memory nor anticipation can share in the life
of the experienced present. The consciousness of crisis is possible
precisely because of this present-directedness of human experience.
Given that this is an invariant feature of our experience, it can exist
at all times and in all cultures. The ever present potential is, how
ever, activated only at those times and in those cultures that sche
matize their grasp of the world according to subjective experience.

There exist, specifically, three historical preconditions for the
emergence of a modern sense of crisis. The first is the culture of
modernity itself. Modernity is, in its essence, a directedness toward
the present moment. But it is characterized not by a sharpened
awareness of the present, but by the fact that it makes the idea of
the uniqueness of the present moment a scheme for interpreting
the world as a whole. As Foucault puts it: "Modernity is not a phe-
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nomenon of sensitivity to the fleeting present, it is the will to 'hero
ize' the present." 16

This directedness to the present defines not only a new under
standing of the world, but also a new relation to the experiencing
subject that is concerned with the world: a new relation between
the subject and the world, in other words. An orientation to the
present moment individualizes the subject and makes the world a
field of current experience and action. Philosophically the conse
quence is an entirely new emphasis on the ego and a new estima
tion of conscious feeling and willing. Acting and willing now be
come the bearers of morality, as they do in Kant's categorical
imperative. Epistemologically the self becomes the foundation
of the world, as it does in Descartes' maxim. The world itself is
thought to be construable out of current consciousness. In politics,
the heroizing of the present encourages a new valuation of the po
litical field itself. A new magic comes to rest on everything political
in the modem period, whereas older values of transcendence and
transfiguration loose their glamor. The directedness to the present
signals, moreover, a new estimation of political action and of all
views of the political that conceive it in terms of action.

The heroizing of the present that characterizes the modern expe
rience is thus from the start both a philosophical and a political
phenomenon. It also sets up a tension between them. For both,
philosophical reflection and political action claim to be able to grasp
and transform the world as a whole. From the beginning of the
modern age, philosophy and politics exhibit the same direetedness,
but both are also locked in a competitive struggle. It is this complex
pattern we must recognize if we are to understand the peculiar
linkage between philosophical discourse and political rhetoric in
Germany of the 1930s.

A second precondition of the modem sense of crisis is that the
heroized present comes to be seen as discontinuous, as sharply sep
arated from the past as well as the future, and that time as a whole
is conceived as a sequence of moments in which past and future
appear over and over again as disconnected. This is how European
modernism from its beginning has understood the moment and its
place in time. All history, all religion, all culture, all philosophy are
conceived in terms of that discontinuity. They are now grasped
through the concepts of reformation, renaissance, as revolutions
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and ever-renewed beginnings in philosophical thinking. All politics
too is thought of in terms of the idea of revolution, either positively
or negatively.

But when does the emphasis on discontinuity and revolution en
gender the notion of political crisis? A sense of crisis is produced
only when modern culture begins to lose confidence in its own
powers, when the characteristic instability of the moment becomes
cause for anxiety. It is therefore not surprising that the sense of
crisiswas unknown in the early modern era and that it meant noth
ing to the thinkers of the Enlightenment. Crisis gained its political
meaning only at the end of the eighteenth century, just when mod
em achievements and promises were being questioned for the first
time. It was, in fact, in the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau
that great critic of modernity and counterfigure to the Enlighten
ment-that the notion of crisis attained its first significant political
and historical application." For Rousseau, at least, it was clear that
the world was "approachlng a state of crisis and an age of revo
lution." 18

The crisis so announced became historically activated by the out
break of revolutions in America and France and eventually in Ger
many. There it was manifested in different form, however, since
historical circumstances did not encourage real political and social
revolutions. Germany produced substitutes. Thinkers first turned
their attention to the revolutionary events in France, hoping or
fearing that these might spill over into Germany, and then they
forged the entirely new idea of a spiritual crisis. In this transforma
tion the German philosophers of the period were essential, for they
convinced themselves that, in step with the French revolution,
there had taken place in Germany an even more important event
not an event in political life but one in the hidden depths of philoso
phy. First, they said, there was Kant's "Copernican revolution," an
event comparable to the destruction of the ancien regime in France,
which brought the old rigid metaphysics to an end. It was followed
by the appearance of new forms of philosophy through Fichte,
Hegel, and Schelling, and this phase was similar to the promise held
out by the French revolution for new forms of political association.
The political turnabout abroad could thus be seen to have its com
plement and completion in a philosophical revolution in Ger
many." Without necessarily employing the term "crisis" itself, the
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German philosophers thereby introduced the idea of crisis into the
heart of their own philosophizing. A regulative concept, which in
the hands of Rousseau had been a political notion, was internalized
in classicalGerman philosophy and made into a philosophical prin
ciple. The concept of crisis became in consequence something that
could play the dual role of political symbol and philosophical idea.
It also made a convenient bridge on which later German philoso
phers could travel from philosophical reflection to political en
gagement.

A MOST DESTRUCTIVE HABIT OF THOUGHT

Germany certainly underwent a crisis in the first half of this cen
tury. But in retrospect we can see that it was merely a transitional
event and not one that would leave the country radically trans
formed. For a moment it looked as if Germany was to throw off the
assumptions and values of modernity, but the defeat of the Nazis in
1945 brought the easy return of liberal, capitalist, and bourgeois
values. The old orders asserted themselves once more, first in the
western part of Germany and more recently in East Germany. With
the collapse of the Communist system, the German crisis that had
begun with the First World War was finally over.

Given the course of German history in our century, it is under
standable that those who lived through it were profoundly haunted
by a sense of crisis. But in hindsight we can also see that their inter
pretation of the nature and course of the crisis was generally based
on a misjudgment of the historical situation. In retrospect we can
see that philosophers and politicians who assumed that they were
fadng a unique and apocalyptic event from which Germany and
the west would emerge deeply changed were deceived about the
dynamics of the crisis they were living through. This deception was
not based on factual errors. It was due rather to the fact they were
in the grip of a historical a priori.This a priorihad led Fichte and
Nietzsche earlier to assume that they could discern a unique histori
cal turning point. It subsequently led Heidegger and his contempo
raries to postulate such a turn in their own lifetime. But they had
all been equally deceived.

Todaywe certainly have no reason to think that Fichte was living
at the exact midpoint of human history. The Napoleonic wars that
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disturbed him so much are for us distant events barely remem
bered. We realize that Fichte's fears over the power of the Napole
onic empire were grossly exaggerated, because the empire was in
fact hollow at the core and doomed to disintegration. We also find
it difficult to assume that Germany would have disappeared if Na
poleon's rule had persisted for any length of time. Fichte underesti
mated the resilience of traditions, even when they are set upon
and suppressed. We find it even more difficult to envisage that a
Napoleonic ascendancy over Europe would have meant the end of
all culture. We might even think that Germany and Europe could
have profited from a prolonged dose of French civilization. Fichte's
apocalyptic sense of a world-historical crisis in 1807 appears to us,
in any case, as alien and unrealistic. Nothing in what we know cor
responds to it.

Nietzsche's vision of the approaching crisis of nihilism has proved
equally elusive. Christianity, whose imminent collapse he pre
dicted, is still alive. God may be dead in the minds of the philoso
phers, but he still lives some kind of murky life in the hearts of
millions of people. If nihilism is at the door, most people have failed
to hear its knocking. The world has not experienced a general loss
of values. Over the last seventy years even atheists have proved
themselves capable of the most rigid moralizing. We have not come
to conclude that, if God is dead, then everything is allowed.

Powerful as Nietzsche's announcement of a world-historical cri
sis was, it contains profound puzzles. If nihilism is, as he said, an
illusion, why has it lasted for so long, and why should it be forced
to come into the open at any particular moment? How could
Nietzsche be sure that the uncanniest of guests was finally making
an entrance and that all power structures within the culture were
about to explode? Nihilism, as he described it, is not merely histori
cal but a potential condition in all human thinking. Why should it
be activated at certain times and passive at others?

The crisis of which Nietzsche spoke in EcceHomo was in reality
both more and less than a historical happening. What he an
nounced right before his final collapse was above all a moment of
crisis in his own consciousness. Historical events and psychological
processes became intertwined in his personal history. The subjec
tive experience of a cataclysmic present became the symbol of a
world-historical process as well. In announcing a catastrophe of in-
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credible proportions, Nietzsche was affirming more than the con
frontation between Dionysus and Christ; in his breakdown he actu
ally became both Dionysus and Christ and was torn apart by the
struggle within him."

Heidegger's belief in the imminence of a unique world crisis has
proved no more reliable. Unlike him we no longer see the world
from a restrictedly European perspective. We have become adjusted
to living in a permanent danger zone where global annihilation is
always a possibility and the old categories of religion, science, phi
losophy, classes, and traditions are far from self-evident. As a result,
the German crisis of the 1930s can no longer seem like a world
shattering event. The upheavals the Germans experienced were no
doubt calamitous, but do they for that reason mark the end of one
great historical age and the beginning of another? Heidegger's dire
account of the German condition in 1933 has thus proved thor
oughly unreliable. What looked like a decisive moment of truth at
the time to men like Heidegger and many others has turned out to
be a mere flutter in an unexpectedly solid system. In their anxiety
these men saw the end of the German people, of Europe, and of
human culture as a whole-unless, that is, drastic steps were taken.

What falls with all this is the Nazis' belief that the time at which
they were acting was a decisive historical moment. What falls
is their justification for all the extreme measures they understook,
all the cruelties and atrocities they committed or tolerated, all the
death and destruction they sowed.

Three critical conclusions suggest themselves here. First, we need
to ask whether historical developments are uniformly to be under
stood on the model of discontinuity. We need perhaps to free our
selves from the a prioriconception of crisis and return that idea to
its empirical niche. It is useful to consider once more what Jakob
Burckhardt said about crisis. As a historian he took an extremely
sober and cautious view. He admitted the usefulness of the concept
for understanding specific historical constellations, and he thought
that crises are both natural and recurring events in human history,
but at the same time he held that great crises are rare. He did not,
in particular, entertain the belief that there might be a singular,
world crisis and was extremely suspicious of philosophers who pos
tulated such an event. Nor was he specifically concerned with the
possibility of an existing crisis and restricted his illustrations for the
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most part to crises of the past. While he said at the end of his lec
tures that his own age might be in the middle of a crisis, he also
expressed certainty that "it will always be impossible to assess the
force and value of a crisis, and more especially its power of expan
sion at its outset.'?' Those who were living through a crisis, he said,
were in no position to assess its true scope and character.

A second point is that historical crises are not sudden transforma
tions brought about through heroic acts and efforts of will. This is
how Heidegger and the Nazis saw their own time-but it is doubt
ful that any historical process can ever have the character of a sud
den and total transformation. We need to reject here, in particular,
the view that such crises are vast switches in gestalt. In his account
of crises Burckhardt usefully made it clear that the processes oc
curring in a crisis have all the features of normal historical changes.

Third, the notion of great crisis that motivated Fichte, Nietzsche,
Heidegger, and the Nazis is, to use Foucault's words, one of the
most destructive habits of modern thought. The idea promises us
an unconditional liberation from whatever we have found con
straining in the past. It promises a moment of transformation and
a world that is in no way like the old one. It loosens all moral and
traditional bonds and projects the right to total freedom. Nietzsche
wrote that "individuals and generations can now fix their eyes on
tasks of a vastness that would have seemed madness to earlier ages,
and a trifling with Heaven and Hell. We may experiment with our
selves! Yes,mankind has a right to do that."22 He could not foresee
that National Socialism would teach us a quick and ugly lesson con
cerning the perils of all such experimentation."

The question is still why the idea of great crisis should have such
power over us, as an experience, as a political symbol, and as the
source of so many philosophical interpretations. In order to loosen
its hold, we must come to understand why it is not up to us to
measure time and to determine that we are at the exact midpoint
in human history, or to calculate that now is the great noon. Socie
ties will at times be in distress, but it is not up to us to say that any
one moment is the hub of distress. What is required is the abandon
ment of a certain kind of thinking about historical time, of the a
priorithat structures our experience and conjures up before us the
idea of a decisive moment. I began by saying that the sense of crisis
is a product of a culture of subjectivity in which the structure of
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individual experience is projected as the order of time itself. This is
also the mark of modernity, and hence we are entitled to say that
the thinkers of crisis, from Fichte through Nietzsche to Heidegger,
are all essentially modern thinkers, even though they may have
described themselves in other terms. Indeed, their conviction of
having transcended modernity appears to us now as just one more
expression of their assumption of a moment of transition, one more
sign of an essentially modern belief in crisis.

What is needed is that those in politics think not in terms of
revolutions and crises, grand decisions and sudden transformations,
but in terms of patient explorations and continuous, partial shifts.
"We have hit here," as Foucault puts it, "upon one of the most
destructive habits of modern thought," the tendency to think of
the present moment as the climax of history. He adds: "One must
probably find the humility to admit that the time of one's own life
is not the one-time, basic, revolutionary moment of history, from
which everything begins and is completed." 24



4

The German Mission

National Socialism originated out of the First World War. As a result
of that war, Adolf Hitler decided to become a politician, joined the
already existing minuscule National Socialist Workers' Party, and
began to transform it into the spearhead of a revolutionary political
movement. The Nazi party's immediate political aims were almost
entirely defined in terms of the world war and its opposition to the
peace treaty of Versailles. As far as their other goals were con
cerned, particularly their nationalism, racism, and antisemitism,
they can no doubt be traced back beyond the period of the world
war, but the syndrome of political ideas, aspirations, and purposes
that we now identify with the name of National Socialism was un
questionably the product of that war.

The war also redefined the relation between philosophy and pol
itics. From the start, the military confrontation called forth a wave
of patriotic rhetoric from German philosophers. It also led to the
formation of a number of societies that combined a predominantly
conservative outlook in philosophy with a rabidly nationalistic
agenda in politics. Most prominent among these were the Fichte
Society of 1914 (Fichte Gesellschaft von 1914) and the German
Philosophical Society (Deutsche Philosophische Gesellschaft). Both
associations also undertook the publication of journals through
which they spread their philosophical and political program. A
number of other independent journals, such as Der Panther and
Deutschlands Erneuerung (Germany's Renewal), pursued similar
goals. These activities brought to prominence a new generation of

75
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philosophers, such as Bruno Bauch and Felix Krueger, to whom
extreme nationalism came just as naturally as their commitment to
German idealism. The unhappy course of the war, followed by po
litical and economic turmoil, brought these men support from a
growing number of other intellectuals. Among them were some of
the most distinguished members of the older generation, such as
Heinrich Rickert, Gottlob Frege, and Wilhelm Wundt. With the First
World War there thus emerged a philosophical movement that
would prove to be a powerful political force in 1933.

The question that linked philosophy and politics in the thinking
of these men was that of the German identity or, as they themselves
put it, the question of the German mission in the world. This had
first been raised at the beginning of the nineteenth century, when
German nationalism made its appearance. The question of the
definition of the German nation had always been a philosophical
as well as a political matter. That is certainly how Fichte treated it
in his Addressesto the GermanNation,and it was to Fichte that the
new generation of nationalistic philosophers looked back.

At the beginning of the First World War, an ideological as well as
a military struggle broke out in which intellectuals from all the hos
tile nations participated. Patriotic excitement encouraged them all
to describe the conflict, absurdly enough, as a struggle between ir
reconcilably different cultures. As proof of this difference they often
held up the achievements of their own philosophical traditions and
denigrated those of their enemies. In America, George Santayana
denounced the egoism he found in German philosophy. In Eng
land, Nietzsche was reviled as the intellectual force behind German
militarism. In France, Bergson and Boutroux pointed to the barba
rism characteristic of German culture. In both Britain and America,
the war accelerated the decline of idealism, dismissed as a German
philosophy. Meanwhile, in Germany, the superficiality of French,
English, and American philosophical thought was roundly criti
cized.

Nowhere did patriotic emotions run higher than in Germany,
and nowhere did a previously apolitical intelligentsia engage itself
more vigorously in nationalistic rhetoric.' Like their foreign coun
terparts, German philosophers did not exempt themselves from this
activity. In books and pamphlets, public lectures and declarations,
they helped to stir the patriotic fires of the moment by calling on
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the resources of the philosophical past.' For some of them, the start
of the war was nothing less than the final harvest, "the day of the
German."3 "We feel the morning wind of a new day not only for
Germany, but for all humanity," Paul Natorp, the Neo-Kantian phi
losopher, could declare. "We feel," he also said, "like God's warriors
against 'a world of devils'; like those who have now been given the
task to fulfill all the great prophecies concerning mankind.":' Max
Scheler wrote: "This is the whole magnitude of the world-historical
situation, that this unheard-of war is either the beginning of Euro
pean rebirth or the beginning of its death. There is no third."! To
which Alfred Weber added: "Thank God that one is a German-the
only nation to which one would want to belong today, even if one
were not born to it" (p. 30).6 To him it was "becoming ever more
certain today that we are different from and more than others"
(p. 34). And being different and more than others "we will, if we
are worth it, bring on a new time" (p. 107).

The specific contribution of the philosophers to the "ideas of
1914" was almost always made in the name of Fichte. For Hermann
Schwarz, the philosopher of religion, it was in any case clear that
"only if we remain active existences ... above all from the idea of
Germannness that Fichte has drawn for us, a greater Germany will
one day-no, very soon-become the political and spiritual salt of
the earth.'" Truly great men, said the neo-Kantian Alois Riehl, have
the gift to sense what moves an age and to anticipate the develop
ments of the future. Fichte was such a man. He saw that a national
reconstruction would require the development of "Germanness."
And "he combined in that concept whatever is primordial to hu
man beings, not yet distorted, not turned into mere form; all that
which belongs to a primordial people, a people of a living lan
guage.?" For Alfred Weber it was clear that "the only one who has
come close to what we feel about the German people is still that
man of action Fichte. How beautiful his notion of 'primordialness'
as our distinguishing characteristic.:" For these philosophers it was
also evident, just as it had been for Fichte, that the strength of the
German character manifested itself most directly in German philos
ophy. Riehl thought that philosophy was the most authentic "reve
lation of the German spirit."!" And his colleague Rudolf Eucken,
who had spent a lifetime advancing humanistic idealism, was sure
that the Germans and they alone were capable of that special culti-
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vation of the soul that expressed itself in philosophy. Stirred by the
grandeur of the military battles, Eucken was now convinced that
"possession of a primordial world-encompassing inwardness gives
us inexhaustible strength" (p. 23).11

But when Fichtean themes were called upon in this way, they
were invariably transformed and adapted to new historical condi
tions. Fichte had delivered his Addresseswhen there was yet no uni
fied German state. A century later Germany was an industrial and
military power, and this state was willing to use Fichte's rhetoric to
promote its own expansionist goals. In 1807 Fichte had spoken on
his own, beholden to no authority. A century later a dozen German
philosophers (together with hundreds of other academics) were en
gaged in the public discourse, and all of them were loyal servants
of the state. Fichte faced a continental war in which France had
been the most restless power and militarily the strongest. A century
later France had long lost its revolutionary fervor; it was weak in
comparison to Germany; and the world was a larger place in which
the game that now also involved the British, the Americans, the
Turks, and the Japanese was no longer about the balance in Europe
but rather about dividing the world.

When German philosophers repeated the words of Fichte's Ad
dressesin 1914, those words had a new and more ominous force.
Spoken at a different historical moment, they served a different
role, just as the simple words "I love you" can be a confession or a
threat depending on the moment and context. In his lectures and
pamphlets Eucken could speak in Fichte's terms of lithe world
historical meaning of the German spirit" and of lithe superiority of
our innermost essence." With Fichte he could invoke greatness,
truthfulness, and primordialness as the chief characteristics of Ger
man life. But his phrases would now be linked to the operations
and purposes of a powerful military. When he denied any conflict
between German culture and German militarism, 'since the Ger
mans uniquely combined inwardness with practicality, when he de
clared the war II a gigantic struggle for our existence" and main
tained that Germany's enemies had to be shown that "we are more
than they think we are, that we have a world-historical signifi
cance," his words would be tied inextricably to the fantasies of
those who were dreaming of territorial expansion and a German
empire in the sun.P
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Though the philosophers still spoke in Fichte's words of the Ger
mans as a primordial people, they sensed at the same time that this
no longer sufficed in the face of political reality. This was the age in
which the idea of a central European identity was gaining hold, and
so the philosophers also began to speak of the Germans as a central
nation. Thus Riehl wrote: "Germany must also in the spiritual sense
become more and more what it is according to its geographical situ
ation, the center of Europe, 'the heart of nations.'''13 And Scheler
declared at the start of the war that Germany, "that currently iso
lated European middle nation," was living and dying in the faith "it
will some day attain the role of being the source of European re
birth. "14 Where Fichte had opposed German primordialness to the
dead spirit of the Romanized culture of the French, that contrast
seemed no longer appropriate. In the new geopolitical picture, the
role of opponent fell instead to the Anglo-Saxons and the Russians.
"With regard to the French people as our most noble opponent, we
can most easily generate a feeling of equal worth," the classicist
Wilamowitz- Moellendorff said in 1915. He was convinced, how
ever, that England harbored "the really driving evil spirit that has
called this war forth out of hell-the spirit of envy and hypocrisy." 15

For Scheler as for Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, there existed an es
sential commonality in culture between the Germans and the
French from which he could envisage a postwar Europe "in which
the rich unique talents of its individual nations work together har
moniously and complementing each other in the construction of
a culture of freedom, of spirit and intellect-preserving the noble
traditions of the great Mediterranean culture." But that new Eu
rope would have to expel "English-American capitalism and the
impoverished Calvinist-puritanical Christianity that goes with it as
a foreign poison." 16The German character was in every respect the
exact opposite of the English character, Scheler said. Whereas in
Germany truthfulness was the central virtue, English culture was
false and hypocritical. Hence it was vital to remove those "embar
rasing dependencies" on English ideas "into which the German
spirit has strayed against its true nature ... in philosophy (Neo
Humeanism), in psychology (associationism), in a large part of eco
nomics, and, as Zollner and Diihring already deplored, in physics,
but quite out of proportion in biology (Darwin, Spencer)" (p. 186).
Scheler also considered it essential to stop Russia's expansionist
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movement. While he abhorred militarism in general, he believed
that "to destroy German militarism would mean to make Europe
defenseless against Russia and the pressure of the Mongol hords"
(p. 241). Alfred Weber fully agreed with these sentiments in his
own reflections on the German mission. "The real and great cul
tural danger by which the European world is threatened today is:
Anglicizationl" (p. 19).17Weber feared that from English capitalism
and puritanism would come "a falsification of our nature" (p. 27).
Like Scheler, he also saw Germany poised between England and
Russia, and Germany would have to control Russian expansionism.
Eventually "other nations will beg us on their knees to protect them
against the Russians and the Yellow Man and at the same time to
resist the disgusting business instincts of the Anglo-Americans"
(p. 29). The Germans were indeed called to "pursue a third way of
being in the world," one positioned between the English and the
Slavs. In the address that the theologian Reinhard Seeberg sent to
the German government in 1915, signed by several hundred Ger
man academics, we read similarly of the need to defend German
and European culture /I against the barbarian flood from the East
and against the desire for revenge and domination from the
West." IS

The idea of race and the belief in the racial superiority of the
Germans did not yet playa role (at least not an explicit one) in
these academic and philosophical efforts to spell out the essence of
the German character and to identify the peculiar German mission
in the world. But such beliefs were already current in the public
consciousness and had been propagated since 1900 by Houston
Stuart Chamberlain in his book TheFoundationsoftheNineteenthCen
tury.By the 1920s, racial theory was becoming respectable for some
academic writers. And this was to contribute to further shifts in
philosophical attempts to define a metaphysics of Germanness.
Though all those attempts continued to draw on Fichte, they were
at the same time evidence of an increasing uncertainty of what Ger
manness meant.

That uncertainty was reinforced by political events. At the begin
ning of the war, German intellectuals had foreseen a greatly en
hanced role for Germany in the world and used Fichte's words to
justify their claim. The First World War marked, in fact, the end of
an era in German history, the end of Bismarck's political system,
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and the devaluation of most nineteenth-century values. When the
unanticipated defeat came in 1918, Fichte was once again perceived
as a symbolic figure, but this time as someone who had lived in a
similar time of distress. In an hour of defeat, Fichte had asked what
the essence of the German nation was, and now that same question
had to be asked again.

While intellectuals from all the warring nations engaged in rhe
torical excesses during the war, the postwar effects of that rhetoric
were distinctly different in each country. The victors could turn to
other things, and the nationalist war propaganda was quickly for
gotten or shamefully suppressed. In defeated Germany, however,
the aspirations and ideas of 1914 lingered in the minds of many
people as an unfulfilled promise, a picture of what Germany might
have been and was destined to be. The defeat, far from inducing
sobriety, spurred on resentment and an eagerness to pursue even
more fervently the question of the German identity, of Germany's
place in the world, and of the true nature of Germanness. Karl Low
ith was surely right when he wrote in 1940: "What has happened
in Germany since 1933 is the attempt to win the lost war." 19

THE FICHTE SOCIETY OF 1 914

Patriotic fervor led in the middle of the war to the foundation of
the Fichte Society of 1914. 20 This was, despite its name, not a pre
dominantly philosophical but a political organization. Its leaders
were drawn from various professions and various parts of the coun
try. The association was meant to achieve above all a unification of
the various "folkish" groups and to do so under the banner of
Fichte's philosophy. As it said in its initial statement, the society
recognized "in Fichte the guide for a folkish formation of life, the
one who had first given the folkish idea a precise content. For that
reason it aims at the re-awakening of Fichte through the dissemina
tion of his essays and treatises" (p. 560). Fichte, so the new group
declared, had been the first to see that lithe German people have a
distinctive mission to perform in the total mass of mankind. We are
irreplaceable by any other people because of the uniquess of our
character. And if we lost our distinctive folkish nature in material
degradation, mankind would be unable to fulfill its tasks without
us" (p. 559).
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With Fichte the society considered the political task ahead an
educational one. It wanted to be understood as a II comprehensive,
folkish, educational community which in all its institutions aims at
educating the German into being German" (p. 562). Its goal was
accordingly to bring lithe public tools of a national education such
as the school, the theater, the press, books, art education, and the
lecture circuit under folkish command"; to eliminate lithe un
German arbitrariness which has taken possession of these tools, to
bring about "a cleansing and germanification" of these institutions.
That these remarks had a distinctly antisemitic flavor is underscored
by the fact that the literary historian Adolf Bartels, a notorious anti
semite, was one of the leading members of the Fichte Society.

The society set out to publish a monthly journal with the title
DeutschesVolkstum (German Folkdom) as well as a philosophical
quarterly called Wegezu Fichte (Roads to Fichte), the latter edited
by one Arthur Hoffmann of Erfurt. This publication was meant to
promote German philosophers "from Meister Eckhart to Leibniz
and from him to Kant and to those who completed his work among
whom Fichte means the most for the present day,"?' The journal
was, in particular, intended to emphasize Fichte's work as "a contri
bution of the German genius" and as something of special impor
tance "for the folkish attitude." An introductory statement by Hoff
mann himself and an essay on "Pichte and the German Idea" by
Bruno Bauch, professor of philosophy in Jena, attacked the pre
dominant philosophical climate and the philosophical literature in
general as inimical to folkish needs, as believing falsely that "re
search ought to be international" and as possessing an "insensitive
enlightenment attitude and an attitude of dogmatic realism."

BAUCH'S BREAK WITH THE KANT SOCIETY

The Roadsto Fichteand the Fichte Society as a whole turned out to
be no more than a springboard for the philosophers associated with
them. Soon they established their own philosophical association
and their own journal. That association was the German Philosoph
ical Society (Deutsche Philosophische Gesellschaft, hereafter re
ferred to as DPG). While the Fichte Society of 1914 was to continue
in existence and would remain in contact with the DPG, it was the
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DPG that came to unite German philosophers on the political right
and played a crucial role in the philosophical politics of 1933 and
during the Nazi period."

The story of the DPG begins properly in 1916 with a philosophi
cal scandal involving Bruno Bauch, the society's ambitious founder
and guiding light. Bauch had been until then the editor of Ger
many's most respectable philosophical journal, the well-known
Kantstudien. After studying with the leaders of the southwestern
German school of neo- Kantianism, Wilhelm Windelband, Heinrich
Rickert, and Kuno Fischer, he had received support from Hans Vai
hinger, the founder of both the Kant Society and the Kant studies
that were published on its behalf. It was Vaihinger who in 1904 had
given Bauch an academic appointment at Halle and then made him
editor of the journal.

All had gone reasonably well for some years, even though from
the start Vaihinger and Bauch were philosophically at odds. Bauch
was to write later: "Both of us have been and are still regarded
by many simply as 'Kantians.' But from the beginning we were
scientifically far apart."23While Bauch engaged himself in a conser
vative reworking of neo-Kantian assumptions, Vaihinger was re
ceptive not only to Nietzschean ideas but also to the influences of
French positivism and American pragmatism. Vaihinger's opening
up to new philosophical ideas, including ones from abroad, was
part of a process that was slowly dissolving the neo-Kantianism that
had dominated German philosophy since the 18705. Bauch and
other philosophical conservatives responded to this process with in
creasing fear that German philosophy as a whole was facing disso
lution, overwhelmed by foreign influences. Everywhere they
looked they saw a pernicious "supranationalism" in the established
philosophical societies and journals in Germany. Such misgivings
were magnified when the First World War broke out. Bauch, like
many others, saw it as a struggle against an English conception of
culture and politics. His extravagant fears led him to write later that
the war had robbed the Germans of their freedom and had led to
"the profound enslavement of our nation."> Vaihinger, on the
other hand, who was a political liberal and a pacifist, thought that
a false optimism, engendered by the dominant forms of idealism,
was the cause of Germany's ill fortune. To the philosophical differ-
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ences that had always existed between the two men, the war thus
added a stark political disagreement. It led to a break in their part
nership.

But the more immediate ground for the break was an article "On
the Concept of the Nation" that Bauch published in the Kantstudien
in 1916.25 The article, which attempted a conceptual analysis of the
concept of nation, provoked an immediate scandal because it in
eluded certain seemingly antisemitic remarks. In illustrating his ar
gument Bauch insisted on a sharp distinction between the German
and the Jewish nationality. He had, in particular, referred to the
Jews as an alien people (fremdvdlkisch}and argued that for such
people the love of the German homeland was impossible or at least
difficult; for that reason it was understandable that earlier genera
tions had barred Jews from owning German land and property.
Such remarks, bad enough in themselves, gained in ominousness
by the fact that they were published in the midst of the First World
War and in the midst of growing dispute over who was to blame
for the unfortunate course of the war. It is clear from Bauch's re
sponse to the uproar, however, that he was quite unable to recog
nize the offensive character of his words. Insisting that the word
"Jew" could never be a term of abuse for any German, he made
matters worse in an explanatory letter, which went on to say that
Germans and Jews could do justice to each other only if both ac
knowledged their "folkish difference and destiny." To emphasize
this point he spoke of the differences between the "German
thinker" Kant and the neo-Kantian philosopher Hermann Cohen,
whom he called a "Jewish thinker" and "one of the most venerable
figures of modem Jewry" (p. 150).

Bauch's formulations led to protests from Jewish members of the
Kant Society and to some resignations from its membership. When
the society's governors tried to mediate the dispute and called for a
public debate in the pages of the Kantstudien, Bauch responded
abruptly that he could not accept Jewish censorship over the jour
nal, resigned his editorship and his position in the Kant Society,and
soon founded his own association.

At the heart of this dispute lay the question of the identity and
character of the German nation. As Bauch himself said in explana
tion of his break with the Kant Society, the man who insisted that
Jews and Germans had distinct destinies was merely "appealing to
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the highest to which one can appeal, the values and goods of a
nation" (p. 154). Such sentiments came quite naturally to him.
Born in 1877, Bauch was, like many of those who ultimately took
up the Nazi cause, a product of the Bismarck empire, of its national
ism, militarism, and imperialism, its reawakened antisemitism, its
pronounced class consciousness, and its attacks on the sodal demo
crats as enemies of the state. Like many of his generation, he con
sidered the First World War a profound threat to German culture
and the loss of the war a moment of radical crisis for that culture.
As the son of a rich Silesian landowner he was, moreover, deeply
disturbed by postwar manifestations of Polish nationalism and em
bittered by the fact that the new Polish state included parts of what
had formerly been German Silesia.:" On Bauch's death in 1942, the
DPG's obituary could say of him that he had always and in every
way stood up for the national values and specific possibilities of the
German spirit-especially in the area of philosophy. "In the fateful
year of 1917 he gave the impulse for a gathering of the like-minded,
for the formation of a fighting partnership against the tendencies
towards dissolution and an overwhelming foreign influence in
many areas of German life." The obituary added: "When in the na
tional rising of 1933 a new impetus and new goals appeared for
German philosophy, Bruno Bauch was among the first who set to
work with a courageous and trusting view to the future."27

THE GERMAN PHILOSOPHICAL SOCIETY

The DPG was very much the creature of its founder. In its first pro
grammatic statement, the society announced that its goal was "the
cultivation, deepening, and preservation of the German character
in the area of philosophy by following the spirit of the German ide
alism founded by Kant and carried further by Fichte." 28Although
the words may suggest that the society aimed mostly at preserving
a great philosophical tradition, the DPG saw its mission from the
start as more than an archeological one. In another programmatic
announcement in 1921, we read:

Internal forces failed when the troubles from outside came
upon us and when many of the old forms of life fell apart. "A
transformation, rebirth, and renewal of the spirit in its deepest
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roots; the institution of a new organ and through it of a new
world in this time" (Fichte) is now the task of those who put
themselves into the service of the German mission ... A
strong community must now come together in the spirit of
this responsibility. 29

Still later in 1927 the society defined its purpose in these terms:

The uniqueness of the German character, as it reveals itself not
only in German science, religion, and art, but also in German
political life, in the legal and economic thought of the nation
is truly to be uncovered with more and more clarity and to be
brought close to the constructive forces in our people."

In 1934, after the Nazis had come to power, yet another state
ment declared:

Much of what we have aimed at and labored for has come
closer to realization through the national revolution. We are
not, however, thereby absolved from duty; on the contrary,
the immediate present imposes on us even more the duty to
use the power of German philosophy for the construction of
the German worldview. We must and will join in the work on
the life of the German spirit as a whole in which the timeless
content of our people's mission has gained temporal concrete
shape and historical reality. (B 8:121)31

Bauch's most important instrument for promoting his philosoph
ical and political agenda was, no doubt, the journal that the DPG
published from its foundation in 1918 to its dissolution at the end of
the Nazi period. Initially called Beitragezur PhilosophiedesDeutschen
Idealismus(Contributions to the Philosophy of German Idealism),
the journal was edited from 1918 to 1927 by Arthur Hoffmann,
who had previously been the editor of the Fichte Society's Roadsto
Pichte,"When the journal was renamed Blatterfur DeutschePhiloso
phie (Periodical for German Philosophy), it got Hugo Fischer from
Leipzig as its new editor, who continued until 1935. Then the edi
torship was taken over by Heinz Heimsoeth in Cologne, who pub
lished it until mid-1944 when the worsening war situation made
further publication impossible. Though the two series were nomi
nally distinct, they made up for all practical purposes a single jour-
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nal, since they served both philosophically and politically one and
the same end."

The change in title in 1927 did, of course, indicate an evolution
in what the journal was meant to stand for. In the first number of
the Beitriiqethe editors said that the publication was supposed to
bring out "the nationalvalues of the spiritual life of German philoso
phy" while showing that lithe German idealist spirit has produced
things that are permanent" (A 1:1). Announcing their own deter
mination to "bring individual efforts and dispersed materials to
gether in a fruitful collaboration," the editors criticized other philo
sophical journals not only for their supranational outlook but also
for their lack of a coherent program." In contrast to other publica
tions, the Beitrdqewere supposed to present an integrated whole:
"The ultimate goal to be sought is the elaboration of that view of
world and life for which the foundations were laid a hundred years
ago during the flowering of German idealism" (A 1:2). As the DPG
grew in size and attracted a more diverse membership, the exclu
sive emphasis on German idealism no longer seemed appropriate.
For financial reasons too, the DPG considered it necessary to avoid
the impression that the journal was predominantly interested in
the philosophy of Fichte, Hegel, and Schelling. So it was renamed
Blatterfur deutschePhilosophie.The preface to the new series identi
fied the publication's goal as the investigation of the content and
history of "German philosophy in the widest sense of this word" (B
1:2). The wider focus was certainly reflected in the articles the jour
nal published from this time on. But in both phases the journal
remained true to its purpose, to make German philosophy "fruitful
for the life of the present day" (B 1:3). While it insisted that its final
goal was strictly philosophical, it also held, from its first number to
its last, that German philosophy could be understood only through
its interconnections with other areas of cultural and political life.
"German philosophy," said the preface to the first issue of the Blat
ter, "has for centuries been a creative and preserving force in the
higher life of all nations. The disturbances, needs, and lies of the
present time call urgently for just those forces."

Over the years the DPG's journal published articles on a wide
range of philosophical topics. About half of them were concerned
with the history of German philosophy. Particularly notable is the
journal's continued interest in mystical writers, such as Plotinus,
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Meister Eckhart, and Jacob Bohme, Among the nonhistorical writ
ings, a series of essays on philosophical anthropology along with
another on the philosophy of technology stand out." The journal
also regularly published essays on the philosophy of mathematics,
the philosophy of science, and on both philosophical and symbolic
logic. In spite of the DPG's programmatic opposition to positivism,
the journal even gave space to positivists like Rudolf Carnap, Karl
Menger, and Walter Dubislav. Though antisemitism was an under
current in the DPG's ideology, there were also some articles by Jew
ish authors before 1933.

Since the journal was mostly read by the members of the DPG,
who received it free with their membership, and since these were
primarily academic philosophers, it devoted itself for the most part
to their concerns. At no time was it in any immediate sense a politi
cal publication; not a single article in twenty-six years of publica
tion was devoted to the discussion of any current event. But the
journal always had a quite definite political agenda. The fundamen
tal conviction that guided it was no doubt the one expressed by
Hans Freyer in 1935: "The political is probably one of those decisive
starting points from which German philosophy must and, as I be
lieve, can regenerate and further itself" (B 9:357). Freyer consid
ered it one of the failures of nineteenth-century philosophy that
after Hegel it had adopted a thoroughly unpolitical attitude. He
wrote: "Since we have once again come to experience the power,
the magnitude, and the infinite depth of the political and exist once
more-as we may say-in the political, it must be self-evident to
us to reject the nineteenth century also at this point and to feel akin
once again to the great examples of political philosophy" (B 9:348).
In this belief in the centrality of politics, Freyer, the DPG, and the
Nazis were indeed one. Though much of the content of the DPG's
journal was apolitical in content, it was nevertheless an expression
of a political viewpoint. It was meant to further a political agenda,
and it was all part of the elaboration of the idea of Germanness to
which the DPG had committed itself from the start.

That was made evident in the very first article the journal pub
lished in 1918, which was entitled "Fichte as a Beacon in our Spiri
tual Distress." 36 The year 1914, the article said, had been II a great
turning point of the ages," and education and the universities in
general could no longer remain what they had been. "Primordial
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life, not life that is merely derived and has become cold and rigid,
must once again break through. What is ultimate and absolute must
touch the soul directly. And philosophy is a means to that end"
(A 1:3). In this situation, Fichte could serve as a symbol and beacon
in a period of distress. "He stood under spiritual conditions which
are closely akin to our own, and he made from them spiritual con
quests which have become once more our own task" (A 1:7). Now
that an age of terrible struggles had once again been brought about
by war, salvation could only lie in trusting the power of will that
Fichte had first recognized as a world force. The essay concluded:

Faith in both the individual and the nation, faith in the essen
tial force of history and the power of the educating, self
determining will: all this appears to us in this somber and
heavy hour as the German mission ... We take on the struggle
under a shining historical symbol: Fichte! (A 1:9)

From its first pages on, then, the DPG's journal promoted, devel
oped, and expanded the philosophical discourse of the German
mission. Of the thirty-seven publications it reviewed in its first issue
no fewer than fourteen were concerned with the topic of Ger
manness.

This emphasis on Germanness did imply antisemitism, but that
theme remained for the most part muted in the pages of the DPG's
journal. Even as late as 1933, the journal reviewed the works of
Jewish authors such as Helmut Kuhn, Hans Kohn, Karl Mannheim,
and Leonard Nelson-the latter was also a radical socialist-and
did so fairly and without antisemitic rhetoric. Despite the fact that
contributions of Jewish authors were occasionally published in the
journal before 1933, however, no Jewish philosopher seems to
have been a member of the DPG, and certainly none was ever
prominent in the society; none belonged to its executive commit
tee, and none was a member of the journal's editorial board. Even
after 1933 there was little overt antisemitism in the journal, though
the repeated claim that only the Nordic race had the true gift of
philosophy was surely meant to convey that Jews were excluded
from the charmed circle.

Closely associated with the DPG's emphasis on Germanness in
all its forms was the belief that the time was one of crisis. It was
voiced again and again in the pages of the journal. When the first
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volume of the Blatterappeared in 1927 it carried, not surprsingly, a
long article on "epochs of crisis and the history of the spirit." In it
the noted Hegel scholar Theodor Haering set out to show how
Hegel had been preoccupied with the idea of crisis from his earliest
years, that he had grown up in an atmosphere of crisis, and that he
had said again and again that his calling was to bring about a new
age. For Haering the core of Hegel's analysis of the idea of crisis lay
in his dialectic, which showed that historical crises were only spe
cial cases of the fact that life "in every moment of its being and
becoming . . . is both something old and at once something new,
something new and yet at the same time something old, that it is,
hence, both A and non -A at the same time" (B 1:133). Historical
crises were thus to be understood in terms of the transitory charac
ter of the temporal moment. Haering argued that Hegel had inter
preted the historical circumstances of his time in just this manner
and suggested that the crisis facing Germany in the twentieth cen
tury could be understood in the same terms. Hegel's account had
shown that such crises were a natural part of life itself, that they
were by no means evidence of a hopeless process of dissolution,
and that their resolution was to be found, as in all dialectical pro
cesses, in the unity of old and new, in the return to life of what was
essential in the old.

Crisiswas often linked in the rhetoric of the DPG'sjournal to the
necessity of struggle. Talk of struggle (Ringen) and fight (Kampf) oc
curs constantly in its pages. The journal's authors were frequently
given to describing reality as a struggle-and often did so with ref
erence to Heraclitus. The 1933 volume of the journal carried an
essay "The Soldier," which said that the military profession was
truly "the" political profession:

The profession of the soldier gives all other professions their
decisive accent. The everydayness of life does not determine
itself out of itself, but from the greatest danger points of life
. . . The profession of the "warrior" is the testing ground for
all "peaceful" professions, his situation decides the situation of
the totality. (B 7:128)

Another essay reminded the reader of a further aspect of this con
ception of life by recalling that "in his fighting book and in his fight
Hitler has given a principled renunciation of objectivity" (B 7:259).
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Objectivity in ideological and political confrontations, the author
said, was indeed unwarranted since lithe will urges us to action and,
when we meet resistance, to fight. In fighting one attacks the oppo
nent, one does not defend him. It is his job to defend himself ...
There is then also a duty to be intolerant" (B 7:263).

The DPG's belief in the German mission, its conviction that the
moment was one of crisis and called for a determined struggle, was
in turn linked to the idea that the nation would have to come to
gether in one great community, that all divisions and ruptures
should be removed, that, above all, there was need for a leader who
could assure the Germans of their survival. In 1931 Gunther Ipsen,
by then one of the editors of the DPG's journal, set out to describe
this idea of nationhood-ostensibly as an account of how the Ger
mans had understood themselves at the time of Napoleon, but no
doubt with the intention of delineating a current ideal. Nationhood,
he said, was characterized by three features: the existence of a com
munity, shared attitudes, and an acknowledged leadership. Such a
national community was grounded in shared spiritual and moral
values, in mutual liking and a pervasive sense of unity. A nation
always possessed a consciousness of itself as a nation, of its exis
tence as a real people, and in this lay the basis of the sympathy that
bound the members of a nation together. The people "in their sim
ple existence" were at the same time like earth that needed to be
enriched by a great leader. It was this leader "who generates the
force that moves all hearts and overpowers all souls" (B 5:51). It
was this leader who held the chain of a nation's destiny in his
hands. And "when the chain of things goes in one long pull through
the hands of the Fuhrer he aligns and directs the community to
ward a goal and propels the people in whom a knowledge of them
selves is starting to bud toward a breakthrough into the powers of
real existence."

PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE DPG

Over the years the DPG's journal promoted this discourse of Ger
mannness, of crisis and struggle, of community and leadership, in
a series of articles with titles like "The Reich and the World around
it," "Nation and State," "The State and the Community of States,"
"Party and Union," "Politics and Metaphysics," "The Political as a
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Problem for Philosophy," and a plethora of reviews of books with
similar titles. The philosophers united in the DPG were, of course,
not the only ones who concerned themselves with this quadrilat
eral of concepts and who explicated their political engagement in
terms of this particular set of mediating concepts. We have already
seen that Heidegger, who was never a member of the DPG, would
also make use of those concepts. The question is then what particu
lar application the DPG gave to those crucial notions. In order to
answer that question, it is helpful to look at the philosophical as
sumptions of the two presidents of the society before 1933: Bruno
Bauch himself and the Leipzig psychologist Felix Krueger.

Bauch's philosophical thinking is permeated by a conservatism
that also characterizes his political outlook. In summarizing his
philosophical work later in life, Bauch would speak of German ide
alism as its systematic and historical basis. At the same time, he
denounced not only the "dumb materialism" of the nineteenth cen
tury but also lithe shoddy theologically inspired philosophizing" of
Kierkegaard and his followers, who had babbled of a breakdown of
idealism, and the "systematic insufficiency" of Nietzsche and those
who aped him in saying that the will to systematization revealed a
lack of intellectual integrity. Without noticing that any Nietzschean
would have read his words as a piece of irony, Bauch wrote: "The
will to systematization is not a lack of integrity, but a will to truth
itself and thus integrity to the point of the most radical ruth
lessness" (p. 227).37

The world was for Bauch not an array of independently given
objects that come to be known by means of multiple, shifting expe
riences. While he allowed that there was an objectively existing
world that contained both real physical things and unreal mathe
matical entities, he also argued that its constituents did not exist on
their own, as "the failed part of Kant's doctrine of the thing-in
itself" had taught. Bauch said that the objectivity and real existence
of things was grounded, rather, in their relation to truth. Truth con
stituted both the objects and our knowledge of them. For objects
were determined only by concepts that were themselves unsatu
rated and, when saturated, formed judgments that aimed at truth.
"Only in the correct judgment are truth and the object grasped. A
judgement is correct when it is directed towards truth and the ob
ject" (pp. 242-243). The objects, concepts, and categories that con-
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stituted the world in true judgments were, furthermore, part of a
larger totality, which Bauch entitled "the Idea":

What we call the world is nothing without the Idea and the
Idea nothing without the world ... As the nexus of things,
which has its ground in the Idea, the world is a cosmos, not a
chaos, borne and permeated by order and law, and therefore
accessible to thought and action, not removed from them.
(p.256)

Besides the objects of theoretical knowledge, there also existed a
realm of objective values. In the assumption of such values he saw
himself at one with the great systematic thinkers of the past, but
once more at odds with Nietzsche and his followers. Plato's form of
the good, Augustine's belief in the unity of the one, the true, and
the good in the idea of God, Kant's kingdom of ends, he said, all
expressed a belief in the totality of values. But none of these philos
ophers developed an explicit theory of value. That came from Her
mann Lotze, the teacher of Wilhelm Windelband, who in turn had
passed it on to Heinrich Rickert and Bauch. For Lotze, values con
stituted a third, timeless realm, which he postulated to coexist with
the temporal realms of sensory perception and physical reality.
Lotze had argued that human beings could proceed from their sub
jective impressions to an understanding of the objective, external
world only through the mediation of a third realm. Nietzsche, of
course, also spoke of values, but in a more critical vein, disdaining
the idea of an unchanging realm of values. Values were for him
human and temporal creations, and he was thus as much a critic of
the philosophy of value as himself a philosopher in that tradition.
It was, in any case, in the form that Lotze had given it that the
philosophy of value was to become a major branch of German
philosophy in the 1920s, and it was in this form that Bauch
adopted it.

Bauch considered his own contribution to this theory to be the
discovery that values, like the objects of theoretical knowledge,
were not simply a plurality but stood in relations and were objec
tive only in this relatedness. In the realm of values, too, there ob
tained system and unity. The unifying idea was once more that of
truth. The idea that truth is itself a value Bauch had inherited from
his teachers. Windelband had been the first to speak of truth-
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values, a term that Rickert had subsequently incorporated into his
theory of knowledge and Gottlob Frege had used to construct a the
ory of meaning." But truth was for Bauch not just one value
among others-it was the central value, since it formed a bridge
between theoretical and practical philosophy. "Truth as a theoreti
cal value is the foundation of all understanding and all science. But
as such a foundation truth must encircle also all the domains of
value, and not only the domains of being" (p. 278). In his major
work, appropriately called wahrheit, Wert und Wirklichkeit (Truth,
Value, and Reality), Bauch summarized his philosophy by means of
the three concepts that make up the title of his book. He wrote:
"Because truth as the totality of that which is valid constitutes total
reality through the structural form of the concept, it also makes the
realization of value first possible. "39 Totality, integration, system,
and unity were indeed Bauch's central philosophical concern. The
notion of Ganzheit (wholeness) is integral to philosophy itself,
which, unlike empirical science, is concerned with "the intensive
element of totality as such, with the systematic, not the aggregative
character of totality, its order, and structure.v'" Bauch finally wrote
that reality is to be understood in terms of the Fregean distinction
of concept and object, requiring completion in the notion of Idea.
"Therefore the Idea is a complete whole, whereas the concept is an
incomplete whole. In the affinity of concepts the Idea unfolds itself
as the unity of concepts ... This affinity makes it [the concept] an
organ in the organism of the Idea as the total whole of the infinite
totality." 41

Bauch's philosophical work is characterized by an abstractness
that makes its political implications less than evident. Both Bauch
himself and his followers were convinced of the political bearing of
that work, seeing it above all as an expression of patriotic thought
and Germanic mentality." For some, an affinity to "old-Germanic"
thought was manifested through its adherence to the idea of or
ganic unity and to the theory of objective value, which allowed for
the possibility of tragic heroism." Though such readings were
meant by the interpreters to suggest closeness between Bauch's
philosophy and National Socialism, Bauch did not in fact see him
self dependent on any party ideology. In 1929, in any case, he
wrote that his goal was to help his nation and his people philosoph
ically: "That I have tried, indebted only to reason and to it alone,
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but not to any political party. I have never belonged to one in my
whole life and will never belong to one."44 Still he eventually came
to maintain in 1933 that his philosophical system, in particular the
theory of objective value, was indeed the appropriate and the only
possible philosophical foundation of the Nazi system."

Felix Krueger, who presided over the DPG from 1927 to 1933,
shared many of Bauch's philosophical assumptions. He was also
deeply motivated in his work by nationalistic ideals. Born in 1874
he belonged to the same generation as Bauch, had a similarly af
fluent background, and also came from the German east. He was
the son of a factory owner in Posen, now Poznan, a city that at the
time was occupied by Prussia and became Polish in 1918. 4 6 There is
no doubt that Krueger's passionate nationalism, like Bauch's, was
stirred up or at least reinforced by the creation of a Polish state that
incorporated former German territories. After the First World War,
Krueger engaged himself politically through the Fichte Society of
1914. In 1920 he founded the Leipzig branch of that society as well
as a local Fichte Academy devoted to adult education from the soci
ety's folkish perspective. He subsequently also served as vice
president of the Fichte Society's national organlzation."

Krueger initially studied philosophy in Munich with Theodor
Lipps and Hans Cornelius and wrote his dissertation on "The Con
cept of Absolute Value as the Basic Notion of Moral Philosophy."
He then moved to Leipzig where he became a student at Wilhelm
Wundt's famous institute for experimental psychology. Despite his
professional concentration on psychology, Krueger never lost his
philosophical interests. While both he and his teacher engaged in
extensive experimental work in psychology, they both adhered to
that older understanding of psychology for which there was still no
sharp boundary from philosophy. After a number of appointments
at various German and foreign universities, Krueger finally became
Wundt's successor in 1917, both in his professorial position and as
director of his institute. Philosophically Krueger, like Bauch, felt an
affinity to German idealism, believed in the theory of objective val
ues, and most of all like Bauch was preoccupied with the idea of
organic unity. The difference between them was simply that Bauch
pursued these concerns from the perspective of philosophy,
whereas Krueger was interested in them as a psychologist and saw
wholeness as more central than value.
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The concept that linked the fields of philosophy and psychology
for Krueger was that of Ganzheit.In contrast to the empiricist philos
ophers and their successors in psychology, he was convinced that
the mind was by no means an additive unity but that it formed
an organic whole. He denied that the facts of the mind could be
comprehended through an analytic and atomistic psychology that
tried to understand them as an association of individual ideas. His
views intersected here in certain respects with those of the gestalt
theory of William Stern and Wolfgang Kohler, but Krueger rejected
their work as too mechanistic.

Krueger argued that the gestalt theorists had failed to see that
the holistic character of perceptions and intentions could be ex
plained only if one assumed an underlying wholeness in the organ
ism. Wholeness thus became for him an ontological phenomenon,
one going beyond the boundaries of psychology. Wholeness mani
fested itself at different ontologial levels: at the physical and the
biological level, in psychological processes, in social organization,
and even in mathematics and logic. Given the supposed perva
siveness of the phenomenon, it is not surprising that Krueger did
not believe that the notion of wholeness could be fully defined.

What made such a notion even more questionable was the fact
that wholeness was in his eyes not only an ontological and theoreti
cal category, but also normative and moral. Metaphysics, psychol
ogy, and ethics came together at this point:

Being structured is not only something that in a determinable
manner underlies certain experiences as their precondition; it
is also something which in more than one sense is required.
Higher organisms can become immediately aware of this de
mand as a directedness toward mental structures that ought
to be realized and maintained. (B 6:116-117)

Certain moral conclusions followed directly from this assumption,
in particular that organic social communities were to be preferred
to individualistic societies. The fundamental problem of the modern
world was indeed the problem of social division: "What is alive be
comes formless; it threatens to fall apart, because the parts separate
themselves off and step out of the whole of the associations to
which they really belong as inseparable members. That is the typi
cal reason for life-threatening crises, the cultural, the social, and
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the personal ones" (B 6:135). The modern west was threatened by
chaos, and inferior races would gain the upper hand if human exis
tence was not given a new structure. "But the greater the danger,
the more necessary are the powers of order, of the creation of sym
bols, of spiritual leadership" (B 6:139). Those powers would strive
for that "which is most characteristic for all life and where all essen
tial community is rooted which is the wholeness that is demanded
by inner form."

THE DPG's MEMBERSHIP

Bauch's preoccupation with the theory of objective value and
Krueger's preoccupation with the idea of organic wholeness had a
strong influence on the DPG's ideology. This does not mean that all
its members were equally concerned with the two notions, but they
were common assumptions of many of those members and they lay
behind the terms with which the DPG entered the political arena in
1933. Its members also shared to a surprising extent a commitment
to German idealism and specifically to the philosophical ideas of
Fichte. Even more of a uniting bond was that the DPG attracted
from the beginning a predominantly nationalistic and conservative
membership. Its program was, however, wide enough to appeal
both to conservative nationalists and to budding national socialists.

When Bauch founded the DPG in 1917, it was a small splinter
group within the philosophical field, one of many organizations
that had sprung into existence at the end of the war. In due course
its membership increased and, by the time the Nazis were ready to
take power, it was growing quite rapidly. In its annual report the
DPG declared in 1937: "the increase in our membership that began
in October 1932 has to our pleasure steadily continued. We have
succeeded in gaining as new members numerous well-known phi
losophers from inside the country and from abroad" (B 11: 113). By
1933 the society had local chapters in eleven major cities. That
made it roughly comparable in size to the older and more estab
lished Kant Society.

Complete membership lists no longer exist, but we can gain a
good impression of who belonged to the society by looking at the
editorial advisers listed in the DPGjournal. The first issue gave six
teen names, of whom five were to remain listed for the next twenty
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years. These were, apart from Bauch himself, the philosophers Ni
colai Hartmann, Heinz Heimsoeth, Hermann Schwarz, and Max
Wundt. Max Hildebert Bohm, Paul Haberlin, Alexius Meinong, Hans
Pichler, Walter Schmied-Kowarzik, and Heinrich Scholz were listed
in the first number but dropped off sooner or later. Others were
added at later dates, such as Julius Binder, Hans Freyer, Hermann
Glockner, Felix Krueger, Theodor Litt, Dieter Mahnke, Heinrich
Rickert, Erich Rothacker, Othmar Spann, Rudolf Unger, and Hein
rich Wolfflin, all mentioned as advisers in 1935. In later years the
names of Arnold Gehlen, Eduard Baumgarten, C. A. Emge, Hans
F. K. Gunther, and H. R. G. Gunther were added. The growing list of
names indicates clearly that the DPG finally succeeded in absorbing
almost the whole German philosophical establishment and that, in
addition, it attracted representative figures from neighboring disci
plines. Apart from such notorious characters as Hans Gunther, one
of the main theoreticians of Nazi racism and author of numerous
antisemitic writings, the leaders of the DPG were almost all re
spected and respectable academics, holders of chairs in major Ger
man universities, and most of them were academic philosophers.
Many survived the war and continued their careers (some only
after a hiatus during which they were barred from teaching), and
some of them (Freyer, Gehlen, Hartmann, Rothacker) became well
known and influential figures in postwar Germany. In retrospect it
is impossible to gauge what motivated these philosophers to join
and remain in the DPG and to what extent they shared the political
ideology that dominated the association. But it is difficult to imag
ine that men like Hartmann, Freyer, and Gehlen, who were long
term, prominent members of the DPG, did not to some extent
identify with its ideological assumptions. Because they joined the
society long before 1933, it is impossible to explain their participa
tion as stemming from political exigency.

Those who joined the DPG belonged for the most part to the
generation shaped by the experiences of the First World War and its
aftermath. Even at the start, Bauch managed to bring some notable
figures of the older generation into his society. One was Heinrich
Rickert, Bauch's own former teacher. Another was Gottlob Frege,
a retired colleague of Bauch's at Jena from whom he had derived
some of his central philosophical concepts. Frege died in 1925, but
Rickert lived on to witness the DPG's triumph in 1933. Both men
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still had articles published in the DPG'sjournal. Frege, in particular,
used the journal to print his final series of papers, "The Thought,"
"Thought Connections," and "Negation."

Both Rickert and Frege began their lives as political liberals, but
both were driven to the right by the events of the First World War.48

Frege confided in his diary in 1924 that he had once thought of
himself as a liberal and was an admirer of Bismarck, but his heroes
now were General Ludendorff and Adolf Hitler. This was after the
two had tried to topple the elected democratic government in a
coup in November 1923. In his diary Frege also used all his analytic
skills to devise plans for expelling the Jews from Germany and for
suppressing the Social Democrats." Intellectual gravediggers have
been busy trying to find the roots of such political statements in the
soil of Frege's logico-philosophical writings. Similar digs could, no
doubt, be made in the work of Rickert to discover links between
his final political commitment and his professional work as a philos
opher. That there might be such connections can, of course, not be
ruled out on principle. But one thing to consider is that both Rickert
and Frege did their important and innovative work at a time when
they thought of themselves as liberals and certainly long before
they became members of the DPG. Someone might still argue
for the existence of hidden links that the two men were not aware
of at the time. But again one has to fall back on associative interpre
tations, free reconstructions, and "deep" readings that are untest
able and hence always open to challenge. It is quite possible that
someone preoccupied with ideas of a philosophical or logical order
may tie them to a supposed need for political order. Such a transi
tion must be based on analogy, as I have said, and would as such
be optional. It is equally true that a philosopher or a logician may
be just as impressed by the lack of analogy between the two situa
tions. It is, furthermore, not incoherent for him to believe in con
ceptual necessity and political freedom. In any case, unless we have
clear evidence that a philosopher or a logician has actually used his
professional knowledge for this or that political purpose, we have
no reason to say that he must have used it in one particular way.

That Rickert and Frege associated with DPG and that, in their
final years, they leaned to the political views of the extreme right,
is important on other grounds, however. It has often been said that
right-wing politics in Germany after the First World War was the
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product of a general hostility to reason and that it was associated
with irrationalism in philosophy." This irrationalism has also fre
quently been considered the essential link between Heidegger's phi
losophy and his politics. It is certainly true that Heidegger criticized
rationalism and that he subjected appeals to reason to withering
attacks (though he always added that he was not an irrationalist).
But these facts are insufficient for establishing an intrinsic connec
tion between irrationalism, on the one hand, and right-wing and
Nazi political views, on the other. The assumption of such a link
may be refuted by the cases of Rickert and Frege. Though both men
joined the DPG and subscribed to its political program, they also
believed in the power of reason and strove to apply it in their philo
sophical work. Frege and Rickert were, moreover, by no means sin
gular. Other German philosophers, such as Bauch, Hartmann, and
Gehlen, similarly believed in science and reason and rejected the
criticisms of philosophical antirationalists like Heidegger; at the
same time, they committed themselves to Nazi beliefs. Analyses
that are based on the assumption of an intrinsic connection be
tween irrationalism and National Socialism fall short of the mark
because they explain little.



5

Nation and Race

The philosophical and political goal that the German Philosophical
Society set for itself was to elucidate the distinctive German charac
ter, to determine the identity of the German nation and people, and
to spell out Germany's singular mission in the world. The first issue
of its journal asked, "What is German?" Some of the writers who
addressed it thought that the answer required a "science of the Ger
man national character" or a "comprehensive science of Ger
manness."l Such a science, they said, would have to include a "psy
chology of the German spirit," an "anthropology of the German
race," and a "philosophy of the nation." It would have to define the
concept of "people," the significance of a nation in world history,
and the ethics of national duty.' They considered it especially im
portant to turn to the past to elicit a sharper picture of what they
called "the essence of the German spirit." And they expected partic
ularly useful contributions to that picture from a study of the his
tory of German philosophy.'

Such questioning would hardly have seemed urgent if the an
swers had been obvious. The identity of the German nation was
anything but self-evident. Were the Dutch, the Swiss, the people of
Alsace-Lorraine, or the Austrians to be regarded as German? At
some time or other in the past they might have been considered so,
and for some, such as the Austrians, the question was still being
debated. Those who were searching for national identity were in
fact looking for a principle that could perform a dual function. It
was meant to determine both who belonged to the nation and who
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did not. The principle was to be both a law of inclusion and one of
exclusion. It was meant to characterize both the German and the
un-German.

As Fichte had originally defined it and others still argued in the
1920s and 1930s, the distinctive feature of the Germans was their
primordialness (Ursprunqlichkeit). The Germans were a primordial
people because they were still living in their ancient home, still
speaking their original language, and still capable of primordial
thinking. Another, later understanding defined the Germans as the
central people, "the heart of nations" and "the source of European
rebirth." A third view described them as the pure people-pure
in race and blood and hence morally and intellectually pure. To
each of those characterizations corresponded a principle of exclu
sion. In Fichte's original characterization, the French and the
other "Mediterraneanized" nations were the paradigmatically un
German people. In the portrayal of Germans as the central people,
the English and the Russians became the marginalized people. In
the depiction of the Germans as pure, the Jews were the character
istically un-German group. In the debates after the First World War,
the various accounts were often employed in combination,
whereby the emphasis was sometimes more on inclusion and at
other times more on exclusion. While some worried over "what
is German," others concerned themselves more with determining
"what is uri-German."

The uncertainties of this debate were increased by the fact that
some of its participants saw the Germans simply as a subdivision of
a larger and more significant grouping, which they called Aryan,
Germanic, or Nordic. None of these larger terms, however, was any
more clearly defined than the term "German" itself, and the groups
of people included were certainly not the same. The shifting defini
tions and the changing lines of demarcation point to the conclusion
that what mattered most was that there should exist a sharp bound
ary between a privileged and an unprivileged group.

Racism played a peculiar role in this syndrome of convictions. As
a social attitude and as a related set of beliefs, racism can of course
serve many different political purposes. In the United States, for
instance, it has been used to define a hierarchy of the various ethnic
groups that make up the country and to defend economic and class
advantages. In the Germany of the 1930, racism served over-
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whelmingly as a support for German nationalism, for the belief that
the Germans were a privileged nation. National Socialism was, as
its name suggests, a form of nationalism, and it drew on racial con
cepts to specify the distinctive German character and its mission in
the world. That claim is in direct conflict with the often heard asser
tion that National Socialism was essentially social Darwinism or
specifically antisemitism. It is certainly true that Hitler spoke often
and viciously of "the Jew" as a "parasite, a sponger, who like a
harmful bacillus spreads out more and more" and that "where
he appears the host people die out sooner or later,":' It is true that
he said: II All that is not race in this world is trash." 5 And it is also
true that he claimed to have learned from the First World War that
"life is a continuous, cruel struggle which ultimately serves the
preservation of the race" and "some must perish so that others can
live.:" But these statements cannot settle the question of whether
racism or nationalism mattered more to the Nazis. Antisemitism,
racism, and social Darwinism served ultimately as exclusionary
principles in the Nazi worldview. They served as support for the
belief in German superiority. Antisemitism, racism, and social Dar
winism, one might also say, were the negative complements to the
affirmative notion of German nationalism. This is clear in Mein
Kampf wuet« Hitler identifies pan-Germanism as his primary politi
cal idea. There he also describes how this pan-Germanism produced
his dislike for Habsburg dominion, how it made him pro-German
in feeling rather than a loyal subject of the Austro-Hungarian em
pire, and how it was the source of his antipathy toward all forms
of internationalism. MeinKampf traces a clear genealogy from pan
Germanism through a hatred of the ethnic pluralism of Vienna to
antisemitism. Hitler's own development, if we can take it as para
digmatic, suggests that antisemitism and racism were subsidiary to
his belief in the privilege of the German people.'

Given the crimes the Nazis committed against the Jews and other
minority groups, it may be difficult to accept that racial theory was
for them only a means to justify their belief in German privilege.
But unless we credit that, we will not understand why philosophers
who had no sympathy for biological racism could feel in tune with
the aspirations of National Socialism. Most German philosophers,
in fact, were antinaturalistic and antiscientistic in outlook and
found biological racism difficult or even impossible to accept.
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Though many of them were antisemites, they justified their preju
dices generally in cultural rather than biological terms. The lan
guage of biology smacked too much of all those foreign, English,
empiricist ideas they were keen to reject. Where the idea of radal
purity did make its entrance into philosophy, it was most frequently
either in mythologized form, as Alfred Rosenberg or Hermann
Schwarz saw it, or in idealistic clothing, as Bruno Bauch and Max
Wundt saw it.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF NATIONS

Of all the philosophical attempts to devise a metaphysics of Ger
manness in the period after the First World War, two stand out as
the most sustained and detailed. They were conceived by Hermann
Schwarz and Max Wundt, both founding members of the DPGwho
remained active in the society throughout its existence and whose
writings can be found from the first to the last volume of the DPG's
journal. Before turning to their elaborations, however, it is neces
sary once more to emphasize that the ground had been well pre
pared for what they were trying to do.

Wilhelm Wundt is remembered today as one of the founders of
modern psychology. He was also the father of the philosopher Max
Wundt, who helped Bruno Bauch start the DPG. Wilhelm Wundt
probably joined the DPG at the urgings of his son and belonged,
together with Rickert and Frege, to that older generation who lent
respectability to the DPG at the beginning. Like Rickert and Frege,
he had been a liberal in his younger years but turned somewhat to
the right in old age as a result of the experiences of the war.
Throughout his life he remained a humanistically minded interna
tionalist and a political progressive. He shared, as far as we know,
none of his son's rabid antisemitism. Like Rickert and Frege, he
remained committed to reason.

Yet he made at least one important contribution to the meta
physics of Germanness that his son and Hermann Schwarz were to
elaborate. It is to be found in his 1915 book TheNationsand Their
Philosophies,which he meant as a personal contribution to the war
effort. In this book Wundt strove to show that each of the warfaring
nations had its own characteristic national philosophy, in this way
seeking to establish the validity of Germany's motivations. Even at
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the height of his patriotic fervor, Wundt nevertheless continued to
counsel moderation and completely rejected the goals of German
annexationists. Instead he held that "the greatest result which this
war should bring us as a reward for the incredible sacrifices which
it has imposed on us, is the further expansion of the social reforms
that had begun during peacetime" (p. 153). 8

Wundt's book derived from earlier work on the psychology of
nations, which was at best a doubtful undertaking but which, un
der the conditions of the time, served to lend recognition to all
kinds of questionable speculations about the distinctive character
of the German nation. Wundt's project of mapping out the psycho
logical characteristics of different nations and races certainly had all
the appearance of scholarly responsibility, but it was based on the
quite untested assumption that nations were real wholes, organic
unities with identifiable qualities. In tune with the tradition of
Herder and Fichte, Wundt also assumed that a nation was primarily
defined through its language and that for this reason a national
character would reveal itself most clearly in a nation's poetry and
philosophy. Fichte had said that what kind of philosophy one has
shows what kind of man one is. Wundt in turn applied this dictum
freely to whole nations. Fichte, he said, "understood more clearly
than any of his precursors the idea that the national state is a unit
of will that stands above the individual person" (p. 105). For that
reason he drew special attention to Fichte's Addressesto the German
Nation,which "as the finest product of German idealism should not
be missing from any library of a cultured German next to the works
of Goethe and Schiller" (p. 96).

In Wundt's psychological view, the main function of philosophy
was to create for a people a shared worldview out of the scientific
consciousness of its time and its moral impulses. Hence he thought
that one could derive the specific metaphysical and moral character
of a nation from its characteristic philosophy. So he felt free to ana
lyze the French, English, and German national characters on the
basis of their philosophies and then to derive from this conclusions
about the moral justification and likely outcome of their political
and military struggles.

As far as the French were concerned, Wundt was sure that Des
cartes was their most distinctive philosopher: "The same wavering
between dogmatism and skepticism is not only characteristic of
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Descartes but a pervasive quality of the French philosophers"
(p.25). Eighteenth-century French materialism and nineteenth
century French positivism were built on this Cartesian ambiva
lence, as was the specifically French attitude toward ethical ques
tions where egoistic and sensualist theories of happiness were in
constant battle with the moral demands of French patriotism. At
the end of this historical development, according to Wundt, there
stands Comte's altruism with its motto "To live for others." Quite
different were the English, for whom empiricism and skepticism
had been characteristic since the middle ages. In their worldview
manifested clearly in the work of Hobbes-"egoism is the founda
tion of all morality and the egoistic struggle of all against all is the
primordial condition of society" (p. 43). From Locke and Hume to
Bentham and Spencer, the same concerns were expressed over and
over again. No European nation, in fact, had such a clearly identi
fiable philosophy as the English-a philosophy that found its most
mature expression in Herbert Spencer's utilitarian egoism, with his
motto "Man versus the state" (p. 68).

Historically the most recent, the most developed, and the most
profound national philosophy was that of the Germans. Of this
Wundt had no doubt. Their characteristic system of thought was
the idealism whose foundations had been laid by Leibniz and elabo
rated by Kant, Hegel, and Fichte. The significance of this idealism
lay in the fact that it recognized "the communally active forces of
the will as the creative powers of moral life" (p. 93). And in this
way the German idealists, in contrast to the French and the English,
had come to recognize the true connection between the individual
and the whole.

One may well consider such an effort to press philosophical ideas
into national schemata simplistic. Wundt's attempt to define na
tional character can succeed only if philosophers and philosophical
ideas that fail to fit the desired pattern are omitted (such as the
French anti-Cartesians, the French spiritualists, the Cambridge Pla
tonists, the British Hegelians); if the adopted schemata are kept
very loose (such as the French wavering between dogmatism and
skepticism); and if philosophers are mercilessly forced into a prede
termined pattern. Of Nietzsche, for instance, Wundt can brazenly
say that "perhaps without knowing it and certainly without saying
so loudly, he has brought German idealism to its rebirth." Admit-
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tedly, in order to see that one must first separate the philosopher
from the poet and artist, set aside Nietzsche's baroque excesses,
ignore his constant jumping from the sublime to the ugly or his
measureless intensity, and above all understand that Nietzsche'S
revaluation of good and evil was "not meant to apply to the
positive qualities which the moral consciousness of all ages has
considered the highest" (p. 118). With such childish sleights-of
hand, Nietzsche could be made to serve the purposes of German
idealism and nationalism.

What gives such oversimplifications a sinister touch is the fact
that supposedly historical evidence is used to draw objectionable
normative conclusions. Not only are facts taken to show that each
nation has a unified character and has therefore developed a uni
fied national philosophy, but it is also implied that forms of philo
sophical thought that do not fit the pattern are alien to the nation.
Supposed historical evidence is thus made an arbiter for what is
truly French or English or German. With this we are not far from
declaring other kinds of thinking un-French, un-English, or un
German. The criteria are, moreover, meant to apply not only to the
past. It is not simply that German idealism has until now been the
unique German philosophy, but as characteristic of the nation it
must also guide thought in the future. New forms of philosophizing
are thereby in advance marked as un-German. There is another, a
third kind of force at work in Wundt's account. Insisting on the
universality and objectivity of truth he gradesthe various national
philosophies. The historical order that generated first French, then
English, and finally German philosophy is also an order of ascen
dence. Even though he believes that he can be fair to the ideas of
other nations, Wundt affirms that German idealism is the philoso
phy that has best proven itself in the changing fates of individuals
and nations.

A few years later, while stating that no single nation can fulfill
the cultural mission of the whole human species, Wundt says that
Germany nevertheless occupies a singular place. Acknowledging
the need for a regeneration of world culture, he declares that "only
a transformation which brings an idealism to power that is the ex
act opposite of the now dominant egoistic utilitarianism . . . can
bring a new cultural future."? Only the German people have given
evidence of such a transformation, as far as Wundt is concerned.
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They must fulfill a special mission not for themselves alone but as
an example for all other nations.

Wundt's psychology of nations thus helped to provide a veneer
of respectability to further work on the metaphysics of Ger
manness. It also helped to promote and entrench confusion be
tween historical facts and moral norms. That is, it encouraged the
thought that one could derive what the German nation should be
from what it had been in the past, that one could derive what is
truly German from considering one or another product of German
culture. In addition, Wundt's discussion drew the attention of later
theorists to a problem to which there was no easy solution: relativ
ism. If every nation had its own worldview and its own characteris
tic philosophy, it seemed possible to conclude that each such
worldview and philosophy was valid only for that nation. But this
conclusion conflicted with what was precisely the major goal of all
theories of Germanness, to prove that the Germans were superior
to other nations.

TRANSCENDENTAL NATIONAL SOCIALISM

Hermann Schwarz, who was born in Duren in the Rhineland in
1864, had studied mathematics under Georg Cantor at Halle and
obtained his doctorate with a dissertation on The Theoryof Order
Types.In 1904 he became a lecturer in philosophy at Halle (where
he was a colleague of Bruno Bauch), specializing at first in episte
mology, then in ethics, and finally in the philosophy of religion. By
1910 he was a full professor at Greifswald, where he served as rec
tor of the university in 1922, retiring in 1933. Schwarz was the first
German philosopher to come out in public support of the Nazis
which he did in 1923. In the final years of his life he became an
advocate of the German Faith movement (DeutscheGlaubensbeweg
ung), which propagated a Nordic form of religiosity cleansed of all
Jewish ingredients of Christianity. In his long career he was also
the editor of a philosophical journal and wrote more than twenty
books, which extended from traditional areas of philosophy to an
attempt in the years before his death in 1942 to lay the foundations
of II transcendental National Socialism."10

On epistemological questions Schwarz took a rather sober view.
He considered himself a critical realist who freely assumed that ob-
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jects exist outside human consciousness, and in this he set himself
clearly apart from his associates Bruno Bauch and Max Wundt.
Their kind of epistemological idealism was for Schwarz the result
of a confusion between the contents and the objects of human con
sciousness. Any kind of ontological monism or holism was anath
ema, for the world, he said, consisted of a multiplicity of separate
real objects. "There exist relations of similarity," he wrote in a cri
tique of holism, "relations of interaction, the interconnections of
biological life. But in none of these interconnections do we find real
unity or totality" (p. 80).11This was true for him at all ontological
levels, including human social life where he saw stronger tenden
cies toward strife and disunity than to community and friendship:
1/ Creatures seem to exist with one another only in order to be
against one another" (p. 81). This did not necessarily mean the
struggle of every single individual against all others, but it did estab
lish the existence of narrow social circles with no unifying spiritual
ity. If such selfishness was to be overcome, there was the ethical
problem of how to discover a unifying principle.

That principle could not be the God of the Christians. Neither
theism nor pantheism nor atheism was strictly right. Schwarz
agreed with Meister Eckhart and Jacob Bohme that the initial run
given" was not god but a godhead that lacked all features and that
"essenced" without existing. The godhead's aim was to turn itself
into God, but being full of negativity it generated instead the world
of individual things. "I'he text of the divine writes itself out of the
featureless depth and inscribes itself in the properties of the individ
ual thing, which thus becomes the page for that text" (p. 79). The
world existed in fact before God. But beyond its being lay the god
head's striving for God. Still following Eckhart's thought, Schwarz
declared the human soul to be the place that the godhead had cre
ated for its divine realization. God was really the small spark that,
in the words of Eckhart, was at the bottom of the soul.

This mystical conception of things bore immediately on
Schwarz's ethical views. When the godhead comes alive in the hu
man soul, he said, it generates the appearance of values. Values do
not exist as objective realities-as Bauch and others were saying
nor are they merely subjective states of the soul. They are expres
sions and realizations of the godhead in us. When human beings
live their lives in pursuit of such values, they can finally achieve
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unity in themselves and between themselves-a unity that a sim
ply natural life always lacks. The highest values are the ones that tie
an individual to his people and his community. Christian altruism,
which had taught universal love as its highest value, was in contrast
a dead idea. For "humanity in the abstract is a dead concept, to
which no altruistic, social, idealistic liking, no feelings of kinship
and friendship, responds" (p. 125). The life of the divine wanted to
create itself precisely in the natural relations and the natural close
ness of souls. "Thus rises the idea of a national culture, and the
concept of a universal human culture fades away" (p. 124). In fami
lies, tribes, and nations, connections of blood are experienced as
feelings of kinship and pride in a common descent and as a separa
tion from alien kind. The most compelling form possible for the
realization of social unity in historical life was "the form of the love
for one's country saturated in folkish brother love" (p. 122). Mysti
cism thus issued, finally, into the folkish myth.

Even after he reached retirement age in 1933, Hermann Schwarz
continued his efforts: "Precisely because of our National Socialism
we cannot do without German mysticism and German idealism,"
he wrote in 1934. 12 Looking at the history of the nineteenth cen
tury, he saw a struggle between nationalism and socialism which
Nazism was now trying to overcome. Fortunately, "the spoken
word of the Fuhrer has had mystical force. Adolf Hitler has awak
ened us to the consciousness of a common blood and a fateful be
longing together in the community of blood" (p. 43). Hitler's words
were indeed those of a third, German testament written into the
soul. He had defined National Socialism as the immediate decision
to experience nationhood through the ties of common blood.
Conceptually and biologically, the notion of "blood" remained
changeable and hard to pin down. "Here are tasks to solve for
which the concept of blood must be supplemented" (p. 21). Rosen
berg's mysticique of the "racial soul," while pointed in the right
direction, was philosophically unsatisfactory because of its assump
tion of a superindividual soul. Hence one would have to look for
another solution, transcendental National Socialism. The unity of
the ideals of nationalism and socialism could be achieved only in
the "experience of folkdom," which was not just a subjective hu
man emotion, a psychological phenomenon, but something that
had objective value. For in the experience of a common blood a



NATION AND RACE III

nation could be moved in a religious way, to feel a divine depth in
life. The historical decision for those who had lost faith in Jehovah
was either materialism, liberalism, and bolshevism or the religious
autonomy of the German soul. That autonomy could be grasped
only in terms of mystical and idealist thought.

The core of the German folkish experience was the idea of honor,
said Schwarz, which meant that one should be master of one's own
condition, including one's own inner condition. Such a concern
with honor would in turn lead to faithfulness to one's own kind, to
a folkish unity that was borne by the genius of its leader.

The folkish ideal of the personality is tuned to labor, perfor
mance, sacrifice, war .... The value of the rush to fight, of
sacrifice and unbreakable cohesion, of iron discipline in the
faithfulness to the beloved leader storms here through the
soul. In the community of the trench war one feels united in
living and dying and one wants to turn the whole German
people into such a trench war community,"

Since National Socialism required a grounding in German philoso
phy, since the folkish values under which the nation was to be uni
fied called for philosophical validation, since the experience of com
mon blood needed to be explicated in the philosophical language
of mysticism and idealism, since the German identity, the specific
German mission, the essence of Germanness, could only be spelled
out in philosophical terms, German philosophy would of necessity
occupy a central place in the new world Schwarz saw appearing. To
answer the question of Germanness meant to identify the specific
consciousness of German philosophy. But what was the character
of that consciousness? What was specifically German in German
philosophy? Unfortunately, German thinking had again and again
subjected itself to foreign influence, alienated itself from its own
true nature, and thus betrayed itself. At three points in history, "for
eign spirit had broken into the German essence" (p. 7).14 Each time
the German spirit eventually overcame its influence and went back
to its own innermost nature. On the first occasion, foreign ideas
had been imposed by Christianity. Eventually German mysticism
transformed that influence into a truly German thinking. The sec
ond penetration of foreign ideas occurred when French rationalism
and English empiricism flooded over the German soul in the seven-
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teenth century. Leibniz's philosophy, the thought of the romantics
and idealists, as well as Nietzsche's thinking, had erected against
those influences "a high spiritual construction of the true German
kind." A third invasion of alien thinking occurred through the
growth of the natural sciences. Positivism and a flat realism gained
a stranglehold at the broadest levels of German society. One could
almost speak here of the fall of the German spirit: "I'he soul of our
people became thus an easy prey to that destructive intellectualist
spirituality with which Jewish thought ate into all areas of cul
ture, economics, and politics" (p.8). There followed the great
cleansing process by which "National Socialism has freed us from
the intellectualist poison. Thus a truly German philosophy could
awake once more and renew the flight of which Fichte had once
spoken."

Truly German philosophy, Schwarz said, was characterized by its
concern with a metaphysics of depth and by its dynamic nature. In
fact, only in the German people did the light of a becoming universe
continue to burn. In all other nations the metaphysical drive had
atrophied: there was no spiritual future. liTheGerman people have
become what the Greeks once were, the human nation to whom
the meaning of the universe is linked" (p. 38). The Germans had
the most difficult and highest task in the world, to take in the
breath of the universe, to renew themselves in their struggle with
themselves and with other nations until one day "hlstory takes on
a German shape."

THE IDEALISM OF RACE

In contrast to such constructions, Max Wundt undertook to devise
a metaphysics of Germanness that was firmly based on a commit
ment to just the kind of idealism that Schwarz had rejected. Unlike
Schwarz he was a full-fledged idealist as well as a Lutheran-and
most of all, a virulent antisemite. For Schwarz idealism was attrac
tive only as a moral lesson; Christianity was interesting only when
it was cleansed of its belief in a transcendent god; and antisemitism
was a marginal issue. Though he spoke of the poison of Jewish in
tellectualism, his characterization of what it meant to be German
did not revolve around the exclusionary aspect of the idea and was
not constructed around the thought that the Jews were the para-
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digmatically un-German people. But Wundt's writings were perme
ated by a profound and painful hatred of everything Jewish. "The
Jewish view of the world," he would write, "stands opposed to the
folkish world view as its total antithesis." 15

Wundt, who was born in 1879 the son of the psychologist Wil
helm Wundt, studied classics and philosophy in Leipzig, Freiburg,
Berlin, and Munich. In 1907 he became a lecturer in philosophy at
the University of Strasburg and, after military service during the
First World War, taught for a short time at Marburg. In 1919 he was
appointed as Rudolf Eucken's successor at Jena and thus became a
colleague of Bruno Bauch's. Ten years later he moved to the Uni
versity of Tubingen and remained there until 1945, when he was
suspended and eventually barred from further teaching. With
Bauch he shared not only political assumptions but also a deep at
traction to idealism, though, unlike the latter, he was primarily a
historian of idealism and made no attempt to recast it in modern
terms. Insofar as he is remembered at all, it is for his writings on
the history of Greek and German philosophy. These include works
on Greek ethics and the Greek view of the world, on Plato and
Plotinus, on German philosophy in the seventeenth, eighteenth,
and early nineteenth centuries, specifically Fichte." On the system
atic side of Wundt's writing lie the pamphlets and books in which
he elaborated his understanding of the metaphysics of Germanness
and a folkish worldview. In these texts he proved himself far to the
right of his father; espousing rabidly nationalist and racist ideas as
well as conservative and even reactionary social policies. It is no
surprise that he became an outspoken and active supporter of the
Nazis.

That he should be so much in the grip of these political questions
was probably a result of his experiences in and after the war. In
1925 he wrote that the most pressing task in this time of "deepest
humiliation" was for Germany to define its own identity as a Volk.
While the German state that Bismarck founded had stood up under
the pressures of war, Germany still had to become a nation, so that
"all shall be one and shall feel and know that they are" (p.6).17
More than a natural or conscious community, a nation required
consciousness of itself, to be captured by the idea of its own identity.
That self-consciousness would have to arise first in single indi
viduals:
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It is here where the leading man intervenes in the forming of
the nation. In single great men, the heroes of a nation, the
thought of nationhood arises to conscious clarity. They under
stand the meaning and goal of the national life and direct it to
that goal out of the force of their will and the depth of their
insight. Such great, leading men are born to people only in
great times. They are the times of great need. (p. 21)

Fichte had clearly been such a man. Now a new effort had to be
undertaken by new men to bring the nation to self-consciousness.
These would have to be spiritual as well as political leaders, for the
German mission was a spiritual one and could be defined only in
philosophical terms. What distinguished the Germans was precisely
their philosophy. The folkish movement, Wundt said, had begun as
a fighting movement, but it needed to become deeper, since the
task of the folkish movement was in the end nothing less that lithe
great reflection of the German people on itself" (p.4).18

What view of the world was such a reflection meant to generate?
What was lithe minimum that every German who subscribes to the
German essence must recognize"? (p. 74). The Germans had unfor
tunately lost their holiest of holies, the basis for any unified view
of the world, their metaphysics. They had no shared belief but sus
cribed indiscriminately to all sorts of ideas. For Wundt it was clear
that lithe real reason for this lack lies in the German character and
in the historical course of events it has brought about. It lies in their
faithlessness against themselves of which Germans at all times have
been more guilty than any other people" (p. 15). In trying to over
come this condition and in looking for the sources of a German
national worldview, we find on the one hand the Aryan faith that
some appeal to and, on the other, the rich and varied history of
German thought. The faith of the ancient Germanic people, of the
Edda, or that of the ancient Persians and Indians was too bloodless,
too undeveloped, and too distant from modern life to be of use at
the present day. German thinking had also been influenced again
and again by foreign ideas: first by Christianity and Greek philoso
phy, then by the Spaniards, the Italians, the French, and the En
glish. Foreign ideas could not be removed from the German
worldview without eliminating most of what makes it valuable, in
cluding the works of the great philosophers. What was one to do?
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The answer was obviously that one needed to separate those for
eign ideas that German ingenuity had assimilated to itself from
those that remained mere foreign intrusions. To do this required a
principle or rule for distinguishing between what is vital to the Ger
man worldview and what is not.

One might legitimately appeal here to the ancient Aryan faith. It
was characterized by the fact that it knew no separation between
God and the world. Aryan faith held that spirit is the force that
determines all reality. There is divine reason. Nature is determined
by spirit, the expression of a supersensible realm, a symbol of divine
action. Accordingly, in Wundt's view, all ideas are truly German if
they conform to this conception of the relation between nature and
spirit, even though they may derive from foreign sources. Chris
tianity, which teaches God's reconciliation with the world, could
thus be considered a genuine and indispensable component of a
German national worldview (at least, that is, the part of Christianity
that was cleansed from the characteristically Jewish elements of the
Old Testament). Greek philosophy of the classical age, Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle, as well as Heraclitus and Plotinus, were also
akin to genuine German thought and should be preserved. But later
Greek thought, the skeptics, cynics, epicureans, and stoics, had to
be considered alien. The same held for most of the products of the
Roman mind and of those produced by the Romanized nations of
Western Europe. "The intellectual world of Western Europe has
here proved essentially only destructive; and so we must consider it
one of the most dangerous and most hostile powers for the German
character" (p. 42). Roman Catholicism, too, was alien to the Ger
man spirit, though Luther's form of Christianity was certainly not.
Finally and most of all, everything Jewish was un-German, since
the Jews were committed to the idea of the separation of God and
world.

The German spirit conceived of reality as alive and as a constant
becoming, not as fixed. That reality could open itself only to the
intuitive reason that German philosophy had claimed as its own,
not to a merely abstract kind of understanding. Because the Ger
man worldview found life and development everywhere, it grasped
reality as a constant struggle. The word of Heraclitus that war is the
father of all things was indeed the right characterization of the na
ture of things. There existed on this view a continuous struggle be-
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tween perception and idea, between what is and what ought to be,
and out of that tension arose a sense for the tragic nature of life.
Sin and salvation were the terms in which such a worldview con
ceived the world (p. 116).

That view saw the vocation of man not in an egoistic individual
ism but in duty, faithfulness, honor, respect, and self-control. The
individual was insolubly tied to his community. In the sense of
honor and the sacrifice to the community, there manifested itself
that ultimate German value of heroism (p. 144). In his relation to
the community, a German was tied to his people, his state, and his
church. The state and the church had, in turn, to be shaped in the
spirit of the people. The folkish German state was the people's con
sciousness of itself. The folkish, German, Protestant church was the
consciousness of a people of God. Practical consequences followed
from this. The state had to fulfill the conditions of folkish existence.
It had to be a state in the Nordic spirit, to foster healthy families
with many children, to encourage a militant state of mind and
strengthen the military might of the Germans, to concern itself with
the eduation of the German people, to acquaint them with the liv
ing water of folkish thought. All these measures had to be united
into one goal: to bring responsible men to power: "The idea of the
Fuhrer must permeate our whole public life" (p. 169). "No healthy
state can do without that highest leader who is responsible only to
God in his conscience and who is therefore truly by God's grace."

In every respect, the Jewish conception of things was for Wundt
opposed to this worldview. The Jews represented the separation of
nature and spirit with their destructive materialism. They saw the
world as static being, as something to be grasped by abstract con
cepts. They could not recognize the constant struggle of things and
hence the tragic nature of reality. They had no sense of the Chris
tian belief in sin and salvation. Espousing individualism and hence
liberalism, democracy, and capitalism, they had brought to Ger
many the pernicious ideas of late antiquity, its skepticism and epi
cureanism. They had taken up and spread Roman and Romanized
ideas. Through the Roman Catholic church Jewish thought and
feeling had even permeated Christendom. And in modern times
the Jews had promoted the influx of Western European thought
into Germany.

There can be no doubt about Wundt's obsessive fixation on the



N AT/ON AND RACE 117

Jews. Every thought and every argument leads him back to that
topic. But this obsession generates its own difficulties. As an idealist
he cannot accept Darwinian theory, which smacks too much of nat
uralism and materialism. "A world view that is built entirely on
the idea of race," he writes in 1925, "will therefore always have
something general and pallid about it and cannot reach the deter
minate expressions of folkish life" (p. 11). Materialism is "strictly
spoken an anti-folkish world view, which therefore finds its bearers
not accidentally for the most part among Jews." Wundt resolves his
dilemma by concluding that races are in fact "spiritual forces that
have created bodies for themselves" (p. 90). Plato and Fichte, those
great idealists, were indeed the true forerunners of racial theory;
they had already recognized that different people have different
rank and that their essence and value depend on the degree of pu
rity of their blood; philosophical materialists had generally
preached equality.

Wundt disagreed with those who described the Jews as an infe
rior race. They were, strictly speaking, not a race at all but the result
of a particularly strong mixture of all kinds of races, of the Mideast
ern, the Nordic, even the Mongolian. According to Wundt, they
were at best a race of second order, one that had constituted itself
over centuries through inbreeding. The real root of Judaism lay not
in race but in religion, and the Jews could be understood only if
one saw that their religious history was marked by great breaks and
disruptions. First there had been the prophets who tried to bring
them the living message of God, but the Jews failed to hear the
word of God; they hardened themselves and submitted instead to
the dead letter of empty ritual. Christ had come, and they rejected
him too. They had become a people oblivious of the call of the living
God and they thereby lost the true meaning of their existence.
Where they had at one time displayed the noble characteristics of
trust in God, love of family, faithfulness to tradition and home, and
devotion to work, they were now greedy, false, and vengeful. They
had become the true children of Satan. "Now the Jewish spirit de
veloped which has ravaged the Germanic people with its diabolical
power and which is ravaging it still today, the spirit of depravity,
the spirit who rejected the salvation of man and is therefore lost"
(p. 187).

Jewish history itself was for Wundt a display of a great folkish



118 NATION AND RACE

history. It was the tale of a people destined to great things who
came to reject their calling. As such, the Jews were a terrible warn
ing to the Germans, a profound lesson of what happens to a people
who reject the divine spirit. Since the Germanic people were the
chosen bearers of the Christian spirit, since they were destined to
preserve that spirit in their worldview, poetry, and art, the devil
was particularly active among them. "Two spirits struggle over the
soul of the German people, the spirit of Christ and the Jewish spirit"
(p. 194). And like no other people the Germans had already fallen
prey to the Jewish spirit. But "if we reject Christ, as the Jews have
rejected him, then we must share the destiny of the Jews" (p. 195).

For Wundt there remained in all this a puzzle that had also wor
ried his father. If worldviews were expressions of national charac
ter, if the Germans had their own distinctive view-that is, if only
they could reflect on who they were-if the Jews in turn had their
own appropriate worldview and if, indeed, every nation had a view
that was true to its nature, why was not the result a form of tolerant
relativism? Every nation had its own truth and every nation was
justified in its view of the world? Wundt believed, however, that
there was no such thing as a folkish truth, that truth itself was eter
nal and unchanging. Only the forms and patterns through which
that truth was recognized could be different. The folkish worldview
was a matter of the form that eternal truth took for the German
people. But Wundt also thought that not all forms should be as
sumed to lead. equally deeply into the essence of truth. "Only that
national worldview can have a claim to real validity which has
struggled through to a definite form that derives from the essence
of truth itself" (p. 66). To create such a worldview was the task of
the Germans; they alone had grasped the essence of truth most fully
and in its greatest depth. For that reason the Germans were privi
leged in what happened to be their natural and national inheri
ranee."

In the last phase of his development, Wundt went on to say that
even though the Germans formed a distinct racial and cultural
group, one could still find among them fine racial and cultural dif
ferentiations. Hence it should be possible to distinguish the different
racial combinations of the various German philosophers and to see
how each such combination had led to a distinctive embodiment of
the essence of truth. Wundt took on the task of studying the great
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German philosophers in order to determine to what extent each of
them was more Nordic or Western, more Dinaric or Alpine, and
then-after careful scrutiny of the evidence gathered from draw
ings, paintings, sculptures, and verbal descriptions-to derive the
principles of each system of thought, to derive the form that the
essence of truth had taken for each one of them, from nothing less
than the shape of their skulls."

THE PERILS OF NATIONALISM

Expressed in the efforts of Schwarz and Wundt lies an attitude that
goes back to ancient times. While European nationalism is no doubt
a modern phenomenon, the idea that a particular group of people
occupies a distinct and unique place in history has engrossed hu
mans in many places and many times. The ancient Greeks, for in
stance, set themselves apart from the surrounding "barbarians" by
maintaining that they were speaking the only meaningful lan
guage. They also thought, just as the Germans were to do, that
theirs was a central place in the world. For Aristotle it was self
evident that his own nation had the positive qualities of both Eu
rope and Asia, "just as it holds the middle in terms of location."21
This myth of centrality was not of course confined to Europeans.
The Chinese also took comfort in the belief that they were at the
center of the world, in the Middle Kingdom. With this sense of sep
arateness and distinction often came the idea that God or destiny
had specially chosen a people. The ancient Hebrews considered
themselves preferred by their God Yaweh, and when the Christians
and Moslems adopted that belief they in turn used it to define their
own world-historical distinction. Since the rise of modern national
ism, myths of superiority have been competing with one another.
The English, the French, the Italians, the Americans, the Germans,
and the Japanese have all developed such mythologies.

The German variety of this mythologizing is distinguished from
the others most notably by its reliance on philosophical concepts.
No other modern nation has developed a "metaphysics" of its own
nationality in this fashion. German nationalism arose at a time
when there was no nation-state, no appropriate political order to
channel and contain nationalist feelings. Instead the Germans were
forced to rely on literary, poetical, and philosophical means to make
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sense of them. The idea of the nation, of the distinctive German
mission in the world, became a concept that bridged politics and
philosophy and drew philosophers into making political claims.
Herder and, most important, Fichte initiated the search for philo
sophical theories of Germanness. They were pursued throughout
the nineteenth century, renewed in the turmoils of the First World
War, and finally taken up again in the writings of men like Schwarz
and Wundt. When Heidegger talked in his rectorial address of the
unique spiritual mission of the German people, he was not initiat
ing a new kind of discourse, but merely inserting himself into one
that already had a long history. We can also see that, in comparison
to other philosophers, he added little to it. He simply adopted the
idea of the Germans as a primordial and central people. He agreed
with Fichte and others that the Germans had a language with meta
physical origins and that this language made them uniquely capable
of original thinking. In this they were just like the Greeks. He also
spoke of Germany as a middle nation caught between the pincers
of America and Soviet Russia, as a nation whose specific destiny
derived from that central location. None of those ideas was his in
vention, and he made little of them in his philosophical thinking.

These ideas served him, nevertheless, to bridge the chasm be
tween his own original thought and the politics of the time. Like
the metaphysicians of Germanness, Heidegger thought that the
identity of the German nation could be defined only in philosophi
cal terms and that philosophy was hence both called upon and
needed in the turmoil of the age. The German mission derived its
political meaning from its spiritual, philosophical source. In the idea
of the German nation as both a political and a philosophical con
cept, Heidegger and the other philosophers found one of the no
tions that made their transition from philosophical discourse to po
litical engagement both possible and inevitable.

But the various philosophical attempts to define a distinctive
German mission left many questions unanswered. Why should the
fact that the Germans were a primordial, central, and pure people
assuming they were all that-endow them with a singular world
historical mission? Grant it that they were a people still inhabiting
their ancestral land, that they were speaking a language derived
from that of their forebears, and that they were capable of a think
ing that reached back to an originating past. Why should such
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staidness, such tradition, such historically rooted thinking, endow
a nation with a current and future mission? Grant them that they
were living in a central place-why should that be a mark of dis
tinction? Grant them even that they were pure in blood and race
why should that give them a world-historical meaning any more
than if they were all born with strong bones? Such criteria could
be considered evidence of a privileged function only if they were
indicators of some as yet unnamed characteristic of the Germans.
Philosophers like Schwarz and Wundt who engaged themselves in
such questions were in any case certain that the privilege attaching
to Germanness would have to be an inner quality, that it had to be
linked to a consciousness that was characteristically German, that
the distinctive mission of the Germans would have to be a spiritual
mission. This led them quite naturally to another thought, which
Fichte had first entertained: that the peculiar character of the Ger
mans revealed itself naturally and most clearly in their philosophy.
This, in turn, raised more questions. For what was to be learned
about the nature of Germanness from the history of German philos
ophy? Given the competing philosophical voices, how was one to
identify a single, coherent German character? What, in any case,
was German in German philosophy? Finally and perhaps most im
portant, what practical lessons could one draw from knowing the
answers to all these questions?

In contemplating such questions, the philosophers assumed from
the start that nations have true essences and that the Germans did
have a distinctive historical mission. They failed to consider the pos
sibility that nations are only temporary formations, that their iden
tities are fortuitous and their boundaries shift, that they are discur
sive constructs with no reality outside the speech that defines them.
The philosophers were in the grip of a historical a priori,in other
words. Once adopted, the discourse of identity, of folkdom, of a
distinctive folkish mission, of the historical meaning and unique
ness of the nation, indeed seems inescapable, more so than any
empirical fact could be, but it is our discourse that constitutes these
objects and makes them inescapable. Once the idea grips us, a pic
ture takes hold that we cannot evade-it is grounded in our dis
course and that discourse repeats it to us inexorably. The German
philosophers never succeeded in freeing themselves from that pic
ture, and hence they never asked themselves what functions the
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discourse of nationhood plays in actual political life and what philo
sophical conclusions one can legitimately draw from such observa
tions. Instead of subjecting the discourse of nationhood to critical
scrutiny, they subjected themselves to it.

Talk of nations and peoples serves, in fact, a number of political
and practical uses, but above all it is a tool for establishing and
maintaining the unity of a group. Once such unity has been de
fined, the discourse of nationhood can also function as a principle
of exclusion and subordination. By defining such hierarchies, it can
energize nations' into undertaking extraordinary efforts of self
assertion and domination. If the Germans were the primordial
people, then all the others, the rootless people, would threaten the
Germans with their own forgetfulness of origins and roots. For
Fichte at least, it was clear that French culture was prying the Ger
mans loose from their language and their specific capacity for pri
mordial thought and that the Germans were constantly tempted
away from their rootedness. If the Germans were the central
people, all the others, the marginal people, would threaten to dis
place the Germans from their rightful position. Hence, as Scheler
and others said in the First World War, the Germans had to stand
up against the English drive to world domination and against the
Russian drive toward the west. If the Germans were the pure
people, all the others, the impure ones, would threaten the Ger
mans with their own impurity. Hence the paranoid fear of the Nazis
of being contaminated by the supposed mental and moral depravity
of the French, the Africans, and the Jews. But behind all such ideas,
behind the belief in the German mission and the inferiority of other
nations, behind the energies of conquest and self-affirmation re
leased by such convictions, lay the even more fundamental idea
that the Germans did have their own distinct essence. What pro
vides all other functions of the discourse of nationhood with a
foundation is the idea of the essential unity of the nation.

The idea of the nation is always a useful tool for integrating a
social group that is divided or in danger of dispersion. Fichte un
doubtedly used the metaphysics of the German mission like this
when he first elaborated it. In 1807 the Germans were separated
into numerous principalities, divided by religion, history, back
ground, and dialect. The Addressesto the GermanNationcan be read
as Fichte's attempt to define a unifying mythology around which a
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united nation might grow. Even after 1871, when a unified German
state was finally achieved, the Germans felt divided by class, reli
gion, politics, and tradition. It took the eruption of the First World
War to remove that sense of disunity, but the political consensus
of 1914 did not last very long. The political, social, and economic
upheavals after the war produced even deeper and more painful
divisions. Again there seemed to be a need to recapture unity. And
so, once more, in 1933 the metaphysics of Germanness seemed an
important tool by which philosophers could affect the political pro
cess. Since the Nazis were also concerned with restoring national
unity, the philosophers could consider themselves quite naturally
aligned to their efforts.

The weakness of all such appeals to unity was that nations are
never really unified and that no declaration of national unity can
overcome the divisions within them. Nowhere is this more evident
than in Germany. "The Germans" had, in fact, no unity of blood,
culture, or history. They were Germanic people mixed in the west
with Celts and Romans, in the east with Slavs, and in the moun
tainous regions with indigenous Alpine people. They were divided
in manifold ways by political, religious, and cultural division. The
Rhinelanders in the west, for instance, often felt more kinship with
their French cousins than with their fellow Germans toward the
east. They were proud of their Roman heritage, which they knew
the Germans across the Rhine could not share. Unlike most Ger
mans they were Catholic by religion, and their Christian roots went
back to earliest times. Living along an ancient trade route, they
were used to strangers and readily intermingled with them. For
them the people along the stream, the Swiss and the Dutch, were
closer than the Germans along the Elbe or the Oder. So it was with
the multitude of other tribes, regions, princedoms, and municipali
ties that made up lithe German nation."

What makes the idea of unity problematic is not that the Ger
mans had no real national unity. It is not that better boundaries
might have been drawn to unify social groups. The problem is
rather that the very notion of unity is a political construct and that,
like most such constructs, it operates on a binary logic that cannot
fully reflect social reality. According to binary logic, one is a mem
ber of a particular nation or one is not, one belongs to a particular
state or one does not, one has a certain right or one does not. But
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the social reality that such political distinctions are meant to regu
late consists of an infinitely complex web of relations with all kinds
of gradations and variable degrees of closeness and distance. The
speakers of None"language are really held together only by a net
work of resemblances in their linguistic habits and understandings.
The adherents of None"religion are in reality divided by many de
grees of conviction. People who live in "one" place and have shared
"one" history find that they have different if related stories to tell.
The members of "one" nation are held together by multiple and
various relations, which are not confined to any national borders
but extend beyond them in the same complex and intricate way.

Our political discourse superimposes on this domain its binary
divisions. However we draw the boundaries, we will cut across im
portant linkages. What is inside any such boundary will, by neces..
sity, always be multiple and diverse and disunified, and so will what
is outside. Unity is a political construct and, when it is not seen as
such, becomes an illusion. The German philosophers recognized
that the nation lacked visible unity, but instead of taking this as
starting point for a critical examination of the idea of unity itself,
they began to search for a deeper, spiritual unity. Here, too, the
ground proved uncertain. It led to multiple and overlapping princi ..
pIes of inclusion and exclusion. It led to never-ending attempts to
fix the dividing line between German and foreign, between Ger
man and un ..German. In all these efforts the one action that might
have clarified matters remained undone: there was no critique of
the very notion of unity on which all these undertakings relied.
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The Philosophical Radicals

The sparks flew higher than the surrounding houses into the wet,
unfriendly sky as 20,000 books burned in Berlin's Opera Square on
the night of May 10,1933. 1 A crowd of curious onlookers watched
as students tossed into the fire the works of Marx, Freud, and Mag
nus Hirschfeld, of Thomas and Heinrich Mann, of Jewish, socialist,
and pacifist authors, At midnight Joseph Goebbels, the recently ap
pointed minister of propaganda, appeared and announced the end
of "an age of exaggerated Jewish intellectualism," adding that the
German revolution had finally made the path free for the German
way.2

Among those who took part in the book burning were students
who had just attended Alfred Baeumler's inaugural lecture at the
university, and they were accompanied to the square by Baeumler
himself. He now held a newly created chair in philosophy and polit
ical pedagogy, since the Nazis were eager to bring academics and
philosophers to the capital who could lend them intellectual and
political support. (Heidegger had also been offered a position in
Berlin but turned it down after some soul searching.) Baeumler was
in no doubt about the public and symbolic function he was meant
to serve, and it was surely for this reason that he had arranged for
his inaugural lecture to coincide with the day of the book burning.
A delicate, balding man, he appeared that evening in the lecture
room dressed in a plain dark suit but accompanied by two sturdy
SA men guarding a large Nazi flag. For his topic he chose a theme
that was to preoccupy many German philosophers that year-the
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question of the bearing of philosophy on the new political situation.
Like many others who shared his political commitments, Baeumler
was convinced that the end of an era had come. A great revolution
was in progress, he told his audience. A new age of the world was
awaiting, lithe political age of the world, the world age of socialism"
(p. 138)3- not of course that of international, Bolshevist socialism
but rather that of a German and national socialism. Like other phi
losophers of the period, Baeumler was also convinced that the po
litical revolution in progress needed to be accompanied and sup
ported by a "spiritual revolution" in the universities (p. 123). This
in tum necessitated a new thinking in philosophy.

He added that though he felt attuned to the new political reality,
he could not claim to be able to derive National Socialism from his
philosophical system. He did not mean to dabble at all in politics.
"It is my task to draw the picture of political, Le, real, man," he
said, "not to engage in politics from this academic chair" (p. 130).
Politics and philosophy were complementary forces. There existed
two distinct but interdependent realms: the symbolic realm of poli
tics and the discursive, verbal realm of philosophy. Their separation
meant, among other things, that the intellectual autonomy of the
university had to be respected. "The German University will never
become the executive tool of a will external to it," Baeumler said.
"It has its own relation to the whole. Politics and spirit are united
in the symbols but divided in the organs. In the interpretation of
the symbols we are free" (p. 138). Unlike the old liberal system,
however, the new political regime expected agreement on the sym
bols; beyond that lay the struggle for "the truest and deepest inter
pretation of what is now and here occurring. The word cannot be
prescribed by an administrative edict" (p. 132).

Baeumler insisted in his lecture that the philosophy appropriate
for the historical moment could only be "political realism." This re
alism was the proper attitude of the new political man. "I will put
in place of the neo-humanist picture of man the true picture of
political man," he told his students. "I will newly define the relation
of theory to practice, I will describe the orders of life in which we
actually live" (p. 130). This new man had to be understood as be
longing to a specific race and folkdom. The model was not to be
the humanistically educated, universal individual but "the political
soldier," and it was the task of philosophy to interpret this exem
plary figure.
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In concluding his lecture Baeumler spoke of the book burning to
which he was about to take his students. The event, if correctly
understood, could serve precisely as a symbol for the struggles
ahead and for philosophy's place in them. "You are leaving now to
burn books in which an alien spirit uses the German word to fight
us," he told them (p. 137). But he warned them that they should
remain conscious of the merely symbolic character of the act. The
event did not constitute an actual burning of political opponents.
Those opponents still needed to be fought, not through fire but in
a struggle of words. With that promise he led them-in a new form
of philosophical leadership-to the burning.

Baeumler came from the Sudetenland, which had been made
part of the new Czechoslovakian state at the end of the First World
War. Born in 1887, he belonged to the same generation as Heideg
ger and most of the other philosophers who became politically in
volved in 1933. In later life he maintained that he had grown up
in apolitical surroundings and that at the beginning of the Weimar
Republic he was sympathetically inclined toward the sodal demo
crats. When forced to justify himself before a de-Nazification tribu
nal in 1948, he said that it had been lithe disastrous course of party
politics which then followed that made me completely disoriented"
and that had finally attracted him to the Nazis." He also said that
his students at the Technical University at Dresden had first ac
quainted him with the Nazi movement, but that the party itself was
unfamiliar territory to him until 1933. Though he had met Hitler
once before, the man made no impression on him at all nor had
Mein Kampf. After the election in 1933, however, he felt that there
was here a great popular movement and a great political need and
that it was impossible for him to stand apart from those develop
ments as a powerless and partyless critic."

Such statements, like Heidegger's to his de-Nazification commit
tee, were defensive and at best told only a partial story. Even
though Baeumler officially joined the party only in 1933, he had
been increasingly veering toward it since 1929 and was a member
of Alfred Rosenberg's Crusade for German Culture (Kampjbund fur
deutscheKultur) since its foundation that year. Baeumler was, in fact,
more than any other German philosopher, the typical fascist intel
lectual. Possessing a keen sensibility for the arts, a refined feel for
language, an interest in Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, at the same
time he also had an almost erotic obsession with war, soldierliness,
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masculinity, and youth. These traits were evident long before he
actually joined the Nazi party.

Baeumler had been a student of the art historian Heinrich Wolf
flin in Munich, where he obtained a doctorate in 1914 with a dis
sertation on Kant's aesthetics." In 1920 he published a revised ver
sion in book form, and this work is still considered one of the most
important discussions of Kant's Critiqueof Judgment.' Also at this
point he began an intellectual journey that was to take him first to
Hegel, then to Kierkegaard, after that to the romantic anthropologi
cal author Johann Jakob Bachofen, and finally to Nietzsche. Bacho
fen and Nietzsche ultimately shaped his philosophical outlook. In a
detailed introduction to an edition of Bachofen's writings, pub
lished in 1926, Baeumler expressed interest not so much in Bacho
fen's well-known theory of early matriarchy but in his general phi
losophy of history with its stress on myths and symbols as formative
structures in human history."

Baeumler's move to the right and to an increasingly fascist un
derstanding of politics was fully evident by 1929. That year he
spoke to the "University Ring of German Kind" about the meaning
of the Great War, which he now interpreted as a world-historical
turning point. Appealing to the memory of the fallen soldiers he
said, "the world which has seen this is no longer the old world. If
the war in which our comrades fell has any meaning then it signals
a world-historical turning" (p. 2).9 There had been a struggle, and
it was continuing, between two great systems of life, two cultures,
between left and right. On the left side stood a materialist culture
of feeling and sensual desires, of individual possession and individ
ual gain, the culture of the bourgeois, an urban and urbane culture
for which the ultimate city was Paris. This culture was in essence
"determined by woman" (p. 7). Man had only a secondary role,
whereas the opposite form of life, that of the right, was that of man,
the state, work, heroic deeds of the sword. The masculine corpora
tion was inseparable from such a heroic form of life. "The king and
his faithful, the military leader and his horde for whom he is at
once a model and an educator, constitute the kernel of the heroic
condition of life" (p. 13).

Without perhaps realizing it, Baeumler was in effect adopting
Fichte's distinctions between the primordial unspoiled character of
the German people and the derived and dead Mediterraneanized
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culture of the west. Urban culture, he told his audience, had been a
product of Roman civilization and had been adopted by the French.
Against it had stood the Germanic people. Again and again Roman
civility had clashed with Germanic, heroic force. For a thousand
years; Germany had been subjected to a weakening of its heroic
potential through the enticements of an urban culture and an ur
ban spirituality. If the First World War meant anything, it signaled
the beginning of a third great epoch of German history. The first
had been the pre-Roman, Germanic age. The second was that of
Rome. "With the World War begins the post-Roman epoch of Ger
man history" (p, 15). More precisely, it was putting before the Ger
mans a decision between a beginning and an end. The task was
not to resurrect Bismarck's empire. "The World War led us beyond
Bismarck's spiritual and political world. It calls back into a memory
the heroic song of our race, it calls us to the struggle against urban
ization, to the heroizing of our life through work" (p. 16).

These sentiments find echoes in the writings of Hitler, Goebbels,
and Rosenberg, but Baeumler did not specifically connect them
with the Nazis in 1929. They were actually less characteristic of
National Socialism than of a more pervasive fascist outlook. The
term fascism has, of course, many rhetorical uses-I mean here an
understanding of society in essentially military terms that stress
struggle, heroism, leadership, masculinity, and youth. Fascism, un
derstood in this way, is not confined to a particular region of the
world and can take on many different forms. Baeumler's was a Ger
man and Prussian fascism that made itself out to be anti-Roman
(in contrast to Mussolini's Italian fascism, linked precisely to the
Roman state). Baeumler's kind of fascism was not uncommon in
Germany in the 1920s and 1930s. Both Oswald Spengler and
Ernst Junger represented versions of it. It was a viewpoint that
shared with the Nazis a hostility to the system of Weimar, though
it did not lead to a quick alignment when they came to power.
While Baeumler decided to throw his fortune in with the new re
gime, Spengler and Jiinger kept a careful distance.

Philosophically Baeumler grounded his "heroic realism" in a
reading of Nietzsche, which he first laid out in 1931 in his book
NietzscheasPhilosopherand Politician.The work had a double inten
tion. Its author wanted to show first of all that Nietzsche was not
just a literary figure but that he had a philosophical system. He also
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intended to establish more provocatively that Nietzsche's philoso
phy had as its main goal a new politics. Nietzsche had been no mere
theoretician, as Baeumler put it, but an "existential thinker" whose
politics followed from that attitude."

Nietzsche's philosophy was spelled out most clearly in the post
humous The Will to Power, which in Baeumler's eyes presented a
whole system of philosophy. 11 The unifying thought of that philoso
phy was the realization that the world is nothing but will to power.
Nietzsche's metaphysics constituted a decidedly this-worldly and
realistic doctrine. It excluded the possibility of a higher and stable
world; the world was rather a "becoming" through and through,
which involved at once struggling and winning. Hence war was the
father of all things. Nietzsche had moreover understood that the
will to power was a more fundamental and pervasive principle than
physical energy, and that it was a creative and productive drive
from which came all the achievements of human culture. To per
ceive the world and human beings in this manner, Baeumler
wrote, was

to see them as they are: unexhausted and inexhaustible, cre
ating and bringing forth out of the depth of the unknown,
producing figures that come out of the mixing jug of existence
according to a law of eternal justice, figures that fight one an
other, maintain themselves in struggle or go under. If one
wants a formula for this world view, one may call it heroic re
alism."

Bracketing out the Nietzschean doctrine of eternal recurrence as
standing "in no relation to the fundamental thought of the will to
power," 13 Baeumler thus ascribed to Nietzsche a thoroughly Her
aclitean picture of the world.

This picture was to be at the same time the basis for Nietzsche's
politics. As Baeumler said in 1934: "In place of bourgeois moral
philosophy, Nietzsche puts the philosophy of the will to power, i.e.
the philosophy of politics. "14 Nietzsche had in fact been engaged in
a struggle over "the real power in a real Germany," Baeumler had
argued in his 1931 book. He was concerned with nothing less than
the destruction of a moribund culture and the founding of a new
one. Nietzsche criticized European culture as dominated by the de
nial of will, a nihilism inherent in western thought since Plato that
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had finally shown its face in Schopenhauer's philosophy. Against
that historical reality Nietzsche had projected the vision of a new
politics in which the will and the life of which it is an expression
were finally accepted. That world had to be understood as a play of
ever-changing centers of power and not in terms of ahistorical val
ues. Values were only temporary creations of particular historical
cultures. Each culture constituted a center of power that defined a
perspective on the world by producing a web of order and subordi
nation in relation to all the other centers. Politics was a struggle for
power between different and opposed conceptions of the world. All
politics was thus ideological and agonistic; all politics was, indeed,
ultimately military. In this lay also the deeper and hidden affinity
between Nietzsche and Hitler, as Baeumler was to add in 1934.
Nietzsche had been the philosopher of a heroism that Hitler was
determined to live out. Both had a distrust of happiness, of resting
in contemplative states. Both recognized a "Nordic-masculine" will
to power as the ultimate driving force that sought resistance, was
determined to stand up to fate, to pursue its own freedom, and to
increase itself. Nietzsche himself said it most precisely: "We Ger
mans want something from ourselves which no one has wanted
from us as yet-we want something more."15

This was a "fascicized" Nietzsche: a Nietzsche bereft of the curi
ously mystical depth that the doctrine of the eternal recurrence
contributed to his thought; a Nietzsche whose metaphors of power
and struggle, of overcoming and winning, were all interpreted in
military terms; a Nietzsche who was no longer in voluntary exile
in Italy, and outside German political and cultural life; a Nietzsche
who was not mad but the heroic prophet of a new Germanic Reich,
a political competitor and equal to Bismarck. As Baeumler thus de
scribed him in his book, it was this Nietzsche with his "heroic real
ism" that he hoped to raise as the true and only philosopher of the
National Socialist movement.

POPULIST HOLISM

Thirteen days after Baeumler's inaugural lecture and the book
burning in Berlin, the philosopher Ernst Krieck stood on the po
dium in Frankfurt to be inaugurated as the new rector of the uni
versity. He had only just been appointed professor of philosophy
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and pedagogy at the University of Frankfurt, having spent the pre
vious five years in a similar position at the local teachers' training
college. His was a long and hard career. Born in 1882 Krieck came
from a family of small peasants and craftsmen from the area of the
Black Forest. Like Heidegger he was the first in the family to be sent
to a university. Less gifted and less fortunate than Heidegger, he
was forced at the end of his student years to take a job as a primary
schoolteacher, a position he was to occupy for the next twenty
four years. Undeterred, he embarked on a career as an author of
pedagogical and philosophical writings. In 1921 he ran into luck.
His book Philosophyof Educationbrought him unexpected success,
wide recognition, and eventually an honorary doctorate from the
University of Heidelberg. Finally he could leave school service, and
in 1928 he obtained his position as professor at the Pedagogical
Academy in Frankfurt.

Throughout his life Krieck never forgot his low origins and con
sequently espoused a thoroughly populist politics and philosophy.
Such a populism was no doubt also a source and an ingredient of
National Socialist thinking, but it was worlds apart from the ideas
that propelled Baeumler's political engagement. For Krieck, Na
tional Socialism represented above all an "affirmation of the unity
of the working people" 16 in which the established social divisions
could be healed. Military heroism, masculinity, and youth were not
his dominant obsessions. He had none of the aesthetic refinement
and sensibility that lay behind Baeumler's fascist rhetoric. Even in
his philosophical writings Krieck did not hesitate to adopt a thor
oughly down-to-earth, populist attitude. He was happy to express
his ideas, as he said, in a "slogan-like formula." 17 His formulations
tend to be direct, assertive, and without qualification, a style that
alienated him from his academic colleagues but made him an effec
tive party spokesman.

Krieck's populism is prominent in his rectorial address. He char
acterizes his own role as incoming rector as "the bond between the
University and the workers" (p. 5).18 In his position of leadership
within the university, he wants to bring about cooperation with all
those who work with their hands. Making "The Renewal of the
University" the theme of his address, he declares it his goal to over
come the separation of the academic community from the ordinary
people. University life is to be connected once again to the life of
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the nation. The humanist ideal of the university that Humboldt had
made the standard at the beginning of the nineteenth century is
accordingly to be replaced by that of the "folklsh-polltical Uni
versity."

Like others speaking that year, Krieck sees the moment as the
end of one historical epoch and the beginning of a new one. "We
are moving toward a new culture," he tells his audience, "for which
National Socialism and the Fuhrer's political revolution have
cleared the path" (p. 14). Like other philosophers he stresses the
special world-historical mission of the Germans which requires the
spiritual leadership of the universities for its fulfillment. Hence it
is clear to him that the renewal of the university "is an essential
component of the renewal of the whole folkish-political social sys
tem" (p. 6). The universities have to give, above all, "future leader
personalities their instruments and tools" (p. 14). They are not
likely to fulfill that vital task if they are not given a wholly new
organization and order. The German university once stood under
the unifying ideal of neo-humanism and that ideal was held to
gether by German idealism. "But the University of recent decades
has no longer had a unified basis and a singular direction of mean
ing" (p. 9). It has become a mere assemblage of dozens of special
ized disciplines, ruled by a false understanding of autonomy and
independence. What is required in this situation is more than a
practical reorganization. The universities must be given a new
meaning and purpose. This, Krieck is certain, is to be found only in
a "unified folkish-political worldview" (p. 10).

Such a worldview calls for a new kind of philosophy. That philos
ophy will not be the work of a single great figure. It will rather be
produced by the whole community working together. University
teachers must learn to break through the barriers of their disci
plines, must learn to see their work in the meaningful context of
its historical and folkish condition. Thus

each field should be able to produce a new philosophy from
its own problems and tasks, a philosophy under which the
multiplicity of individual disciplines is gathered meaningfully
together as under the dome of a cathedral. In this way it
would be possible to establish a unity of purpose for all scien
tific work across the barriers of the academic fields and to
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bring about the interweaving of all details into the total
worldview. (p. 11)

This will be achieved only when the new university becomes lithe
organ and member of the state." The university will have to subject
itself to "authoritative leadership," and so the "liberalist age of dis
solution and of a false freedom" will be brought to an end (p. 12).
The so-called academic freedom of the past will be given a new
footing. All academic work will be integrated into lithe great and
wide contexts of the folkish world view" (p. 13). The universities
will be given a new plastic form. All science will be soldierly and
militant. All education will be devoted to the formation of a na
tional will and character: ~/We will represent in the University the
unity of the folkdom which the Fuhrer has declared a demanding
goal. From now there will be no place at the folkish University for
a private existence, not for the students and also not for the teach
ers: there will only be public service" (p. 6).

Such political statements stemmed directly from Krieck's philo
sophical assumptions, summed up over and over again in two fun
damental principles. The first expresses an organic holism according
to which the individual is no totality but exists only as a "member
and servant" of a superior whole. The second principle maintains
that this whole is the nation or folk and that all supra- and infra
national structures are "one-sided, dependent, and incomplete."19
It was these ideas that shaped both Krieck's philosophy of educa
tion and the political philosophy he constructed out of it.

"Populist holism," as we may call his view, shaped in particular
his pedagogical writings. The process of education, he argued, was
wrongly taken to be one aiming at the formation of individuals.
Education was essentially the self-formation of a whole people. This
was a doctrine that Krieck held from the beginning of his writing
career. By 1930, however, he had come to link it with a kind of
Hegelian thought, according to which the actual history of a nation
should be conceived as an educational process and specifically as a
process of national self-formation." That idea he came to connect
with the further notion that the Germans had so far failed to realize
themselves fully in their nationhood and that now was the first
moment at which a true Volkwerdung(forming of the nation) of the
German people might actually be achieved. It was for this reason
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that he spoke, like so many others, of the present as a singular mo
ment of crisis for the Germans. Introducing his journal Yolk im Wer
denhe spoke of "Germany's great hour":

If this generation fails, then the German future will be lost
once and for all . . . The German people as a whole and every
single member of our people face in this hour of destiny the
question whether they will stand the test. We are crossing the
great threshold."

Everything would now have to be subservient, he argued, to the
great goal of forming the nation. This was particularly true of the
pedagogical process. Since all Volkwerdungwas ultimately an educa
tional event, the reorganization of the schools and universities was
decisive for achieving national self-formation. The forces within the
universities had been dispersed in all directions in the age of indi
vidualistic liberalism; the development of science had led to a grow
ing division and subdivision of disciplines; the predominance of an
alytic methods together with the accumulation of ever more
information had separated departments from one another and pro
duced a system of narrow specialists. All this was to be reversed.
The true task of science was lithe creation of the folkish world pic
ture."22 The age of the revolution, Krieck said, was characterized
by the primacy of the political, and all culture, art, science, and
philosophy would have to submit itself to this fact. What was
needed now was for all sciences and the whole university to be
come political.

AN EXISTENTIAL MANDATE

Two weeks after Baeumler and four days after Krieck, it was Hei
degger's tum to enact his political commitment in public. He did so,
as we have seen, on the occasion of his own rectorial inauguration.
Like the other two, he took the occasion to emphasize that philoso
phy was most relevant to the current political situation and that the
philosopher was called to a role of spiritual leadership.

Heidegger's political engagement in 1933 was a belated affair and
came as a surprise even to some of his closest friends and associ
ates." They remembered a man preoccupied with other, more phil
osophical questions who had deliberately abstained from express-
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ing political opinions in his writings and lectures. Though he was
undoubtedly shaped in his views by the turmoil of the age, this
Heidegger had made no public political statements. Unlike Walther
Rathenau or Oswald Spengler, Ernst Jiinger or Max Scheler, he did
not begin his career in 1918 with a cultural and political diagnosis
of the times. Separating the general commotion from his own
needs, he had, on the contrary, written to Karl Lowith: "I am con
cerned with what I consider vitally necessary in the present situa
tion of upheaval without a glance at whether a 'culture' will come
out of it or an acceleration of the decline."> A year later he wrote
to Lowith once more in the same spirit: "I do what I must and what
I consider to be necessary and do it as well as I can-I do not adapt
my philosophical work to the cultural needs of an unspecified To
day ... I work out of my own 'I am."?" The political tribulations
of the day were evidently of less concern to him during those years
than the problems of his own existence.

This kind of apolitical and anarchic attitude was still visible in
Heidegger's major work, Beino and Time (1927). The book promised
a phenomenology of being (Sein) approached through an analysis
of being human (Dasein). In the first part of the work Heidegger
appears to be entirely preoccupied with the question of individual
human existence. He explores the question how Dasein can become
its own (eigentlich). This discussion of authentic existence might
have provided Heidegger with a forum for speaking of the sodal
and political dimensions of human existence. He does not use it,
however. He remains instead focused on the crisis that an individ
ual human life faces when it resolves to find itself out of the "Iost
ness" of its everyday condition. As far as other human beings ap
pear in Being and Time they play, first of all, the role of the
community in which human life initially finds itself and, second,
that of the anonymous None"into which the individual human life
is lost and as a result fails to realize its potentiality for being itself.
Heidegger grants that human life is, of course, always a being with
others: "The world is always the one that I share with others"
(p. 118).26 But those others are at the same time the most severe
obstacle to an authentic mode of existence. There remains the pos
sibility of an emancipation from the None," of becoming authenti
cally one's own and thus having a thoughtful existence."

In the second part of Being and Time, written a year or so after
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the first, Heidegger seems to have shifted to a more communitarian
understanding of human existence. He now emphasizes that even
authentic human existence shares a world with others. Even
though in becoming authentic Daseinhas achieved a condition of
resolute openness, a mode of disclosure that is "primordial because
it is its own" (p. 297),28Heidegger now stresses that this does not
"detach human life from its world, nor does it isolate it so that it
becomes a free-floating 'I' ... Resolute openness brings the Self
exactly into its actual concerned being with what is available and
pushes it into solicitous being with others" (p. 298). Resolute open
ness allows human life to become aware of the condition in which
it exists, to recognize its own facticity, and to determine its factual
possibilities. It follows now that "the resolute openness in which
human life comes back to itself, discloses current factical possibilit
ies of authentic existing and discloses them in termsof the heritage
which that resolute openness, as thrown, takesover" (p. 383). In
order to become authentically itself, human life must first grasp the
finitude of its existence and recognize "the simplicity of its fate."
That also means, as Heidegger declares, that it has to share in the
destiny of others. This destiny is not made up of individual fates,
for those have already been guided in advance through our being
with one another in the same world and through our resolute
openness to possibilities. The fate is rather "the happening of the
community, of a people."29As a result it is evident for him now that
"human life's fateful destiny in and with its 'generation' goes to
make up the full authentic happening of human life" (pp. 384
385).

We are tempted to read these remarks today in the light of Hei
degger's later political action. But, that engagement does not follow
directly from the communitarianism of the second half of Being and
Time.The first point to make here is that, though the text says that
authentic Daseinis forced to choose in light of its heritage, it also
emphasizes that Daseinmust still make a choice with respect to that
heritage. Heidegger writes: "One would completely misunderstand
the phenomenon of resolute openness if one were to suppose that
it consists simply in taking up and seizing ready-made and recom
mended possibilities" (p. 298). Authentic human life is always faced
with different possibilities, different courses of action, and divergent
options. Its choice is, moreover, not constrained by historically in-
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variant norms or values, for if there were such "maxims which one
might be led to expect-maxims which could be reckoned up un
equivocally," they "would deny to existence nothing less than the
very possibility of taking action" (p. 294). Beingand Time,in fact, is
not meant as an an ethicsof authenticity. When Heidegger describes
how authentic Daseinchooses in terms of its heritage, he is not tell
ing us how it ought to choose in order to be authentic-he makes
no moral prescriptions-but he is asking how human life can
choose the possibilities on which it projects itself. He is, in other
words, not making a normative claim but stating necessary (indeed,
obvious) conditions for the possibility of authentic action.

It would be easy to extend this line of reasoning and to conclude
that Heidegger's philosophical thought is clearly disjointed from his
political commitment and that his defenders have been right all
along in claiming that there is no significant link between his phi
losophy and his politics. Such reasoning is too one-sided, however.
When Heidegger did finally get politically involved, he himself
claimed to have done so in the name of his philosophy, and it is
evident from his political statements at the time, in particular from
his rectorial address, that he was drawing on philosophical concepts
and categories to explain his commitment.

The external facts of Heidegger's political activism are easily
enough recounted." What moved him to get involved were first of
all the effects of the world economic crisis of 1929 and the political
death throes of the Weimar Republic in the following three years.
It was then that he began to study the works of political writers
such as Ernst Junger." Both he and his friend Karl Jaspers eventu
ally became so alarmed that they concluded the time was ripe for
philosophers to exercise leadership. Jaspers led the way with his
book TheSpiritualSituationof theAge in which he spoke of the tur
moil of modern existence, the prevailing loss of faith, the dangers
of technological mass society, and held up against this the ideal of
a philosophical life through which men might generate the power
to be themselves even when their lack of faith forced them to face
nothingness." This power, Jaspers said in words that might also
have been Heidegger's in 1933, "considers itself called to the highest
and lives in the tension of that compulsion; it lives in the violence
against mere existence, in the flexibility of what is relative, in the
patience of being able to wait, in the exclusiveness of a historical
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bond" (p. 181). By the spring of 1933, Heidegger had also reached
a moment of decision. At the beginning of April he wrote to Jaspers
that he was ready to get into university politics and that, together
with a number of colleagues, he was thinking about a total reorga
nization of the university system.

It soon became clear that Heidegger meant to ally himself with
the Nazis, who had come to power in January of that year. When
a group of Nazi professors at Freiburg met to discuss the situation
at the beginning of April, they were able to inform the regional
ministry:

Professor Heidegger has already been negotiating with the
Prussian ministry of education. He has our fullest confidence
. . . Colleague Heidegger is not as yet a Party member and does
not at present consider it practical to become one in order to
have a freer hand in this way with colleagues who are so far
undecided or hostile. But he is willing to join at any moment,
if this should be considered opportune for other reasons."

On April 21 the academic senate at Freiburg elected Heidegger as
rector for the year 1933, after some last-minute maneuvering to
oust the man previously chosen for the position. The path was now
free to the podium of the great hall at Freiburg University for Hei
degger's address.

Like Baeumler and Krieck before him, Heidegger was motivated
in his address by the thought that the university needed radical
reform. He was deeply convinced that the moment called for spiri
tual leadership and that it needed to be exercised above all within
the context of the university. When challenged after the war, he
admitted that his political engagement had been due in part to his
belief that the Nazi revolution represented a significant political and
historical departure. But he added that this had been only one of
the poles between which he had fluctuated in 1933. The other was
his concern with the university, above all with the place of philoso
phy within the system of knowledge as a whole." He got caught up
in politics, as he put it then, precisely "by way of the University." 35

Heidegger was concerned with the issue of reform and the place
of philosophy within the university from the beginning of his
teaching career." Those concerns were certainly evident after his
return to Freiburg in 1927. In the inaugural address he delivered
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there after appointment to the philosophical chair vacated by Hus
serl, he complained that the sciences were now so far apart from
one another that the "roots of the sciences in their essential ground
have died."?" He added that "this disintegrated multiplicity of the
disciplines is only held together today by the technical organization
of the universities and its faculties and only retains some meaning
because of the practical purposes set for the departments.r " He
concluded that the undesirable state of the universities could be
overcome only by the realization that philosophy was the common
ground in which the sciences grew. "Only if science exists out of
metaphysics," he declared, "can it recover in ever new ways its es
sential task. "39 It followed, moreover, that philosophy, which pro
vided science a route to the "primordial happening of Dasein,"could
itself "never be measured by the standards of science.":"

Though Heidegger gave those assertions a deliberately provoca
tive flavor at the time by claiming for philosophy and metaphysics
a privileged access to the realm of nothingness, it should be clear
that he had, in fact, expressed a common, entrenched, and even
traditional view of the nature and role of philosophy. The view was
eventually to lead him into conflict with the Nazi worldview or, at
least, with a particular and official conception of it. Heidegger him
self later described his rectorial address as an attack on the Nazi
belief that science and philosophy had to submit to the primacy of
the political and thus to presuppositions of the National Socialist
view of the world. "The counter position to this politicization of
science is specifically expressed in the rectorial address," he told his
interviewers." He maintained that the title of the address, the self
assertion of the German university, was meant to refer to "the
positive task of winning back a new meaning in the face of the
merely technical organization of the University, through reflection
on the tradition of Western and European thinking." On this con
ception the university was to renew itself "through its own reflec
tion, not with the National Socialists, and thereby gain a firm posi
tion against the danger of the politicization of science."

This later account of what he had been up to in the rectorial
address is borne out by what he actually said at the time." In his
address Heidegger argued that the crisis Germany was facing was
not simply a political event and that it could not be resolved by
mere institutional and political changes. It was certainly not
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enough to reject the past altogether and to set out for a radical reor
ganization of all institutions. "The merely negative activity which
looks back only at the last decades presents, for all purposes, the
appearance of genuine effort," he said, but it was not getting at the
root of the problem (p. 7). It would be equally insufficient merely
to change old institutions and to add new ones. What was needed
instead was rather the realization that "a spiritual world alone guar
antees a nation its greatness" (p. 13). This spiritual world was no
mere cultural superstructure, but lithe power of the deepest preser
vation of its earth- and blood-bound force, the power of the inner
most excitations and the broadest tremors of its existence."

A nation's spiritual world, Heidegger continued in the address,
manifested itself most clearly in its science (Wissenschaft), for spirit
"is primordially attuned, knowing resolute openness to the nature
of Being." Thus lithe will to the historical ... mandate of the Ger
man people as a nation knowing itself in its state" was at the same
time a will to science and hence to the essence of the German uni
versity. What Germany needed in its greatest hour of need was re
flection on the proper mission of the German university; the need
of the moment was, in the end, an educational need. IIOut of the
resolute openness of the German students to face the Germany des
tiny in its greatest need comes a will to the essence of the Univer
sity." That would manifest itself as a binding into the national com
munity "which from now on will be rooted into the students' life
through labor service" (p. 15); as a binding to honor "which in fu
ture will permeate the students' whole life as military service"; and,
finally and most important, as a binding to the spiritual mandate of
the German nation which would manifest itself in the students' ser
vice to knowledge (pp. 15-16). "Ihose three bonds are ... equally
primordial in German nature. The three services that derive from
them-labor service, military service, and the service to knowl
edge-equally necessary and of equal rank" (p. 17).

In order to achieve those goals, some further questions would
have to be answered. What was the nature of science and knowl
edge? What was the essence of the German university? Here lithe
most permanent and hardest self-reflection" was required of those
engaged in the institution. They were faced with the ultimate ques
tion, "whether science shall be for us in the future or whether we
shall let it drift to a quick end" (pp. 7-8). One thing and only one
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thing would assure the future of science-it would have to subject
itself once more to "the power of the beginning of our historico
spiritual existence." That beginning had been the start of Greek phi
losophy, for in it western man had for the first time subjected Being
as a whole to questioning and had grasped it for what it is by means
of the power of his language. Hence it was clear to Heidegger that
"all science or knowledge is philosophy whether it knows it and
wants it-or not. All science remains indebted to that beginning of
philosophy" (p. 8).

The Greek conception of science or knowledge had not, how
ever, been that of pure contemplation, of "theory" for its own sake,
theory in the modern sense. The Greeks had, on the contrary,
sought theory as the highest realization of genuine practice. For
them science was "the power that keeps alert and embraces the
whole life," and "the innermost determining center of the whole
national-political existence" (p. 10). The beginning that had ap
peared in Greek culture was still there: "It does not lie behind us as
something long past; it rather stands before us." The calling of the
German university in this moment of need was, in fact, "to recover
the greatness of the origin" (p. 11). In defining the historical man
date of the German people in this way, Heidegger thus conceived
of the need of the moment as that of the recovery of greatness and
the beginning found in the first Greek philosophers. To define sci
ence in national and political terms meant to define it as the
Greeks had.

According to Heidegger, the Greeks gave us an admirable exam
ple of the initial amazed perseverance before Being which could,
however, no longer exactly be ours given "modem man's abandon
ment in the midst of Sein."Man was now living under Nietzsche's
dictum "God is dead" and so was forced to exist in "completely un
protected exposure to what is concealed and uncertain; to what is
questionable" (p. 12). Questioning was no longer a first step toward
an answer but had become itself the highest form of knowledge.
Such questioning was breaking apart the encapsulation of the sci
ences into separate disciplines, N calls them back from their endless
dispersion into isolated fields and corners" and exposed them once
more to "those earthly powers of human-historical Daseinsuch as
nature, history, language; nation, custom, state; poetry, thought,
faith; disease, madness, death; law, industry, technology" (p. 13).
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What was needed to reach such questioning exposure was first
of all that the teachers themselves become spiritual leaders; those
leaders would in turn have to be "led by the inexorableness of that
spiritual mandate which forces the destiny of the German people
into the mold of its history" (p. 5). They had to move ahead into
an extreme outpost where the essential exigency of things was con
stantly near and where the world itself became uncertain. "Here
the decisive thing about being a leader is not the mere walking
ahead, but the strength to walk alone not out of egoism or some
desire to rule, but through the deepest determination and the most
far-reaching obligation" (p. 14). These teachers would have to "rear
and discipline the leaders and guardians of the destiny of the Ger
man people" (p. 7). Students would have to force themselves "into
the utmost clarity and discipline of knowing" (p. 20). Both had to
be moved by a will to the essential and to be willing to enter into a
mutual struggle. JJAIIcapacities of will and thought, all the powers
of the heart and all the abilities of the body must be unfolded in
struggle, increased through struggle, and preserved through
struggle."

Where Baeumler's inaugural lecture had been straightforward
and political and Krieck's rectorial address direct and practical, Hei
degger's speech was full of majestic darkness. In oracular formula
tions he related the political moment to the deepest and most trou
bling aspects of human existence, to the beginnings of Greek
philosophy, to Nietzsche's discovery of a world without metaphysi
cal solace. If the National Socialist revolution was to have any phil
osophical grounding, he was saying in effect, it would be found
neither in Baeumler's heroic realism nor in Krieck's rough-and
ready populism but only in the authentic revelations of existential
ontology. Because he was reaching so much farther out, his vision
was at once also more removed from the practical reality of Nazism,
though it too claimed a more profound grounding of its worldview.
Heidegger was at work on another and more private project, how
ever. Allying himself politically with the victorious Nazi regime, he
was trying to bend it to his own will. Unlikely as the project may
now seem, he wanted to make the revolution his own.

Once in office Heidegger collaborated vigorously with the Nazi
authorities and helped them, in particular, to replace the old system
of university self-rule with one based on dictatorial leadership. The
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idea of leadership became so dominant in his mind that he could
bluntly tell his students at the beginning of the winter semester:
IINot doctrines and 'ideas' should be the rules of your existence. But
the Fuhrer himself and he alone is the present and future reality
and its law."43 Throughout the year of his rectorate he spoke often
and vociferously on behalf of the Nazi cause, especially on Novem
ber 11, one day before the plebiscite on Hitler's policies and on Ger
many's withdrawal from the League of Nations. Now he joined a
number of distinguished German academics at Leipzig in support
of the referendum. IIWe have renounced the idolization of a
groundless and powerless thinking," he said on this occasion:

We are seeing the end of a philosophizing subjected to such
thinking . . . The primordial courage to break or to grow in
dealing with that which is represents the innermost motiva
tion in the quest of a folkish science ... The National Socialist
revolution is not merely the assumption of a previously ex
isting state power by a party that has grown sufficiently large
to do so; this revolution rather brings about a complete trans
formation of our German existence."

A TEMPORARY ALLIANCE

Different as Baeumler's, Krieck's, and Heidegger's assumptions, as
sertions, and intentions were, they found themselves in the spring
of 1933 in close alliance. Corresponding with his old friend Jaspers,
Heidegger referred to Baeumler and Krieck as two colleagues with
whom he had been in close contact about plans for the reform of
German universities." Even though they would eventually end as
bitter enemies, they considered each other friends in 1933. 46

This alliance was based on their shared conviction that the politi
cal turnover needed to be completed by a spiritual revolution, a
revolution in thinking, that this demanded a total renewal of the
educational process and the university system, and that philoso
phers were specifically needed to define the principles of such a
renewal. All three saw themselves, in fact, cast in a role of spiri
tualleadership.

University reform had been a subject of public debate ever since
the inception of the Weimar Republic. There was general
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agreement that the structures designed at the beginning of the
nineteenth century by Wilhelm von Humboldt were no longer suf
ficient for the time. There was also deep disagreement about the
depth and the direction of the changes needed. Von Humboldt's
neohumanist principles still had many admirers, particularly
among the professors in the established humanist disciplines. They
believed that the main function of the university should be the for
mation and cultivation of individual character. They also wanted to
believe in the inseparability of teaching and research. In the mean
time, however, the natural sciences had come of age. A whole new
range of disdplines had developed, all striving for power, influence,
position, and money within the universities. These disciplines often
required elaborate and expensive research institutes that were
sometimes directly attached to university departments, were some
times independent units within the universities, and were some
times detached from university structures. The development of the
natural, medical, and technical sciences and the growth of an in
creasingly complex industrial state also called for the schooling of
more and more specialists. Were the universities now to turn into
professional training schools, and how were they to reconcile that
new mission with the old, humanist ideal? In some cases the prob
lem was solved by the institution of special technical and profes
sional schools and academies. But soon the question arose of the
relation between the new structures and the old ones. Competition
between them, not least for limited resources, was inevitable.

The political shake up of 1918-19 had also contributed to the
clamor for reform within the universities. Until then they were bas
tions of social privilege. The most visible sign of this was the dueling
fraternities, with their uniforms paraded in public and their retro
grade nationalist, militarist, and antisemitic politics. Few students
came from the families of workers and socially disadvantaged
groups. Even Catholics, who were an embattled minority in Ger
many, had a hard time in the universities. Inside the institution the
full professors had accumulated an extraordinary amount of power.
In contrast, junior teachers were poorly paid or not paid at all, and
neither they nor the students had a voice in the running of the
system. Now there arose a call for an opening of the universities to
other social groups and for the introduction of a more democratic
regime.
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Although some small reforms were undertaken by the govern
ments of the Weimar Republic, the debate about university reform
had only meager results. This is perhaps not surprising since there
were so many diametrically opposed and hotly contested views on
what needed to be done. Those who had profited from the old sys
tem stubbornly defended every inch of their ground. This included
often enough professors in such established disciplines as philo
sophy. Communists and social democrats demanded access for
working-class students, scholarships for the underprivileged, a cur
tailing of the right-wing fraternities. Technocrats called for modern
ization and specialized courses of education. The political divisions
of Weimar and the weakness and instability of its governments, in
effect, made radical reform impossible.

When the curtain was finally rung on the Weimar Republic,
those who had previously advocated reforms within the universi
ties could hope that the much needed and much debated renewal
of the system could finally take place. Among those who carried
that hope were Baeumler, Krieck, and Heidegger. All three had long
been concerned with the question of radical reform.'? It is perhaps
worth pointing out here that all three men came from other than
the traditional social backgrounds of university professors and that
all three represented nontraditional philosophical viewpoints. All
three were, in a way, rebels against the academic and philosophical
establishment."

In the end the three differed, of course, in what they thought
the reformed university should look like. To begin with, however,
they were united not only in the demand for a radical renewal
but they also shared certain positive conceptions of the renewed
universities. They believed that the universities should help to heal
existing social divisions, and so they all called for structures
grounded in the needs and expectations of the people.

This vision of the university as a unifying force in the nation and
as actually subservient to "the German mission" brought all three
into immediate conflict with the older understanding of the auton
omy of the university. Hence they all three in their addresses at
tacked the established concept of academic freedom. They main
tained that from now on science and the university would have to
recognize a new public responsibility and that this was incompati
ble with the usual understanding of academic freedom. At the same
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time, they all argued that within the framework of national re
quirements science and education would have to be able to retain
their independence. Hence they set out to define a new, "positive"
conception of intellectual freedom. All three were also convinced
that the redefinition of the task of the universities called for an end
to the process of specialization, the separation of the various disci
plines, the splintering of the old educational structure. Not only
socially but also intellectually and "spiritually," there should be co
herence and unity. Thus all three believed that the old divisions
into departments and disciplines had to be rethought and that a
unifying philosophy would pull the efforts together and in the same
direction. All three, in other words, maintained a leadership role
for philosophy in this process, but all three were also convinced
that this could not come from traditional academic philosophy, that
there was rather a need for a radically new kind of philosophizing.
Since each man believed he had somehow taken hold of such
thinking, each also assumed that in the exigency of the moment a
special leadership role had fallen to himself.

Those who had agitated longest and hardest for change within
the universities during the Weimar period were the students, who
were also the least privileged group within the institution. Those
who returned after the First World War found it extremely difficult
to readjust to the old-fashioned structures. Later on, bad economic
conditions and the fact that university training could not guarantee
a job led to further unrest. The students had also been the most
active political agitators, and well before 1933 radicals on the right
had managed to get control of the national student organization
and imposed themselves loudly and visibly with their demands on
the universities. While the majority of professors kept the tradi
tional distance from the students and many detested the agitation,
there were a few who sought them out and at least partially identi
fied with them. These were often professors who were particularly
devoted to education and who felt as alienated from the academy
as their students did. Baeumler, Krieck, and Heidegger were cer
tainly part of this group of teachers, and they were also most di
rectly influenced by their students' political views.

It is no accident that both Baeumler and Heidegger later reported
that they became familiar with National Socialism through their
students. As a teacher and expert on pedagogical matters Krieck
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was, in any case, close to their concerns. Baeumler's prominent par
ticipation in the Berlin book burning was certainly the result of his
effort to stay close to student concerns. The whole book-burning
campaign-which moved from Berlin to other universities-was
the work of the Nazi student organization. Apart from Alfred Ro
senberg's Crusade for German Culture." no other officialNazi orga
nization participated in the planning. Hitler's government actually
looked upon the whole campaign with some unhappiness. Goeb
bels, who was the only one to show up at the burning in Berlin and
who was traditionally considered an ally of the students, avoided
his usual rhetoric that evening and told the assembled students so
berly that II revolutions of political power need intellectual prepara
tion." 50 Hitler himself and the other members of his government
maintained an embarrassed silence about the events, which did not
reflect government policy and were not allowed to be repeated after
May 1933. 51 The whole affair was no doubt the students' remin
der to the new regime of how much it owed to them. If men like
Baeumler as well as academics in other university towns partici
pated in the burnings, it was a vivid expression of their identifica
tion with the students.

Krieck also made it clear how much he was taking the side of
the radical students when he delivered his rectorial address. In his
speech he celebrated the "national-revolutlonary student body" for
having been "the real motor in the life of the University" during
the preceding decade (p. 7).52Promulgating a new student law that
announced study rules as well as a law of conduct, and committed
the students to both labor and military service, Krieck described it
as II a victory of the students after a long fight for the renewal of the
University." With this law, they were becoming "a member with
full and equal rights in the self-administrative organization of the
University" (p. 6). Heidegger, too, paid careful obeisance to the stu
dents in his rectorial address: "The Germans students are on the
march. And those they are seeking are leaders through whom they
can elevate their- own purpose so that it becomes a grounded,
knowing truth, and to place it into the clarity of interpretive and
effective word and work" (pp. 9-10).53 Envisaging fulfillment of the
German mission, he concluded: IIWe do will ourselves. For the
young and the youngest strength of the people, which is already
reaching beyond us, has already decided the matter" (p. 13).
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Though as rector he prevented students from displaying an antise
mitic poster at the entrance to the university and from holding a
book burning, he kept in close contact with the Nazi student leaders
and clearly signaled to them his sympathy with their activism. In
the summer and fall of 1933 he arranged for a series of "science
camps" outside Freiburg in which students and teachers were to
come together in a new form of collaboration.

Apart from their shared belief in the need of a fundamental re
newal within the university and their shared sympathies for the
radical students, Baeumler, Krieck. and Heidegger also had in com
mon their determination to take a stand against those German phi
losophers who were now claiming that the victory of the national
revolution demanded a return to the German idealist tradition. In
his inaugural address Baeumler criticized explicitly such conserva
tive philosophical positions as irrelevant to the new reality. The old
idealist and humanist tradition, he said, had adhered to an essen
tially imageless system of thought. Hence its preoccupation with
words and concepts, and its purely theoretical, antipolitical stance.
One might have respect and even veneration for men like Fichte
and Hegel, but "the systematic critique of the idealist tradition be
longs to our future task" (p. 125).54 When he continued that cri
tique later, he was even more insistent in his disagreement with
those philosophers who wanted to make idealism, particularly
Fichte's version of it, the foundation of the Nazi worldview. He
granted then that no future German philosophy could ignore the
link to German idealism, and he praised the daring boldness and
power of Fichte's thought, which he interpreted as an expression
of an "heroic voluntarism" for which "neither the world nor the
logos is the first but rather the creative will" (p. 487).55 In Baeum
ler's view, Fichte was best seen as a precursor of Nietzsche. Ac
cording to that reading, Fichte had taught that "the world order
looses all its sense, as soon as one admits the possibility of an order
in itself." In an unmistakable reference to the DPG and its ideology,
Baeumler added that "the doctrine which assumes a hierarchy of
being and value, of an eternal order in itself, under whose influence
one is willing, if necessary, to forgive everything to man, as long
as he only acknowledges that order, leads to a destruction of all
humanity" (p. 489).

Krieck was equally adamant that the old idealist tradition and its
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more recent elaborations were unsuitable for current philosophy.
"We no longer live in the age of self-cultivation, of 'culture,' of hu
manism, and of pure spirit," he wrote, "but under the necessity of
struggle, of the political organization of reality, of soldierliness, of
folkish discipline, of folkish honor, and a folkish future. The people
of this age are therefore not called to an idealist but to an heroic
attitude as the task and necessity of life" (p. 1).56Idealism had cre
ated divisions between spirit and life, but the heroic man "lives not
out of the spirit, he lives out of blood and earth. He lives not for
self-cultivation, but for the deed" (p, 4). The prophets of this new
man had been Holderlin, Nietzsche, Stefan George, Moeller van
den Bruck, and most recently Ernst Jiinger and his circle. Now the
heroic spirit was reaching for victory in the national-revolutionary
movement, and "the symbolic name of this victory and of the he
roic attitude is Adolf Hitler" (p. 5). The new world picture thus
emerging would lead to a new kind of philosophy, science, and art,
and the claims of so-called culture would be disputed and the ideal
ist presumptions and prejudices cleared away.

Krieck's hostility toward idealism went all the way back to the
period of the First World War. It was in his 1917 book on the Ger
man idea of the state (DiedeutscheStaatsidee)that he had first under
taken a critique of philosophical idealism and of the existing educa
tional system in the schools, whose flaws he blamed on the idealist
tradition. While praising idealism for its exalted attitude, he called
it at the same time "a flight from the unmastered reality of its age"
(p. 8).57 Idealism had constructed a higher world of pure spirit, an
empty space of idealities above everyday life, and thus separated
spiritual life from that of professional work and economics; it had
promoted a false individualism; it had separated the educated from
the workers, and thereby made possible the rise of Marxist materi
alism. Idealism and materialism were nothing but estranged broth
ers born of the same age. Krieck was convinced that the events of
August 1914 signaled the moment when all the established divi
sions between the German people had fallen away and when the
folkish realism first manifested itself.

Though Heidegger stayed away from such polemical denuncia
tions of the idealist tradition and even adopted deliberately the lan
guage of spirit in his rectorial address and subsequently praised its
"greatness, breadth, and originality," 58 he too thought that the situ-
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ation in no way called for a revival of the idealist tradition, and he
too was suspicious of those who, like Bauch and his DPG, were
trying to establish their latterday version as the official philosophy
of the age. That is certainly clear from his sustained critique of the
philosophy of objective value which the traditionalists were trying
to promote as their contribution to the national revolution. In op
posing themselves to the powerfully conservative wing within Ger
man philosophy, Baeumler, Krieck. and Heidegger all identified
with Nietzsche. The alliance they struck in the spring of 1933 was
above all an alliance of Nietzschean radicals against a traditional
philosophical establishment.

The alliance was not to last long, since their conceptions of phi
losophy were too far apart to allow for constructive collaboration.
They could agree on what was to be opposed, but Baeumler's heroic
realism, Krieck's populist holism, and Heidegger's existential ontol
ogy were ultimately unreconcilable. Though all three were calling
for spiritual leadership in the revolution, it soon became clear that
each of them was claiming that role for himself and in the name of
his own philosophy. Heidegger's relation with Krieck was to be of
the shortest duration. It had been initiated in the spring of 1933,
but only a year later Krieck's journal Yolkim Werdenwas denounc
ing Heidegger's philosophy as un-German and its author as trying
to usurp philosophical leadership. Heidegger himself had, from the
beginning, little trust in Krieck's idea of a political science and a
politicized university. Without mentioning Krieck, he rejected such
a conception of science in his rectorial address. He came to that
theme again and again in subsequent statements. Baeumler's rela
tion with Krieck seems never to have been all that close. There is,
in any case, no evidence of their working together after 1933.

Baeumler's relation with Heidegger, on the other hand, was
more complex and longer-lasting. The two men had known each
other since 1928, when Heidegger had written to Baeumler out of
the blue to express admiration for his introduction to the Bachofen
edition. Heidegger had even suggested Baeumler as his successor at
Marburg, but nothing came of it because of resistance within the
faculty. Subsequently the two men were in touch through the
Nietzsche archives at Weimar. In 1932 Baeumler invited Heidegger
to Dresden, and the two spent some days together on a hiking
tour." Before taking on the rectorship in 1933 Heidegger tried to
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contact Baeumler again to ask him about his own plans for univer
sity reform." In June of that year they met once more at a leader
ship conference organized by the Nazi student association, where
both spoke of their reform plans. In the summer they spent time
together at Heidegger's retreat in the Black Forest. Baeumler's high
estimation of Heidegger at the time is made evident in a confiden
tial memo he wrote in September, where he called Heidegger "the
most important appearance in philosophy since Dilthey," adding
that Being and Time had transformed the philosophical field and
Heidegger's influence on philosophy, not only in Germany, was
inestimable." Even so, their ultimate estrangement was inevi
table.

Though they both saw themselves indebted to Nietzsche, they
were from the start at odds over what was still relevant in his work.
The difference became evident when Heidegger began to lecture
on Nietzsche in 1936. There he attacked Baeumler's neglect of the
doctrine of eternal recurrence as a gross failure to understand the
unity of Nietzsche's thought. In contrast to Baeumler, he did not
make the doctrine of the will to power his own but labeled it the
last embodiment of a metaphysical tradition that had now come to
an end. In Heidegger's eyes, Nietzsche's real importance lay in his
analysis of European nihilism. Unlike Baeumler, he also did not
celebrate Nietzsche as a politician but instead left out of his discus
sion all the political parts of TheWill to Power.Where Baeumler had
derived from Nietzsche's philosophy his heroic realism, Heidegger
used reflection on Nietzsche to deepen his own earlier concern with
the question of Being; through Nietzsche's account of the history of
western philosophy, he was guided to his conception of a history of
Being. Baeumler's ultimate conclusion from Nietzsche was a politi
cal activism that kept him engaged in Nazi politics until 1945. Faith
ful to the end, Baeumler came closer to the centers of political
power than any other German philosopher of the period. Even so,
this did not assure him the spiritual leadership he aspired to, as we
will see. Heidegger's engagement with Nietzsche, on the other
hand, became part of the process of his withdrawal from politics.
As the grand perspectives of the history of Being unfolded before
his eyes, he came to see human life less and less as autonomous
and self-defining and more and more as the outcome of planetary
processes over which humans had no control. The activism inher-
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ent in the conception of Dasein held in Being and Time gave way to
a call for stillness, holding on, and letting be. If Heidegger was still
laying claim to a kind of spiritual leadership at this time, as he
surely was, it was not the sort that called for specific political
involvement.



7

The Philosophical Conservatives

With the inaugurations of Baeumler, Krieck, and Heidegger, and
their much-publicized speeches, the philosophical radicals had
clearly taken a lead in the philosophical-political debate of 1933. It
was now time for the conservatives to respond, and this they did in
October of that year when the DPG held its twelfth annual con
ference.

The meeting took place at Magdeburg and was devoted to the
apparently unpolitical theme of "Purpose, Meaning, and Value." In
reality, however, it was an occasion to allow the DPG to pledge its
allegiance to Hitler. From its beginning the society had advocated
nationalist ideals that were closely akin to those now in control of
the political system. It warned again and again that a unique histor
ical crisis was at hand, and it spoke over and over of Germany's
singular mission in the world. It detested the republic, elevated
folkish values, and bemoaned foreign and Jewish influence. The
DPG could in all honesty declare its support for Hitler and his re
gime at the conference. The speeches and declaration delivered
there are now forgotten, together with those that Baeumler and
Krieck gave earlier the same year. What is generally remembered
are Heidegger's rectorship at Freiburg and the address he delivered
in the spring of 1933. But selective memory threatens to distort
perception of the historical facts. Against the background of a his
tory effaced, the significance of Heidegger's actions and words
looms larger than it actually was. Uninformed hindsight makes Hei
degger a singular figure and suggests a direct link between his

154
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thought and Nazi ideology. In order to avoid rash conclusions, it is
important to bring out not only Baeumler's and Krieck's contribu
tion to the philosophical politics of 1933 but also what was done
at Magdeburg that fall. The philosophers assembled at the DPG's
conference were trying to effect a conjunction between philosophy
and the new political reality. Only here it was a whole organized
group of them who were demonstrating their commitment to the
German revolution. Like Baeumler and Krieck but unlike Heideg
ger, they were no last-minute converts to political activism.

The DPG itself later characterized the meeting as "the first big
gathering of important philosophers and philosophically interested
personalities in the new Germany which had been specifically dedi
cated to the question of worldview" (B 8:65).1 The report in the
DPG's journal also said that the assembly had been "conscious of
its demanding duty to join in the exploration of the true German
worldview" and had stood "under the sign of folkish self
reflection." The meeting began with an address by the DPG's outgo
ing president, Felix Krueger, who welcomed representatives from
many levels of government, dignitaries of the church, heads of vari
ous corporate organizations, leaders of industry, guests from
abroad, as well as old and new members of the society. Krueger
reminded this diverse audience in his opening words that the DPG
had been founded in 1917 in order to protect German intellectual
life from the influence of foreign ideas. Though the society's initial
goal had been to preserve the German philosophical heritage, it had
also recognized from the start the need to make the content of Ger
man value perception fruitful for contemporary life. In Krueger's
eyes there was now a "need for a close coordination between the
insights of philosophy and the demands of the moment." The Ger
man philosophers were saying yes to the mighty reorganization of
the state, while the state was demanding that "philosophy step to
its side as a force and power for forming the nation" (B 8:65-66).

There followed the singing of the German anthem and the Nazi
"Horst-Wessel Song." Krueger then read a telegram from Hitler:
"May the force of true German philosophy contribute to the foun
dation and strengthening of the German worldview," and the mem
bers of the congress thanked the Fuhrer by telegram for his good
wishes and trust in them (B 8:67). A high official from the Mini
stry of the Interior in Berlin spoke next and stressed that "German
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philosophy is urgently needed for our people," as it always had
been in periods of German rebirth. The ministry spokesman went
on to compare Nietzsche, the man who philosophized with a ham
mer, and Adolf Hitler. Where Nietzsche had been the great revalua
tor of the established values of the scientific age, Hitler was lithe
great revaluator of the political ideas and forms of the dying materi
alist, liberal-Marxist century" (B 8:66).2 The local military com
mander in his welcoming words reminded the assembly II of the
great military philosophers Frederick the Great, Clausewitz, Goltz,
Moltke, and Schlieffen, who had seen the meaning of life and war
in struggle" (B 8:67). With such high-minded thoughts behind it
the congress was finally ready to turn to its philosophical business.'

Though the conference theme was chosen well before the Nazis
had come to power, all the speakers strove to relate it to the new
political circumstances. That was true, in particular, of the confer
ence's three major speakers, Felix Krueger, Nicolai Hartmann, and
Bruno Bauch. All three agreed that the moment called for a deter
mined act of spiritual and philosophical leadership. All three also
held that the traditions deriving from the first great epoch of Ger
man philosophy should be the basis of the new worldview, At the
same time, they took somewhat different lines on which part of the
traditional set of ideas was most relevant to the current moment.
Where Krueger emphasized the idea of wholeness as the crucial
idea, Hartmann stressed the objectivity of value. It was left to
Bauch, who was taking over again as leader of the DPG, to bring
the two sets of ideas together by maintaining that values must be
realized by whole nations and that the values so appropriated were
necessarily part of a greater whole. The concepts of value and or
ganic wholeness were thus part of a single doctrine that could serve
as the foundation for the true German worldview.'

Krueger, as the first speaker in the regular philosophical session,
began by raising the question of the limits of causal explanation.
Though such limits had often been recognized, he said, it was gen
erally thought sufficient to supplement mechanistic and causal the
ories with teleological explanations. Teleological theories unfortu
nately ignored the phenomena of structure and wholeness. That
made them unable to account for the integrated character of psy
chological processes, for the underlying unity of the world, for the
wholeness of the human person, and most of all for the nature of
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human communities. The question of the antic character of the
world was, moreover, linked to that of the meaning of things, and
since both causal and teleological theories were ontologically inade
quate, they could not explain that meaning. What was needed was
a conception that could see the world as a structured totality.

Krueger said he was certain that such philosophical questions
had immediate practical significance. It was, in fact, impossible to
make sense of human action as long as one spoke only in terms of
conscious purposes. That had been the problem with the demo
cratic state. It had been caught in an obsession with numbers and
deliberate purposes and had therefore been unable to recognize the
validity of other and deeper powers. Democratic society had proved
to have no understanding of the significance of military might, of
the deep meaning of the national character, and of the resulting
oppositions between states. A democratic state could not even fully
acknowledge the value of private property and the existence of dif
ferent ranks, classes, and degrees of honor. Such a state was, in a
word, the symptom of a deformed mentality that recognized no
inner bindings. But, Krueger said, "our nation is now finding itself
out of its former division. It has arisen out of its decline and we all
are honored to be present on this occasion ... This nation is sub
jecting itself in freedom to a strict and even a hard order. That is, it
wants to find itself, so that it becomes what it has always been in
essence. It finally wants to attain its own form" (B 7:465).

THE QUESTION OF LEADERSHIP

Nicolai Hartmann is a marginal figure today. From the 1920s to the
1950s, however, he was a major presence in the philosophical field
in Germany. As a student of Hermann Cohen and Paul Natorp, he
began his teaching career at Marburg in 1920. Within just over a
decade he managed to obtain one of the most prestigious positions
in German philosophy, a chair at the University of Berlin. The ad
vent of the Nazis did not interfere with his appointment. Without
difficulty he retained his position in Berlin until the end of the war
and then left for the tranquillity of Gottingen. where he taught up
to his death in 1950. Cool, cautious, and sober in temperament,
modern and yet conservative in outlook, interested in the philo
sophical tradition as well as in contemporary science, rationally
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minded and fair in judgment, Hartmann seemed to many at the
time the paradigm of a philosopher. Some even considered him
equal to Heidegger in philosophical importance. In retrospect,
though, he appears as a somewhat pale figure. One of his students
was later to say that it was Hartmann's peculiar destiny "that he,
who was in the highest sense a conservative thinker, should have
lived in a time that was more ready to throw things overboard than
to retain them." 5 He now seems to be no more than a transitional
voice. In helping to overthrow neo-Kantian idealism by advancing
critical realism, in promoting work in ontology and philosophical
anthropology, as well as in the theory of values, Hartmann was a
man of the moment. He was at the same time sufficiently attached
to the tradition to be called a "timeless thinker" preoccupied with
the great traditional problems of metaphysics, ethics, and ontology.

What is now forgotten, even by those who recall Hartmann's
philosophical work, is the fact that during the 1920s he associated
himself with the DPG and other right-wing causes and that in 1933
he hailed Hitler at Magdeburg. In order to understand this associa
tion, one must remember that Hartmann was born in Riga, Latvia,
in 1882 and that the overwhelming political emotion of the Baltic
Germans of his generation was a fear of the Russian empire-a fear
that was multiplied after 1918 by the Bolshevik revolution." That
Hartmann was motivated by such concerns is suggested by the fact
that for years he served on the editorial board of Houston Stuart
Chamberlain's journal DeutschlandsErneuerung,a rabidly nationalis
tic, antisemitic, and antibolshevist publication that had close links
to some of the most reactionary Baltic agitators.' Hartmann's corre
spondence with Heinz Heimsoeth, his closest personal and philo
sophical friend, indicates that until the end of the First World War
neither of them was preoccupied with political questions." Like
other Germans of the war generation they appear to have been
driven to the political right by the loss. In 1917 the two joined
Bauch's DPG shortly after its founding and agreed to work on the
editorial board of its journal, even though they privately expressed
qualms about the society's political direction and about Bauch's
antisemitism. During the 1920s their hesitations appear to have
evaporated. In that period, in which the DPG identified more and
more with the Nazi cause, Hartmann and Heimsoeth immersed
themselves more and more deeply in its activities. After he moved
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to Berlin, Hartmann let himself be appointed chairman of the DPG's
influential local chapter, and Heimsoeth became chairman of the
corresponding Cologne chapter-positions they held to the end of
the Nazi period. Heimsoeth, moreover, took on the editorship of the
DPG's journal-a role he performed until 1945-while Hartmann
became an active participant in the society's declaration of loyalty
to Hitler at Magdeburg.

If Hartmann impresses one, despite these political activities, as
apolitical and disengaged, it is probably due to the fact that he
treated political questions with the same caution that characterized
his approach to philosophy. His biographer was to write of him that
in 1933 "he looked upon what was happening in a carefully
weighing and thoughtful manner in accordance with his principle
to be suspicious of nothing but also to accept nothing before it has
proven itself."? This caution was clearly evident in his talk at Mag
deburg. Almost everything he said on the occasion can be found in
his earlier philosophical writings-except for certain small, though
important omissions and certain other equally small but equally
important additions. Hartmann's greatest achievement at Magde
burg was to let the context give his words a political meaning.
While the DPG's conference report later praised his talk for having
been closely interwoven "with the present will of the German
people for a renewal" (B 8:68), the address' is permeated by a cer
tain highmindedness that at once suggests a link to the political
present and obscures it. Such a lack of specificity is admittedly an
essential part of Hartmann's intellectual style, but here it served the
further purpose of leaving his meaning undefined enough to allow
it to be interpreted in various ways according to the varying politi
cal circumstances. Hartmann's caution paid off. As a result he man
aged to flourish throughout a long career that took him from the
Weimar Republic through the Nazi years to postwar Germany with
out losing even a month's salary.

Basic to Hartmann's philosophical thought was his "realism."
This amounted to a rejection of the neo-Kantian claim that philoso
phy was basically a theory of knowledge and the assertion of the
priority of ontology over epistemology. 10 This turn had first become
evident in Hartmann's Outlineof a MetaphysicsofKnowledgeof 1921
where he argued that to know an object was not to produce it, as
idealism has held, "but the grasping of something which exists as
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well before all knowledge and is independent of it."!' The fact that
the objects of knowledge revealed themselves in this way as tran
scendent to the act of cognition convinced Hartmann that a descrip
tive ontology of those objects was possible and that such an ontol
ogy could serve to lay the groundwork for a future metaphysics.
Much of Hartmann's work was devoted precisely to the task of
spelling out a descriptive ontology of the conditions of being, of the
modes and strata of being, of its categories, relations, principles, and
dependencies. In writings like TheConstructionof theRealworld.'?he
set out to delineate a hierarchy of being that ascended from inor
ganic through organic nature to individual consciousness and fi
nally to culture. Two points stand out in this undertaking. The first
is that reality is seen in terms of a strict order that in turn is con
ceived as an ascendance from the lower to the higher. The second
is Hartmann's conviction that higher strata of being are necessarily
weaker than the lower ones and are thus dependent on them.

Though Hartmann saw his ontological investigations as prelimi
naries to a full-blown metaphysics, he was skeptical of traditional
system building. "Ihe time for philosophical systems is over," he
said, though the goal of philosophy would always be systematic.'?
Metaphysics would from now on have to be understood not as a
general concern with the ideas of God, freedom, and immortality,
nor as a struggle between different worldviews, but as a systematic
unraveling of certain recalcitrant problems. Metaphysical problems
had the peculiar characteristic of being ultimately unsolvable and
could be approached only through a method of painstaking re
search that could accept partial answers. Logic and mathematics,
physics and biology, the philosophy of history, ethics and aesthetics,
were giving rise to such unsolvable problems. Philosophy would
have to examine all these areas. The old static picture of philosophy
would have to give way to a historical and dynamical one.

For the purpose of understanding Hartmann's address at Magde
burg, we need to focus on just one aspect of this conception of phi
losophy. The address concerned itself specifically with the question
of moral and political order, and it argued, first, that there existed
an objective order of value whose ontological structure could be
investigated and, second, that our understanding of this order was
necessarily incomplete at any given time and manifested itself only
in a long process of historical approximation. Already in his Ethics
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of 1926 Hartmann had undertaken to describe what he conceived
to be the objective order and hierarchy of the realm of values. The
peculiar fact about values was, as Hartmann put it, that they were
ideal postulates, normative principles "whose demand is trans
formed into reality only when a real power appropriates and carries
them through" (p. 326). In fact, "values neither originate nor disin
tegrate in history, only the consciousness of value changes." The
realm of values was, in fact, like a foreign land that remained to be
explored. "Only slowly and in a historically far-reaching process of
maturation will it open itself to the seeking and probing value
consciousness. It is impossible to accelerate the process arbitrarily.
Step by step the human value-organ must grow towards its ob
ject" (p. 324).

Hartmann's address at Magdeburg was to take up precisely those
themes. He began it by expressing agreement with Krueger's insis
tence on the difference between purposes and values; he said that
it was equally important to distinguish between meanings and val
ues. That distinction was, however, not always sharply observed.
The first and most significant difference was no doubt that values
are always given, while meanings are chosen. "Man cannot grasp
his own nature without grasping a meaning to which everything is
related that belongs to him. Wherever in history there has been a
question of human renewal, man's own essence has appeared to
him in a new self-reflection" (B 8:1). Plato had become the classical
philosopher of the west because he put the problem of meaning
above that of being. His conception, profound as it was, had unfor
tunately also severed meaning and value from the world of becom
ing. Kant and the idealists after him had been the first to see that
meaning and value really belong to this world. Indeed, "It is the
achievement of German idealism to have broken through the tran
scendence of meaning" (B 8:14). A third essential step forward had
been taken by the philosophy of value, which had come to recog
nize that there exists a plenitude of different values. Here Hartmann
came to speak of what he considered to be Nietzsche's contribution
to the debate:

In the critique of Christian morality and its principle of charity,
the seeker Nietzsche came up with that insight. Though his
critique overshot its goal, there remains this positive element
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in his thought, that there are values which are covered over
in Christian morality ... A plenitude of other human values
comes thereby into value-consciousness: force, will, power,
beauty, vitality, happiness, the readiness to bear responsibility,
and many others. (B 8:17)

Nietzsche had certainly gone too far, according to Hartmann, in
holding that man had not only the power to grasp values and to
realize them but the even greater power to invent them. "The ma
terial value-ethics of our own day has cut this excess back to normal
size. It is the synthesis of the Kantian apriority and timelessness of
moral demands with Nietzsche's recognition of the manifold val
ues" (B 8:18). Not the values themselves changed, but merely our
grasp of them. We think otherwise only because we confuse mean
ing and value. Men must indeed give meaning to the world, and
only through human actions are values realized. YetPlato had been
right in assuming that "all value is eternal value and all meaning
eternal meaning" (B 8:25). He had failed to see, however, that eter
nal value and meaning can exist in things that change.

Values are realized when human beings choose them to give
meaning to the world, and such meaning exists only as a result of
human action. Hartmann had argued previously that values could
be realized only by a being that was itself real, that was open to the
call of evaluative norms, and that could take a stand in favor of
what ought to be. He concluded that "among the beings we know,
only man satisfies those three conditions." 14 To this he now added
at Magdeburg that it was always whole nations rather than individ
uals who gave meaning to the world. IIInevery time and in every
people," he said, "that is valid which is in accord with the living
spirit of the community; its principle determines what is right
and what is wrong. The individual is tied to the national spirit to
which it belongs, and real insight is for it to grasp what that spirit
is" (B 8:13).

The national community in turn depended on the great individ
ual, on a leader to lead it to a realization of its meaning. "Neither
public opinion nor a numerical majority can clearly express its own
tendency. Only the 'great individual' can tell it what it is" (B 8:14).
For Plato the leader had been the man illuminated by the idea, by
the vision of a transcendent realm of values; that picture had been
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corrected by Hegel, who recognized that the leader must always be
rooted in what is historically real:

He sees what is essential in the already existing tendencies of
the objective spirit and brings it to expression. He does not
grope for that which is far away but into that which is substan
tial in the present; he discovers only what all bear in them
selves but do not yet know. Since knowledge alone can raise
freedom to reality, he is the one through whom all giving of
purpose and meaning in history is mediated. (B 8:14)

The leader's task was not merely to rule, to organize, or to re
constitute the state; it was rather to seewhat was essential, to grasp
what was substantial, to discoverwhat others did not yet know con
sciously. Only because of his special knowledge was such a leader
capable of mediating purpose and meaning in history. Reminding
his audience that the time was one of transformation and renewal,
Hartmann emphasized that now was the time for true Puhrertum.
This called for an exertion of will and involved a struggle, particu
larly at the present moment. "Everything great in history has strug
gled upwards against great resistances," Hartmann declaimed in
conclusion. "Not in happy enjoyment do the nations of the earth
become strong but in need and fight and heavy labor" (B 8:37).

It would be easy to dismiss Hartmann's eulogy on the Fuhrer and
the idea of leadership as an opportunistic addendum to his theory
of value. He was certainly intent on making his words at Magde
burg bear on the political moment. Except for the apocalyptic tone
of voice he adopted for the occasion, however, the underlying ideas
had been formed long before the advent of National Socialism. He
had long been convinced that "the mass never knows directly what
it really wants. It must be told, it must be put before their eyes what
it is" (p. 322).15 He had long argued that the peculiar "power of
leading ideas" that rule over human needs, desires, and passions
was most clearly recognized by the individual figure of a Fuhrer
(p. 321). A leader had to learn to free himself from general opinion,
had to grow beyond it and lead the people in roundabout ways to
accept his own realization of the idea. There was, however, one
point at which Hartmann's earlier doctrine of leadership diverged
from what he said at Magdeburg. Earlier he had emphasized that
the leader "remains necessarily human," that he too must operate
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"within the limits of human individuality" and that even the great
leader will, in the end, lack an adequate grasp of the political life of
his time (p. 320). Such thoughts Hartmann evidently thought it
wise to omit on the day the DPG was declaring its loyalty to Adolf
Hitler's political leadership.

MEANING, VALUE, AND NATIONAL SOCIALISM

Posterity has separated the names of Hartmann and Bauch.
Whereas Hartmann managed to save his philosophical reputation
beyond the end of the Third Reich, Bauch, who died during the
war, was quickly forgotten after 1945. His engagement on behalf of
folkish and Nazi ideas, his outspoken antisemitism, even the DPG
and its journal, were considered embarrassments. In philosophy it
self the time had passed over his attempt to breathe new life into
neo-Kantian idealism. His long-winded writings lacked the inven
tiveness that might have kept them alive in this changed philosoph
ical climate. YetBauch and Hartmann had much in common. They
both belonged to that generation of Germans from the eastern part
of German territory who felt threatened by the surge of Slavic na
tionalism. Philosophically both came out of the neo- Kantian school
and worked in the area of objective value theory. Their political
and philosophical consonance manifested itself, moreover, in their
long-term collaboration in the DPG and became most evident when
they joined together at Magdeburg to deliver their addresses.

Bauch's address, was meant to combine the themes that Krueger
and Hartmann had taken up before him. Like them he was eager
to show that the German philosophical tradition had an important
contribution to make to the Nazi revolution. He agreed with
Krueger and Hartmann that it should playa role of spiritual leader
ship in the present situation. Speaking dramatically of the "miracu
lous national revolution," he declared its mission to be the over
coming of the false spirit of pragmatism and materialism that had
taken hold in Germany over the last century. He added that it was
"the holy duty and task" of German philosophy to collaborate on
this task. Combining Krueger's and Hartmann's preceding consider
ations, Bauch argued that individual values had to be understood
to be a part of an organic realm of values and that the human ap
propriation of values was possible only within a "coherent unity
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of wholeness of the highest order" (B 8:58). In attempting such a
reconciliation, Bauch was by no means treading new ground, since
he had always spoken of the coherence of the world of being and
that of norms in the overarching notion of the Idea. He was, in
fact, merely adapting his previous thoughts in order to make them
relevant to the Nazi revolution.

Bauch also began his address by distinguishing between two re
lated concepts. Where Krueger had spoken of the difference be
tween purposiveness and meaning, and Hartmann of that between
value and meaning, Bauch took up the distinction of values and
ends. Ends and values were in no way the same. II An end exists
always only for myself insofar as I make it the goal of my intention.
A value, in contrast, has an existence that is independent of my
intention, removed from my will" (B 8:42). An end exists only inso
far as someone has posited something as his end, but "a value is
independent of such positing, stands above all intention and will,
is independent not only from will and intention but from all subjec
tivity and individuality, is, to say it even more generally, not bound
to any individual existence" (B 8:42-43).

Bauch went on to say that subjective ends on their own could
never give meaning to human life, that such meaning also required
the existence of objective values. He considered it evident that
"whenever we express a sentence with meaning there is always
presupposed a certain objective value ... the truth-value" (B 8:45).
All knowledge and all science presupposed an objective value. By
recognizing that fact, German science and philosophy had once
again returned to the insights of Plato's theory of ideas. Plato argued
that the sophists' denial of an objective truth-value and their claim
that truth was merely purposive utility put them on the level of
monkeys, pigs, and tadpoles. The denial of an objective truth-value
was, in reality, evidence of the denier's own inferiority. Such a de
nial represented an individualistic relativism that was characteristic
of an age of decline and dissolution. Bauch thought that Plato's in
vective against the sophists fitted the present age:

Nobody will deny that this account fits our own age to some
degree-no one who has until recently been forced to observe
with his own eyes such horrendous phenomena of our age as
atheistic propaganda, the scandal of a freethinking which is
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free of any real thought, the political mass and majority see
sawing of the democratic party state, the cultural bolshevism
of the literati and whatever other absurdity. (B 8:50)

This catalogue of ills was for Bauch a symptom of a deeper condi
tion: the denial of the absolute value of truth, the confusion be
tween subjective purposes and objective values, and the identifica
tion of truth with mere usefulness. That was the foreign ideology
against which the DPG's whole campaign had been directed-the
influence of pragmatism, utilitarianism, liberalism, and material
ism. It was, Bauch added, grotesque to see that those who opposed
his point of view declared themselves to be authentically spiritual
while they exhibited, in fact, "merely the formal virtuosity of a su
perficially sparkling, dry ratiocination that enjoys wallowing in the
nether world of slime and dirt, but cannot enter the holy depths of
the realm of values."

Bauch reminded his audience of Richard Wagner's words: "Io be
German is to do a thing for its own sake" (B 8:52). This expressed,
he said, the truly German attitude toward scientific research,
sharply distinct from the pursuit of science for the purpose of self
promotion. "Have we not recently experienced the repulsive phe
nomenon that science was degraded to an advertising medium by
Einstein, Freud, and those who consorted with them?" (B 8:53).
What they engaged in was a caricature of scientific research which
they used for the satisfaction of their own self-importance. IIIn the
former case an eccentric at best satisfied his individual curiosity and
made its object quite unobjectively to its medium, while in the lat
ter a hero of self-promotion satisfied a certain hunger for money
and a certain need to generate individual sensation or respectabil
ity." Even to an inattentive listener, such remarks were bound to
carry an antisemitic message. What Bauch did say, in any case, was
that neither the theory of relativity nor psychoanalysis was in ac
cord with the German conception of truth.

There was a further message in Wagner's aphorism. It also meant
that whenever a thing is done for its own sake, it will be done for
the sake of the national community. The more purely a researcher
serves his subject matter, lithe more he serves also the social whole
in which his activity stands, i.e., the nation" (B 8:54). The value
areas of life were not detachable from the roots of folkdom, just as
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folkdom was not detachable from values. In agreement with Hart
mann, he said that objective values were, of course, never com
pletely realized in our actions, which were always a striving toward
them. "Standing still and rest are banned from the true life of the
values. It is, to speak with Luther, 'not a being but a becoming'"
(B 8:56). In this alone lay the meaning of Nietzsche's revaluation
of values, he said, once more in agreement with Hartmann. Though
some of Nietzsche's own closest associates had understood him as
advancing a relativism of values, Nietzsche had really meant to say
that every pursuit of values is always a process of approximation to
the one objective realm.

Because the life of value was thus a dynamic thing, our purposes
had no rigid, solid being but were a doing, a becoming, a process
that "fitted into the whole we call the world" (B 8:58). In trying to
reconcile Krueger's and Hartmann's accounts of the new tasks of
German philosophy, Bauch here made a significant adjustment to
his earlier philosophical thought. He spoke no longer of the Idea as
the unifying principle of reality and value. It was rather the com
munity, the nation, that he saw now as the point of unification,
and so he concluded: "Our own true freedom, as a being free to the
realization of the divine eternal destiny of human life on earth, can
therefore never lie outside the people . . . We become therefore
truly free in the freedom of the nation by joining responsibly in its
unified action" (B 8:59).

HEYSE AS A MEDIATOR

The speeches at Magdeburg vividly illustrate how strongly German
philosophers were willing to attach themselves to the new political
system, but they also reinforced the existing divisions between
them. Baeurnler, Krieck, and Heidegger had all called for a funda
mental renewal of the university and identified themselves with
the demands of the radical students. No such calls were heard at
the DPG's conference. The speakers at the conference stood for the
existing university system and for the philosophical ideas on which
it was founded. For the philosophical radicals, the renewal of the
institution was tied to their hope for a renewal in philosophy. The
conservatives at Magdeburg were hoping for the preservation and
strengthening of the great German tradition and for the acceptance
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of their own reworking of that tradition as the philosophical basis
of the Nazi worldview. Though the DPG had touted the occasion as
the unified effort of German philosophers, it was in reality only the
expression of one wing of the philosophical community. Heidegger
never showed up for the occasion; Baeumler and Krieck, who were
present, did not utter a word and left the conference in disgust. 16

Given the divisions within the philosophical field, there were
those who sought to mediate between the opposing groups for the
good of the country and the national revolution. Most prominent
among them was Hans Heyse, who occupied the Kant chair at Kon
igsberg and who was that fall about to begin his own term as rector
of the university. Born in Bremen in 1891, Heyse belonged to the
same generation as Baeumler, Krieck, Heidegger, Hartmann, and
Bauch. After studying at Heidelberg, Marburg, and Leipzig, he
served as a soldier in the First World War. After the war Heyse was
influenced by the neo-Kantian philosopher Alois Riehl and pub
lished various works on Kantian problems. He finally obtained a
position first at Breslau and then in 1932 at Konigsberg.

By 1933, however, he had come philosophically and politically
close to Heidegger. In his writings of this period, the influence of
Heidegger's language and ideas is apparent. Heyse had also decided
by 1933 to engage himself politically on behalf of the Nazis. After
the war he explained:

In the difficult situation of the modern world, and particularly
of Germany after 1914, National Socialism came to power in
1933 as a not yet clearly defined movement with much prom
ise. In long, friendly conversations with Professor Martin Hei
degger in the spring of 1933, we concluded that this move
ment would in some way be a destiny for Germany and that
everything depended on creating an intellectual and moral
core for it.'?

Heyse's political engagement at the time involved not only assum
ing the responsibilities of the rectorship at Konigsberg. In Novem
ber 1933 he became one of the organizers of a public meeting at
Leipzig, where many prominent academics, including Heidegger,
expressed their support for Hitler's regime. The declaration issued
on that occasion was signed by more than a thousand professors.

Heidegger's philosophical influence is clearly evident first of all in
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Heyse's rectorial address-delivered in November of 1933-which
closely parallels Heidegger's earlier speech. The influence is even
more apparent in Heyse's major work, Idea and Existence(Ideeund
Existenz)of 1935, in which he freely adopts Heidegger's talk of Da
seinand Existenz,of truth as unhiddenness (Unverborgenheit),of time
and temporality, of the overcoming of the subject-object distinc
tion, and of the crisis of modernity. There is, in addition, much talk
in Heyse's book of the need for a radical rethinking of Greek philos
ophy and tragedy, of Meister Eckhart and Holderlin, and also of the
metaphysical foundations of logic and historical thinking. Despite
such appropriations, Heyse's texts have none of the fascination that
Heidegger's still possess. That is due not only to Heyse's limitations
as a philosopher and writer, but even more to the fact that he put
his philosophical work from 1933 onward completely at the dis
posal of the political needs of the moment. He made intellectual
compromises that lack philosophical justification. In spite of such
shortcomings (perhaps precisely because of them), Heyse's rectorial
address and his book are pivotal texts for understanding the entan
glement of German philosophy with National Socialism. No bal
anced assessment of Heidegger's political involvement is, in fact,
possible without comparing it to Heyse's."

The similarities between Heidegger's and Heyse's addresses are
partly due to the fact that both dealt with the standard themes of
the philosophical-political debate of the time. They both spoke of
crisis, the German mission, the need for spiritual leadership, the
new order. Where Heidegger had talked of Germany in its hour of
greatest need, Heyse referred to "a fateful turning point of the ages"
(p. 3).19Both saw the crisis and its resolution centered on Germany.
As Heyse put it: "In the greatest crisis of our existence, in which the
question was that of the life and death of our nation, we experi
enced that greater and truer than all the others are the basic values
of Germanic-German man" (p. 10). Both Heidegger and Heyse
thought that German philosophy was called on to make a unique
contribution. While the Germans had a special mission in the
world, Heyse said, they were often tempted to forget their calling.
He added: "It is the highest and heaviest business of philosophy and
science to keep the true meaning of our deepest task open and free"
(p. 14). Finally, Heyse also agreed with Heidegger that the crisis of
the west manifested itself specifically in the modern understanding
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of knowledge. It was crucial to ask "how the idea of science can
come to be renewed from inside and how science can become free
to its innermost meaning through the essential law of our historical
life" (p. 3). The pursuit of knowledge would from now on have to
serve the political needs of the community, and the German univer
sity would have to be reconstituted in accord with this new con
ception.

Though these are significant parallels, they do not in themselves
establish Heyse's debt to Heidegger. That debt becomes apparent
from what Heyse actually says about how the understanding of sci
ence and the university would have to be renewed. Such a renewal
required first of all a critique of the modern view of knowledge. For
the Greeks knowledge had been "that deeper consciousness of the
eternal order of being and life in which humans stand and through
whose affirmation they persist-a consciousness which can be ob
tained only through the valor of existence" (p. 5). The modern un
derstanding, on the other hand, was characterized by the domi
nance of a mathematizing natural science, by its methodological
individualism, and by its identification of reason with theory. The
latter implied that knowledge was primordially a knowledge of
things, and "all being, even human Dasein,human life itself is inter
preted according to this paradigm" (p. 5).

Heyse said that the loss of the Greek understanding of knowledge
had been due to a revaluation of values brought about by Christian
ity. The modem conception of science that emerged from this had,
in particular, affected our understanding of society, which it took
to consist of separate individuals, society itself being no more than
the result of the free play of individual forces. From that idea had
come almost all the modem ideologies, not only bourgeois liberal
ism and capitalism but even proletarian anticapitalism. The societies
of Western Europe, France, England, and most recently Germany
itself had all fallen under the sway of the same false conception. It
was, in fact, in Germany where it had triumphed most visibly since
the war. Hence it was also Germany that "in a mighty turn, in a
radical revolution ... had taken upon itself a European task" (p. 9).
This revolution demanded above all a reshaping of the German uni
versities, for the great movement of renewal was above all a "meta
physical act." Heyse went on to say that we can grasp the new idea
of science and the university only when we realize with Nietzsche
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that a new set of values was needed-one that leads out of the
modern conception of science, "that expression of a broken exis
tence which, as an untrue existence, leads by necessity into catas
trophe" (p. 9).

So much agreement between Heyse's and Heidegger's addresses
might blind one to the fact that there remained fundamental differ
ences between them. The first and most obvious is that Heidegger
carefully refrained from talking explicitly of Hitler and National So
cialism in his address, whereas Heyse made repeated, positive refer
ences to both. National Socialism, he declared, was the leading
force in European renewal. The Fuhrer of the German people was
the leader who embodied and revealed the essential law of histori
cal life to his people. Hitler had given his people a German socialism
and "National Socialism is the historical bearer and executor of this
will, which realizes and will realize those basic values in a true na
tional order, in a genuine economic order, in a deeper political or
der" (p. 11). It might be argued that Heidegger said similar things
in other public speeches during the time of his rectorate. That is
true, although the fact that the one avoided specific political refer
ences at the decisive moment of his inauguration to office and the
other emphasized such references also signaled a difference in de
gree of political commitment. Heidegger's active engagement was,
as the following years were to show, short-lived, and he withdrew
more and more in disappointment over political realities. Heyse re
mained a political activist to the end and never seems to have wa
vered in his faith in Hitler. Their different life histories were ulti
mately grounded in their different views of the relation of
philosophy to politics. For Heidegger the two undertakings were
distinct, whereas for Heyse "science and life, idea and existence,
philosophy and politics are deeply united" (p. 12).20

It was also this intense concern with politics that drove Heyse
to mediate between the hostile philosophical factions in 1933. The
national revolution required a unified philosophical response, as he
saw it. Common ground had to be found between those who called
for a radical philosophical renewal and those who wanted a return
to tradition and to a realm of unchanging values. This political pur
pose most sharply separated Heyse from Heidegger, who was per
fectly willing to engage in sharp philosophical confrontation. Heyse
sought to breach the divide by agreeing with Heidegger that there
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could be no independent realm of values, but he thought it possible
to derive another kind of value from the existential conditions of
man. What he envisaged was in essence the existential ethic that
Heidegger had always shied away from. When Heyse said in his
rectorial address that Nietzsche had brought the old system of val
ues down and a new one was needed, he was expressing precisely
a hope for reconciliation between Heidegger's side and that repre
sented by Bauch and the DPG. Comparing his own political engage
ment to Plato's involvement in politics, he finally declared: II As
Plato's philosophy takes off from the basic values of Greek Dasein
and reaches its height in his Republic. . . so our philosophy and
science takes off from the basic values of Germanic-German man
... and reaches its highest level in the idea and the reality of the
Reich" (p. 12). This was a theme to which he would return again,
particularly in his Ideeund Bxistenz.Here the two conjoined terms
of the title were clearly meant to stand for the two opposed tradi
tions. The book sought once more to reconcile them by arguing for
the ultimate identity of normative value and historical reality.
Those efforts could not, in fact, heal the existing divisions. Neither
side took Heyse's attempt at reconciliation seriously. Philosophical
radicals and philosophical conservatives remained locked in their
struggle over who could define the principles of the national revo
lution.

PLATO'S SELF-ApPOINTED GUARDIANS

In his rectorial address Heidegger had boldly made a ~~commitment
to spiritualleadership" and tried to appropriate the historical mo
ment for the purposes of his own philosophy," Privately, he told
his friend Jaspers that his goal was "den Fuhrer zu Iuhren." to lead
Hitler himself." Even after he abandoned his attempt to gain imme
diate political influence, he continued to lay claim to such a higher
form of leadership. Commenting on Plato's statement that it is es
sential for philosophers to be rulers, he said in 1936:

This sentence does not mean that philosophy professors
should run the business of the state, but that the basic atti
tudes which support and direct the community must be
founded on essential knowledge, assuming always that the
community as an order of being is grounded in itself and does
not receive its standards from another order."
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Such essential knowledge concerned the question of the meaning
of being, and Heidegger made it clear both in 1933 and three years
later that he considered himself the most qualified man to examine
that question. If the new politics was to be based on essential
knowledge, it would have to be the politics of Heideggerian
thought. .

Heidegger's political engagement thus appears as an attempt to
secure his philosophical influence in the unstable conditions of the
1930s. His rectorial address was more than an expression of support
for the Nazis; it was also meant to promote Heidegger's own philos
ophy and his own claim to spiritual leadership," Heidegger was not
the only contender for this role. Baeumler, Krieck, Hartmann,
Bauch, and Heyse made similar claims. All those others have faded
away. We recall the words of his students and followers, who took
him to be the outstanding philosopher of the age and the secret
king of German philosophy, and we conclude that Heidegger must
have occupied a singular position in the 1930s.2 5 Only a thorough
grasp of the historical facts can correct this misinterpretation. Hei
degger's claim to leadership was by no means secure when he made
it in his address. It was open to challenge from other philosophers
and remained so all through the Nazi years. As the years went by,
Heidegger's position became, if anything, more marginal. Though
he may have continued to believe that the time required his leader
ship, the others were barely aware that he was still making that
claim.

When the German philosophers spoke of their calling to spiritual
leadership, they were employing a notion that had much currency
in the political debate of the time. The call for leadership was, in
deed, a leitmotif of public opinion in Weimar Germany." It was a
theme that fascinated even the most liberal thinkers of the time.
Max Weber, for instance, talked of charismatic leadership, and his
brother Alfred spoke of the need for a "leadership democracy."
Such beliefs were encouraged by the pervasive turmoil of the post
war years, the incessant struggle between parties and interest
groups in the republic, the constant changes of chancellors and gov
ernments. They also reflected nostalgia for the stability of the pre
war empire and the memory of Bismarck's strong-handed form of
government. Above all they were the expression ofa general ten
dency toward authoritarianism and of a poor understanding of
democratic principles.
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The idea of democracy is not easily reconciled with charismatic
leadership. In theory at least, a democracy has no need for leaders,
since it is governed by autonomous citizens who have come to
gether in a free assembly for their mutual advantage. The state is
ruled by the power of law rather than by individuals, and the law
has been instituted by the consent of a free and politically equal
citizenry. In reality even democracies are associations of unequals,
and hence there will inevitably be leaders of political movements,
activists and a silent majority, officeholders and a more or less com
pliant public. Democratic leaders are, nevertheless, sharply distinct
from the charismatic kind. They are chosen by popular consent,
remain directly responsible to those they lead, and are constrained
by constitution and law. Real (as against ideal) democracies are dis
tinguished from systems of authoritarian leadership not by the ab
sence of leaders but by their abundance. There is a plurality of lead
ership, and the various leaders (at different levels of government)
hold independent positions in virtue of the power of law and direct
popular election. Democracies are characterized, moreover, by
functioning mechanisms for changing leaders which are exercised
on a regular and routine basis."

But this was not what a large part of the German public was
longing for. On the right, the political leaders of the Weimar Repub
lic were dismissed as meddling agitators and parliamentary debate
as useless babbling. Weimar democracy was seen as a system with
out any "true" leaders. "God give us a leader and help us to be a
true following," DeutschlandsErneuerungwrote." Democracy itself
was attacked as un-German, and other systems of government
were proposed that modeled themselves on accounts of Germanic
tribal rule. In these pictures there invariably appeared the figure of
the great leader who came to office because "he made himself by
understanding the history of his people, by knowing and willing
himself as the leader,'?" The leader was a messianic figure. He rep
resented, as Ernst Krieck put it, "a human type superior to that of
the following and the community" and was the one who "formed
a new order of life, created a new kind of humanity, was at once
politician and educator" (p. 392).30 In this picture there existed a
natural and organic bond between the leader and his following,
which needed no confirmation through an act of election. "The
leader is not without us, just as we are not without him," Krieck
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wrote. "A stream of energy runs in a circle from him to us and from
us to him ... The leader's destiny is the destiny of the German
people" (p. 390). Leadership is a gift that manifests itself in the lead
er's "instinctual certainty" and his unique "luck" as leader. The
great leader is thus no "individual personality" imposing his own
will on a recalcitrant people; he is no dictator and not meant to be
sovereign-but he is also not merely the chief executive of the
state, the corporation, or even the people."

When Heidegger and his colleagues spoke in similar terms of
their own claims to spiritual leadership, they were not simply ap
propriating the political rhetoric of their time. Instead they found
rhetoric to correspond to conceptions of leadership that had long
been current in philosophy. There existed the picture of the philos
opher as a leader gifted with that same "instinctual certainty" and
"luck" which the public discourse ascribed to the political leader.
The philosopher could lead all the inquiry into reasons and causes,
perhaps represented a higher type of humanity because of his supe
rior grasp of things. Because of these qualifications, the philosopher
had a role even in the political realm. No one had made these claims
more explicitly than Plato in the Republic.It should not surprise us
that he was so often referred to in the philosophers' public speeches
during 1933. Heidegger concluded his rectorial address with a dra
matic invocation of the Republic. In Magdeburg Hartmann and
Bauch referred to Plato as the founder of the philosophy of value,
and for Heyse Plato was the paradigmatic philosopher of the new
age. For the Nazi philosophers, Plato became the most authoritative
political thinker and the Republicthe most widely read work on
political theory. His critique of democracy, his militarism, his belief
in the need for a strict political order, and his commitment to the
existence of different social ranks all fitted the prevailing political
mood. But Plato's most important teaching, as far as the philoso
phers were concerned, was his famous assertion that a well-ordered
state required philosophical leadership. Plato's attack on the politi
cal systems of his time had its root in his rejection of any unphilo
sophical conception of politics. In place of the old style of politics,
he wanted to erect a system in which the philosophers themselves
would be the supreme guardians of the state. They would draw
their authority not from popular approval or from brute power but
from their access to philosophical truth itself. How was the ideal
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state to be brought about? What was lithe smallest change that
would bring a state to this manner of government"? The smallest
change, Plato declared, would be that Neitherphilosophers become
kings in our states or those whom we call our kings and rulers take
seriously and adequately to the pursuit of philosophy, and there is
a conjunction of these two things, political power and philoso
phy" (473C).32

Where could philosophical leaders be found? Plato was certain
that existing society was unlikely to foster them. A philosophical
nature was in any case II a rare growth among men and is found in
only a few" (491B). In a corrupt society even those rare exceptions
were likely to be corrupted, since lithe best endowed souls become
worse than the others under bad education" (491B-E). It was al
most impossible for real philosophers to emerge and flourish in ex
isting society. That was only likely to happen when a philosopher
understood that there is

nothing sound or right in any present politics ... [and] re
mains quiet, minds his own affairs, and, as it were, standing
aside under shelter of a wall in a storm and blast of dust and
sleet and seeing others filled full of lawlessness, is content if
in any way he may keep himself free from iniquity and unholy
deeds throughout his life and take his departure with fair
hope, serene and well content when the end comes. (496E)

Such a sheltered existence, however, was not the greatest fulfill
ment of which philosophy was capable. That would be found only
when philosophers could move actually existing society toward the
ideal state, an extremely difficult task to accomplish. "For all great
things are precarious and, as the proverb truly says, fine things are
hard" (497D).

There thus emerged in Plato's words a double picture of the state,
of philosophy, and of their interrelation. There was, on the one side,
existing society which was un- and antiphilosophical in character.
To this corresponded a philosophizing that was either itself corrupt
or could exist only in retreat from its time. Politics and philoso
phy would be alienated in this condition. On the other side was
a society organized according to absolute standards of justice, to
the true philosophy. Politics and philosophy would be one in this
-condition. The philosopher would be the person who set the soci-
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ety's standards, who realized the society and stood over it as
guardian.

The question was, of course, to determine who was a true philos
opher and who was corrupt. IIWhen these are clearly discriminated,
it will be possible to defend ourselves by showing that to them by
their very nature belong the study of philosophy and political lead
ership" (474C). No one would be in a position to adjudicate the
competing claims except the philosophers themselves. Plato en
gaged himself incessantly in this struggle over who was to count as
a true philosopher. When the German philosophers made once
again a claim to the spiritual leadership of the state, they also faced
the question of who among them should be considered a true phi
Iosopher, If the new state demanded philosophical leadership, the
question would be who was called to such leadership. Given the
multiplicity of claimants, a struggle was inevitable.

It was, in any case, the established consonance between this phil
osophical conception of leadership and the idea of charismatic polit
icalleadership that allowed the philosophers to move so easily be
tween their own and the political domain. Given the understanding
they had of themselves as philosophers, it was natural for them to
take part in the political process. Though they recognized that there
were natural divisions between philosophy and politics, they con
sidered it their task to overcome them. In taking on that function,
they never questioned the self-understanding on which they based
it. To think of oneself as a spiritual leader, as a seer and guru, may
invest one's concern with an aura of power. It is also a conception
of philosophy that is thoroughly unfree. The philosophers who
thought in terms of leadership had no difficulty in accepting the
kind of leadership that Hitler had to offer. The picture that Heideg
ger may have had of himself as spiritual leader standing next to the
political leader may have been unrealistic-but it did evolve from
an understanding that the two conceptions of leadership were ex
actlyalike.

To question the ideal of philosophical leadership is not to deny
the existence of inequalities and differences between human be
ings. We are entitled to recognize the differences between Plato and
Heidegger and others of less creative and productive talent. But we
can respond to such inequalities in different ways. We can affirm
them, or we can acknowledge them as fact and then set out to pass
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over them. The philosophical claim to leadership has regularly af
firmed. Still there have always been those thinkers who-critically
and skeptically-have refused the mantle of leadership. They have
been the free spirits who give philosophy its life. It was Heidegger's
weakness and that of his colleagues that they could not free them
selves from the stifling tradition of an assumed authority.
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Ideology after 1933

In 1934 Adolf Hitler was once again on his way to the Wagner Festi
val at Bayreuth when he visited the Nietzsche archives at Weimar.
He had made his first visit there the previous year. This time he
appeared in a plain dark suit, his lapel unobtrusively decorated by
a party pin, his usually unruly hair neatly combed back. He was
accompanied by his personal photographer, Heinrich Hoffmann.
The main purpose of the visit was to give Hoffmann a chance to
take a picture of Hitler contemplating the bust of Nietzsche, which
stood in the reception room. The picture appeared duly in the Ger
man press and was later incorporated in Hoffmann's popular book
Hitleras Nobody KnowsHim, which by 1938 had sold almost half a
million copies. 1 The volume contained a hundred captioned photo
graphs of Hitler at various stages of his life: as a schoolboy, a soldier
in the First World War, a political agitator, in Nazi uniform sur
rounded by party faithful, inspecting factories, negotiating with
business executives, talking to children, and admiring the bust of
Nietzsche. The caption to the latter read simply: "The Fuhrer before
the bust of the German philosopher whose ideas have fertilized two
great popular movements: the National Socialist of Germany and
the Fascist of Italy."

Benito Mussolini, we know, was familiar with Nietzsche'S writ
ings and a long-time admirer of the philosopher, but Hitler's con
nection with Nietzsche remains shadowy and uncertain. The pro
grammatic statements of Mein Kampf contained only one reference
to a philosopher and that was not Nietzsche but Schopenhauer,

179
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who was praised as Noneof the greatest minds of mankind" because
he had once called the Jews "masters of lying.">Hitler's familiarity
with Schopenhauer is well attested, and so is his devotion to men
like Richard Wagner and Wilhelm Bolsche, who were themselves
in turn indebted to Schopenhauer's ideas. As a soldier during the
First World War, he carried Schopenhauer's and not Nietzsche's
works in his backpack and years later could still recite whole pas
sages by heart. To his dinner audience he would confide in 1944
that he had learned much from Schopenhauer.' There is no record
that he ever said anything similar about Nietzsche. Hitler's knowl
edge of Nietzsche's philosophy seems, indeed, to have been negli
gible; while he referred occasionally to the titles of Nietzsche's
books, there is no evidence that he ever read any of them.

The relation of other Nazi authorities to Nietzschean thought ap
pears to have been similarly ambiguous. Alfred Rosenberg's Myth
of the TwentiethCenturymentioned Nietzsche a few times, but the
references were passing in character and revealed no real engage
ment with Nietzsche's philosophy. The thinkers who interested Ro
senberg were the Hindu mystics, Meister Eckhart, Leibniz, Kant,
and Schopenhauer," Even Alfred Baeumler, who was keen to link
Nietzsche's name to National Socialism, was forced to admit: "It is
hardly the case that National Socialism took directly from Nietzsche
in its beginnings. In the first years after the war nobody thought to
bring the new movement in connection with Nietzsche.'? Only in
retrospect did Baeumler find an affinity between Nietzsche and Hit
ler. In spelling out that connection he, in turn, assimilated
Nietzsche'S thought to Schopenhauer's. Nietzsche was for him
above all philosopher of the will to power and as such the direct
heir of Schopenhauer's metaphysics of the will. Baeumler achieved
that likeness by excluding the distinctively Nietzschean idea of eter
nal recurrence and by ignoring the critical, destructive, and anar
chistic side of Nietzsche's thought."

Schopenhauer could never have become the official philosopher
of the Nazi movement. A staunch conservative in private life, he
had a profound dislike for all revolutionary turmoil. In 1848 he
applauded the troops who had gunned down the democratic revo
lutionaries. He had no expectation that a great historical crisis was
at hand, and he was no nationalist. While Schopenhauer's meta
physics may have appealed to them, Hitler and Rosenberg could
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hardly have accepted his ethics. Schopenhauer advocated an ethics
of withdrawal, not of active engagement in the world. They cer
tainly could not accommodate his pessimism and his belief that sal
vation could be attained only through denial of the will. This was
where Nietzsche became of interest, particularly a Nietzsche inter
preted as the heir of Schopenhauer's metaphysical system, as the
one who had turned Schopenhauer's pessimism into an affirmative
activism. The reports on Hitler's dinner conversations record one
memorable moment when he gave his audience an overview of
German philosophy. Kant, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche were the
three most important German philosophers, men lito whom
the English, French, and Americans have nothing to compare." He
praised Kant for having overcome philosophical scholasticism and
dogmatism, Schopenhauer-"to whom we may owe extraordi
narily much" -for having overcome the Hegelian philosophy of
purpose, and Nietzsche for having overcome Schopenhauer's pessi
mism. That pessimism, Hitler told his guests, had been due entirely
to Schopenhauer's "subjective feeling and the experiences of his
personal life.'" Rosenberg took a similar view of Schopenhauer's
achievements. While he valued the philosopher's metaphysics and
aesthetics, he maintained that his ethics had failed to distinguish
adequately between organic drives and the conscious human will.
Instead of preaching denial of the will, Schopenhauer should have
spoken of the denial of the drives and the affirmation of the will."

Hitler's relation to Nietzsche was thus at best tenuous and indi
rect. That Hoffmann's photograph and its caption suggested other
wise was, however, not simply an error committed by a subaltern
who knew no better. Hoffmann was one of Hitler's confidants, who
spent hours and days discussing politics, art, and philosophy with
him. From the early years in Munich to the last moments in Berlin
in 1945, Hoffmann accompanied Hitler everywhere as his personal
photographer. In his postwar autobiography Hoffmann boasted .hat
"Hitler needed a man beside himself who for 25 years of his life
recorded him as an eyewitness. That man was myself. "9 That self
characterization was in at least one important respect disingenuous.
Hoffmann's photographs served not only to record Hitler's life, but
helped to establish, enhance, and sustain his power over the Ger
man people. The picture that Hoffmann took at Weimar must be
seen in the light of that purpose. It was not simply a visual docu-
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ment of an existing relation between Hitler and Nietzsche, as the
caption maintained, but the attempt to establish a linkage between
the two. The picture reveals itself on closer examination as an at
tempt to appropriate Nietzsche for the Nazi movement, an effort to
connect the Fuhrer to the philosopher and to show him partaking
by association in the philosopher's truth.

This is only part of the story, however. While the photograph
exemplifies how an association with philosophy can be used by the
powerful for their own purposes, it also illustrates how philoso
phers may be drawn to the powerful. In order to see that, we may
take note of the fact that the picture is haunted by the invisible
presence of a third person. I am speaking here of Nietzsche's sister
Elisabeth, the founder and head of the Nietzsche archives, without
whose help Hoffmann's photographic session would not have taken
place. It was with her interpretation of Nietzsche's philosophy that
Hitler was associating himself on that occasion. The photograph de
picted not an association between the Fuhrer and the philosopher,
but one between Hitler and a representation of the philosopher,
and that representation had been commissioned by Elisabeth
Nietzsche herself. The bust by the German art-nouveau sculptor
Max Klinger showed a sober, resolute Nietzsche, an eminently sane
and self-controlled man, critically subjecting the world to his will
through the power of his eyes. That pose was miles away, for in
stance, from the one depicted in the head sculpted by Otto Dix in
1912, in which Nietzsche was shown as an intensely introverted,
mad visionary. Dix's view of Nietzsche was not the one that either
Elisabeth or the Nazis cherished. While the Nazis were ready to
associate Hitler with Klinger's bust, they confiscated the one created
byDix and eventually destroyed it. By photographing Hitler in
front of Klinger's bust, Hoffmann was in effect incorporating a par
ticular reading of Nietzsche's philosophy. Consciously or not, Hoff
mann turned that reading into one of Hitler himself, since he made
him adopt exactly the same resolute pose and glance that Klinger
had given to the philosopher.

Nietzsche's sister had her own good reasons for promoting this
connection. She was certainly convinced of the truth of her broth
er's ideas-interpreted in her own light-and strove to promote
them as head of the archives. But by investing herself with
Nietzsche's truth, she also sought to enhance her own social stand-
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ing. Unlike her brother, she sought out the company of the rich,
the famous, and the influential, an effort dictated by her opulent
lifestyle. During the days of the empire she had tried hard, though
unsuccessfully, to gain the attention of the emperor himself. After
the war she had sought support from various democratic politi
cians, in spite of the fact that she detested the republican system.
Because she finally received a government pension, she kept her
distance from Hitler until 1933. Then she embraced the Fuhrer
wholeheartedly.'? It was in these circumstances that she helped to
arrange the photo session in 1934. As it turned out, she once again
calculated correctly. The association with the new regime brought
her all the benefits and rewards she had been looking for. Not only
did Hitler himself make a number of financial contributions, but
he arranged for various government grants to be awarded to the
Nietzsche archives. In 1935 he returned to Weimar once more, this
time in the company of his architect Alfred Speer, who brought
along plans for a Nietzsche memorial auditorium and library. Even
after Elisabeth's death that year, the mutually fruitful relations
were continued. The archives came now into the hands of Elisa
beth's cousin, Major Max Oehler, who, until his own death in 1945,
maintained the contact that Elisabeth had established with the
Nazis.'!

No doubt as part of this concerted effort, Richard Oehler, Max
Oehler's brother, published his little book on FriedrichNietzsche
and the German Future in 1935, where he proclaimed the virtual
identity of Nietzsche's philosophy and Nazi ideology. The book car
ried the picture of Hitler contemplating the bust of Nietzsche as its
frontispiece. In Oehler's histrionic account, the two men were
linked in a kind of apostolic succession. There was, he said, a great
trajectory, a longing for unity of thinking, feeling, and willing mov
ing through German history. Nietzsche had personified that longing
in his thought, and Hitler was its new embodiment. Thus Nietzsche
was "the best guide for the new reality" (p. 5).12 Oehler admitted
only one divergence between Nietzsche and Hitler, and that con
cerned their attitudes toward Christianity. Being a devout Christian
as well as a National Socialist, he maintained that "National Social
ism is not anti-Christian. Certainly not in Nietzsche's sense ... Here
there are differences in view which one cannot obliterate or ob
scure ... National Socialism is not going to accept Nietzsche's fun-
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damentally anti-Christian attitude" (pp.21-22).13 Even here he
found ways to reconcile the two sides. Arguing that the hooked
cross of the swastika was nothing but an improvement on the
Christian cross, he wrote that only the latter had been a negative
symbol for Nietzsche, whereas the swastika was a symbol for
health, beauty, courage, spirit, goodness of the soul, life itself, and
thus everything that Nietzsche had valued.

How, we might ask, could Oehler believe that Nietzsche's
thought coincided in every other respect with the Nazi worldview?
It was not that he was ignorant of Nietzsche's derisive references to
nationalism and socialism, of his wariness of all things German, and
of his contempt for antisemitism. He was, in fact, an avid and
knowledgeable student of his uncle's works and in other writings
proved himself fully familiar with Nietzschean statements that
seem irreconcilable with the Nazi worldview." The partiality with
which he selected his material in 1935 from the often glittering,
ambiguous, and contradictory remarks of Nietzsche's writings
might certainly make one suspect that he was motivated by other
than philosophical considerations. Is it possible that he wrote his
book only to help the Nietzsche archives and to assure the continu
ing support of the government? It seems plausible to assume that
Oehler's motivations were not entirely unselfish, but the pathos of
his words suggests that there was more to the story. He was clearly
willing to believe in 1935-for, at least, that moment-that Hitler
might be the executor of Nietzsche's philosophy. Even though he
was already in a position to see through the hollowness of his own
claims, he appears to have been blinded by the wish to transfer to
Nietzsche and those associated with him the charisma of Hitler's
power.

Oehler's enthusiastic identification of Nietzschean philosophy
and Nazi ideology did not altogether please those in authority. Two
years after his book appeared, the Nazi party's own publishing
house brought out a work intended, as it said, to combat the belief
that Nazism was nothing but the "Nletzschean movement of the
future" (p. 7).15 Heinrich Haertle, the author of Nietzscheand Na
tionalSocialism,argued that the attempt to draw the two so closely
together denigrated the originality of the Nazi movement and its
Fuhrer. While Nietzsche could be considered a forerunner of Na
tional Socialism, Haertle was convinced that he "might have fought
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in vain-had it not been for the man who came out of the world
war, the philosopher from the trenches, the thinker and doer: Adolf
Hitler" (p. 168). Though he was willing to consider Nietzsche a
helpful philosophical guide, Haertle believed that in concrete politi
cal terms, Paul de Lagarde and Houston Stuart Chamberlain had
actually been closer to the Nazi movement. Comparing Nietzsche's
thought item by item with what he took to be the essential teaching
of National Socialism, Haertle found important discrepancies as
well as agreements.

Common ground between them was due, he said, to Nietzsche's
positive attitude toward reality, to his ethics of struggle, his denial
of Jewish-Christian values, his critique of culture and commitment
to the enhancement of life. Nietzsche's views on almost all political
and cultural matters were, however, flawed by his insufficient grasp
of biological facts. Regrettably Nietzsche had been under the influ
ence of Lamarckian ideas and thus lacked Mendel's insight that
inherited characteristics were invariant. So he had been able
to believe in the possibility of racial mixture and integration. La
marckianism had instilled in him the belief that the Jewish problem
could be solved through assimilation. Lamarckianism had even col
ored his views on breeding, race, and rank. When Nietzsche spoke
of breeding, Haertle pointed out, he often meant only education;
when he spoke of races and differences of rank, he commonly
meant social estates and social differences. Because of his insuffi
cient grasp of the biological facts, he lacked an "organlc conception
of folk" and that in turn shaped his political views. His disdain for
the popular masses, his critique of nationalism, his aristocratism,
his overestimation of great leaders, his hopes for a great European
politics, all stemmed from this.

If Haertle proved a more discriminating reader of Nietzsche than
Oehler had been, it was not because he was better informed. In
pointing out the divergences between Nietzsche and the Nazi ideol
ogy, he was concerned with defining a differential relationship be
tween the two. Yes, the two were linked. Philosophy and the Nazi
worldview belonged together. But there was a question of prece
dence. National Socialism was not to be considered merely an ap
plied philosophy. Haertle was, in fact, eager to establish the primacy
and independence of political power. Without Hitler, the man of
power, Nietzsche, the man of truth, might have thought in vain.
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The existence of such a differential relationship had already been
hinted at in Hoffmann's photograph. The photographer, who
shared a passionate interest in painting with his political mentor,
based the composition of his picture on Rembrandt's famous Aris
totleContemplatingtheBustofHomer.Where Rembrandt had depicted
Aristotle hovering over the bust, Hoffmann's photograph showed
two heads occupying the outer margins of the picture, separated by
a window through which one can glimpse an outdoor scene. This
somewhat awkward arrangement clearly stemmed from the fact
that the pedestal elevated the bust above normal eye level; had Hit
ler been any closer to it, he would have to look up to the philoso
pher. That impression both Hoffmann and Hitler were evidently
keen to avoid. Hoffmann relied, in addition, on a number of other
devices to suggest a relation of distance between the Fuhrer and
the philosopher. First of all, he made them look in different direc
tions. While Hitler is shown scrutinizing the bust sideways and hor
izontally, Nietzsche's bust is positioned toward the viewer with eyes
cast slightly downward. Next Hoffmann framed his photograph in
such a way that Hitler's whole head is shown while we see only
part of the bust. Finally, he focused his lights discretely on Hitler
and not on the bust, which in consequence looks rather gray. Such
clues suggest that Hoffmann's photograph was meant primarily as
a picture of Hitler subjecting Nietzsche's bust to his glance, and not
of the bust itself or of Hitler's intellectual debt to the philosopher.

THE NAZI W ORLDVIEW

In a way that was no doubt unintended, the photograph of Hitler
and Nietzsche's bust reveals how little the Fuhrer and the philoso
pher had to say to each other. The encounter is formal and silent,
each of them remains quite evidently enclosed in his own world.
In their pronouncements Nazi leaders insisted again and again on
the primacy of the political, on that of action over reflective think
ing. The philosopher Hermann Glockner commented ruefully in
1935: "First of all one must note that philosophy plays no decisive
role in the spiritual movement of the new Germany. Our Fuhrer is,
like Bismarck and Moltke, a thinker but not a philosopher. National
Socialism has a cultural program but no philosophical system."16
The philosophers, Glockner wrote, were finding themselves in a
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defensive position. "They have received a vote of no confidence"
and had to defend themselves now against a pervasive distrust.
They were generally considered II eccentrics unfamiliar with life and
the world who could produce nothing but artificial foliage on their
desks and in their lecture rooms." Philosophical lectures and discus
sions were seen as the "playgrounds of an intelligence that bore no
responsibility" and whose endless argumentative reasoning favored
only liberalism and individualism (p. 43).

Unlike Marxist communism, the National Socialist movement
had no clearly defined philosophical roots. Marx and Engels came
to their dialectical materialism by reconstructing Hegel's philoso
phy, and they built their politics in tum on their philosophical sys
tem. No such ancestry existed for the Nazi movement. At its pre
Hitler beginnings, the Nazi party was a straggling protest movement
of the underprivileged. Under Hitler's guidance, it became a rallying
point for those who, moved by dissatisfaction with prevailing con
ditions, sought a remedy in hard and uncompromising action. This
drew many former professional soldiers into the folds of the party
(men like Rohm and Goering). Such a focus on action was shared
with the fascist movements in other parts of Europe. In the uncer
tainties of the years immediately after the First World War, the Nazi
party readily adapted itself to a volatile political and ideological cli
mate and did so by cleverly adjusting its underdefined policies. In
deed in this adaptability lay the formula for its astonishing growth
in the postwar period. It could be many things to many people,
both nationalistic and socialist, egalitarian and elitist, left and right.
At first the party understood itself as a workers' party devoted spe
cifically to the issue of social reform. Nationalistic and antisemitic
sentiments played a minor role in its program. At first the party
program also focused almost exclusively on internal problems and
was largely silent on questions of foreign policy. At first the party
was an exclusively Bavarian and regional movement, wary of
involvement in northern Germany and the Reich. In each of these
respects, its priorities were to change so that in the end the party
was primarily a nationalist rather than a socialist movement, con
cerned with world power rather than social reform. Even as it
changed its policies, the party retained its old program and the rhet
oric of its divergent and incompatible goals. Thus it managed to
give the impression that it represented a political movement un-
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like any other, one that could overcome all the usual political
divisions.

Given its opportunistic concern with action and power, National
Socialism had no particular need for philosophy with its verbal pre
occupations, argumentativeness, abstract reasoning, and professo
rial aura. Of what interest could such verbalizations have been to
military adventurers the likes of Rohm and Goering? Even philoso
phers such as Glockner who were sympathetic to the movement
felt on the defensive. While the "actionism" these men had to battle
against was philosophically unprincipled, it was not free-floating
and aimless. Actionism is not a pragmatic willingness to do what is
reasonable and practical at the moment. It is moved by extreme
convictions and moods. What distinguishes it is, first, that no fur
ther justification is sought for the convictions that are the motor
of action and, second, that these moods change over time without
affecting the depth of the commitment to action.

A political movement that relies on actionism needs no philo
sophical thinkers. Where it takes notice of them at all, they will be
those who themselves emphasize action, determination, and will.
Hence we have Hitler's and Rosenberg's attraction to Schopen
hauer, who describes reality as a gigantic struggle of the will. Hence
also the Nazi attraction to Fichte and Nietzsche, who in very differ
ent ways extol the primacy of action. Even this sense of affinity did
not motivate the Nazi leaders to build their politics on philosophical
foundations. Marxism had been the product of an earlier, more
speculative, more "philosophical" age. It was clearly built on a phil
osophical system and was itself a reworking of such a system. Na
tional Socialism, however, was the child of a different time. It ap
peared in a period when the social and cultural role of philosophy
was deeply shaken. In its disregard for philosophy, National Social
ism was truly a movement of the new century. Hitler could associ
ate himself with Nietzsche in a public gesture without having to
claim any real familiarity with Nietzsche's thought. He could
counter the Marxist claim to possession of a philosophically and
scientifically grounded politics by declaring: we too can call on phil
osophical ancestors, if and when we consider it necessary to do so.

Over time National Socialism could, of course, not restrict itself
to pure political action. As it grew, the movement had to justify and
legitimate its claim to power, and so it needed an appropriate set of
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ideas. By the 1920s Hitler and his followers were speaking of their
own distinctive understanding of the world as the principle that
guided all their policies. They generally called this understanding
their Weltanschauun9-a term first used by Kant in his Critiqueof
Judgmentto refer to the subjective appearance of the thing-in-itself.
The worldview to which the Nazis began to lay claim at the time
was meant to be more than a political program or ideology. It was,
as the word suggested, conceived as a coherent and comprehensive
account of the world from the standpoint of a single perspective.
The Nazi worldview was meant to generate a single picture of the
world-a unique Weltbild-which would encompass all aspects of
German life. Such a claim was often made in the political confron
tation with the Marxists. In 1925 Hitler told a crowd in Stuttgart,
for instance: liThe Marxists have at least a worldview. We must set
against them the folkish view of the world."!" The words indicate
that he thought of the folkish worldview strategically as a counter
weight to Marxist ideas, but they also reveal that he considered that
counter-view insufficiently defined and not fully accepted. In the
same year Goebbels also acknowledged the unresolved character of
the Nazi worldview, for he predicted that "an intellectual battle is
going to erupt in our own camp between the nationalists and the
socialists, and it is only the result of this battle which will produce
the final form of National Socialism."18

As the Weimar Republic sank into chaos after 1930, the Nazis
presented themselves increasingly as those who could restore social
and political order. The order they had to offer was not simply the
restoration of an old system but entirely new, and not an arbitrarily
new system but "the true order." The Nazi worldview can indeed
be described as a doctrine of order or, more precisely, as a jumble
of various principles of order. The dissolution of the Weimar Repub
lic had signaled the end of a major epoch. A break was imminent,
a major crisis under way. There would follow a new order, to last a
thousand years, an order encompassing life and culture and politics.
The world war had revealed as well chaos on the international
scene, a jostling of nation states for power, a struggle of empires for
domination. Here too in this geopolitical space there was need for
a true order. Germany, until now deprived of its true place in the
world, had to become the central power in Europe. The false inter
national order established by the Treaty of Versailles and the League
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of Nations must be abolished. In the new order Germany would
share the world with the other great empires, in particularly Brit
ain, in an equitable arrangement that would assure Germany its
proper place in the sun."

Like all principles of order, the Nazi worldview promised stability,
regularity, and predictability in social relations, a division of the
world into familiar, recognizable, and dependable classes. It also of
fered a ladder of hierarchies, distinction between higher and lower.
There were higher and lower people, cultures, nations, states, and
races. The worldview thus formalized and enshrined that noisome
human tendency to compare, assess, and rank, to see human life as
a constant struggle between superior and inferior, between winners
and losers. The affirmation of hierarchy was also a principle of gov
ernance. There were leaders and followers. There was a hierarchy
of leaders, at the top of which stood the Fuhrer himself. There were
leaders of the German regions, the Gauleiter,leaders of such party
organizations as the SAand the 55, leaders of the youth movement,
leaders of the workers' corps. The universities had their leaders in
the rectors. The professors were leaders of the students, and the
students were future leaders of Germany. This hierarchical ordering
of society was described in military terms. The citizens of the old
democratic order (or rather disorder) were from now on to be "po
litical soldiers" organized in the structured hierarchy of a great
army, and, as in any army, order was to come from above, from the
leaders and from the leaders of those leaders and ultimately from
the Fuhrer himself. "The Fuhrer and he alone is the present and
future reality and its law," as Heidegger put it in 1933. The Nazi
view of the world separated and ranked and ordered the German
people themselves into those who were truly German and those
who were not, those who were fully Jewish, or Jewish of the first,
second, third, or fourth degree, into Germans who were blond,
blue-eyed, and tall and those who were dark haired, brown-eyed,
and stocky, into Nordic, Western, Dinaric, and Alpine types. The
worldview had its own order of knowledge. It determined what
was true science and what was not, what was fundamental in hu
man knowledge and what was not. It determined that the science
of race and that of German folkdom were basic disciplines to be
instituted at all universities; it promoted geopolitics, military sci
ence, and new priorities in the study of history and literature.
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The worldview, in particular, claimed to be fundamental, com
prehensive, coherent, and unified. It revealed the inner coherence
of world history, of the human condition, of Germany's past, pres
ent, and future. It unified what without it would have been dis
persed and hence chaotic in knowledge and action. For all its rhe
torical insistence, the Nazi worldview had none of this. It was not
fundamental in any sense, but derived from a multiplicity of murky
sources. It was not comprehensive, but a hodgepodge of acciden
tally assembled convictions. It was certainly not coherent and
unified.

That it lacked coherence was, no doubt, linked to the fact that
during the years before 1933 the power structure of the party was
multicentered and often verged on anarchy. Hitler himself, Rosen
berg, the Strasser brothers, Rohm and his SA, Himmler and his SS,
Goebbels, Goering, all represented distinctive centers of power and
stood for different political attitudes and aspirations. Each of them
contributed his bit to the formation of the Nazi worldview, and as
a result that view was as many-sided as the thinking of those who
had put it together. After power was achieved, the Nazi worldview
became enshrined as the official ideology of the Reich but received
no further elaboration. Ideologists like Rosenberg were quickly
pushed aside while technicians of power like Bormann and Speer
gained influence. With the preparations for war after 1936, the in
creasing subjection and persecution of the Jews, and the actual out
break of war, the hastily assembled worldview reduced itself very
quickly to crude antisemitism and an imperialist drive to the east."

The Nazi worldview was never more than a jumble of incompa
tible ideas. Nationalist and populist, conservative and radical, tradi
tionalist and at the same time fascistic, devoted to German custom
while promoting revolutionary change, elevating the simple peas
ant life while advancing technological and military superiority, the
worldview encompassed a multiplicity of discordant beliefs. It was
never a coherent doctrine, but a field of beliefs with more or less
clearly defined boundaries. Within that field a number of incompat
ible assumptions could coexist. At the same time, there persisted
the belief that both the worldview and the system of power were
unified, closed, and complete. The belief in such closure was an
important element in the system's self-stylization.

This peculiar combination of characteristics suggests that the no-
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tion of the German worldview played an essentially symbolic func
tion in the Nazi system, just as the notions of crisis, nation, and
leadership did. What mattered was not that the worldview should
actually be defined but that, on the contrary, it should be determin
able and interpretable in various ways and thus serve as a unifying
principle for a large and diverse group of people. What mattered
was the appealto the worldview rather than the worldview itself.
The result was that, though this view was regularly called upon to
legitimize the Nazi system, it always remained in need of determi
nation and interpretation.

PHILOSOPHY AND WORLDVIEW

This was where the philosophers could be engaged in the political
process. They could consider it their task to elaborate, justify, and
ground the Nazi worldview. Such involvement was not, however,
entirely unproblematic. Did it mean that philosophy was from now
on subjected to the needs and demands of the state? Were philoso
phers meant to abandon their age-old questions or modify them
according to political need? Were they supposed to reinterpret the
traditional problems of ontology, epistemology, and logic in political
terms? Were they meant to be handmaidens to the political
process? At stake was the freedom of inquiry that philosophy had
jealously guarded since its escape from the theological fetters of
medieval scholasticism. At stake were the autonomy and self
understanding of philosophy.

Even philosophers who were fully committed to the Nazi cause
felt a need for reassurance. In 1934 Arnold Gehlen, one of the
DPG'sbright young men and one of the great hopes of Nazi philoso
phy, argued in his inaugural lecture at Leipzig that philosophy
would from now on have to consider the question of political exis
tence as a natural object of inquiry, but he tried to convince himself
and his colleagues that such a turn was not imposed from without.
In the past, the central concern of philosophy had been the problem
of the existence of an objective spiritual order, expressed most deci
sively in the religious question of the existence of God. That con
cern had lost its meaning. It could no longer reach lithe point of
greatest concentration" of human life, and so philosophy had been
marginalized and needed to go back to its innermost self. That could
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be found in National Socialism, which had given the German
people new impulses for living and a new order of existence. Geh
len considered the Nazi movement entitled to force philosophy into
agreement with the new reality. The redirection was not being im
posed from without but corresponded to the reflection that philoso
phy was carrying out by its own means." These were calculated
and cautious formulations. Gehlen was saying that National Social
ism should direct philosophical thought, but only because it was
itself a philosophical movement. National Socialism and philosophy
were united in the goal to define a new order of human existence.
If philosophy would have to concern itself with the questions of
political existence, that was due not to outside pressure but to a
self-reflection that philosophy itself had been engaged in.

Three factors made philosophical engagement with the Nazi
worldview problematic. The first and most important was that the
worldview itself claimed to be providing a comprehensive under
standing of the world, claiming for itself part of the function that
philosophy previously maintained as its own. The Nazi worldview
laid claim to be the final measure for all questions of knowledge
and understanding, the ground on which everything stood: the na
tion, the state, the universities, all the academic disciplines. But the
thought that philosophy should be measured by the standards of
the Nazi worldview was difficult to accept for most German philos
ophers, since it conflicted with their deeply held belief that only
philosophy could provide such a grounding. The Nazi belief in the
primacy of the political was therefore a direct challenge to an un
derstanding of philosophy that even the Nazi philosophers shared.
This potential source of conflict, however, had to remain hidden
from view, if the philosophers were not to lose out in the struggle
with the political authorities. The philosophers were, moreover,
saved from confronting it because, after the Nazis had come to
power, appeals to the German worldview became more and more
ritualistic, and the question of its priority never came to be tested.

The second factor that made the relation between philosophy
and the Nazi worldview problematic was that the latter was philo
sophical only in the most general sense. It was meant to provide a
comprehensive framework for coping with reality, but it was not a
worked -out and reasoned expression of a system of ideas. A
worldview is, as the name says, meant to be intuitive rather than
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discursive, a vision of the world rather than a theory. This indicated
for its exponents an important difference from the systems of tradi
tional philosophy and marked it as superior to such academic and
abstract constructions. The German worldview was something all
could share. Peasants and housewives could grasp it just as much
as sophisticated philosophers. With this conception went another
belief that philosophers found difficult to swallow. It was the per
spectivism inherent in the idea. A worldview is, as the name also
suggests, always a view of things particular to a location, a view
held by a particular individual or group of individuals. The German
worldview was thus said to be appropriate for German-Germanic
Aryan man, not one that would be appropriate for everyone and
for all nations and races. Philosophers have, on the other hand,
generally claimed universal validity for their ideas and insist on the
objectivity of truth. Though perspectivism has had its defenders in
the history of philosophy, and not least in Nietzsche, most philoso
phers would suspect it of leading to relativism and skepticism.
Hence the concern of philosophers, such as Wundt and Bauch, to
show that perspectivism could after all be reconciled with objective
truth. One needed to show, they thought, that the German view of
the world is at the same time the right one, that views of the world
are relative only in their form, not in the validity of the ideas ex
pressed, or that the specific sign of the German worldview was the
belief in the objectivity of truth. To most Nazi believers, such fine
distinctions were probably of little importance. They were content
with the assurance of superiority. They were like religions believers
whose sacred book assures them of its own truth, little bothered
by the thought that other people might have their own sacred book
that also assures them of its truth. For the philosophers, however,
the intuitive and perspectival character of the worldview remained
a serious problem.

The third factor that made the relation between philosophy and
the worldview difficult was that the latter had its origin in nonphil
osophical sources, and so other authorities could claim to be more
qualified to speak than the philosophers. The sources of the
worldview included not only nineteenth-century romanticism and
utopianism, popular mythological and mystical beliefs, and in gen
eral an irrational antimodernism." they also included a number of
more or less established, more or less respectable sciences, intellec-
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tual disciplines other than philosophy. As one philosophical author
put it in 1942: "National Socialism sought the foundations of its
worldview to begin with in the area of a number of individual sci
ences such as history, geopolitics, theories of race, the biology of
inheritance, characterology, and folklore," and not in philosophy."
Hitler, for one, had seen himself primarily as a student of history
and politics. He also prided himself on his grasp of psychology and
biology and was moved by artistic interests. The same thing was
true of Rosenberg. He too was motivated by historical and artistic
concerns. Both elaborated their visions in other than philosophi
cal terms.

In assuming that they had a special calling to elaborate the Ger
man worldview, the philosophers thus found themselves in conflict
with the representatives of other established or aspiring disciplines.
They were once again caught in a struggle that went to the roots of
philosophy. When philosophy first appeared in the Greek world,
it found itself in competition with existing accounts of the world:
mythological descriptions encoded by poets and writers like Homer
and Hesiod. The struggle between philosophy and religion contin
ued later under different conditions. Eventually another conflict
broke out between the claims of philosophy and those of science.
That struggle, whose origins also went back to the ancient world,
took on a new shape in the nineteenth century, when old sciences
like astronomy and physics and biology began a period of acceler
ated growth and when a whole series of new disciplines, from or
ganic chemistry to experimental psychology, began to develop.
Fields formerly part of philosophy began to acquire their own disci
plinary status. The psychological and social sciences gained recogni
tion as specialized fields. Economics and politics became established
academic disciplines.

All of this forced philosophers to rethink their own place in the
continuum of human knowledge. One new formula on which
many of the philosophers of the second great epoch of German phi
losophy agreed was produced by the neo- Kantians of the last quar
ter of the century. Drawing on Kant's distinction between empirical
and a prioritruths, they argued that it was not the task of philoso
phy to compete with the empirical sciences in the elaboration of a
concrete picture of the world, that its task was rather to ground
empirical inquiry by means of logical, metalogical, and method-
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ological investigations. Another formula that went back to Dilthey
had it that there was a fundamental distinction between the natural
and the interpretive sciences and that philosophy was not a natural
science, that it was, instead, the premier hermeneutic discipline.
But such formulas were proving themselves increasingly insuffi
cient by the 1930s. The natural sciences were by that time freeing
themselves of the last residues of philosophical tutelage. This was
clear, for instance, in physics with such new theories as relativity.
This theory challenged not only the conviction that the character
of space and time were subjects of philosophical debate, but it even
defined its own methodological standards and, hence, denied any
role for philosophy in justifying physical theory. These develop
ments seemed to threaten the first of the formulas that late
nineteenth-century philosophers had used to define the relation of
their discipline to other parts of human knowledge. The emergence
of empirical, experimental, and even quantitative procedures in the
study of psychological and social sciences threatened, moreover,
the distinction between the natural and the hermeneutic disci
plines.

There was, in any case, a great deal of uncertainty among philos
ophers in 1933 about how they should understand themselves and
about the position of philosophy in relation to other claims to
knowledge. This uncertainty was magnified by the fact that they
found themselves in a problematic relationship with a politically
motivated worldview, which had some of its sources in other disci
plines. The philosophers might very well claim that, since theirs
was the task to ground all disciplines, they could claim some au
thority over the ideas that made up the world view. This struggle is
illustrated by the confrontation between Heidegger and the psy
chologist Erich Jaensch. The two had been colleagues at Marburg
in the 1920s in an institute that still contained both philosophers
and psychologists. Even then they were in conflict. While Heideg
ger was at work on his hermeneutics of Dasein,Jaensch was devel
oping an empirical theory of psychological types. Starting from the
observation that some people rely strongly on visual images while
others do not, Jaensch worked out a typology that tried to explain
why some people lean toward an epistemological idealism and oth
ers toward an epistemological realism. Heidegger was from the start
opposed to any such naturalistic treatment of epistemological and
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philosophical issues. To Jaspers he wrote at the time that Jaensch's
philosophy would be "primitive even for an elementary school
teacher." 24 Jaensch, on the other hand, was convinced that Heideg
ger's teaching at Marburg had a "disastrous effect" and was spread
ing "like an infectious psychic disease" among his students." By
1933 Heidegger was promoting his hermeneutic-existential philos
ophy as the proper foundation of the National Socialist worldview;
Jaensch was claiming the epistemic superiority of Germanic man
on the basis of his psychological typology. Insisting on a difference
between two fundamental psychological types, a synaesthetic
S-type that tends toward disintegration and an integrative I-type,
Jaensch tried to show that the German represented the ideal form
of the latter. Jaensch's ambitious attempt to found the Nazi
worldview on this empirical theory brought him inevitably into
conflict with Heidegger's philosophically oriented project. In a se
cret memorandum to the Prussian ministry of education he de
nounced Heidegger as a decadent, a friend of Jews like Lowith, an
antinational, and above all (in terms of his own theory) as a disin
tegrative psychological type "on the borderline between mental
health and sickness."26 That such conflicts were afoot in 1933 re
veals how precarious the situation of philosophy was with respect
to the question of claiming authority over the Nazi worldview. The
political engagement of the philosophers in 1933 was not simply a
gratuitous act, but one necessitated also by a potent threat to phi
losophy itself.

THE LEGITIMATION OF ORDER

In this struggle the German philosophers had one strong advantage.
They could argue that empiricism, positivism, and scientism were
thoroughly un-German forms of thought. Materialism was a char
acteristically French idea, and the biological theory of evolution
was the invention of the English. Tobe truly German did not mean
to reject the conclusions of empirical science but to realize that sci
ence was unable to ground itself, and that it fell to philosophy to
provide the necessary foundations for both science and the Ger
man worldview.

More important, however, was the consideration that only phi
losophy could provide the legitimation of the new order of life that



IDEOLOGY AFTER 1933 199

the Nazis were trying to establish. Any particular political order is,
of course, optional. There are always choices to be made in defin
ing, setting up, and preserving a particular system of order. In the
period after the First World War, the Germans were faced with the
choice between monarchy, democracy, communism, and national
socialism. Each of these systems could, moreover, be realized in a
number of ways. Whichever was adopted, there was the choice be
tween variations. When these had been determined, further
choices needed to be made about who was to fill the newly defined
positions. Actions and policies within the system had to be coordi
nated. Each of them had to be weighed as to how it would affect
the system of political order. Political order is thus in constant need
of being explained, justified, and legitimized. There exists, so it
seems, a constant demand to spell out principles, rules, and norms
by which the political choices might be assessed. The Nazis could
draw on their worldview to supply such principles, but once a chain
of reasoning is initiated, it cannot be broken off arbitrarily. If actual
choices need to be justified by reference to some principle, then the
question will inevitably be how those principles are, in turn, to be
justified. The chain of justification will be continued until some ul
timate ground is struck.

The philosophers could reasonably think of themselves as most
qualified to provide such grounding. The empirical sciences might
be able to settle all conceivable questions of fact, but they were not
authorized to pronounce on political norms. The Nazi worldview
might state such norms, but it could not provide the chain of rea
soning required to justify them. From the Greeks on, philosophers
argued that objective orders were not optional, not human cre
ations, and that only those political systems of order that corre
sponded to those objective orders were legitimate and true. They
also maintained that theirs was the science that could determine
these objective orders. Plato, as so often, had given a paradigmatic
exposition of this philosophical argument. He described in the Re
publichow the philosopher will first turn his face away from politics
and contemplate the order of the Ideas themselves outside space
and time. Returning to the political realm, he will then be able
to act in the light of his vision of the Ideas. The world is a system
of resemblances in which one thing can reflect another, in which
the order of the Ideas can be reflected first in the order of the soul
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that sees the Ideas and then in the political order of the state. Aris
totle modified the account by arguing more straightforwardly that
there exists a natural order in the soul which the philosopher can
determine, an order in which reason is the master, desire the ser
vant, and animal nature the dumb slave; the true political order
would have to create this tripartite division." Christian philosophy
was later to speak of a city of God as the model on which a true
political order should be based, or of an order within the trinity
itself, of an order of heaven and earth, of a natural order of the
created world, of the order of life in paradise, the order in the natu
ral family as models on which the true political order was to be
grounded. To the constructive and mechanical imagination of sev
enteenth-century philosophers, it was obvious that a well-ordered
political system would have to be like a house with foundations
and stories, a house built and maintained by a single architect, the
absolute ruler, or that it would have to be like a machine with its
differently functioning parts all moving together according to fixed
and rational laws. In the nineteenth century some philosophers dis
covered that the true political system was the one that corres
ponded to Darwin's competitive struggle of nature. Others saw the
abstract movements of Hegel's dialectical logic as the model of the
well-ordered state.

All these speculations assumed some order of being and postu
lated a correspondence between it and the political system. They
often assumed that the ontological order that was to serve as the
grounding of the political could only be determined by philosophi
cal reflection and even where, as in the case of Social Darwinism,
they took the description of the grounding ontological order from
somewhere else, they insisted that it was by means of philosophical
reasoning and reflection that one could see the need for the political
to reflect the ontological. Such beliefs are far from obvious. They
rest on a conflation of philosophy and politics that wants to treat
politics as applied philosophy. It fails to see how pragmatic, op
tional, and temporary all political choices are, including the choice
of a system of politics. But an admitted distinction between philo
sophical and political concerns may be difficult to accept, for both
philosophers and politicians. It would deprive, so it seems, the phi
losophers of any influence on the political domain, and it would
deprive the politicians of any philosophical legitimation of their ac
tions.



IDEOLOGY AFTER 1933 201

Neither the German philosophers nor the Nazi leaders were
ready to accept such a separation of their ways. The philosophers,
already involved in a struggle over their place in the continuum of
knowledge, felt that they could not afford to let the moment pass
without getting involved in what promised to be a total reorganiza
tion of German life. Some thought it imperative to get involved in
order to restore past German philosophy to its rightful place. Others
thought it equally urgent to assure a place for their own new think
ing. They all set out to show that they and they alone could define
the ontological order on which the emerging political order could
be grounded. While they all stuck to the old idea of the need for a
correspondence between philosophy and politics, they differed over
the nature of the ontological base and over who was most qualified
to explore it. Nazi politicians had their own reasons for preserving
the link between philosophy and politics. While they may have had
little natural inclination to philosophy, they believed, first of all,
that all German life had to be one great unity and the philosophers
could not be allowed to go their own unpolitical way. But they were
also, second, interested in the legitimacy that philosophy could pro
vide to their regime, given the important role it was still playing in
German culture.

THE UNITY OF PHILOSOPHY AND POLITICS

In the debate over the relation between philosophy and politics,
Hans Heyse tried once more to playa clarifying role. Where he had
tried to mediate between the philosophical factions in 1933 by ar
guing that the concepts of idea and existence, the philosophical tra
dition and the new concern with existing life, were at bottom
united, he now argued that the same formula could assure the
unity of philosophy and politics.

In Ideeund Existenzhe wrote in 1935 that the idea was insepara
ble from actual human existence and that only a false dualism had
sundered them apart. By the idea one was to understand "the true
forms of human Daseinand existence ... the essential forms of or
der, the primordial values and orders of values, in which and ac
cording to which human existence occurs" (p. 11).28 Such orders
needed to be recognized, but it was important to understand that
the idea conceived in this manner could not be detached from ac
tual being. For the idea was, in effect, the expression and the form
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of existence. Insofar as philosophy was concerned with the idea,
one could say that philosophy and life were united in their roots.
Hence it followed that philosophy's abstract concern with the idea
had immediate practical and political implications. In summarizing
his book he wrote:

Our theme is not the idea and the essence of history "as such,"
just as little as it is the examination of universal, universally
human ideas and ideologies. It is the idea as problem of the
organization and reorganization of our German historical exis
tence, of the obtaining of our own German forms and values
of existence in tune with and in connection with the eternal
orders of being. The thought of such an organization and reor
ganization is to be found everywhere: in the idea of a new
social order, of a new economic and political order and fi
nally-and this we regard as the real task of these investiga
tions-in a radically renewed idea of the spirit, of philosophy
and science. (p. 14)

In support of his thesis of unity, Heyse drew on the Greek philos
ophers, in particular Plato. The Greeks provided H a paradigm of the
basic forms and values of our own German existence which are
primordially related to the Greek ones" (p. 95). They still had an
"existential claim" on us. That was true, above all, of Plato. Heyse
rejected the orthodox reading of Plato-whose origin he found in
Augustine-according to which Plato had taught the existence of
two different worlds. Plato had not been a dualist, and the belief in
another world, in the immortality of the soul, in the formation of
the world through a creator, had not been the central parts of his
philosophy, as the Christian tradition had made it seem. Even be
fore Heyse there had been attempts to modify the impression that
Plato's teaching consisted in a metaphysical theory, that he had
taught the existence of another world, of a world of Ideas separated
from temporal reality. After Kant, metaphysical doctrines of this
sort were generally dismissed as dogmatic and unphilosophical. To
save Plato from such critidsm, Hermann Lotze had proposed in
1874 that "Plato asserted only the eternal validity of ideas, not their
real existence." The Platonic ideas were not actual, only objective."
Heyse went one step further in his existential interpretation of
Plato's doctrine. According to him, the Plato of the Republic had
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taught "the unity of knowing and doing, of spirit and power, of
philosophy and politics, of idea and existence" (p. 70). Only by
grasping that unity could one understand that "the will and the
passion to renew the state out of the idea of the logos, to grasp and
shape the given historical existence through the idea, is the driving
motive of the Platonic development" (pp. 58-59).

This Platonic affirmation of unity of philosophy and politics had
been an expression of the primordial Germanic spirit of the Greeks.
It had been forgotten when Christianity, an alien, un-Germanic re
ligion of Mideastern origin, spread over Europe. Christianity sepa
rated the world of God from the world of man, and thereby sepa
rated philosophy from politics. A whole series of false ideologies
concerning the relation of the idea of order to actual historical exis
tence originated from this Christian tradition. "Orlental strangers"
had claimed to solve lithe Nordic-Greek problem of existence" with
out having really "seen and experienced that problem" (p. Ill). It
was left to Kierkegaard and Nietzsche to recognize the problematic
character of the union of antiquity and Christianity which lay be
hind modern thought. It was now possible to subject the whole
western system of ideas and ideologies to a critique. With this a
whole new form of human Daseinwas coming into existence and
into a new historical epoch. "This turning of the axis is the principle
of world history, a new beginning and origin in which a new age,
a new destiny is preparing itself" (p. 253).

It was possible now to return to the unity of idea and existence.
The idea provided the values by which each people could make
sense of its concrete, historical existence. Every type of man and
every race indeed had their own specific form of the idea. For the
Greeks and the closely related Germans, the specific form was that
of a metaphysical and political totality, the idea and reality of the
Reich. It was "that idea in which the deepest forces of our being
and our history come to rise to their full life, in which the
thousand-year-old hopes and promises of Germanic-German man
kind light up and through which they are taking on shape" (p. 6).
This Reich, Heyse said, was "the most sacred task to which in all of
history men and nations have tied their existence and their des
tiny." This Reich promised not welfare, security, and happiness but
the possibility of a heroism illuminated by a primordial knowledge
rooted in tragedy. At the beginning of western history stood the
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great decisions of Greek thought and politics. Later there followed
new decisions that had obscured the old realities for more than a
thousand years. A third great moment of world-historical decision
was at hand. A new order was possible, a unity of philosophical
and political order, new values were appearing and with them
new forms of human existence, values no longer directed toward
another world but to a philosophical and political existence in
this one.

We are standing at a decisive turning point at which we loosen
ourselves from the age of the West and a new world age
emerges. It realizes itself in the primordial and fundamental
values through which the idea, that world law, is drawn into
the lives of nations with new sacrifices and with the exem
plary understanding of a highest form of humanity. That is: a
humanity which rises up in the idea and the reality of a new,
of a Third Reich. (p. 351)30

When Gerhard Lehmann in 1943 reviewed the development of
German philosophy from the perspective of National Socialism, he
concluded his book with a chapter on political philosophy in which
he dealt successively with Rosenberg, Krieck, Baeumler, and Heyse.
He gave Heyse the most prominent place at the end of his book.
Predicting a point of transition from its current state to an entirely
new form of philosophy, Lehmann wrote of Heyse that his transfor
mation "of the existential and existential-ontological problematic
into a folkish worldview or rather into the structure of the
worldview of National Socialism is not only of paradigmatic but of
conclusive significance and opens at the same time new avenues
for philosophizing" (p. 539).31 Heyse had understood that the long
standing crisis in philosophy concerned a "struggle for a genuine
national community" and he grasped the idea from the beginning
lias a wholeness and as a principle of order for our existence."

Heyse himself tried to live this unity of philosophy and politics.
In 1935 he became editor of Kantstudien,taking the journal over on
behalf of the Nazis. In an editorial he made it clear that the journal
would from now on be in tune with political realities. He also wrote
that there was a "new will in which German life and German spirit
are coming to take hold of their deeper essence." The task of the
journal would be to help that spirit "break through in the funda-
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mental as well as in the specialized problems of philosophy and
science."32 In 1936 Heyse relinquished his chair and the rectorate
at Konigsberg and moved to Gottingen, where he taught at the uni
versity as well as founded and directed an ideological training cen
ter for academic teachers (the Akademie der Wissenschaften des
NS-Dozentenbundes). At his de-Nazification trial after the war, he
explained his philosophical efforts in these words: "It was not
the meaning of this work to justify an established ideology, but, on
the contrary, to ground the ideas through which the National So
cialist movement might have been able to attain intellectual and
historical rank."33



9
The True Order Debated

There is still too much talk of a crisis in the worldview when the
time is, in fact, one of purposeful construction on all fronts. So Her
mann Glockner complained in 1934. IIOne is in a crisis," he wrote,
"when everything is pressing inexorably toward a decisive turning
point and everything is uncertain except one conviction: that things
cannot go on much longer as they do" (p. 272).1 Now, after the
great national revolution, just the opposite was the case. The Ger
man people had once again found themselves. They once again had
a worldview, a spiritual ground plan to determine their action and
being and to integrate their individual existences into a meaningful,
all-encompassing order. "The time of the crisis of worldview is be
hind us," Glockner declared. If some were still going on about it,
they were merely giving in to old-fashioned diseased thinking.

From such a false sense of crisis, Glockner went on, one had to
distinguish a true and deeper feeling of crisis that was characteristic
of modem philosophy:

There is here no question of a quickly accelerating climax soon
to be followed by a decision. On the contrary. There is here a
state of metaphysical insecurity in which philosophy has
found itself since the time of medieval nominalism (i.e., for
circa 600 years). Nothing indicates that philosophy will soon
overcome that condition.

To take this sense of crisis away from philosophy and to inject it
dogmatically with a philistine view of the world would do a dis
service to the German people. The crisis of philosophy, understood

206
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in this way, was lithe permanent fate of the modern mind" (p. 273).
More specifically, German philosophy was caught in a crisis in

that its relation to the National Socialist worldview was not yet
completely clarified. Glockner found it necessary to warn against
premature resolutions of this problem. "Nothing stands as much in
the way of a final clarification as the false eagerness with which
some representatives of the humanities offer their services and
thereby continue the struggle over 'methods' and 'schools' at a
level where it could be disastrous, since the real issue is now the
recognition and order of the whole." Nazi Germany was not being
served by "overeager and self-promoting hustling," which fought
as much as it could against other directions and methods. The task
was now to bring together all the positive forces, in philosophy as
elsewhere. Whether somebody inclined more to one philosopher
or another, whether he applied the methods of the natural sciences
or those of the humanities, was only a personal decision. "The main
thing is that together we form and maintain the front of the Ger
man worldview. Here no fraternal strife must separate us" (p. 274).

Such exhortations were timely. After the excitement of the first
year of Nazi rule, German philosophers had settled down to their
usual business, and that meant their usual fractiousness. Neither
Heyse's nor Glockner's calls for cooperation could overcome the di
visions between them. By 1934 the temporary alliance between
Baeumler, Krieck, and Heidegger had collapsed, and from now on
they passed each other by or, occasionally, sniped at each other.
What remained was only their shared hostility toward the DPG and
what it stood for. The DPG also continued more or less on the same
track. Though at Magdeburg it had solemnly proclaimed its willing
ness to explore the German worldview and had promised to do so
with new energy, no new impulses or ideas came out.' Apart from
Heidegger's history of Being, no new philosophical conception
emerged in the period between 1933 and 1945, and even that had
its roots in Heidegger's pre-Nazi thought. Despite all protestations
that a radical break had occurred in German life, there was a deep
continuity in German philosophy across the threshold of 1933.

BETWEEN REVOLUTION AND REACTION

What was continued as well was the old battle between the philo
sophical radicals and the philosophical conservatives. One of its
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most important aspects was the fight over the bearing of traditional
idealism on the new age.

There was a war going on over the question of idealism, wrote
Hermann Glockner in 1935, himself an idealist, a member of the
DPG,and one of Bauch's allies in the battle. The war, he wrote, was
on the whole to be welcomed, for even in the area of philosophy
war was the father of all things. There was at the same time a great
danger that the battle over idealism might deteriorate into wild and
useless turmoil. The term "idealism" was becoming a slogan. II All
parties use it; a free-for-all develops; everybody strikes out at every
body else; nobody understands the others any more; the fur flies;
self-preservation becomes everything" (p.98).3 What Glockner
missed was the realization that idealism is an eternal problem of
philosophy. In order to clear the air, he thought it necessary to dis
tinguish between idealism as a human attitude, common philo
sophical idealism, and the philosophy of the German idealists. The
possession of human ideals was indeed important, but if one con
sidered idealism simply as a particular human attitude, one was in
danger of psychologizing and relativizing it. Karl Jaspers had fallen
exactly into that trap when he treated idealism simply as one pos
sible psychological outlook among others in his Psychologyof World
Views.His work was II one of the most disastrous philosophical aber
rations of the post-war period" (p. 100). Common philosophical
idealism was also problematic, since it tended toward a separation
of idea and reality, of formal structure and thing-in-itself. What de
served defense was German idealism with its "heroic faith in the
meaning and unity of the world" (p. 107). Such an idealism was by
no means passive, but was willing to fight to the point of total deci
sion. This idealism stood against the materialism "which has been
declared the official world view in Russia." Even there it was be
coming evident that the materialist road was unpassable. The more
serious enemy of German idealism was therefore the "irrationally
grounded conviction" that men have to live a life "thrown fatefully
into this world" (p. 109). Kierkegaard was responsible for that be
lief, and he was thus the decisive opponent of idealism. Unfortu
nately he was having a great influence on contemporary German
philosophy.

Glockner's campaign on behalf of the idealist tradition was soon
joined by Adolf Gehlen, who was also a member of the DPG. In his
sequel to Glockner's essay Gehlen wrote:
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Since Kierkegaard and the whole theological movement that
began with him and since, on another front, nineteenth
century positivism unrolled its flags against idealism ... the
once uncontested world-wide recognition of German philoso
phy has continuously declined in influence. (p. 323)4

Gehlen went on to depict the whole nineteenth century as a falling
away from the insights of German idealism. That century ended
in a crude materialism in which treasures gathered in centuries of
German culture had been thrown overboard and the German
people had become II unfaithful to their own essence" (p. 326). It
was now time to take up the struggle against the nineteenth cen
tury and to move to the side of idealism, its old enemy. Idealist
philosophy contained the means and methods needed to spell out
a total worldview. National Socialism had produced precisely such
a total view of the world with which it wanted to permeate all areas
of life and bring them into accord with its own perceptions. German
idealism was needed to work out that worldview. Had Adolf Hitler
himself not written in Mein Kampf that "purest idealism coincides
unconsciously with deepest understanding"? That statement was
entirely true and could be extended to say that a realist attitude in
philosophy could lead only to individual, separate, and distorted re
sults.

Glockner's and Gehlen's remarks were a challenge to those who
considered idealism an unacceptable philosophical base for the new
reality. Baeumler, who had previously demanded a critique of the
idealist tradition, let it be known that he could accept Fichte and the
rest of idealism only insofar as they prefigured Nietzsche's heroic
voluntarism. The most determined counterattack, however, came
from Krieck, that old warrior. In response to Gehlen's essay, he
wrote that it was presenting an "adulterated, confused, restricted
form of National Socialism which looked both forward and back
ward, and thus stood between revolution and reaction" (p.446).5
National Socialism represented a "folkish political realism" and, if
second-rate idealists failed to understand what it was, they should
not undertake to discuss and judge it. When the Fuhrer spoke of
idealism, he had of course meant the life-giving, practical idealism
of sacrifice, heroism, will, struggle, and labor, not philosophical ide
alism. Let those philosophical idealists read Hitler's book and not
simply quote single sentences from it. Gehlen was trying to sell a
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pleasant, weak tea as National Socialism. He was trying to sell it as
an alternative to nineteenth-century materialism, which had itself
been a product of the flight from reality that the idealists had initi
ated. The whole system of nineteenth-century thought could be
overcome only by the holistic doctrines of National Socialism built
on a folkish reality. "No, Herr Gehlen," Krieck wrote, "the 'spirit' is
for 'us' no living center. That service is provided for 'us' only by
holistic life itself and its realization we find in the wholeness of
the Yolk."

Gehlen responded by complaining about the whole tendency
and form of Krieck's attack." Krieck failed to see that the National
Socialist worldview demanded completely new foundations in
thinking. Krieck's own views were, in contrast, purely program
matic. He was trying to declare a summary end to a crucial debate.
But a grounding of the new worldview demanded a working
through of "the tradition of German philosophy." The "energy of
the questions of German idealism, the wealth of themes that were
living in it, and its determination to find new beginnings" had to be
explored. The construction of a National Socialist philosophy called
above all for an examination of idealist philosophy. This idealism
had taught the unity of thought and action; its realization was the
job of every National Socialist; and the task of the philosopher was
precisely to reflect on it. Since the decisive form of action was politi
cal action and since there existed a real unity of action and thought,
there had to be "a political philosophy in which the principles of
action are philosophically thought through" (p. 561). He, Gehlen,
had worked hard and honestly on such a project, relying on scien
tific argumentation and the insights of German idealism, whereas
Krieck had resorted to an incomprehensible polemic.

THE ORDER OF OBJECTIVE VALUES

Despite persistent attacks from Baeumler, Krieck, Heidegger, and
their followers, Bauch and the DPG continued to promote their re
working of the idealist assumptions, specifically their theory of or
ganic wholeness and objective values as the appropriate philosophi
cal foundation for National Socialism.

In 1935 Bauch finally published his often-announced book on
ethics, in which he set out to apply his "fundamental investiga-
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tions" to the "concrete questions of moral life" (p. iv).? The book
was a disappointment and must have been so even for Bauch's most
devoted disciples and his most ardent political allies. Not only did it
contain little that was new, but it was written in Bauch's most unc
tuous style. He could declare it his purpose to serve "the immediate
present and its great tasks filled with eternal meaning in deepest
reverence and with convinced dedication" (p. v). For anyone inter
ested in drawing political conclusions from Bauch's philosophical
discussions, the book fell far short. Agreeing with Glockner's criti
cism of philosophers who were overeagerly trying to get involved
in the issues of the time "with journalistic speed and dexterity,"
Bauch insisted that philosophy had to remain concerned with eter
nal problems. Any connections to the problems of the age in his
work had to gro,worganically and could not be externally manufac
tured.

Bauch wrote that ethics could be characterized, in short, as "the
doctrine of the meaning of life" (p. 2). But life had meaning only
insofar as it was related to values and under the assumption of an
objectively existing totality of values. There existed "two regulated
orders-one presupposed and the other dependent," and in their
interrelation there was an "all-encompassing order as a web of two
webs of relations" (p. 5). The purposes and goals of life had objec
tive significance always only in the service of values. These were
values above and independent of time. "For all that, they are not
separated from time but gain their concrete shape always in a con
crete present which is therefore a concrete eternity in which we
are enabled and destined to work and act" (p. 324). Bauch argued
furthermore that some values found their expression primarily in
individual life, even though all had "overindividual significance"
(p. 303). Yet there were values that applied specifically to human
communities. IIMan is destined to live in a community, he is not a
whole completed man if he does not live in a community," he
quoted Fichte approvingly (p. 190). Community itself was an ideal
and therefore a task to be accomplished by existing social groups,
such as the family, the state, the nation, the school, the social
classes, and the professions. Individual life could attain full mean
ing only by integrating itself into larger groupings, by participating
in the life of the nation and the state.

Though Bauch devoted a long chapter to the ethics of social asso-
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ciations, his discussion remained for the most part at a deter
minedly abstract level and had little bearing on political reality.
Closer to that reality were a number of essays on nation and race
that he published in those years. In 1934 he discussed what he
called "living folkdom" as the most concrete synthesis of nature and
spirit." As a natural formation, he argued, a people was primarily a
racial structure." Admittedly, most nations on earth were built up
from several races, but it was never arbitrary from which races they
were built and how those races were blended. "A wild, random
mishmash of races would completely destroy any cultural life"
(p. 116). It was crucial to recognize here that blood and culture,
nature and spirit, were not sharply separated. Such a strict dualism
depended on a wholly mistaken "materialist" conception of race
and blood. A nation was both a natural, racial community and a
"meaning-structure." To speak of such meaning-structures presup
posed the existence of objective values. What distinguished one na
tion from another were the powers and abilities with which it real
ized the nontemporal values in its culture:

Only on the assumption of values that hold overindividually,
generally, and objectively can one speak of the meaning of a
folkdom, of a nation as a meaning-structure, can one distin
guish between superior and inferior races and nations, can
one even make the distinction between good and bad genetic
endowments. (p. 122)

All meaning we might find in life derived from the eternal values
that expressed themselves in the life of the nation as a whole. It
was therefore important to surrender oneself to that life.

The denial of eternal, objective values would rob the folkish idea
of all meaning and inevitably lead to a relativism of values, Bauch
also wrote. Such relativism was an aftereffect of liberalism and indi
vidualism. Unfortunately, the denial of values all too often threat
ened and befogged contemporary thinking. Just as Gehlen had
sought support for his defense of idealism in Hitler's words, Bauch
now sought it for his defense of objective values. Had Hitler not
repeatedly declared that only eternal values could provide goals for
the human struggle? Had he not acknowledged the importance of
the spirit and of those who worked for the spirit when he said that
all genius and energy of the leader was for nothing "if the theoreti-
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cian of the spirit does not define the goals for the human struggle"?
He had recognized the supreme leadership of spiritual labor which
was seeking to identify the eternal values that alone could give the
human struggle its meaning. The task of the philosopher was, in
deed, not to be the trainbearer of politics but "to carry the torch of
truth ahead of it."

A year later Bauch turned to the question of whether the appeal
to blood and race was not inherently materialistic and naturalistic.
That question was often asked by German students and was often
made the basis of criticism by opponents of the folkish idea, he said.
But there was a simple and direct answer. Nature could not be un
derstood as something separate from the mind but only determined
by general laws and "the laws of nature are themselves laws of the
spirit" (p. 544).10 Physiologically blood was nothing but a "liquid
tissue" and as such it could not be considered the basis of meaning
and value in life; the physiological perspective, valid as it was in its
own domain, provided only a partial view of things. Taken on its
own, it led to a materialist naturalism with respect to race. From a
properly "metaphysiological, metaphysical, and holistic perspec
tive," however, blood and race also represented metaphysical struc
tures. It required a proper, idealistic theory of knowledge to under
stand that nature and spirit belonged together. On that basis the
racial idea was "in principlecapable of the principallystrictestjustifi
cation and the appeal to it warranted on strictlyscientificgrounds"
(p. 546).11 With a critical eye to Rosenberg's mysticism of race,
Bauch added that race and blood were certainly not "mystical enti
ties and pseudo-entities" (p. 547).

Bauch returned to the same issues once more in 1941, a year
before his death. He wrote that genetic endowment alone could not
account for the actual development of an organism, since its innate
capacities always requires realization through the process of educa
tion. Nature and nurture were not in conflict with one another,
but complementary. "Family and nation are therefore in two ways
decisive for a man's whole existence. They determine and condition
it before birth through the genetic endowment of his ancestors and
race. They are, on the other hand, the most decisive forces in his
environment for his whole physical and spiritual development"
(B 15:51-52). All education had its necessary foundation and its
limits in the genetically given endowment. Bauch concluded:
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From the perspective of biology we can therefore not only ac
cept Nietzsche's word that II Everything good is inheritance";
we can even understand it more precisely and exactly than
Nietzsche himself meant it. We must, however, supplement it
by the other thought that everything evil is also inheritance.
Anyone to whom this is still unclear can have it demonstrated
ad oculosby our present race policies and race laws, for these
rest on the basic facts of genetic biology. Our race policies and
our race legislation are not dead paragraphs; they rest on the
spirit of nature itself. (B 15:59)

Bauch added that before 1933 there had been "the abysmal danger
and the historical mistake of neglecting the facts of genetic biology."
To help positive genetic endowment achieve its potential was the
highest goal of education. II Against existing negative endowments
there is no easy remedy; against them no educational instruction,
however wise, can help; there is only the drastic educational cure
of excluding them from further entry into the gene pool so that
their transfer to future generations is cut off" (B 15:60).

Bauch concluded his essay by pointing out once more that racial
doctrine required the assumption of a realm of objective, timeless
values. Racial theory involved a distinction between what was val
uable and what was valueless, between what was of higher value
and what was of lower value (minderwertig). Such valuations re
mained groundless and subjective without the assumption of objec
tive values. One could, in other words, not be a good racist and a
steadfast antisemite without a belief in such values. Indeed, "With
out their nontemporal, nonhistorical validity the whole of tempo
ral, historical life would fall prey . . . to individualism, to a radical
relativism, to a complete nihilism of meaning" (B 15:68).

THE ORDER OF PRIMORDIAL QUESTIONING

Heidegger responded to Bauch's assertions with increasingly bitter
counterattacks. In 1935 he told the audience in his lectures on
metaphysics:

The works being peddled about nowadays as the philosophy
of National Socialism-but have nothing to do with the inner
truth and greatness of this movement (namely the encounter
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between global technology and modern man)-have all been
written by men fishing in the troubled waters of "values" and
II organic unities." 12

It has occasionally been surmised that these words were directed
against Ernst Krieck and Alfred Baeumler. It has also been said that
they were meant to express a critique of the Nazi worldview. Nei
ther claim is correct. Krieck and Baeumler had no commitment
to the theory of value, and in 1935 Heidegger still believed in Na
tional Socialism. The target of Heidegger's criticism was Bauch and
his DPG and their attempt to make the theory of value the official
philosophical basis of the German worldview. This controversy con
tributed to Heidegger's increasing preoccupation with Nietzsche
and with the question of nihilism. In summary he later wrote that
the term "nihilism" was often "only a catchword and slogan and
frequently also an invective intended to prejudice." Not everyone,
he declared, who appealed to "some metaphysical conviction or
other stands on that account definitely outside nihilism. Con
versely, however, not everyone who troubles himself with thoughts
about Nothing and its essence is a nihilist" (p. 62).13 Heidegger now
claimed that to think of everything in terms of values was itself the
ultimate nihilism. Those who ridiculed the realization that there
were no absolute values had "abolished thinking and replaced it
with an idle babbling that detects nihilism wherever it considers its
own opinion endangered" (p. 112).

In opposition to the claim that the new political order had to be
built on a system of objective values, Heidegger argued that it could
be founded only on original thinking and questioning. A new politi
cal start required above all a return to historical origins, he said in
his lectures on metaphysics in 1935. "Precisely because we have
embarked on the great and long venture of demolishing a world
that has grown old and of rebuilding it authentically anew, i.e. his
torically, we must know the tradition" (pp. 125-126).14 The origin
to which it was necessary to return was the thinking and speaking
of the Greeks. Poets like Sophocles and thinkers like Parmenides
and Heraclitus needed to be called on once again. This was not a
turn to something primitive and backward. "The beginning is the
uncanniest and mightiest. What comes afterward is not develop
ment but the flattening that results from mere spreading out"
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(p. 155). The "Iounders of all thinking, " Parmenides and Heraclitus,
had necessarily stood in the Being of beings. They had grasped that
Being as one, unique, complete, "the permanently manifested
power through which shines perpetually the appearance of the
one-and-many-sided" (p. 136). To return to the original power of
their thinking meant to return to the question of the nature of Be
ing itself. That return could not take the form of mere repetition
but only that of a more primordial recovery, thoughtful of its pri
mordialness (p. 191).

The history of the west, Heidegger said, had been the story of
a long decline in which the original question of Parmenides and
Heraclitus was forgotten. In the course of history a number of new
interpretations were superimposed on that question. Plato de
scribed Being in terms of ideas, and this had been the completion
of early Greek thinking. Christianity subsequently interpreted the
Being of beings as createdness. The modern world interpreted it as
presence and Nietzsche as will to power. Each of those interpreta
tions, however, had failed to maintain the original question of Par
menides and Heraclitus. They had all characterized things that are
and failed to see "the question before" all such concerns, how it
stands with Being itself. This sober question, Heidegger told his stu
dents, might sound utterly useless at first, but it might also deter
mine "the spiritual destiny of the Western world" (p. 37). Was it
not likely that "nations in their greatest movements and traditions
are linked to Being"?

Germany as the most central and most metaphysical nation was
now threatened by Russia and America, which stood for "the same
dreary technological frenzy, the same unrestricted organization of
the average man" (p. 37). They stood in fact for a spiritual decline of
the earth and a dawning of spiritlessness. To escape their pressure,
Germany would have to move itself "into the primordial realm of
the powers of Being":

Our questioning brings us into the landscape we must inhabit
as a basic prerequisite, if we are to win back our roots in his
tory. We shall have to ask why this fact, that the word "being"
is no more than a word and a vapor, should have arisen pre
cisely today ... We must learn to see that this fact is not as
harmless as it seems at first sight. What matters ultimately is
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not that the word "being" remains a sound and its meaning a
vapor, but that we have fallen away from what this word says
and for the moment cannot find our way back. (p. 40)

The recovery of the original question of Being would decide Ger
many's destiny. The Greeks had understood that Being and appear
ance belonged together and that it was necessary "to wrest Being
from appearance and preserve it against appearance" (p. 105). The
great age of Greece had been "a single creative self-assertion amid
the confused, intricate struggle between the powers of being and
appearance" (p. 106). Only by enduring these tensions had the
Greeks been able to bring forth "the Gods and the state, the temples
and the tragedy, the games and philosophy" (pp. 105-106).

It was in these terms that Heidegger wanted to interpret the po
litical conditions of his time. There had to be a recovery of that spirit
of self-assertion with which the Greeks had originally set up their
Gods and their state. The new German state would find secure
grounding not in values but in a new unconcealment of Being, a
new truth of Being:

We know from Heraclitus and Parmenides that the unconceal
ment of Being is not simply given. Unconcealment occurs only
when it is achieved by work: the work of the word in poetry,
the work of stone in temple and statue, the work of the word
in thought, the work of the polis as the historical place in
which all this is grounded and preserved. (p. 191)

The polis was the place in which all Dasein,all being-there, found
itself historically. To this place belonged "the gods, the temples, the
priests, the festivals, the games, the poets, the thinkers, the ruler,
the council of elders, the assembly of the people, the army and the
fleet" (p. 152). The polis was the envelope for all historical human
existence. This city could rise and maintain itself only through the
use of power; it demanded violent men who would dedicate them
selves wholly to being poets, thinkers, and rulers. These men, these
leaders, would be at once "lonely, uncanny, without escape in the
middle of what is, at the same time without statute and limit, with
out structure and order, because they themselves as creators must
first create all this" (pp. 152-153). The question of how it stands
with Being, Heidegger concluded, proved itself as the question of
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"how it stands with our being-there in history, the question
whether we standin history or merely stagger" (p. 202). There were
those who maintained that the question of Being created nothing
but confusion, that it was destructive and nihilistic. The question of
Being indeed included that of "the limits of nothingness," but as
such it represented the first and only promising step to overcoming
nihilism. The forgetfulness of Being that had manifested itself in the
history of the west in so many forms, and which had taken as one
of its recent forms the belief in a realm of values, was the true and
fundamental form of nihilism.

Where Bauch and others proclaimed the hierarchy of values as
the order on which the political system of the new state should be
modeled, Heidegger proclaimed an order of origin, a return to the
primordial question of the meaning of Being as the philosophical
ground for the new reality. But in his 1935 lectures he held few
illusions about the power of philosophy over politics. He told his
students:

Philosophy is essentially untimely (unzeitgemiiss)because it is
one of those few things that can never find an immediate echo
in the present. When such an echo seems to occur, when a
philosophy becomes fashionable, either it is no real philoso
phy or it has been misinterpreted and misused for ephemeral
and extraneous purposes. (p, 7)

All genuine philosophical thinking will, in some way or other, be
at odds with its time because it is either "far in advance of its time,
or because it connects the present . . . with what originally was."
Being untimely, philosophy was never immediately useful, and
hence it was constantly subject to misunderstanding. Speaking per
haps of himself as well, Heidegger said: "Bvery essential form of the
spirit is marked by ambiguity. The less commensurate it is with oth
ers' the more it is misinterpreted" (p. 8). What was useless might,
however, still be a force, "perhaps the only real force." It could still
be bound up "with a nation's profound historical development."
The task of philosophy was never to be a mere reflection of its time,
but to set its measure. Admittedly, philosophy could not directly
"provide a foundation on which a nation will build its historical
life and culture"; it could not "directly supply the energies and
create the opportunities and methods that bring about a his-
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torical change." But it would be wrong to say that "because meta
physics did nothing to pave the way for the revolution, it should
be rejected. " The important thing was to understand that
thinking "breaks the paths and opens the perspectives for the
knowledge that sets the norms and hierarchies, for the know
ledge in which and by which a people fulfills itself historically
and culturally" (p. 9).

As time went on, Heidegger became more and more doubtful
that National Socialism could fulfill the promise it had once held
for him. After 1936 and as preparations for war got under way, he
came to think that it might itself turn out to be part of that forget
fulness of Being which manifested itself in technological frenzy.
Capitalism, communism, and national socialism were in effect the
same, the same limitless overorganization of the average man. In
his lectures he turned more and more to a critique of technological
thinking, and this included a critique of the Nazi system." Even
then, however, his criticisms remained cautiously veiled behind the
curtains of elusive language. Heidegger never denounced Nazism
in open terms. He never officially broke with the Nazi system and
even in old age could believe that National Socialism had once held
the promise of a fruitful encounter with the question of planetary
technology-but "those people were much too limited in their
thinking to gain a really explicit relationship to what is happening
today." 16

EXISTENTIALISM VERSUS

PARAEXISTENTIALISM

Even some of Heidegger's closest friends were not sure that he
would be able to provide adequate philosophical foundations for
the Nazi worldview. One of these was Oskar Becker, who proposed
his own modification of Heidegger's thought, "paraexistential" phi
losophy, as a more adequate grounding for National Socialism.

Becker, born in the same year as Heidegger, began his career as
a student of mathematics and was drawn to philosophy by Husserl,
Later as Husserl's assistant, he struck up a friendship with Heideg
ger. For a while Husserl had considered the two as collaborators on
his own philosophical projects, with Heidegger developing a phe
nomenological ontology of man and history and Becker a comple-
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mentary ontology of mathematics and science. Both men instead
pursued their own philosophical goals, though in a spirit of friendly
competition." In 1933 Becker, by then a professor in Bonn, joined
Heidegger in supporting the Nazi cause. For Lowith, who knew
both men well, Becker's step proved even more bewildering than
Heidegger's. He saw Becker as a fragile, fearful aesthete whose sud
den enthusiasm for the SAand the Nordic race had an almost comi
cal side. Later he would write of Becker that he "had no immediate
and direct contact to his own real existence" and that his political
move was "merely a reaction against the fragility of his own
being." 18

The disagreements that emerged after 1933 between Becker and
Heidegger about the foundations of National Socialism had their
source in an earlier dispute over the foundations of art. In an essay
in a Husserl festschrift, Becker had argued in 1929 that Heidegger's
philosophy could not give an adequate account of art. The problem
lay in an overly narrow understanding of human existence. Heideg
ger's existential analysis of human Daseinwas essentially "idealistic
and hermeneutic," Becker wrote, and as such continued lithe line
of Edmund Husserl's transcendental-idealistic phenomenology"
(p. 25).19 According to Heidegger, human Daseinwas that kind of
being which possesses the ability to understand being. Becker ob
jected that, as far as an understanding of art was concerned, "an
existential analytic which is focused on 'authentic' existence and
interprets this as 'historical' uncoveredness (an uncoveredness
which is conscious of itself and authentic toward itself) cannot
serve as the formal, methodological framework for the given task"
(p. 27). The question, he thought, was really whether the aesthetic
could be understood as a purely historical phenomenon.

Becker concluded that art would have to be seen as arising from
a synthesis of freedom and nature. The distinction, taken from
Schelling, marked the difference between the conscious and the
unconscious aspect of the artistic act, the difference, as he put it,
between "the free historical spirit" and lithe nonhistorical, 'natural'
in man" (p. 24). Art could never be produced through conscious
effort alone, but required the unconscious and lithe free favor of
nature" (p. 32). The existence of the artist could not be explained
entirely in terms of the "thrownness" (being thrown into the
world) that, according to Heidegger, characterized all facticity and
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all historical existence. In order to account for the artist, one would
therefore have to recognize an additional category of being, that of
the paraexistential, which could not be reduced to the existential
aspects of human life that Heidegger had identified. With this criti
cism Becker certainly identified a blind spot in the philosophy of
Being and Time. Focused on man's historical existence, the book had
nothing to say about the natural, bodily, and physiological aspects
of life (such as human sexuality). Becker considered this lacuna
decisive in Heidegger's inability to address the topic of art. Art could
not be understood completely in terms of the historical aspects of
human existence. It was tied essentially to man's natural existence
in the world. To speak of him as thrown into the world, as Heideg
ger did, was insufficient for any theory of art. One would have to
recognize also the paraexistential fact of the artist's "being carried"
(Getragenheit) by nature.

This criticism of Heidegger's existential ontology in the problem
of art was to serve Becker again after 1933. In an essay on "Paraex
istence" Becker argued in 1943 that human existence could not be
fully understood in Heideggerian terms, but this time he did so in
order to show that Heidegger was unable to accommodate such
crucial political concepts as those of nation and race. Becker wrote:

Existential analysis is completely correct within its own area
. . . There rule, however, at the same time other powers
that are inseparably intertwined with the structure of exist
ing Dasein-powers which cannot be understood through
such an analysis and completely escape the (hermeneutic
phenomenological) interpretation of being. (B 17:85)20

By concentrating on a hermeneutic analysis of Dasein, on the hu
man being insofar as it is concerned with the question of its own
being, Heidegger had failed to pay attention to the fact that "man
does not exist merely spiritually and historically, but is bodily pres
ent" (B 17:63). In addition to speaking of human Dasein, it was nec
essary to recognize a human Dawesen in which the paraexistential
features of human existence were contained. Heidegger's philoso
phy characterized the human being lias someone torn out of the
mother soil and-precisely because he is Dasein-as isolated and
hence prey to anxiety, as someone altogether annihilated (nichtiger)
and 'guilty:" (B 17:86). In this view,
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the original (though not authentic) human communities
which are essentially rooted in nature are short-changed and
obscured in their true being: kinship group, tribe, nation, and
race find here no philosophically adequate interpretation
despite the fact that they are basic phenomena and equal to
that other great basic phenomenon: the isolated, authentically
existing self. (B 17:86-87).21

Becker did not take notice in this discussion of the fact that Heideg
ger had in the meantime produced his own account of art, where
he essentially accepted Becker's earlier criticism and tried to accom
modate political criticism of the kind that Becker was soon to direct
at him." In his essay Heidegger located the origin of the work of
art no longer in the deliberate action of the artist but in what he
called Earth. Earth, so conceived, was the ground in which all cre
ative inventions have their origin. It was thus "paraexlstentlal" in
Becker's sense. Heidegger said, moreover, that the state itself had
the same kind of origin and was thus paraexistentially grounded.
Becker probably was not familiar with that essay when he raised
his criticism, since it did not appear in print until 1949. Even so, he
would probably not have been satisfied, since nothing Heidegger
said in that piece would have helped to ground the notions of na
tion and race.

Taking up Bauch's charge that Heidegger's philosophy was nihil
istic and therefore unsuitable for the new age, Becker applied it to
Heidegger's inability to come to grips with these two central notions
of Nazi politics. In a review of Heyse's Idee und Bxistenz,he first
called Heidegger's position "existential nihilism" and then repeated
the charge in an essay on "Nordic Metaphysics," published in the
journal Rasse:Die Monatsschriftder NordischenBewegung(Race:The
Monthlyof the NordicMovement),where he spoke of it as "nihilistic
transcendentalism" (p. 88).23 In that essay Becker also wrote: "The
deeper reason for the strange failure of 'existential philosophy' to
come to terms with the questions of race, folk, and state is its point
edly directed position toward nothingness." Heidegger's concern
with nothingness was out of tune with the philosophical and politi
cal moment. Becker concluded:

The heroic attempt of the last Germanic people of today to
preserve themselves paraexistentially in their last hour and to
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renew themselves as a people, to turn their destiny, our des
tiny, once again around-the Nordic Idea as an intellectual
movement and as a political force-that is one form of the
deepest essence of the Nordic race itself. (p. 91)

This act of self-preservation could be accomplished only by the
great political leader who-like the artist in Becker's early essay
was able to rise above the mere historical existence of the isolated
self and achieve harmony between Daseinand Dawesen,between
freedom and nature (B 17:95). Becker also wrote that Hans Heyse
had recognized the political shortcomings of Heidegger's philoso
phy. He had replaced "the ultimate loneliness of the soul that is
open and ready for anxiety with the Reich (the polis) as the decisive
form of existence of an authentically existing historical Dasein-a
Daseinthat fights a perpetual struggle against chaos [and] for order
(cosmos)" (B 17:87). But Becker remained skeptical as to whether
Heyse's work could resolve the problems of existential analysis. In
order to do that, he was convinced, one needed his own notion of
paraexistence.

THE UNRESOLVED STRUGGLE

The struggle between the various philosophical factions continued
throughout the Nazi period. The dispute over which philosopher
could uncover the philosophical order to legitimize the political sys
tem was never resolved. The differences between the philosophical
radicals and the philosophical conservatives remained. And that
struggle proved to be not only over ideas but also over recognition,
influence, and academic position.

In these disputes Alfred Baeumler soon became the most power
ful figure on the side of the philosophical radicals. Neither Heideg
ger nor Krieck could match his influence. Convinced that his rec
torate had been a failure, Heidegger quickly withdrew into teaching
and his own thoughts. He did not, of course, vanish entirely from
the scene. Beingand Timewas reprinted twice during the Nazi pe
riod, the second time with its dedication to Husserl deleted but still
containing a laudatory footnote. Otherwise he published little, and
though he complained after the war that he had been stopped from
doing so, he probably made little effort on his own. He had aban-
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doned plans for a second volume of Beingand Time,his thinking was
changing, and what was new matured only after the end of the
war. Krieck, once touted as the great National Socialistphilosopher,
soon lost his reputation and influence. Even in party circles he was
considered something of a liability. Officiallyrespected as the party's
expert on questions of education, his ideas and his main work, the
FolkishPoliticalAnthropologyof 1935, were generally ignored.

Of the three who had formed the radical front in philosophy in
1933, only Baeumler managed to hold a position of influence. Soon
after his arrival in Berlin, he resumed his acquaintance with Alfred
Rosenberg, whom he had known since 1929 from 'the National So
cialist Cultural Association. Rosenberg had in the meantime be
come the party's official spokesman on matters concerning the Nazi
worldview and established an Office for the Surveillance of the
Whole Intellectual and Ideological Education and Training." He
made Baeumler the head of the office's division for academic and
intellectual questions. In this capacity Baeumler hoped to be able
to influence the philosophical scene. He could recommend philoso
phers or counsel against them, could advise for or against publica
tion of philosophical texts." Through his office Baeumler also tried
to stimulate new work in philosophy. At a number of conferences
he brought younger philosophers together in the hope of "ques
tioning radically the whole philosophical tradition." 26 Over the
years he gained considerable influence on Rosenberg. Where Ro
senberg had initially had only a slim interest in Nietzsche's philoso
phy, it began to flourish under Baeumler's skillful tutelage. Rosen
berg in turn came to trust Baeumler more and more. Increasingly
excluded from the centers of political power, he confided his inner
most thoughts to no one but Baeumler. Since he knew of Baeum
ler's historical interests, he also put him in charge of writing an
official German history from the Nazi point of view. Baeumler was
glad to undertake the project, though it came to nothing in the end.
In 1942 Rosenberg gave Baeumler the task of planning a model
university. The institution was meant to be organized on entirely
new lines, with no concessions to existing traditions; it would pur
sue its teaching and research according to the strictest standards of
National Socialism; and it was to be staffed entirely by a new gener
ation of politically and philosophically reliable teachers. Rosenberg
hoped the new institution would eventually serve as a model for
reforming all universities. This project, too, came to nothing.
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These projects forced Baeumler eventually to resign as head of
the academic division in Rosenberg's office. The position was now
taken over by Heinrich Haertle, the author of NietzscheandNational
Socialism,who despite the fact that he shared Baeumler's interest in
Nietzsche was not on good terms with his predecessor. So Baeum
ler's ability to influence appointments in philosophy, to permit, sup
press, and censor philosophical publications and, more generally, to
steer the development of philosophy, was all of a sudden sharply
curtailed. By this time Baeumler must have realized that Rosenberg
and his office were not as useful in this respect as he might have
hoped. Though Rosenberg had been one of Hitler's closest associ
ates before 1933, he quickly lost access to Hitler after the Nazis
came to power and slipped from the inner circles of power. Others
such as Himmler, Goebbels, and Bormann proved themselves more
adept at operating the levers of power. The official assignments Hit
ler now gave Rosenberg were of ever-diminishing importance, and
his grandly named office turned out to be a mere tributary in the
stream of power. Rosenberg's many attempts to recapture his for
mer influence proved unsuccessful. When he asked Hitler in 1939
to put him in charge of unifying Nazi philosophy, he was brusquely
told that such an appointment was inopportune for political rea
sons. Baeumler had no other venues for pursuing his own plans.
He had joined the party only in April of 1933 and was generally
considered an outsider by the party faithful. In retrospect Baeumler
noted: "I had no Party connections except through Rosenberg."?"

What also diminished the influence of Rosenberg and Baeumler
was the fact that throughout the Nazi period responsibility for edu
cational questions were distributed across a number of offices and
organizations. Apart from Rosenberg's office, there were the minis
try of education, Himmler's SS with its vast ambitions, the Associa
tion of National Socialist University Teachers in Munich, and the
Nazi student organization. All of these could exert influence on pol
icy decisions and appointments. Individual party members who
were sufficiently highly placed as well as officials at various levels
of governments could also make a difference at times. Baeumler,
Heidegger, Krieck, and the philosophers united in the DPG used
all these channels to promote their associates and students and to
advance their particular visions of philosophy.

In the continuing struggle between the philosophical factions,
the DPG did extremely well because it had a large, tightly knit orga-
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nization. Its leading members managed to maintain and enhance
their academic positions and influence. One exception was Felix
Krueger, who was forced to resign his professorship at Leipzig in
1938. As a conservative Krueger had been sufficiently sympathetic
to the Nazis to endorse them even before the collapse of the Weimar
Republic. In 1933 he welcomed Hitler's rise to power in enthusiastic
words and, while he had given up the presidency of the DPG, be
came the new president of the German Society for Psychology. In
1935 he was, in addition, made rector of the University of Leipzig.
Everything seemed set for a successful career. What precipitated
Krueger's fall was that he had some qualms about the strident anti
semitism of the Nazis. Shortly after he became rector at Leipzig,he
decided to speak up for what he called II noble Jews" like Spinoza,
Mendelsohn, and Heinrich Hertz. The decision quickly cost him his
position as rector, and he was accused of being a friend of the Jews,
possibly Jewish himself. Not even his many influential friends
could save him. After protracted proceedings he was finally made
to retire in 1938. Still loyal to the regime, Krueger remained in
Leipzig until 1944, when he was allowed to move to Switzerland
in order to live out his retirement away from the destruction of
the war.28

Apart from this mishap, the DPG managed to promote its sup
porters very effectively, as is evident from the case of Arnold Geh
len. Gehlen was one of the younger members of the DPGand gen
erally regarded as one of its most promising figures. After Bauch's
death in 1942, he became the DPG's new (and last) president. By
then he had already occupied chairs in Frankfurt, Leipzig,Konigs
berg, and Vienna. Within months after the Nazis had come to
power, the DPG managed to place him in the position opened as a
result of Paul TIllich'sdismissal at Frankfurt, though Gehlen was at
the time only twenty-nine years old and had published only two
minor articles. A year later he manipulated his move back to Leipzig
to the chair of his former teacher Hans Driesch. Four years later he
went to Konigsberg, where Konrad Lorenz was teaching and where
his old Leipzig friend Gunther Ipsen, also active in the DPG, had
established himself. When the eastern front began to crumble
and Konigsberg was increasingly threatened by the Soviets, Gehlen
and Ipsen succeeded in moving to safer positions at the University
of Vienna. Such a dizzying career would not have been possible in
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the Nazi years without substantial political backing. In the case of
Gehlen's appointment at Vienna, research has shown that the DPG
pulled all its strings to obtain the position.

Still, none of these maneuverings could assure final victory for
one or the other of the philosophical parties. When Gerhard Leh
mann and Walter Del-Negro surveyed the philosophical scene late
in the war, they were both forced to admit that the divisions of
German philosophy lingered on. Both thought that eventually a
unified Nazi philosophy would emerge, but when they tried to pre
dict its outlines, they ended up with very different conclusions.
Their disagreement showed once more how deeply divided the
philosophical field remained.

Lehmann was certain that "there is once again a struggle over
the idea of philosophy, over its claim to lead the sciences, over the
nature of man-in other words, over the final presuppositions of
phllosophy.r " He was sure that this renewed activity meant a ren
aissance in philosophy and that a single dominant form would re
sult. On Lehmann's account that would most likely be an existential
philosophy with a realist, personalist, and political orientation.
Even though he appreciated the political loyalty of men like Bauch
and Wundt, the work of the philosophical conservatives was for
him either just part of a past or a transitional phenomenon. Look
ing back over the last century, Lehmann thought that he could dis
tinguish two different strands of existential thinking. One could be
traced back to Kierkegaard and the other to Nietzsche, but only the
latter had raised the problem of existence in a way that was rele
vant to the present. The problem with Kierkegaard was not that he
had been a Christian, but that he interpreted the concept of exis
tence idealistically. Kierkegaard had thereby obscured the rudi
ments of a realistic notion of existence that could be found in the
work of Feuerbach, Stirner, and Gruppe. Though Nietzsche had
spoken of existence much less frequently than Kierkegaard, he did
so more profoundly by turning his attention to the body. In that
orientation consisted Nietzsche's link with Feuerbach. It was an ex
pression of his realism, which was unfortunately misinterpreted by
some as biologism. In this realism also lay Nietzsche's "difference
from Kierkegaard and the whole idealist existential philosophy of
today" (p. 198).

Lehmann's account made it clear that he considered Jaspers and
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Heidegger as the main heirs of the Kierkegaardian tradition. But
this strand was not the one that foreshadowed the future Nazi phi
losophy. That philosophy he characterized in terms that referred
back to Baeumler and Heyse. Lehmann's projected Nazi philosophy
was, in fact, a heroic realism of the sort that Baeumler had pro
claimed. His reading of Nietzsche relied heavily on Baeumler's
"realistic-political Nietzsche interpretation." Throughout the period
Baeumler was one of Lehmann's main supporters, and it is not sur
prising that Lehmann should describe him as Il one of the leading
political thinkers of the present day." At the same time, Lehmann
was drawn to Heyse's more conciliatory view of heroic realism. Like
Heyse, he thought it important that the new system have its own
realistic and political values and that the idea of the Reich should
become the central notion of the Nazi philosophy. So he finished
his survey of German philosophy with a discussion of Heyse's work
as the decisive step toward the coming unification.

Del-Negro's prediction differed radically from Lehmann's. While
he too foresaw an eventual unification in the philosophical field,
he admitted that "we cannot know today how many of those doc
trines and what in them will stand up" (p. 119).30 He was certain,
nevertheless, that existential philosophy in all its variations repre
sented a product of philosophical decay that had to be overcome.
Existentialism was an expression of the subjectivism, irrationalism,
and individualism of a past age. The coming Nazi philosophy would
have to seek its foundations elsewhere; it would have to be a meta
physics that combined what was valid in both realism and idealism.
It would involve

the rejection of speculative idealism as much as of positivism,
of the philosophy of the unreal spirit as much as of the irratio
nalist, anti-intellectual philosophy of life; the absolute exclu
sion of what is racially foreign ... finally a general closeness
to reality and arising from that a close link to politics. (p. 118)

That prescription, like Lehmann's, is remarkable for its lack of speci
ficity.

Lehmann's and Del-Negro's claims for an emerging renaissance
in German philosophy were belied by the fundamental continuity
of the philosophical scene from the Weimar Republic through the
Nazi period-a continuity in both persons and concepts-by the
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continued competition of different philosophical movements and
schools, and by the failure of any new philosophical ideas to
emerge. What we see instead is the persistence of philosophical di
versity-but coupled now to the ideological demand for unity. The
actual toleration of different philosophical viewpoints went hand
in hand with the ideological demand for the unification of the Ger
man worldview. In consequence, the political system encouraged
an intensified confrontation between the different schools. The
same phenomenon can be observed in other academic disciplines.
Wherever ideological considerations could be made to appear rele
vant, the internal struggles within these fields came to be redefined
in political terms. The parties involved in these disagreements
availed themselves of the politicized climate to promote their own
professional interests and influence. Such struggles went on in the
humanities, but extended even into the natural sciences. In mathe
matics, physics, chemistry, and pharmacology, ideological demands
could be used to advance individual interests. The notorious history
of "German physics" illustrates both the initial success and the
eventual failure of one group of scientists to take over a discipline
in the name of ideological correctness." The coexistence of diverse
schools with the political demand for unity was bound to gener
ate tensions within the philosophical field. Such tensions are
readily observable in both Lehmann's and Del-Negro's accounts
of the overall state of German philosophy and in the utterances
of the philosophers themselves. The result was a climate of in
tensified struggle between the philosophical schools over which
of them represented the true philosophy of National Socialism,
which of them had properly identified its inner truth and great
ness.

The persistence of such struggles and the continued existence
of different philosophical schools have been overlooked by recent
interpreters. They have taken the ideological claims of the system
at face value and described it as a totalitarian system in which only
one philosophical view could be accepted. This line of reasoning is
involved when Nietzsche or Heidegger are singled out as the philos
ophers of National Socialism. It fails to see that Nazi ideology had
many sides to it and could connect with many different philosophi
cal schools. National Socialism was not a philosophical system; it
was not based on a coherent set of philosophical assumptions but
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drew opportunistically on whatever served its purposes. Interpret
ers who connect National Socialism uniquely with Nietzsche and
Heidegger fail, for instance, to notice the movement's pervasive
conservatism in social questions (concerning, say, the family and
the role of women), in questions of style and aesthetics (where it
emphasized classicist, antimodemist values), and even in politics
(where it sought to renew community as against society). In these
respects National Socialism found its natural equivalent not in radi
cal thinkers like Nietzsche and Heidegger but in the conservative
movements that emphasized traditional values. Some interpreters
maintain that there was an essential link between Heidegger's phil
osophlcal rdedsionism of empty resoluteness," that is, his rejection
of transhistorical norms and values, and his political engagement.
That interpretation fails to see that Bauch and his associates in the
DPG were at the same time linking their own belief in objective
values to the Nazi worldview." Philosophical "dectsiontsm" and
philosophical vantidecisionism" thus came to be linked to the same
political ideology, and they could be linked to it precisely because
the ideology was itself so diverse. Because of that fact, it is imposs
ible to take the political engagement of German philosophers as a
touchstone for judging their ideas. Heidegger's decisionism cannot
be dismissed because of his political engagement any more than
Bauch's antidecisionism can be dismissed because of his activism. If
we are to choose between these ideas, we have to do so on other,
directly philosophical grounds.

THE VAIN SEARCH

If we want to fault German philosophers of the Nazi period, we
must consider not their different individual views but what they
shared in their political engagement. That was, first of all, the belief
that the time was one of world-historical crisis, a crisis so deep that
it was no longer a purely political event but a spiritual and philo
sophical one. The philosophers also agreed that this crisis affected,
in particular, the German people and that the Germans had a spe
cial mission to resolve it. They also assumed that the spiritual crisis
and the German mission demanded leadership-that of a great po
litical leader as well as the spiritual leadership of a great philoso
pher. They, finally, also held that the task of the philosophers would
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be to determine the foundations on which a truer form of existence
could be built.

In retrospect we may wonder whether this search for a founda
tional order was not altogether misconceived. Do such orders even
exist? Are philosophers qualified to find them? Is it their task to
legitimize political systems by referring back to supposed philosoph
ical orders? Can political actions and arrangements ever be justified
in absolute terms? Must we not acknowledge that politics is part of
a practical realm where reasons are always temporary, pragmatic,
and opportunistic? Is it not obvious that the German philosophers
falsely estimated their role and engaged themselves in quite useless
efforts-such as the time in 1933 when Heidegger approached Hit
ler personally in order to bring the two leaders together? One is
struck by how little the German philosophers thought about their
own undertaking and about its relation to politics, how little they
questioned the idea of philosophical order and the assumption that
it was their job to ground political reality.

Of all the philosophers who engaged themselves at the time, it
was only Heidegger who worried over such questions. He too re
mained caught in the circle of power, afraid of powerless thinking
and hence drawn into the vortex of the political process. But of all
the philosophers it was he alone who understood that philosophy
is distinguished by its persistent questioning, by its restless probing,
its pushing across all boundaries into what seems at times a black
hole of nothingness. He understood that philosophical knowledge
consisted in questioning, not in having ready-made answers. He
distrusted the formulas of objective values and organic totalities, of
heroic realism and populist holism, of the unity of philosophy and
politics in the idea of the Reich. He rightly distrusted all these in
ventions and yet, because he wanted his thinking to have some
effect in the political and philosophical struggle for power, he fell
into the trap of inventing an original order on which one could
ground and justify a political system. There was, he said, only ques
tioning, but there was also a primordial questioning, a language in
which such a primordial question could be asked, and a people who
could ask it because they spoke a primordial language. On this prin
ciple of an origin, a primordial source, and a historical beginning
still ahead, Heidegger hoped to ground the political order that was
emerging in Germany in 1933. He should have seen how dubious
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this assumption of a primordial question would be for any truly
radical questioning. He should have seen that order itself, in the
sense of an absolute first and the highest in a hierarchy, would be
put in doubt by such questioning. If he had granted that much,
Heidegger would have been forced to abandon more of that privi
lege which philosophy has always claimed for itself. He would have
had to abandon the claims of thinking to a founding authority and
instead accept its giddy freedom.

The philosophers' search for an order to ground the Nazi system
was, in any case, all in vain. That much was already clear before the
actual end of the war, when Alfred Rosenberg visited the Nietzsche
archives in October 1944 to celebrate the philosopher's hundredth
birthday. It was barely ten years since Hitler had gone there to have
his picture taken, but the time was now very different. Since 1939
war had been raging and, though no one was allowed to say so in
public, it had not been going well after the fall of Stalingrad in the
winter of 1942. In the summer before Rosenberg's visit, a group of
Hitler's own officers had tried to assassinate the Fuhrer. The war
was visibly coming to an end. It was to be lost, and the whole Nazi
system with it, in the next six months.

Rosenberg had come to Weimar to celebrate the philosopher
he had learned to appreciate more and more with the help of
Baeumler. Rosenberg's mood was somber. Anticipating disaster, his
speech on Nietzsche's birthday also became a philosophical epitaph
on the whole Nazi period. Rosenberg spoke of Nietzsche's heroism
in his struggle against the oppressive forces of a moribund culture
and his inability to overcome that culture's deadening weight." The
founding of a new culture in the Germanic spirit had been left to
another generation, and National Socialism had taken up the un
completed task. There was a hint in Rosenberg's speech that Na
tional Socialism might also fail to complete the task it had set itself,
just as Nietzsche had failed. The forces of the old order might tri
umph once more; the Nazi destiny might tum out to be Nietzsche's.
German philosophy, which had found its strongest expression in
Nietzsche, might again prove insufficient to overcome the false,
hostile orders. In the meantime there was only the struggle. The
heroic realism that Rosenberg now saw at the heart of Nietzsche's
philosophy could help to interpret the movement's threatened
downfall, so he seemed to say. It could make sense of the political
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struggles that had brought the Nazis to power, of the endless politi
cal fights, of the endless wars between philosophical factions.
Nietzsche had finally understood, as Baeumler said much earlier,
that the world "inexhaustibly produces figures ... that fight one
another, maintain themselves in struggle or go under."



10
The Aftermath

"We were six: Augstein, Wolff, the photographer, a stenographer, a
technician, and I. Frau Heidegger welcomed us at the door, and,
following her sign, I escorted the small group upstairs, where Hei
degger was waiting for us at the door of his study."! It was Septem
ber 23, 1966, and Heinrich Petzet, Heidegger's old friend, was
bringing a group of journalists from the news magazine DerSpiegel
to Heidegger's house. Twenty-one years after the Second World
War and the collapse of the Nazi system, Heidegger had finally
agreed to talk about his political involvement in 1933. Petzet knew
that this was an anxious moment for Heidegger. "I was a little star
tled when I looked at him and noticed how excessively tense he
was," he wrote later. "The photographs that were taken throughout
the morning ... clearly show his high tension: the swollen blood
vessels on his temples and his forehead, the eyes slightly bulging in
the excitement."

Although friends and former students had often urged Heidegger
to speak up about his political past, he had resisted all such sugges
tions. When he finally agreed to this interview, he did so only on
the condition that it would be conducted on his own terms and be
kept under lock and key until after his death. Heidegger had always
opposed the idea that he should make some kind of public confes
sion, and he was not going to make one now. To Petzet he said that
he "had a clear conscience and saw no reason to go on a humiliating
penitential pilgrimage that would be a retrospective apology for his
activities, especially for his thinking, and therefore an acknowledg-
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ment that they had been wrong" (p. 71). He had also expressed his
fear that any statement on those matters might kindle a debate that
would stymie his hard-won ability to do philosophical work again.
"It was this work and its slowly attained products that were most
important to him during his old age" (p. 72). Heidegger also con
fided to his friend that he was most afraid of the possibility that
such a debate would cause young people to "put his books aside
with irritation and suspicion." Then the seeds he had sown would
be fruitless.

Such self-serving justifications of his silence have understand
ably enraged Heidegger's critics, and so have the bias and inaccura
cies of the account he gave to DerSpiegel.When one sets such con
cerns aside, another thing stands out in the interview which leads
away from the facts of Heidegger's life to the more pressing ques
tion of the relation of philosophy and politics: it is Heidegger's de
termination not to be drawn back into politics. Where he had once
asserted the congruence of philosophy and politics, he was now
evidently keeping them sharply apart.

His reluctance to engage in any kind of politics permeated the
whole interview. DerSpiegelwas, after all, a political and not a philo
sophical publication, and so the interviewers understandably kept
goading him with political questions. Right at the start they asked
him: "What possibilities does philosophy have to influence reality,
including political reality? Does this possibility still exist at all? And
if so, what is it composed of?"2 They suggested that these questions
would provide the right setting for examining Heidegger's actions
in 1933. Heidegger's response to that suggestion remained noncom
mittal, even evasive. "Those are important questions," he said. "Will
I be able to answer them at all?" Then, without trying to respond
further, he launched straight into his account of the events of 1933.
That was not what the interviewers had in mind. They persisted in
asking whether philosophy can ever guide an individual or a group
to action. Heidegger said that this brought them back to their initial
questions, which he would now answer "quickly and perhaps
somewhat vehemently." His answer was that "philosophy will not
be able to bring about a direct change of the present state of the
world." (pp. 56-57). The interviewers persisted and reminded Hei
degger that philosophy had in the past influenced new political and
cultural currents. They referred to Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, and
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Marx. Heidegger responded that philosophy in the old sense
had come to an end and that only a new kind of thinking could
possibly have an effect on the conditions of the world, but even
then only an indirect one. The contours of this new thinking were
still only dimly discernible. DerSpiegel:

We, politicians, semi-politicians, citizens, journalists, et cetera,
constantly have to make some decision or other ... We expect
help from the philosopher, even if, of course, only indirect
help, in roundabout ways. And now we hear: I cannot help
you. (p. 60)

Heidegger: "I cannot." DerSpiegel:"That has to discourage the non
philosopher." Heidegger: "I cannot because the questions are so dif
ficult that it would be contrary to the meaning of the task of think
ing, to make public appearances, to preach, and to distribute moral
grades." Even that did not stop the interviewers from asking once
more at the end of the conversation whether a thinker could not
give advice, if only as a by-product of his thinking. Could he not
say that a political system needed to be replaced or that certain re
forms were necessary? "Is it not rightly expected of the philosopher
that he give advice on what he considers possible ways of living?"
they asked. Heidegger remained as firm and curt as before, replying
simply: "In the realm of thinking there are no authoritative state
ments" (p. 64).

Even though Heidegger announced in such words his complete
disengagement from politics, he allowed himself in passing a whole
series of political judgments. These were uniformly negative and
critical in character. He said that neither democracy nor the Chris
tian worldview nor the constitutional state can "genuinely confront
the technological world" (p. 54). He added that he no longer be
lieved that the Nazishad come to grips with the problem of technol
ogy.They had perhaps made some tentative moves in that direction
but had, unfortunately, been much too primitive to understand the
problem. He still considered communism a tool of planetary tech
nology, just as he had done in the thirties, and he still maintained
that nothing was to be expected from the United States as long as
it was mired in pragmatic-positivistic thinking. Even when he got to
talk about what mattered most to him at that time, "the planetary
movement of modern technology," he did not put forward a posi-
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tive program for political action. He was not, as some readers have
thought, outlining ecological politics but merely a philosophical and
critical attitude toward technology.

The Heidegger of the postwar and post-Nazi period was disillu
sioned with the political process and now believed only in the
power of poetical thinking. Such thinking, he assumed, would not
necessarily generate overt action. It might instead lead to detach
ment and silence, and if it had any effects, they might take hun
dreds of years to show themselves. Thinking was not essentially
inactive, but it was, as he put it, a building of narrow bridges that
did not reach all that far. Whether we would succeed even in such
a limited undertaking depended in the end not on us. "Only a god
can still save us," Heidegger said toward the end of the interview.
"I think the only possibility of salvation left to us is to prepare,
through thinking and poetry, for the appearance of the god or for
the absence of the god during the decline" (p. 57).

The disillusionment that shines through these words was not, of
course, without political significance. Like all forms of pessimism,
it went hand in hand with a deeply conservative outlook on every
day life. But this was not a conservatism that believed in the posi
tive worth of tradition or the existing order of things. It was rather
a suspidous and bitter and, hence, fickle and untrustworthy con
servatism. That was, indeed, the essence of Heidegger's belated
antipolitical politics. He no longer believed in change and reform
or political revolution; his was, rather, a politics of letting be, of
accepting what is there while hoping and searching for radical and
still inconceivable transformations. This conservatism revealed it
self most specifically in the fact that Heidegger could at this late
date still see politics in terms of the quadrilateral of the world
historical crisis, the German mission, philosophical leadership, and
a political order based on the primordial question of being. Only
now these themes were muted. Where they had once justified Hei
degger's active political engagement, they now served to justify his
philosophical detachment.

Where the crisis had once seemed to him to have its climax in
the political turmoil of 1933, it was now part of a history of being.
Crises were, on this view, no longer momentary events but far
reaching, drawn-out happenings, and they occurred regularly and
defined each time a new age of the world. Heidegger was no longer
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preoccupied with the specific issues of contemporary politics. The
crisis of which he was now thinking could not be overcome by mo
mentous decisions or political actions. It had to run its inevitable
course, which one could only learn to accept. Heidegger's past ac
tivism had given way to a politics of waiting. As before, Heidegger
still thought that the Germans had a special role to play in the reso
lution of the current crisis. The problem of technology could be
resolved only in the place it had come from in the first place. As
Heidegger told his interviewers, "The help of the European tradi
tion and a new appropriation of that tradition are needed for a
change in thinking" (p. 63). Since the Germans occupied a central
place in Europe, they were also centrally charged with bringing
about such a change. The Germans had such a calling, Heidegger
said once again, because they had a primordial language. This lan
guage tied them in special ways to the original thinking of the
Greeks. To his interviewers he confided that Frenchmen had as
sured him that "when they begin to think, they speak German"
(p. 63). At the same time, however, he saw Germany's destiny as
part of a world-historical process. While he told DerSpiegeldefiantly
that "today, and today more resolutely than ever, I would repeat
the speech on the 'Self-Assertion of the German University,'" he
added that he no longer stood by its nationalism, since human soci
ety had now taken the place of the nation (p. 46). Heidegger also
still believed in the leadership of the philosophical thinker. Very
few people, he said, were capable of the insights that were needed,
and even fewer had the ability to express them. It is clear from
his words that he still believed himself called to such a task. What
mattered was also that some questions were primordial and others
were not. There was still in his thinking that old preoccupation with
order. Where he had once tried to realize this order through politi
cal engagement, he was now certain that a concern with order de
manded a withdrawal from political action. It is in any event clear
that the old themes still existed in Heidegger's mind. But the struc
tures through which he had once organized his political engage
ment were transformed, and could therefore motivate a wholly
new attitude to politics and a wholly different assessment of the
Nazis. It was by drawing attention to this shift in his thinking that
Heidegger finally felt able to explain to his interviewers in what
sense his political engagement in 1933 had been mistaken.
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At the time he gave this interview, Heidegger's philosophical stand
ing in Germany was probably higher than it had ever been during
his lifetime. After a period of hesitation immediately at end of the
war, he was accepted as Germany's greatest living philosopher. At
the end of the war he was forced to undergo a de-Nazification trial
and was barred from teaching, but in 1951 was officially restored
to office, with the right to give university lectures. Throughout
these years Heidegger kept busy publishing the essays he had writ
ten since the early 1930s. He also began to edit the notes for lec
tures from that period and to put them into print. His 1935 lectures
on metaphysics appeared in 1953 and his Nietzsche lectures from
1936-1940 shortly after that. Heidegger's main work, Being and
Time,was also republished in a number of new editions, and trans
lations of the book began to appear along with some of his other
writings. Heidegger's work thus achieved a new visibility in the
postwar period in Germany and a new group of readers both in
Germany and abroad.

In these years Heidegger also found time to elaborate on the di
rection his thinking had begun to take during the war. While barred
from teaching, he lectured to small circles of admirers and after
ward to large numbers of students about the dangers of technology,
about the need for a new kind of thinking, about poetry and the
new god. Heidegger's language, which had never been simple,
gained in depth; it was full of intricate wordplay, adopted a poetical,
religious, and even mystical tone, and occasionally even broke into
verse. He had, as he declared, abandoned philosophy and with the
help of poetry was on the way to a new kind of thinking. Still con
cerned with Being, he drew freely on such poets as Holderlin, Rilke,
and Trakl and on such mystical writers as Meister Eckhart and An
gelus Silesius. To his theological friends at least, it appeared that
he had finally returned to the religious sentiments of his youth.
Heidegger's thoughts of this period reflected moods and attitudes
that fitted well into the conservative and restorational climate of
West Germany in the first two decades after the war. It was not
surprising that he came to be celebrated as Germany's most pro
found thinker. By 1966, when he let DerSpiegelinterview him, his
triumph seemed complete, but appearances were deceptive. Two
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years later the student revolution broke out in Germany as else
where, and this affected Heidegger's standing. More rebellious than
the postwar generation, the students now turned to the left, ques
tioned the Nazi pasts of established authorities, and abandoned phi
losophy in favor of politics and sociology, Heidegger quickly became
a symbol of a past they were keen to reject. But the old man was
not going to be beaten that easily. With astonishing resilience, he
went on to prepare a complete edition of his writings and lectures
in the expectation that the sheer volume of the material and the
wealth of the philosophical thought would keep his name in philo
sophical memory. Still busy on this enterprise and confident that
his philosophical achievements would outshine his political errors,
he died in 1976, almost ninety years old.

Of the German philosophers who became politically active in
1933, Heidegger in the end fared the best. The destinies of the oth
ers were more mixed. On the side of the philosophical conserva
tives, Bruno Bauch died in 1942 still convinced of the triumph of
the national revolution he had fought for. After the war, though,
and with the dissolution of the DPG, his name was quickly forgot
ten. The same was true of most of the DPG's other prominent fig
ures. Hermann Schwarz, the oldest of the group, lived to the end
of the war extolling the virtues of Germanic faith in the last number
of the DPG'sjournal in late 1944, but in the destruction and turmoil
that followed, his traces were lost. Felix Krueger survived the war
in his Swiss exile and died there unremembered in 1948. Max
Wundt taught at Tiibingen until 1945 and then, after losing his po
sition, withdrew into silence until his death in 1963. Of the DPG's
leading figures, only two managed to flourish in the postwar pe
riod. With the end of the war, Nicolai Hartmann left Berlin and took
up a new position at the University of Gottlngen, where he taught
until his death in 1950. In the years immediately after the war, he
became the most influential spokesman for a traditional conception
of philosophy. His earlier writings on ethics and ontology were re
printed and for some years enjoyed considerable success. His sober
way of pursuing philosophical questions, his concern with ontolog
ical order, stratification, and hierarchy, and his theory of objective
value attracted the attention of the philosophical public. By the
time he died in Gottingen in 1950, he was considered one of Ger
many's most influential philosophers, and nobody recalled his po-
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litical past. By 1966, however, when Heidegger gave his interview,
he was largely forgotten. The other member of the DPG's inner cir
cle who managed to reestablish himself after the war was Arnold
Gehlen. Connected to the new political regime through his cousin,
General Konrad Gehlen, who became the head of West Germany's
spy organization, he succeeded in obtaining a chair in sociology in
1947 at the academy of higher administration in Speyer; in 1951
he served a rector of that institution. In 1962 he moved to the tech
nical university at Aachen. Gehlen's major work, Man, His Nature
andPositionin the World,originally published in 1940, was reprinted
in a number of new editions after the war. The book, which devel
oped a biologically based theory of culture, had abstained from a
discussion of the idea of race even in its first edition, and Gehlen
was thus able to republish it with few alterations. Even though he
was never again fully accepted in academic circles, he could assure
for himself a role as the main exponent of philosophical anthropol
ogy. As such he was remembered when he died in 1976. 3

On the side of the philosophical radicals, the life histories were
just as diverse. Ernst Krieck survived the war, only to die as a pris
oner in an American detention camp in 1947. Hans Heyse lost his
position at Gottingen at the end of the war, but continued to live
there in obscurity until his death in 1976. Like many of the others
he too was quickly forgotten. Oskar Becker was eventually allowed
to resume his career, but the Nazi experience seems to have given
him a sense of extreme philosophical caution. He published little
after the war, and most of what he did put into print concerned
technical problems in the philosophy of mathematics. He had in a
sense returned to his intellectual beginnings, but he had also left
his most inventive and speculative thought behind him. Becker's
influence remained restricted to a small number of students with
whom he discussed issues in formal logic and the intricacies of Hei
degger's later philosophy. Apart from Heidegger himself, Alfred
Baeumler had probably been the most interesting and creative of
the philosophical radicals. Like many of the others, he also disap
peared from view in 1945. Unlike most, however, he did not give
up his philosophical efforts.

Baeumler's diary reveals that he had kept faith in National So
cialism until the very moment of defeat. Then, in April 1945, he
reversed his assessment, all within a single week." It was almost as if
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blinders had fallen from his eyes. But in front of his de-Nazification
tribunal, he proved just as defensive as Heidegger." He argued that
he had been apolitical until 1933 and had only joined at that time
because he was deceived by Hitler and his movement. He said that
Rosenberg had been his only link to the party and that he had no
important role or great influence in the Nazi system. He also main
tained that he had always conducted his teaching "under scientific
not political auspices" and that he had never had more than sixty
students in his classes. "If I had taught a cheap worldview designed
for the Hitler Youth or the 55, there would have been 300 every
semester" (p. 199). Above all he claimed that he had never been
the philosopher of National Socialism and pushed all responsibility
onto Krieck, who was dead. "The philosopher and pedagogue of
National Socialism was Krieck and not I," he firmly declared
(p. 201). In private, though, Baeumler spoke, quite unlike Heideg
ger, of his "blindness," his "aberration," and his "political guilt." He
could admit that he had "belonged to a system of aggression and
force" and that the genocide was "repulsive and that which most
contradicts the order of things." He declared his former allegiance
to National Socialism "an error and a madness," and spoke of what
he had written about Christianity and the Jews as "an incredible
darkening" and an "aberration of the mind." He also said finally
that he did not intend to escape the consequences of his actions,
"even if it meant to be condemned to silence to the end of my life."6
Baeumler did not, however, withdraw completely from politics
after 1945. In the 1950s he published a series of critical studies of
dialectical materialism and Soviet communism under the pseu
donyms of Alfred Baumeister and Johannes Lanz. Privately Baeum
ler also resumed his philosophical work, even though he published
nothing of this new material apart from an essay on Spengler.7

Largely forgotten at the time of his death in 1968, he has recently
been brought to public attention again by the efforts of his widow,
who is still intent on publishing his last philosophical writings.

The Nazi period marked, in effect, the end of the second great
epoch of German philosophy. The period had begun with the neo
Kantians, with Nietzsche, Frege, and Dilthey, and was given new
energy after the First World War by a host of new philosophical
movements. It ended because the political circumstances of the
1930s prevented the free exchange of ideas, because economic up-
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heavals, political uncertainties, and war drew philosophers away
from their work, and because the Nazis hunted down their political
and racial enemies, murdered them in camps, or drove them to
seek refuge abroad. Their actions had a paradoxical effect in that
those they drove out of Germany often became exponents of Ger
man philosophy and culture in other countries. Rudolf Carnap,
Karl Popper, Hans Reichenbach, Karl Hempel, Ludwig Witt
genstein, Ludwig Waismann, Hannah Arendt, and Herbert Marcuse
all sought refuge in the English-speaking world and thereby redi
rected a whole stream of philosophizing outside of Germany.
French philosophy also profited from the problems besieging Ger
man philosophy. Unencumbered by the hesitations and silences
that fell over Germany after 1933 and lasted well into the postwar
period, French philosophers could take Husserl and Heidegger,
Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud, and rework their ideas in exhilarating
new ways.

What followed after 1945 in German philosophy has invariably
been in the nature of a reappropriation. Heidegger himself spent
his final years rethinking, in ever new and more stylized ways, the
history of Being first conceived in the 1930s. Others returned to the
great idealist tradition in German philosophy, rediscovered Marx,
reacquainted themselves with the achievements of logical analysis,
took up the methods and styles of recent Anglo-American thought,
or aped the latest fashions from Prance." Much ingenuity, intelli
gence, and scholarship was spent on these efforts, but for all that
they lacked the power and originality that characterized German
philosophy between 1870 and 1933. In the years immediately after
the war, the continuing struggle between philosophical radicals and
conservatives seemed won by the latter. The public rhetoric of the
time was certain that National Socialism had suffered from a lack
of values, and so philosophical talk about values, hierarchies, and
objective existence once again appeared important and attractive.
In the conservative climate of the time, it was conveniently forgot
ten that Bauch and Hartmann and their followers in the DPG had
once proclaimed the theory of value as the foundation of National
Socialism. The DPG and its philosophical and political actions were
wiped from memory, and Nietzsche as the critic of values was
shunned as the philosopher of Nazism.

That German philosophy should have entered a period of recov-



244 THE AFTERMATH

ery and reappropriation after the war is understandable. But the
process became at the same time a veil under which urgent and
essential questions remained hidden. What stood in the way of vig
orous philosophizing were ultimately the events of the Nazi period
and the inability of German philosophy to learn from them. Great
historical events can be the cause of great philosophical out
pourings, as they were at the time of the French revolution and the
Napoleonic conquest of Europe, but they can also lead to silence.
The disturbances that shook the European continent in the first half
of this century have failed to generate such an outpouring in Ger
man philosophy. It is as if the history of National Socialism and the
fate of philosophy in it have defied philosophical analysis. Only
some stalwart Marxists have blessed us with their accounts of the
period. In spite of all the philosophical books and articles published
in Germany since the end of the Second World War, there remained
in the end only one long, ominous silence on questions that should
have mattered more than all others. These concerned philosophy
itself and its relation to the body politic. For the German philoso
phers who were left or were growing up in those years proved
themselves unable to look at the Nazi system and ask themselves
what it might reveal about the nature and role of philosophy, about
its relation to politics, and the possibilities and limits of philosophi
cal politics.

Heidegger's actions and inactions in those years were sympto
matic of the condition of the whole of German philosophy and,
indeed, of the state of German society. "The paucity of his explana
tions, the absence of any disavowal, and his silence on the Extermi
nation (and the responsibility of Germany and Buropej.:" which
remain a great question mark, were in fact characteristic of a whole
society. Toanyone growing up in those years with a sense of curios
ity about the recent past, those were familiar and foreseeable eva
sions. An entire society had devoted itself to the task of forgetting,
and the philosophers were only too willing to participate in the
communal act of erasure.

The philosophical chances missed in 1933 were not recovered
after the end of the Nazi regime in 1945. Driven not by a will to
understand but by moral shame, German philosophers set out to
forget their earlier political activities. They cut the ties with their
own past and resumed their old business. In their eagerness to for-
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get, German philosophers failed once again to reflect on the prob
lematic relation of philosophy and politics, on the intersection of
truth and power, and on the use they had made of the concepts of
crisis, nation, leadership, and order. Missing a unique chance to
learn from their own mistakes, they found themselves instead
forced into ever new, ever more elaborate, and ever more predict
able evasions and denials.

PHILOSOPHY AND POLITICS

The connection between philosophy and politics is always complex
and precarious. The Greeks understood this when they spoke of the
varied relations of their own philosophers to the politics of their
time. They recounted how Heraclitus withdrew from politics in or
der to watch the children play dice, hoping to learn the secret of a
universe in flux. They talked of philosophers who had been lawgiv
ers and of others who had been persecuted by their fellow citizens.
They described how Socrates had abstained from public office but
had nevertheless engaged in politics through his incessant ques
tioning. They spoke of Diogenes who, unencumbered by a desire
for political power, had been able to tell the emperor Alexander to
step out of the sun. Their manifold stories were illustrations of the
peculiarly intricate relation they perceived to obtain between phi
losophy and politics. The gist of those stories was that the relation
is neither one of absolute independence nor one of unconditional
unity.

Philosophy is surely not independent of politics. Like all dis
course, it is of necessity placed within a political field and exists
always under political conditions. Politics circumscribes, for one
thing, who will be able to speak and what they can say, who will
be published and who will be read, what texts will be censored and
what books will be studied in schools. In Germany most creative
philosophy after Kant was, moreover, produced by professors at
public institutions, and politics determined who was appointed to
speak with the authority of office. Of course, public opinions and
attitudes impinge on philosophical thinking, and since they are
managed and manipulated by political forces, these affect the philo
sophical discourse both directly and invisibly through the channels
of accepted opinion. In search of appropriate concepts with which
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to describe the nature of things, philosophers also draw frequently
on political notions as metaphors. They characterize the soul as an
internalized hierarchy of social classes and fashion the metaphysical
structure of the world on the model of local political orders." For
all these reasons, it proves crucial that we should look at German
philosophy in the 1930s in its political context. We will not under
stand what philosophers said about politics unless we see how their
ideas were shaped by the political conditions in which they arose.
Heidegger's crisis in 1933 was also the crisis of an age. To under
stand the one means to see how it reflected the other.

To consider Heidegger's statements in their political context is,
however, not without danger. There suggests itself here a carelessly
reductionist view of the relation between philosophy and politics.
This argument holds that all thought and action belong to a world
in which human beings live under political conditions. Hence, all
search for truth must depend on the life process of which it is a part
and must be determined by the process. It concludes that one
should therefore be able to analyze the life process and derive from
it those ideological reflexes and echoes that we call human thought.
All such thought is accordingly a reflection of the "material condi
tions of life"; the products of conscious activity are sublimates of
the material process. Material life determines consciousness, this
reductionism proclaims, but consciousness does not determine life.
I have paraphrased here words from Marx's GermanIdeology.I I What
they say, however, has been repeated again and again by later writ
ers in the Marxist tradition.

Given these assumptions, it appears easy to explain the actions
of German philosophers in 1933. Their thinking was a direct prod
uct of the social circumstances in which it occurred. This view finds
nothing puzzling in the political engagement of the German philos
ophers, since it is certain that their thought must have been steeped
in the life that determined it. All our questions concerning the rela
tion of philosophy to the political realm are thus answered speedily
and at once, since the relation between philosophy and politics is
here one of complete dependence. Marxist analyses of the relations
between German philosophy and Nazi ideology have, for that rea
son, tended to be one-dimensional and shallow. The reductionist
assumption behind these accounts is, however, not confined to the
Marxist tradition. It strongly appeals to the temperament of our
time, since its fits our tough-minded, materialist view of society. It
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is at the same time soothing, in that it excuses us from having to
undertake the effort of philosophical thinking. It allows us to judge
such thinking without having to reason with philosophers and
without having to take their words seriously. To an increasingly il
literate society like ours, that is indeed a comfort.

Marxist reductionism and all similar forms of reductionism are,
however, untenable. First of all, they treat consciousness and its
products as purely epiphenomenal, whereas both are in fact part of
the material world and its causality. The reductionist claim proves
itself on closer inspection to be insufficiently materialist in that it
adheres to the idea that consciousness is peculiarly ghostly and in
effective. Second, it draws wrong conclusions from the fact that
consciousness belongs to this world. As part of the world, this con
sciousness is of course affected by all the forces that impinge on it.
Yet these are not exclusively political or social in character. There
is no reason to think that consciousness must necessarily and exclu
sively reflect the political and social conditions under which it oper
ates. The reductionist account reifies, third, what it calls "social
life," as if it were a single condition. Social life is in reality consti
tuted by a network of relations, by the coexistence of multiple
social fields and subfields. The thought produced at a particular
time can reflect very different aspects of this varied domain and can
combine those aspects in unpredictable ways.

A modified and more sophisticated form of reductionism has re
cently been advanced by Pierre Bourdieu. He argues that we must
indeed recognize the existence of different social fields, that the
philosophical search for truth defines one such field, and that we
must distinguish the philosophical field from its surrounding politi
cal domain. According to Bourdieu, however, the philosophical
field specifies only the form of the discourse generated within it; its
content is still said to be completely determined by the political
field. This new doctrine differs from the cruder form of reduc
tionism, then, only in that it allows two social determinants of the
philosophical discourse-one that governs its form and another
one that governs its content. Actual philosophical discourse is to
be considered the product of a compromise between an expressive
interest and a repressive censorship, and philosophical assertions
must be taken as euphemisms that hide their real (political)
meaning. 12

Bourdieu has applied these assumptions in an ingenious analysis
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of the Heidegger case. His modified reductionist view of the relation
of philosophy to politics is nevertheless still unsatisfactory. It relies,
to begin with, on a wholly unexamined distinction between the
form and the content of philosophical assertions. It also relies on a
quasi -Freudian theory of repression that remains untested. Bour
dieu's theory fails to explain, furthermore, why philosophers often
address questions of politics openly and directly (since they ought
to be hiding the political meaning of their assertions by producing
"the illusion of independence"). The account is even less able to
explain why philosophers sometimes engage directly in politics and
do so in the name of their own philosophy. Like all forms of reduc
tionism, the account finally fails to recognize the fact that the philo
sophical discourse, like any other discourse, can define its own do
main. We certainly grant to the authors of literary fiction the power
to invent their own worlds. The same power should be granted to
philosophical authors. To argue that a philosophical discourse that
declares itself to be about X must "really" be concerned with Y is
always questionable. When Plato spoke of the Idea, he was speci
fying a domain of objects he clearly identified within his own
discourse. He was not "really" speaking of political things in a
repressed and euphemizing form. That does not rule out the possi
bility of correspondences between Plato's ontology and his politics.
But those are not explained by Bourdieu's reductive account. An
adequate analysis must acknowledge the existence of different dis
courses; it must recognize that these discourses are not necessarily
linked by relations of social determination; and it must finally try
cautiously and patiently to identify the various sorts of relations
that actually exist between them.

In opposition to reductionism, one must point out that it is not
only true that philosophy is dependent on political circumstances,
but also that politics in tum is influenced by philosophy. Politics is
not simply a domain of sheer action but a field in which ideas,
words, and questions of truth and falsity are of supreme impor
tance. Though it is true that philosophers often borrow their meta
phors from politics, it is equally true that politicians borrow their
metaphors from philosophy and envisage political change in terms
of philosophical ideals. Politicians use philosophy to legitimize their
endeavors. It is difficult to imagine the emergence of democracy
without consideration of the culture of argumentation fostered by
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the Greek sophists. From Aristotle to the present day, philosophers
have served as educators of politicians, supplying them not only
with a general view of the world but, more important, with the
discursive skills of their trade.

Such considerations have given rise within philosophy to its own
kind of reductionism. Again and again philosophers have argued
that politics is reducible to philosophy. The fact that there should
exist two such countervailing claims does not surprise us, since phi
losophy and politics both tend to globalize their concerns. Where
philosophers have tended to assume that all questions, theoretical
as well as practical, are ultimately philosophical in nature, politi
cians have been inclined to declare all concerns, the practical and
the theoretical, ultimately political. Today the philosophers' form of
reductionism is not as generally held as the politicians'. The idealist
metaphysics that would support the former has far fewer adherents
than the materialism that goes with the latter. For all that, both
forms of reductionism are unsatisfactory. Despite all the connec
tions between them, there remain profound distances between phi
losophy and politics. The two enterprises clearly belong to different
domains; they define different social fields in which different lan
guages are spoken, different authorities are invoked, different con
cerns and strategies are pursued. In its search for truth, philosophy
often concerns itself with abstract long-term questions, whereas
politics is concerned with practical problems of the here and now.
Philosophy can endure a questioning that goes without answers; in
politics we must be content to suspend questioning at times and
accept answers that are temporary, pragmatic, and fallible.

These facts give rise to yet another simplifying myth: philosophy
and politics have nothing in common, and there exists a deep, un
bridgeable gulf between them. This view derives plausibility from
the fact that there are obvious philosophical concerns worlds apart
from politics. When philosophers think about the foundations of
mathematics or physics, they seem to be dealing with issues that
have no bearing on political matters. In our century, moreover,
there has appeared a philosophizing that stresses its scientific char
acter, that claims to have omitted all questions of values, and that
occasionally sees itself as entirely unconcerned with the human
condition. 13 It may also be said that there are certain practical, orga
nizational, and empirical problems that are utterly remote from
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philosophical reasoning. These observations may be misleading. It
is in fact remarkable how the most abstract parts of philosophy and
those most removed from practical life can give rise to political con
elusions, and remarkable how the most concrete political questions
can quickly turn into philosophical disputes. When we consider, for
instance, the fact that Gottlob Frege aligned himself with the Nazis
in 1924, we may at first consider this unrelated to his work on the
foundations of mathematics. Still we cannot rule out the existence
of connections between politics and mathematics. The Pythagore
ans certainly believed in such links and constructed both a philoso
phy and a political system on that belief. Plato's philosophy seems
to envisage a similar congruence between thinking about mathe
matics and thinking about politics. The German philosophers who
engaged themselves politically in 1933 and who did so in the name
of philosophy had, for the most part, no political theory and acted
on the basis of their metaphysics and ontology. The politicians who
called for help from the philosophers had, in turn, no real under
standing of philosophy but wanted to draw on philosophical con
cepts to buttress specific policies. Though the concerns of philoso
phy and politics sometimes seem far apart, an unexpected linkage
is sometimes established over apparently large distances.

Hannah Arendt has spoken of the gulf separating philosophy
from politics. 14 On her account, that separation was due to a single
event, the death of Socrates at the hand of his Athenian fellow citi
zens. Arendt assumes that for Socrates the relation of philosophy
to politics was intimate and undisturbed, but that Plato steered phi
losophy away from politics as a result of his disillusionment over
the death of Socrates. The conflict broke out because Socrates
wanted to make philosophy relevant to the Athenian polis at a time
when its political life was in rapid decay:

The conflict ended with a defeat for philosophy: only through
the famous apolitia, the indifference and contempt for the
world of the city, so characteristic of all post-Platonic philoso
phy, could the philosopher protect himself against the suspi
cions and hostilities of the world around him."

For Plato himself, philosophy became a speechless wondering, a
concern with a realm of pure ideas that lay outside the habitual
place of human politics. Politics, if it were a concern at all for
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the philosopher, would from now on have to be measured by abso
lute philosophical standards. In Heidegger, Arendt thought she
could discern the same apolitical condition. He too tried to take up
an abode in philosophical wondering. As a result of their separation
from the actual world of men, Arendt argues, Plato and Heidegger
proved vulnerable when they turned back to politics. Trying to deal
with human affairs, they naturally turned to tyrants and Fuhrers.
"This should be imputed not just to the circumstances of the times
and even less to preformed character, but rather to what the French
call a deformationprofessionelle."16

Such claims are much too simple to be helpful. If a gulf separates
philosophy from politics, it surely did not happen in a single rup
ture. The distance and alienation that no doubt exist between phi
losophy and politics were produced and reproduced over time in
ever new ways, and were also bridged in ever new ways. It is not
even true that a gulf opened up only with the death of Socrates; it
was there from the beginning of philosophy. From the moment the
first Greek thinkers began to ask their questions, they isolated
themselves from the political realm and withdrew from the de
mands of everyday life. They concerned themselves with the natu
ral world as a whole and set aside the human world and its needs.
They pursued their questions, moreover, as men freed from the re
sponsibilities of public office and from the burdens of life. Later
Greek philosophers took a turn back toward politics and became
advisers and authors of constitutions for the new democratic states.
Still later they turned away once more from the turbulent world
and set out to measure the political realm against the ideal stan
dards of an absolute philosophical truth. Finally, they came to pro
vide a whole empire with an ideology that separated philosophical
reflection from political pursuits and gave it, instead, the task of
searching for inner perfection. In each of these phases, the relation
of philosophy to politics was different. As both the philosophical
field and that of politics changed, their relation was constantly be
ing redefined, always in new and unforeseen ways.

The relation between philosophy and politics, then, cannot be
explained in reductive terms, nor can we treat philosophy and poli
tics as wholly distinct. The historical facts we have explored reveal
a complex and varying pattern of relations between them. There is
no single and simple line of dependence, but rather a family of scat-
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tered, interweaving relations, of connections and dissociations.
That much is clear from looking at German philosophy in its rela
tion to National Socialism. What I have described does not even
fully reflect the complexity of the actual facts. The field has been
explored only in part. We might have considered other philoso
phers and philosophical writers. We might have used an examina
tion of Carl Schmitt, the legal philosopher, or Ernst Junger, the
writer, to throw further light on the Heidegger case. Their philo
sophical views were in many respects similar to Heidegger's, and it
seems plausible to assume that Heidegger's critique of technology
profited greatly from their work. Schmitt's career under the Nazis
was also similar to Heidegger's. After an initial period in which he
hoped to steer the Nazi revolution his way, Schmitt, too, became
disillusioned and withdrew into a private world in which he was
quietly tolerated by the Nazis. Our understanding of the Heidegger
case might also have gained from a discussion of the case of the
philosopher Hans Alfred Gronsky, whose political commitment to
Hitler's cause was so extreme that his Nazi colleagues in Munich
engineered his removal from the academic position he held. We
might also have profited from a comparison between the conditions
in which philosophy and other disciplines (such as psychology, an
thropology, and history) operated in the Nazi period. We might
have talked at greater length about the institutional, psychological,
and personal connections between the politics and philosophy in
that period. We might have gained a more rounded picture of the
relation between the two, if we had studied the philosophers who
were driven out by the Nazis or murdered by them (such as
Theodor Lessing and Kurt Huber). We could have compared the
Heidegger case with that of Jaspers, who had been his personal and
philosophical friend but went a very different political route in
1933. We could have contrasted Heidegger's complicity with the
actions of his former Jewish students Hannah Arendt, Herbert Mar
cuse, and Helen Weiss.We could have studied the writings of Marx
ist, liberal, and Jewish philosophers in order to understand how
they looked at the political turmoil of the time. All this would surely
have given our account greater depth. It would have revealed to us
new intricacies in the web that ties philosophy and politics together.
Even so, it will be apparent how finely that web is spun.

What we still seem to lack at this point is a single model for de-
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scribing this manifold of relations. I have proceeded in a narrative
manner, depicting as faithfully as possible a sequence of specific
events, describing them in informal terms. Perhaps this procedure
came from more than personal preference. Looking back over the
ground covered, one begins to suspect that no theoretical frame
work would ever account for the tangle of facts that has concerned
us. This suggests a skeptical conclusion. It is that the relation be
tween philosophy and politics cannot be described once and for all
by means of any grand scheme, that their relation is intrinsically
historical and understandable only in its narrative uniqueness.

Both philosophy and politics speak, in fact, with voices that
change over time. The objects, concepts, strategies, and forms of
organization that characterize each domain are forever in motion.
In philosophy conceptual issues and questions arise and fade away,
schools and traditions prevail and disappear, certain ideas are said
to be truly philosophical at one time and not at all philosophical at
another. In politics regimes rise and fall apart, parties speak up and
become silenced, different kinds of needs are perceived and forgot
ten, new sorts of political discourse are invented and discouraged.
And this twofold instability leaves the relation between the two
domains correspondingly unstable and fluid over time.

TRUTH AND POWER

It is sometimes thought possible to explain the interactions of phi
losophy and politics in terms of a general theory of truth and power.
Nietzsche projected such a theory, and Foucault has recently re
formulated it. All these attempts remain problematic.

Nietzsche developed his theme by elaborating a new kind of
metaphysics. Drawing on Schopenhauer's account of the meta
physical will, he constructed a picture of a world driven to new self
realizations through the will to power. Intriguing as that picture
may be, he did not manage to support it with authoritative argu
ments. His account of the will to power remains a free-floating in
vention, a seductive metaphor, an artistic vision. Foucault's doc
trine proves, on closer examination, to be just as seriously flawed as
Nietzsche's. Power becomes, in his hands, a peculiar fluid draining
invisibly through the capillaries of human society. Though he sees
himself as a critic of metaphysics, he falls back on a prioriconstrue-
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tions that are evidently metaphysical in nature and that the acid
bath of skeptical positivism can easily dissolve. As in Nietzsche's
case, the explanatory force of the central metaphor is imaginary. It
contributes little to our understanding of the historical contexts to
which Foucault seeks to apply it.

Nietzsche's and Foucault's accounts remain problematic because
they treat power (or the will to power) as a single, mysterious sub
strate. What we call power is, in fact, an ensemble of diverse rela
tions of dependence and interdependence that include natural rela
tions of cause and effect as well as social and political relations,
relations of spatial and temporal order as well as institutional, logi
cal, and symbolic relations of dependence. What we call the web of
power is made up of all these criss-crossing interconnections. Thus
power is no metaphysical substance, no universal energy or drive,
no magical fluid in the veins of reality, but a field in which natural
life exists. When we define power in this way, we are entitled to
say that all human thinking, understanding, and knowing, includ
ing the search for truth that is philosophy, are enveloped within
the web of power. We are entitled to say that truth is produced and
maintained by relations of power and that it generates, in turn, new
relations. Truth and the search for truth are not outside the web of
power and cannot be fully conceived apart from it. Truth and
power, we can conclude, are inseparable even though an idealist
tradition declares them to be separate.

These assertions are very abstract and interesting only insofar as
we can flesh them out. Nietzsche's and Foucault's reflections on
truth and power do little in this respect. They are embarrassingly
anemic, and the same can be said of other general theories of
power, other attempts to ground a metaphysics of truth and power.
If we are to make any sense of the thematic of truth and power, we
can do so only by speaking of it in historical terms. It would be
pleasing to think that a metaphysics of power might provide us with
an encompassing framework for speaking of the interference be
tween philosophy and politics. We have, instead, been forced to fall
back on historical narrative. Just as we find ourselves unable to
describe human nature without referring to human history, we also
prove ourselves unequipped to trace the interplay of truth and
power without considering its specific historical instantiations. No
formula will help us here, no general reflection on power and truth,



THE AFTERMATH 255

no grand model-the historical facts must speak for themselves.
Even Nietzsche and Foucault could not, in the end, do much with
the general theme they had proposed. What they said about the
link of truth and power comes to life only when they start to speak
concretely of the history of morals or the history of sexuality. Their
failure gives rise to skepticism about our ability to formulate any
systematic theory of truth and power, and everything we have
learned about the political entanglements of the German philoso
phers reinforces that conclusion.

Yet another conclusion suggests itself here: we cannot determine
how philosophy ought to bear on politics. The relation between the
two is a shifting pattern. No general lesson can be drawn, no predic
tion of what the pattern will look like in the future, no regulating
principle for normalizing the pattern.

That does not prevent us from assessing particular interactions
between philosophy and politics. We can certainly say that the Ger
man philosophers who engaged themselves so whole-heartedly in
politics in 1933 failed their country calamitously. Instead of urging
their fellow Germans to take a cautious and questioning stand to
ward the competing parties, they encouraged them to support a
shaky, suspect, and self-destructive political movement. Their fail
ure was not merely one of political judgment, nor was it simply a
moral failure. It was above all a philosophical failure. The philoso
phers who became so involved never asked (at least, not seriously
enough) how they should be acting at this "decisive" moment. They
wanted to be spiritual leaders and never wondered whether this
was the right way. In particular, they never looked critically at the
devices and concepts by which they maneuvered their transition
from philosophy to politics. They assumed naively that their most
useful contribution was to help speed along the political revolution.
They wanted to be "constructive" thinkers and failed to see that
their most positive gift to the politics of the moment might be the
gift of relentless questioning.

Is the proper role of the philosopher in politics then merely that
of critic and judge? That would be a rash conclusion. In the condi
tions that obtained in Germany in 1933, the philosophers might
have done well to use their critical powers. Yetcritique is not neces
sarily always productive or appropriate. That too is surely illustrated
by the events we have explored. Many of those who got involved in
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1933 had indeed prepared themselves for this act by their vindictive
critique of the Weimar Republic. Heidegger's critical dismissal of
politics after the war betrays the same unyielding mentality that
had once driven him into the arms of the Nazis.

Critique needs at all times to be tempered by good sense. Philoso
phers cannot rest comfortably in the belief that their relation to
politics is essentially antagonistic. There is in reality no simple for
mula that can define how they should approach the political realm.
Although the philosopher's critical skill may sometimes be of use
in politics, there is also room for his inventiveness and imagination,
for his ability to map out new forms of political and social associa
tion. Foucault once said that the essential problem for the intellec
tual is "that of ascertaining the possibility of constituting a new poli
tics of truth." The problem is to change lithe political, economic,
institutional regime of the production of truth." 17 That may indeed
be the most urgent cause for the contemporary intellectual and the
philosopher. But it does not provide a generalformula for how phi
losophers ought to relate to the political realm. Such prescriptions
would, in any case, be futile given the philosopher's legitimate in
sistence on his freedom of thought.

We live at a time when philosophy and politics have, on the
whole, little to say to each other. Our philosophizing prides itself
on its abstractness, our politics on its pragmatic cunning. Does this
signify a permanent alienation, a parting of the ways? We cannot
say what their relations may be in the future. Both philosophy and
politics may yet take on unimagined realizations. That possibility
constitutes exactly what we call freedom of thought and political
freedom. The shifting patterns of interference between philosophy
and politics are unforeseeable precisely because of that freedom.
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