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This dissertation examines the role played by conceptions of human being in the intellectual 

and cultural life of the two German states in the early decades of the Cold War. In the wake 

of the crimes of the National Socialist regime, one answer to the oft-posed question of how 

German (and European) culture had descended into a condition of abject barbarism was that 

the Nazis had prioritized one particular species of mankind over humanity as a whole. 

Scholars and journalists on the both sides of the Cold War divide employed philosophical 

analyses of human being, in part, as a means of raising their normative claims to the highest 

possible level of generality, thereby overcoming Nazism’s radical particularism and working 

to reintegrate Germany (either East or West) into the community of civilized peoples. These 

efforts were shaped by the intensifying geopolitical conflict that characterized the decades 

immediately following the end of the Second World War. In both East and West Germany, 

intellectuals employed the language of humanism as an important tool in these projects. 

While this term was often used to make reference to the German and European cultural 

heritage, it was more often employed metonymically, as a place holder for values ideal for 

human flourishing. East German communists had an ambivalent relationship to humanism. 

On the one hand, they rejected the human as a standard of value outside of party orthodoxy. 

On the other, they sought to appropriate humanism for themselves, arguing that Marxism-



 

Leninism was creating an ideal social order for human beings. Dissident Marxists, such as 

Herbert Marcuse, Ernst Bloch, and Leo Kofler, integrated conceptions of humanity into 

critiques of Stalinism. The human being also formed an important element in sociological 

analyses of the postwar world by figures such as Alfred Weber and Arnold Gehlen, who used 

the condition of human beings in modernity as a basis for evaluating the political structures 

of modern civilizations. 
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Introduction 

 

 Returning to the ruins of Berlin after a decade of enforced exile, the German Jewish 

writer Stephan Hermlin wrote in stark terms of the dreadful situation that he found there: 

―We search for the human being. But the human being eludes us. He flees through the phan-

tasmagoric wasteland of horror; we glimpse him as he flees before our call, and soon he is 

engulfed by the horizon.‖
1
 German cities lay in ruins in the wake of more than a decade of 

National Socialist rule. German culture, long celebrated as a paragon of civilization, lay in 

ruins as well. Germany had gone from being a land of ―poets and thinkers‖ to one synonym-

ous with militarism, imperialism, and genocide. The task confronting German intellectuals 

was the reconstruction of German culture. The concept of the human being was central to 

their efforts to do so. 

A growing literature has shown the importance of efforts to reintegrate German cul-

ture into the community of civilized cultures. This regenerative work took place across a 

number of fronts, from international politics, to popular culture, race relations, and even in-

dustrial design.
2
 This project seeks to contribute to this literature by examining the ways that 

concepts of the human were employed in German intellectual life in the first decades of the 

Cold War. Some used the concept of humanism as a means to align German values with 

those of the West. Others employed the concept of the human being in projects of social and 

                                                 
1
 Stephan Hermlin, "Aus dem Land der großen Schuld," in Vaterland, Muttersprache: Deutsche Schriftsteller 

und ihr Staat seit 1945 ed. Peter Rühmkorf (Berlin: Verlag Klaus Wagenbach, 1994). 
2
 For the area of politics, see William Glenn Gray, Germany's Cold War: The Global Campaign to Isolate East 

Germany, 1949-1969 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003). Important studies of the role of 

popular culture in this project include Uta G. Poiger, Jazz, Rock, and Rebels: Cold War Politics and American 

Culture in a Divided Germany (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 2000); Axel Schildt, Ankunft im 

Westen: ein Essay zur Erfolgsgeschichte der Bundesrepublik (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer, 1999). On ques-

tions of race, see in addition to Poiger, see Heide Fehrenbach, Race after Hitler: Black Occupation Children in 

Postwar Germany and America (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005). On the role of design in the 

realignment of German with Western culture, see Paul Betts, The Authority of Everyday Objects: A Cultural 

History of West German Industrial Design (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004). 
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economic reorganization guided by the principles of Marxist social theory. Still others ap-

proached human being as the object of an inductive analysis of human nature which, properly 

understood, could form the basis of a new social and political order. Although there was 

much divergence in terms approach and content, these human-centered attempts to recon-

struct German culture shared a common political and historical context. The legacy of Na-

tional Socialism loomed large, calling into question not only the values of German culture 

but those of the West as well. In addition to this, the project of rebuilding German culture, 

like that of rebuilding Germany itself, was undertaken in the context of an intensifying geo-

political conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union, along with their respective 

allies and clients. Germany was a nexus point in this systemic conflict, lying astride the bor-

der of the nascent Cold War. The central task of this dissertation is to analyze the ways that 

these historical and political contexts shaped, and were shaped by, notions of human being. 

 

The Origins of the Postwar Crisis 

 The concept of crisis is central to the account of German history in the postwar dec-

ades presented here. The late historian Detlev Peukert wrote of a ―crisis of classical moderni-

ty‖ as the defining feature of the history of the Weimar Republic. Between 1918 and 1933, 

Peukert wrote, ―virtually every social and intellectual initiative that we think of as modern 

was formulated or put into practice.‖
 3

 Yet, as Peukert noted, ―[n]o sooner had modern ideas 

been put into effect then they came under attack, were revoked, or began to collapse.‖ Peu-

kert pointed to a process of destabilization of social norms and national mythologies result-

ing, in part, from an economically driven process of social fragmentation and polarization, 

                                                 
3
 Detlev J. K. Peukert, The Weimar Republic: The Crisis of Classical Modernity, trans. Richard Deveson (New 

York: Hill and Wang, 1987), 276. 
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but also subject to its own internal dynamics. The result was ―a deep-seated feeling of unease 

and disorientation, an awareness that the conditions underlying everyday life and experience 

were in flux, and a questioning of many inherited assumptions.‖
4
 This project argues that the 

crisis described by Peukert was, in many important respects, carried over into the postwar 

period. Efforts to reconstruct German culture after 1945 were a continuation of attempts to 

resolve this crisis, undertaken against the background of the history of National Socialism 

and the outbreak of the Cold War. 

The crisis that Peukert claimed was responsible for the collapse of the Weimar Re-

public involved a series of overlapping political, economic, and cultural trends that were 

common, in one form or another, to most of the major European states at the time. Peukert 

pointed to a thirty year long structural crisis comprising political and economic factors. Some 

were specific to Germany, such as the check to German economic development following in 

the wake of the First World War and the vexing question of political sovereignty in Germany 

after the abdication of the Kaiser. Others were on a European scale, as in the case of the de-

pression that began in 1929 and the Second World War. At the level of culture, the displace-

ment of religion by ―social and technological utilitarianism‖ and the rise of the cult of Amer-

icanism led to countervailing tendencies of value atavism on the one hand, and critiques of 

modernity prefiguring postmodernism on the other. Peukert did not make reference to longer 

term intellectual trends such as Marxism and Nietzscheanism, but an appreciation of their 

influence only fortifies his argument. Marx‘s critique of capitalism shaped and intensified the 

class polarization of European societies in the 1920s and early 1930s. Nietzsche‘s legacy, 

particularly in Germany, played an important role in destabilizing the rationalist heritage of 

the Enlightenment that had dominated European intellectual life for much of the 19
th

 century. 

                                                 
4
 Ibid., 275. 
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Beginning in the 1890s, Nietzsche‘s demand for the revaluation of all values played an in-

creasingly important role in critiques of the verities of European culture.
5
 The aggregate ef-

fect of these economic, political, and intellectual factors was the destabilization of the veri-

ties that had governed European life for much of the 19
th

 century. 

 An important consequence of the turbulence in European intellectual life was a pro-

gressively more acute problem regarding the concept of the human. Meditations on the nature 

of the human had a long provenance in the history of the West. In the period between the 5
th

 

and the 17
th

 centuries the idea of the human was shaped by the Christian theological concep-

tion of the human being as an ―imperfect creation of God.‖
6
 Writing in the mid-17

th
 century, 

Thomas Hobbes based his theory of politics on an inductive analysis of human nature. A cen-

tury later, Rousseau employed a similar procedure, although he drew diametrically opposed 

conclusions. Where Hobbes had concluded that the human propensity to act as a wolf toward 

other human beings indicated the need for sovereignty to be vested in an absolute monarch, 

Rousseau claimed that human beings were fundamentally good but that life in society had 

degraded their natural condition. The Enlightenment bequeathed to the 19
th

 century a model 

of the human as a free and rational individual, derived both from French rationalism and 

Kantian idealism. This comported well with the increasing influence of positivism in Euro-

pean thought. In Feuerbach‘s philosophy, the relationship between Christianity and the hu-

man was reversed, with Christian theology being an expression of that which was essentially 

human, rather than vice versa. Theology was, for Feuerbach, merely a species of anthropolo-

gy. His conception of the human as fundamentally shaped longings of the heart that were ex-

                                                 
5
 Steven E. Aschheim, The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany, 1890-1990 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1994). 
6
 On the history of the concept of the human, see Karl Erich Bödeker, "Mensch, Humanität, Humanismus," in 

Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe; Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, vol. Bd. 3 

ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck (Stuttgart: E. Klett, 1972). 
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pressed in theological speculations was not, in and of itself, commensurate with positivist 

accounts of the human. However, his refocusing of philosophy away from post-Hegelian ab-

stractions and toward the analysis of human being and human faculties set the stage for sub-

sequent philosophical developments. 

Among the most important of these was the critique of conceptions of human nature 

undertaken by major figures in European intellectual life in the years between 1840 and the 

first decade of the 20
th

 century. Both Marx and Nietzsche attacked what they viewed as es-

sentialistic accounts of the human as a universal concept. In his ―Theses on Feuerbach‖ 

(1845), Marx argued that the human essence was ―the ensemble of the social relations‖ in 

which human beings were enmeshed.
7
 Nietzsche, a trenchant critic of philosophical essential-

ism, wrote in Human, All Too Human (1878) of what he termed ―the family failing of philo-

sophers,‖ the belief that man was an eternal truth rather than a continuous process of becom-

ing.
8
 Although they shared little in terms of their political views, both Marx and Nietzsche 

argued for conceptions of the human that problematized the Enlightenment conception of the 

individual, reasoning subject. 

By the first decades of the 20
th

 century, the difficulties in conceiving of the human as 

such were becoming increasingly clear. In 1908, the sociologist Georg Simmel took note of 

these problems, writing, ―[w]e are all of us fragments, not only of the human being in gener-

al, but also of ourselves.‖
9
 The evacuation of positive content from the idea of the human 

created a space into which partisans of national and racial particularism could inject their 

views. The idea that ethnicity or nationality trumped humanity was by no means new. In 

                                                 
7
 Karl Marx, "Theses on Feuerbach," in The German Ideology (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1968), 616. 

8
 Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1996), 12-13. 
9
 Georg Simmel, Soziologie: Untersuchungen über die Formen der Vegesellschaftung, ed. Otthein Rammstedt, 

vol. 11, Georg Simmel: Gesamtausgabe (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1992), 49. 
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1796, the French conservative philosopher Joseph de Maistre had written dismissively of the 

idea of a human being divorced from a particular context: 

In my lifetime I have seen Frenchmen, Italians, Russians, etc.; thanks to Mon-

tesquieu, I even know that one can be Persian. But as for man, I declare that I 

have never in my life met him; if he exists, he is unknown to me.
10

 

 

Moreover, European colonial expansion prompted some debate about the question of differ-

ence among human populations. The universalistic claims of Enlightenment thinkers coex-

isted only uncomfortably with justifications for the exploitation of non-European peoples.
11

 

In the last decades of the 19
th

 century, a synergistic relationship developed between European 

conservatism and nationalist movements, which had originally been (at least predominantly) 

liberal in terms of political orientation. This synergy formed the basis for a critique of stan-

dards of value that purported to be supranational. In his inaugural lecture at the University of 

Freiburg in 1895, Max Weber (who was himself politically a liberal) argued for the nation-

state as the ineluctable basis for human identity and politics. For Weber, any value judgments 

could only be based on the particular strain of humanity to which one belonged. ―Often,‖ 

Weber contended, ―these ties are strongest precisely when we think we have escaped our per-

sonal limitations most completely.‖
12

 For the most part, Weber‘s particular strains of humani-

ty were defined by culture and nationality, rather than by race. But others, such as Houston 

Stewart Chamberlain and Arthur Gobineau promoted ideas of particularity specifically linked 

to the supposed biological difference between individual races. The mixture of conservative 

                                                 
10

 Joseph Marie comte de Maistre, Considerations on France, trans. Richard A. Lebrun (Montreal: McGill-

Queen's University Press, 1974), 54. 
11

 William Max Nelson, "Making Men: Enlightenment Ideas of Racial Engineering," American Historical 

Review 115, no. 5 (2010). Extensive examples of racial differentiation by Enlightenment thinkers can be found 

in Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, ed. Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader (Malden: Blackwell Publishers,2008). 

The case of opposition to colonialism and racial differentiation by Enlightenment thinkers is argued in Shankar 

Muthu, Enlightenment against Empire (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2003). 
12

 Peter Lassman and Ronald Speirs, eds., Weber: Political Writings (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University 

Press,1994), 15. 
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nationalism and biological racism formed the basis for the rise of fascism and other radical 

conservative movements in the turbulent decades after the First World War. 

 These movements played a particularly important role in the crisis of classical mod-

ernity described by Peukert. In Germany, where military defeat, hyperinflation, and a crisis 

of political sovereignty destabilized the foundations of the social order, the rhetoric of con-

servative ethno-nationalism found fertile ground. The National Socialists were only one of 

numerous such racial-nationalist movements that emerged in the wake of the war. Their ide-

ology encompassed the idea of the human, but in a way shaped by the organicist and racial-

biological motifs of their political ideology. The population of nominally human beings was 

divided into races of higher and lower value. The Nazi ideology of human perfection in-

volved the physical elimination of those deemed to be sub-humans as a means of promoting 

the flourishing of those racial groups that qualified as fully human.
13

 National Socialism, 

along with its fascist cognates throughout Europe, transformed the problematic position of 

the human that had formed a part of the crisis of classical modernity into a fully fledged cri-

sis of the human. 

 

The Crisis of the Human in Postwar Germany 

 At the end of the Second World War, German intellectuals and artists were con-

fronted with the challenge of rebuilding German culture. Their attempts to do so were shaped 

by the legacy of National Socialism and the burgeoning geopolitical systemic conflict that 

would become the Cold War. The crisis of the human played an important role in their ef-

forts. Analyses of the contemporary situation of humanity were a common feature of diag-

                                                 
13

 Michael Burleigh and Wolfgang Wippermann, The Racial State: Germany 1933-1945 (Cambridge [England] 

; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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noses of the time. In an article published in Frankfurter Hefte in 1946, the liberal Catholic 

physician Hermann Frühauf blamed the ―philosophy of modernity‖ for ―the degradation of 

human beings to mere objects of the total state, their misuse for demonic purposes, and final-

ly the cold butchery of millions.‖
14

 Frühauf, like many educated Germans, was horrified by 

the mass killing that had gone on over the previous decades, although he did not specify who 

in particular had been responsible for the crimes. Generally speaking, there was not a great 

deal of interest among Germans in coming to terms with, or taking responsibility for, the leg-

acies of National Socialism. As the historian Jost Hermand has noted, ―[m]ost Germans, who 

had themselves experienced much pain and who were concerned in the immediate postwar 

period only with trying to survive, were simply silent on the topic of German guilt. Above 

all, the threat of being put on trial led those who did bear some measure of guilt retrospec-

tively to characterize themselves as harmless figures, or even as having been victims them-

selves.‖
15

 

There was a widespread desire among Germans to shift the focus away from the par-

ticular culpability of the Germans themselves, either by claiming that the Nazis were an un-

representative minority that had hijacked the nation and its traditions, or by locating guilt at 

some more general level. This latter impulse meshed with the ideas of those both inside and 

outside Germany who saw National Socialism and the Holocaust as elements of a civiliza-

tional malaise. Thus the German Jewish émigré Hannah Arendt wrote in 1945, 

For many years now we have met Germans who declare that they are ashamed 

of being Germans. I have often felt tempted to answer that I am ashamed of 

being human.
16

 

                                                 
14

 Hermann Frühauf, "Das christliche Menschenbild," Frankfurter Hefte 3(June, 1946): 12. 
15

 Jost Hermand, Kultur im Wiederaufbau: die Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 1945-1965 (München: 

Nymphenburger, 1986), 42. 
16

 Hannah Arendt, "Organized Guilt and Universal Responsibility," in Essays in Understanding, 1930-1954 

(New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1994), 131. 
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Here, and at greater length in her reportage on the Eichmann Trial, Arendt offered a socio-

logical analysis of the transformation of human beings into cogs in a bureaucratically orga-

nized process of mass killing. What was important was not the specific history or culture of 

Germany. Rather, the divorcement of human beings from moral responsibility for their ac-

tions was a function of bureaucratized mass society, and specifically the effects of this social 

order on the middle class family man. 

 While apologists for Germany and more critical analysts such as Arendt differed on 

many important points, they shared an inclination to move the discourse away from one of 

the particular guilt of the Germans. Philosophies of the human provided many German intel-

lectuals with an apt means of doing so. By speaking at the level of the human being, focus 

was shifted away from the immediate German past and toward a future prospect of societies 

that were ideal for human thriving. This was no less true in the portions of Germany under 

Soviet occupation, where the construction of a new, socialist order required both legitimation 

and an ideal for which to strive. Humanism, in the form of veneration of certain aspects of 

the German cultural heritage (such as the work of Goethe, Schiller, and Bach), quickly be-

came an official project of the government of the Soviet Occupation Zone, ostensibly provid-

ing a native German basis for socialist values, but allowing connections to be drawn between 

German values and universally valid human values. At the same time, many of those Marx-

ists unwilling to toe the Stalinist line required by the authorities in the east employed a con-

cept of the human drawn from Marx‘s own writings as a means of offering a critique of the 

official doctrine. Both shared the belief that there were values, the realization of which would 

make possible a social order in which human beings would thrive irrespective of contingen-
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cies of birth, culture, or condition. Philosophies of the human in the German Cold War were, 

in the most important respects, grounded in the relationship of human beings to the universal. 

 

Universalism and the Human 

 The importance of the concept of universality in this project stems from the extensive 

use of concepts of the human made by figures on both sides of the Cold War divide. To 

speak of the human as such is to advance a claim, whether implicit or explicit, that applies to 

the entirety (the universe) of human beings. Universalism has been a key element of the cul-

ture of the West, due in the first instance to its centrality in the Christian message. Early 

Christian doctrine explicitly advanced the claim that Christ‘s message applied to all human 

beings in contradistinction to Judaism, the reach of which was limited to the Jews. In his let-

ter to the Romans, St. Paul wrote that the promise of salvation was open both Jews and 

Greeks (and by extension all other human beings), ―For there is no respect of persons with 

God.‖
17

 Christian doctrine accepted only one distinction among human beings: that between 

those who believed and those who did not. Nonetheless, Christianity was fundamentally un-

iversalist in that the laws of God applied to all human beings irrespective of whether or not 

they recognized these laws. Christian universalism implied an essentialism. The essence of 

the human being was the soul, created by God and actuated by the task of fulfilling His spe-

cific plan. Although God‘s plan was particular to each individual, all human beings pos-

sessed a God-given soul as an essential, defining characteristic. 

 Elements of Christian universalism were carried forward into the increasingly secula-

rized philosophy that arose in Europe from the 17
th

 century, finding their fullest expression in 

the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Kant recognized the differences among various groups 

                                                 
17

 Rom. 2:16. 
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of actually existing humans in his anthropological writings, but maintained the universal dig-

nity of humans, grounding on rational principles in the first instance, and only secondarily on 

the precepts of Christian doctrine. The era of the Enlightenment was also a time of expanding 

European colonial empires and the high point of the Atlantic slave trade. Christianity and ra-

tionalist philosophy shared commitments to the defense of the dignity of all human beings 

that should have implied explicit rejection of slavery and the brutal subjugation of non-

European colonial subjects, but both managed to co-exist more or less comfortably with the 

brutalization of non-European peoples. As Susan Buck-Morss has recently noted, ―[t]he ex-

ploitation of millions of colonial slave laborers was accepted as part of the given world by 

the very thinkers who proclaimed freedom to be man‘s natural state and inalienable right.‖
18

 

This slippage between universal values and the superiority in practice of Europeans is ex-

plained to a great extent by the superior power of capital and the requirements of capital ac-

cumulation over ideas in the era of primitive accumulation preceding the industrial revolu-

tion.
19

 

 The increasingly contested status of universalistic ideas was an important element of 

the crisis of classical modernity discussed above. Fascist political movements shared a rejec-

tion of universalistic ideas of the human being in favor of racially specific conceptions. In 

Germany, the National Socialist movement represented this particularism in its most extreme 

form, eventually undertaking the physical elimination of those who did not fall within its 

pseudo-scientific concept of ―Aryan‖ racial purity. For Germans in the postwar decade, a key 

element of reconstruction was the rejection of racial and cultural particularism in favor of 

                                                 
18

 Susan Buck-Morss, Hegel, Haiti, and Universal History (Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 

2009), 22. The contradictions in the history of liberalism‘s stands on freedom and race are analyzed at length in 

Domenico Losurdo, Liberalism: A Counter-History, trans. Gregory Elliott (London: Verso Books, 2011). 
19

 In the relationship between the Atlantic slave trade and the rise of industrialism in Europe, see Eric Eustace 

Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 178-92. 
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universalistic ideas of the human that were ostensibly consonant with those of the West or 

with some broader notion of the community of civilized peoples. The philosophies of the 

human that arose in the postwar decades shared this commitment to conceiving of the human 

being in universalistic terms. This mode of approaching the human, whether grounded on 

cultural, sociological, or natural scientific premises, was viewed by many (although by no 

means by everybody) as unproblematic in the two decades following the war. By the latter 

half of the 1960s this universalistic approach came under increasing criticism both from re-

nascent political conservatism, and in the face of the rise of social movements based on par-

ticular identities, such as race or gender. 

 

Method 

 This project focuses on the ways that concepts of the human were employed in the 

decades immediately following the end of the Second World War. It does so by looking at 

examples of these employments in cultural, sociological, and philosophical literature. From a 

general perspective, this thesis takes methodological inspiration from so-called ―linguistic 

turn‖ in philosophy and history since the late 1960s.
20

 The approach taken here bears similar-

ities to the project of Begriffsgeschichte (conceptual history) associated with the work of the 

German historians Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and, most prominently, Reinhart Koselleck, 

the roots of which date back to the 1930s.
21

 These scholars sought insight into particular his-

                                                 
20

 On the linguistic turn in general, see Richard Rorty, The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in Philosophical 

Method (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967). As this concept applies to history, see John Edward 

Toews, "Intellectual History after the Linguistic Turn: The Autonomy of Meaning and the Irreducibility of 

Experience," The American Historical Review 92, no. 4 (1984). 
21

 From 1972 to 1997, Koselleck (with the assistance of Brunner and Conze) oversaw the compilation of the 

Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, an ambitious compendium of conceptual histories running, in its final version, to 

over nine thousand pages. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, eds., Geschichtliche 

Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, 8 vols. (Stuttgart: E. 

Klett,1972-1997). 
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torical moments by looking at the ways that the meanings of words changed over time. For 

instance, in his Land und Herrschaft: Grundfragen der territorialen Verfassungsgeschichte 

Südostdeutschlands im Mittelalter (originally published in 1939), Brunner analyzed concepts 

of authority in the Middle Ages by mapping the semantic field, the set of overlapping con-

cepts used in texts of the period to denote domination.
22

 Koselleck, by contrast, focused less 

on the systematic delineation of a particular semantic field. His project, beginning with his 

1954 doctoral thesis Kritik und Krise. Pathogenese der Bürgerlichen Welt, was to examine 

changes in the meaning of a range of concepts traced across a period of radical historical 

change.
23

 

 The approach of this project takes as a premise that the way that concepts are used in 

particular historical moments can provide important insights into intellectual life and its role 

in broader historical processes. The argument pursued here is that, if we look at the ways that 

scholars and intellectuals talked about the human being in the decades following the Second 

World War, we can see a common task being undertaken. Conceptualizations of human be-

ing, which I am aggregating with the term philosophies of the human, advanced the claim 

that there were truths about human being that, because of their generality, ought to take pre-

cedence over truths derived from particular political, cultural, or ethnic conception. Argu-

ment at the level of the human formed the basis for universal normative claims. The role 

played by these claims varied widely, but they shared a common context: the need of Ger-

mans to overcome the heritage of National Socialism while at the same time negotiating the 

politics of the Cold War. 

                                                 
22

 Otto Brunner, Land und Herrschaft; Grundfragen der territorialen Verfassungsgeschichte Österreichs im 

Mittelalter (Wien: R.M. Rohrer, 1959). 
23

 Reinhart Koselleck, Kritik und Krise; ein Beitrag zur Pathogenese der bürgerlichen Welt (Freiburg: K. Alber, 

1959). 
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 The method of this project might appear to differ in an important way from that of 

Koselleck and his collaborators. Koselleck‘s work in particular stressed the diachronic di-

mension of conceptual and social history. On Koselleck‘s account, the goal of the historical 

project that he undertook was the analysis of changes in the meanings of words over the 

course of historical time. As Koselleck noted in the general introduction to the Geschich-

tliche Grundbegriffe, ―[s]ocial history and conceptual history cannot manage with-

out…individual cases, but it is not their primary interest to investigate them.‖
24

 The main fo-

cus of conceptual history was aggregated data used as the basis for diachronic analyses. 

However, Koselleck also recognized that there was an important role to be played by syn-

chronic analyses of the use of concepts in particular historical moments: ―[l]aborious prepa-

ratory work must be done to render source statement comparable in order to aggregate series 

of numbers from them.‖ Although Koselleck did not view this synchronic work as, strictly 

speaking, part of the purview of conceptual history, it was nonetheless the case that they 

formed an indispensible precursor. This project has some diachronic elements. Each chapter 

contains background material on the intellectual traditions discussed therein, linking these 

traditions to the prewar period in order to provide context. Yet the primary task undertaken 

by each chapter is to look at the ways that these intellectual traditions function within a par-

ticular time period rather than focusing on changes between the pre- and postwar periods. 

 This project bears a close relationship to the work of two more recent contributors to 

German intellectual history. The first of these is Anson Rabinbach. It was an observation by 

Rabinbach that provided the original investigative impulse for this undertaking. In an article 
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published in 2003, Rabinbach points out an interesting facet of the language in the political 

public sphere of Germany in the immediate postwar years: 

With the radical conservatives and the radical left missing from the intellec-

tual horizon, the vocabulary of the post-war years was decisively unpolitical 

and heavily weighted toward moral and theological concepts. Four keywords 

appear with astonishing regularity in all the intellectual reviews founded in the 

Western zones in immediate post-war Germany. Those words are ―guilt,‖ 

―spirit,‖ ―Europe,‖ and ―humanism.‖
25

 

 

Rabinbach then analyzed the role that these terms played in highbrow political and cultural 

periodical literature that emerged in all four zones of occupied Germany in the years imme-

diately following the war. This project began as an attempt to expand on the investigative 

project advanced by Rabinbach‘s article by examining the meaning of humanism in postwar 

German political and cultural literature. 

 Rabinbach‘s In the Shadow of Catastrophe: German Intellectuals between Apoca-

lypse and Enlightenment also provides an important point of orientation.
26

 Rabinbach‘s es-

says analyze attempts by prominent German intellectuals to come to terms with the trauma‘s 

of German and European history in the twentieth century cut loose from the moorings of En-

lightenment and untarnished faith in the connection between reason and justice. For the fig-

ures discussed by Rabinbach (Hugo Ball, Ernst Bloch, Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Max 

Horkheimer, and Theodor Adorno), the shared context is an apocalyptic caesura separating 

them from the verities of preceding cultural traditions. This catastrophic break plays a central 

role in the current project. Instead of following out the projects of individual figures as Ra-
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binbach does, this project focuses on the way that concepts comprised by the semantic field 

of the human were employed in attempts to reconstruct German culture. 

 The work of A. Dirk Moses also constitutes a further important point of reference. In 

his German Intellectuals and the Nazi Past, Moses analyses the ways that German intellec-

tuals employed conceptual languages in attempts to come to terms with the implications of 

National Socialism and the Holocaust for German and Western culture.
27

 The current project 

differs from Moses‘s in two important ways. First, Moses limits himself to discussions of 

figures in West Germany. Moses explains that his book is meant ―to demonstrate how a polit-

ical consensus developed.‖ As such, he is not interested in East Germany, where political 

ideas were promulgated from the top and disseminated by official personages and agencies. 

―Because the texts and debates were played out in a public sphere,‖ Moses explains, ―the 

book discusses the Federal Republic of Germany and not its East German counterpart.‖
28

 By 

contrast, this project follows the approach of much recent scholarship by looking at both 

sides of the Cold War divide.
29

 The use of philosophies of the human as tools for regenerat-

ing German culture was a feature of intellectual and cultural life in both Cold War German 

states. The character of intellectuals and ideas was very different in East and West Germany, 

but the role of ideological competition and the employment of similar ideas in dissimilar in-

tellectual contexts illustrate what can be learned by viewing including both German states in 

the narrative of Germany‘s postwar history. 
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 A second difference between the approach of this project and that taken by Moses 

relates to political language itself. Central to Moses‘s account is a distinction between two 

varieties of republican language. Redemptive republican language, ―entails a cathartic break 

with a deemed evil past.‖
30

 In contrast, integrationist republican language is about the forma-

tion of a value consensus that develops over time, integrating ideas and personalities from the 

previous order rather than depending on a catastrophic break. One interesting thing about the 

language of humanism, to take a particularly important example from the present project, is 

that it was employed by figures on both side of the redemptive/integrationist divide. Human-

ism was used by figures in the classicist community as a means of reintegrating prewar Ger-

man culture with the postwar culture of the West. But the humanist language was also em-

ployed by figures like Karl Jaspers and young intellectuals such as Alfred Andersch and 

Hans-Werner Richter (the co-founders of the journal Der Ruf) as part of demands for a com-

plete break with the past tainted by imperialism and mass murder. Moreover, the language of 

humanism was also used by East German communists in ways that were redemptive, yet not 

republican in terms of Moses account. Thus, this project seeks to add to the literature on 

postwar German intellectual history by emphasizing the ways in which a common terminolo-

gy could be used in political projects with widely differing goals and orientations. 

 

Chapter Outlines 

 The first chapter looks at attempts by figures on both sides of the Cold War to make 

explicit use of humanistic traditions in the cultural and political struggles of the day. Scholars 

in West Germany (as well as in Austria and the German-speaking regions of Switzerland) 

drew accounts of humanism from the cultures of classical Greece and Rome, as well as from 
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the heritage of Christian scholarship, to address the cultural crisis that they perceived as hav-

ing engulfed Germany in the wake of World War II. Humanistic projects were also underta-

ken on the basis of the traditions of Weimar classicism. Figures and institutions on both sides 

of the German Cold War divide sought to build the work of figures such as Goethe and Schil-

ler into competing accounts of the appropriate political order for human beings. A wide range 

of scholars and theologians in West Germany worked to appropriate humanism for similar 

purposes in the context of the construction of a post-Nazi political and cultural order. West 

German humanism functioned predominantly outside of the political establishment. Human-

ist thinkers from a wide range of political backgrounds sought to mobilize a range of cultural 

traditions, from Weimar classicism, to the culture of classical Greece, and the traditions of 

occidental Christianity. Writing in intellectual journals of the early postwar period (such Die 

Wandlung, Merkur, Die Frankfurter Hefte, and Der Ruf), as well as in public sermons and 

lectures, West German intellectuals employed humanism as a means to construct a political 

third way between Soviet state socialism and the unbridled capitalism and philistinism of 

American culture. Both sides used humanism as a vessel into which they poured value con-

tent meant to ground their claims to have transcended the homicidal particularism of Nazi 

racial politics and their claims to renewed membership in the comity of civilized peoples. 

 Chapter two looks at the approach of orthodox Marxism in East Germany to ques-

tions of humanism and human being. In culturally oriented journals such as Aufbau and 

Sonntag, as well as in the flagship organs of the party such as Neues Deutschland, the East 

German communists (the Socialist Unity Party or SED) promoted the idea that cultural 

struggle could be a means of transcending the Nazi past and of claiming that the German 

Democratic Republic was the German state that truly cared about and realized humanistic 
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values. The East German authorities viewed humanism as a key issue in the reconstruction of 

philosophy in their nascent socialist state. On the one hand, they sought to construct a specif-

ically Marxist-Leninist account of humanism, one which could assist in the definition of East 

Germany as the definitively humanist political order while not challenging the scientific 

claims of Marxism-Leninism, with its heavy Stalinist coloring. A large part of this effort was 

directed at rebutting humanistic claims by the ―late bourgeois‖ philosophers in West Germa-

ny, as well as attempts by dissident Marxists (in West Germany and elsewhere) to propound 

dissident versions of Marxism based on supposedly humanistic early and non-canonical writ-

ings of Marx. 

The third chapter analyses the role played by philosophies of the human in dissident 

versions of Marxism. Beginning in the 1930s, dissident Marxist thinkers such as Leo Kofler, 

Herbert Marcuse and Ernst Bloch had pursued attempts to move Marxist theory away from 

the rigid scientism of the Second International and its further degeneration in Stalinist ortho-

doxy. These efforts were buoyed in the period following the Second World War by the inte-

gration of previously little known or unknown writings by Karl Marx into the corpus of 

Marxist thought. In the first decades of the cold war, humanist Marxists fought a struggle on 

multiple fronts: against East German and Soviet Stalinism, against a nascent structuralist 

Marxism in France with strongly Leninist overtones, and against the culture of West German 

and American liberal capitalism. This chapter traces attempts by Kofler, Marcuse, and Bloch 

to develop a Marxist theory that remained true to the humanistic impulses of Marx‘s early 

writings. 

 The fourth chapter looks at the concept of philosophical anthropology in East and 

West Germany. In the postwar period, West German sociologists such as the conservative 
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Arnold Gehlen and the liberal Alfred Weber pursued an approach to human nature grounded 

in the history of German idealism. Therein they sought a basis of a politics that would re-

deem German (and Western) civilization from the dangers posed by nihilistic, technological 

society. This mode of philosophizing was most immediately concerned with the maintenance 

of the non-communist political order of the West, but it also found resonance with the East 

German philosopher Wolfgang Harich who saw the potential to use Gehlen‘s state-centered 

conservatism to defend an East German political order challenged by anarchistic forces in the 

late 1960s. 

 This dissertation presents a narrative which could be characterized as the rise and de-

cline of humanism. In the wake of National Socialism, and in the context of a perceived crisis 

of civilization whose roots stretched back into the 19
th

 century, German intellectuals working 

in a range of intellectual traditions turned to discussions of human being. These attempts, va-

riously to revive earlier conceptions of humanism or to build new political and social theories 

on the basis of analyses of human being, were undertaken in the context of a rapidly intensi-

fying systemic conflict between liberal capitalism and communism, a conflict felt particularly 

acutely in Germany because of its geographical position astride the front lines of the Euro-

pean theater of the global conflict. In the context of this struggle, analyses of human being 

became enmeshed in political and cultural projects on both sides of the Cold War boundary. 

Scholars, artists, and political figures in both German states sought to appropriate universalis-

tic conceptions of humanism and of human being as a means of overcoming the historical 

burden of Nazi racial particularism, to stake a claim to renewed membership in the civilized 

world, and to critique their opponents in the political and cultural struggles of the cold war. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, intellectuals from a wide range of political and philosophical tradi-
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tions engaged in struggles to define human being and to establish its place in the reconstruc-

tion of German cultural and political life. Toward the end of the 1960s the intellectual strate-

gy of arguing at the level of the human came under increasing criticism. Post-structuralist 

(and structuralist Marxists) saw discussions at the level of the human as an oversimplification 

of being, as an attempt to cling to aspects of a Cartesian account of subjectivity which they 

rejected. Feminists, on the other hand, viewed humanism as an elision of gender differences 

and as an attempt to avoid coming to terms with the underlying patriarchal structures implicit 

even in critical accounts of humanism. More recently, an extensive literature has arisen 

around the theme of cosmopolitanism as another means by which the dichotomy between 

ostensibly universal values can be reconciled with the situation and experiences of individual 

human beings. In the wake of these new modes of theorizing, the role of humanism in the 

conceptual vocabulary of German (and European) social theory has been much diminished. 

Cold War theorizations of human being are a key element of the prehistory of modern day 

discourses of ethics and transnationalism, but they also highlight the way that intellectuals 

tried to come to terms with the traumatic consequences of National Socialism and with the 

systemic divisions of the postwar decades. 
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Chapter 1. Humanism in Postwar West Germany 

 

 The year 1949 was one of the most pivotal in the history of Germany in the postwar 

era. From January through May, the Soviet Union and the Western allies continued the strug-

gle over Berlin that had begun in June of the previous year, one of the first open crises of the 

nascent Cold War. By the end of the year, Germany would be partitioned into two rival 

states, each an expression of the political and economic ideologies of their respective super-

power guarantors. 1949 was also the two hundredth anniversary of the birth of Johann Wolf-

gang von Goethe, widely acclaimed as the brightest star in the German cultural firmament. 

Celebrations marking Goethe‘s birth took place throughout Germany. Goethe‘s name had 

been invoked with great frequency in the years since the end of the war as a figure untar-

nished by associations with Nazism, one whose humanism could form the basis for a regene-

ration of German culture. In 1949, with geopolitical tensions on the rise, Goethe was cele-

brated and invoked on both sides of the Cold War divide. In the summer of that year, these 

celebrations precipitated a remarkable and unheralded event: the return of Thomas Mann to 

Germany. 

 The winner of the 1929 Nobel Prize in Literature, Mann had departed Germany in the 

wake of the Nazi seizure of power in 1933. He had spoken openly against the Nazis, for 

whom he harbored an intense loathing, and feared persecution both for this and because his 

wife was Jewish. In an open letter published in August 1945, the writer Walter von Molo had 

asked Mann to return to Germany, ―like a good doctor‖ to assist in the task of reintegrating 

the values of humanity into German culture.
1
 Mann rejected the suggestion in an open letter 
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of his own. ―I do not see,‖ Mann wrote, ―that there is any service that I could render the 

German people that I could not also render to them from California.‖
2
 In April 1949, Mann 

learned that he had been awarded the Goethe Prize, Germany‘s most prestigious literary 

award. He resolved to go to Frankfurt to receive it, but also accepted an invitation to receive 

a similar prize in Weimar in the Soviet Occupation Zone. 

 Mann took the occasion of his acceptance speeches to meditate on the crises facing 

Germany and Europe. Speaking in the Paulskirche in Frankfurt am Main on 25 July 1949, he 

urged in Goethe‘s name that the Germans embrace a commitment to an all-encompassing 

view of humanity, a ―supreme humanism,‖ as the salvation of their culture.
3
 Speaking in 

Weimar on 1 August, Mann expanded on this theme: 

It is very difficult to say how humanity will discover a path leading away from 

the profound and bewildering crisis in which it finds itself, a path toward a 

new recovery and to a new, firm moral foundation for its existence. My belief 

and my hope is that directly out of the sufferings and difficulties of this transi-

tional period may arise a new feeling of human solidarity, a new humanism, a 

deep and religion-tinted sense of the highly intricate, unique, and extraordi-

nary position of human beings in the universe between the worlds of nature 

and spirit, of the secret of human existence which is simultaneously a doom 

and a distinction.
4
 

 

Germany confronted two interrelated crises that, for Mann, were a microcosm of those faced 

by humanity in general. The first was that of overcoming the heritage of National Socialism, 

the brutality and barbarism of which posed a challenge to the notions of value and reason that 

had underpinned European culture since the Enlightenment. The second was the nascent 

geopolitical struggle between the Atlantic and communist worlds. For Mann, as for many 
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German intellectuals, the solution would be a new humanism grounded in the redemption of 

the highest aspects of European culture. 

 Humanism, whether explicitly invoked as a free-standing concept or illustrated via 

the work of figures seen as ―humanistic,‖ played an important role in the project for the rege-

neration German cultural life. The broader aim of this project was Germany‘s reintegration 

into the community of civilized nations. The substantive content and political coloration of 

these invocations of humanism varied widely. Conservatives and liberals, Christians and 

communists, all appropriated humanism as an element of their respective programs for re-

building German culture and Germany‘s reputation as a bastion of civilization. Humanism 

was particularly well suited to such purposes. Historically it had been a protean concept, one 

that had been filled with various contents in the course of its history.
5
 In the era of the Cold 

War, and particularly in the first two decades after the Second World War, humanism was 

constituted by reference to a series of cultural-historical formations: classical Greece and 

Rome, the Renaissance, and the literary culture of late 18
th

 century Weimar. These forma-

tions in turn comprised shifting constellations of figures and ideas the precise shape of which 

varied with each modern appropriator. Yet, among all of the manifold invocations of human-

ism, a common thread can be identified: the need to realign German culture with universal 

(which in practice meant Western) standards of value. 

 In this chapter I will examine appropriations of the traditions of European humanism 

in the western occupation zones of Germany and in the Federal Republic into which they 

were united in 1949. After a brief discussion of the history of humanism in Germany before 

the Second World War, I look at the upsurge in the use of humanism as a part of projects of 
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cultural and political renewal in West Germany. In the years from 1945 to 1950, German in-

tellectuals responded to a perceived crisis of Western civilization by using concepts of hu-

manism in attempts to synchronize German culture with the enduring and ostensibly univer-

sal values of the West. Some, like the philosopher Karl Jaspers and the economist Wilhelm 

Röpke, employed humanism as a metonym to stand in for an ecumenical universalism. This 

approach was rejected by others, most explicitly by the philosophy Martin Heidegger, who 

viewed the modern conception of humanism as empty and as an obstruction to the proper un-

derstanding of human being. Still others viewed humanism as the expression of discrete cul-

tural traditions, the embracing of which would facilitate the reintegration of Germany into the 

civilized West. Some looked back to the traditions of Weimar classicism in the works of 

German authors of the late 18
th

 century, in particular those of Goethe. Still others, such as the 

classicists Walter Rüegg and Heinrich Weinstock, saw humanism as an expression of the 

continuing relevance of the cultures of the classical past. They drew on already existing scho-

larly discourses in order to rebuild the culture of Germany and of Europe more generally. 

Christian theologians, most prominently Karl Barth, propounded explicitly Christian ac-

counts of humanism, in which an understanding of the contemporary situation of humanity 

was a path to the regeneration of spread of the fundamental values of Christianity. 

 

Section I. Humanisms in Germany before 1945 

 The heritage of National Socialism and the Holocaust raised a series of difficult ques-

tions for German culture. How could such brutality and inhumanity have emerged from a 

culture that had produced philosophy and art at the highest levels? Was it possible to separate 

German culture from National Socialism? If it was possible to separate the two (and most 
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educated Germans assumed that it was), how could German culture be reconciled with the 

cultures of the West and reintegrated into the community of civilized peoples? As is often the 

case in times of profound crisis, German intellectuals sought to answer the questions posed 

by the present with models drawn from the past. In both the eastern and western zones, the 

reconstruction of German culture was effected using humanistic models from 18
th

 and 19
th

 

century German culture, inflected by the cultural traditions of Christianity and Greek and 

Roman antiquity. Particular individuals employed these materials in ways shaped by their 

political and philosophical predilections, but the general pattern of appropriation shared the 

universal as a common theme. 

There is an important sense in which humanism was a creation of the 19
th

 century. 

The historical moments to which it looked back spanned the history of the West from ancient 

Greece and Rome, through the Italian and northern European Renaissances, to the Enligh-

tenment and the literary culture of classical revival in later 18
th

 century Germany. But it was 

not until the beginning of the 19
th

 century that humanism came to be designated as such. The 

term entered the German cultural vocabulary through the work of the Bavarian pedagogue 

Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer, whose Der Streit des Philanthropinismus und Humanismus 

in der Theorie des Erziehungsunterrichts unser Zeit (The Struggle of Philanthropism and 

Humanism in the Pedagogical Theory of Our Time) was published in 1808, during the wave 

of educational reform in Germany that accompanied the Napoleonic wars.
6
 Niethammer pre-

sented a theory of pedagogy based on the concept of Bildung. This ideal of personal intellec-

tual cultivation was promoted, in one form or another, by prominent German intellectuals 

such as Goethe, Herder, Schiller, and Wilhelm von Humboldt, as well as a host of lesser fig-
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ures, in the decades straddling the end of the eighteenth century.
7
 The ideal of this approach 

to pedagogy was the formation of a whole human being, rather than the churning out collec-

tors of facts educated so as to be equipped for the pursuit of concrete and profitable voca-

tions. It was believed that the study of the Greek and Latin classics would result in ―the per-

fected, all-around, harmonious formation of a totality which is the ideal of the human (Men-

schheit), to which we justly affix the old, oft underestimated, venerable name humanity (Hu-

manität).‖
8
 For Niethammer, as well as for other promoters of Bildung as an educational 

ideal, the construction of the whole person was centered on the particular capacity of the art 

and culture of the classical world to embody values that were definitive for human beings 

irrespective of time or place. 

This project was heavily indebted to the fascination with the classical world that was 

widespread in German intellectual culture in the second half of the eighteenth century in the 

wake of the pioneering work on Greek and Roman art by Johann Joachim Winckelmann.
9
 

Winckelmann‘s work formed the basis of an influential culture of philhellenism German in-

tellectual and political life that would last into the 1970s.
10

 One important outgrowth of this 

philhellenism was the emergence of the humanistic Gymnasium, first instituted in the context 

of Wilhelm von Humboldt‘s restructuring of Prussian educational institutions during the era 

of reform from 1807 to 1813, and then spreading throughout Germany in the course of the 

19
th

 century. In the wake of defeat at the hands of Napoleon‘s armies, reforms were underta-
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ken in Prussia, as well as in other German states, conceived of as part of the project of Ger-

man liberation.
 11

 As Manfred Landfester has written, 

The goal of modernization was…the overcoming of the old society of estates 

with their individual powers and the establishment of a society of citizens with 

equal rights. Attainment of this goal seemed possible not only via the promul-

gation of new laws but also, perhaps most importantly, through education of 

citizens as ‗new‘ men. Political and social reform therefore required also a 

reform of human cultivation (Bildung).
12

 

 

The educational program on offer in the Gymnasien focused on the study of Greek and Latin 

and on the study of the works and forms of the ancient world. The development and spread of 

the Gymnasium was paralleled by a reduction of organized religious influence over educa-

tion. The struggle between the humanistic-classical and the religious approach to education 

continued throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth century.
13

 The result of this strug-

gle was not the victory of one side over the other, but a fusion of the two. The knowledge and 

civilization of the ancient world was built into the intellectual traditions of Christianity in the 

formation of a historical narrative culminating in the idea of the West (rendered in German as 

the Abendland), a cultural political entity which embodied the highest values of human kind. 

 Further support for the role of humanism in 19
th

 century German intellectual culture 

was to be found in the work of the Swiss-German historian Jakob Burckhardt. In The Civili-

zation of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), Burckhardt argued that among the greatest 

achievements of the thinkers of the Italian Renaissance had been ―first discerning and bring-

                                                 
11

 James J. Sheehan, German History, 1770-1866 (Oxford, UK; New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 

358-88. Thomas Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte, 1800-1866: Bürgerwelt und starker Staat (München: C.H. 

Beck, 1983), 31ff. 
12

 Manfred Landfester, Humanismus und Gesellschaft im 19. Jahrhundert: Untersuchungen zur politischen und 

gesellschaftlichen Bedeutung der humanistischen Bildung in Deutschland (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 

Buchgesellschaft, 1988), 30. 
13

 Ibid., 30-55. 



29 

 

ing to light the full, whole nature of man.‖
14

 Burckhardt‘s studies of the Renaissance were 

shaped by a particular agenda: the explanation of the roots of the dynamic individualism of 

the West. The image of the human being discerned by Burckhardt in the Renaissance was 

shaped by a culture of secular individualism that, in his view, made possible the vibrant lib-

eral capitalist society of 19
th

 century Europe and North America.
15

 The Renaissance, Burck-

hardt noted, ―first gave the highest development to individuality, and then led the individual 

to the most zealous and thorough study of himself in all forms and under all conditions.‖
16

 

The conduct of the leading figures of Italian political life in the period, such as Jacopo Sforza 

and Giuseppe Medici, evinced a heroic individualism that Burckhardt regarded as exemplary, 

both in their time and his own. Burkhardt‘s humanism, like that of Winckelmann and Hum-

boldt, was grounded in the culture of classical antiquity. But unlike the progenitors of the 

humanistic gymnasium, Burckhardt viewed these cultures at a step removed, through the op-

tic of the Renaissance. This particular social order had the characteristic of engendering a 

certain kind of human being. In Burckhardt‘s aristocratic liberalism, it was important to de-

termine the sources of this personality type so that it could be preserved and transmitted into 

the modern world. This conception shared a focus on human development with the pedagogi-

cal project of the humanistic gymnasium, although the uomini universale of Burckhardt‘s 

study evince little of the harmony and balance implicit in the concept of Bildung. 

Beginning in the late 1920s, a renewed attempt arose in Germany to employ the cul-

ture of classical Greece as the basis for a program of cultural and political regeneration. The 

Berlin classicist Werner Jaeger was the leading figure in what would come to be called ―third 

humanism.‖ Jaeger developed his approach to humanism in a speech delivered at the opening 
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ceremony of a conference on the German Gymnasium in Berlin on 6 April 1925.
17

 After a 

rebirth of German culture in the late 18
th

 century, Jaeger told his audience, the 19
th

 century 

was the century of Americanization. Factory production, popular science, the rise of movie 

theaters, radio, and the portable microscope had taken over the schools, displacing engage-

ment with the German and European spiritual patrimony. The two leading powers in Germa-

ny were the laboring masses and great capital to which, ―a few well known exceptions‖ 

aside, the foundations of ―our human culture‖ were essentially foreign. The middle classes, 

among whom interest in this human culture was secretly preserved, were being ground be-

tween the millstones of labor and capital. The middle classes dreamed of becoming the new 

spiritual nobility of the nation but were now dissipating their powers in daily trivialities. 

Materialism and spiritualism were the indivisible twin growths characteristic of pe-

riods of spiritual exhaustion. The peoples of the West looked on passively, exhausted by 

world war and culture crisis, as popular theories of the decline were enunciated. The future of 

humanism would be shaped by the increasing technicization of human life and by the attrac-

tive power of transcendental religiosity. The former was driven by the requirements of an 

ever more technically complex economy. The preparation of human beings for working life 

under these conditions had the effect of reducing them to useful cogs in the mechanism of 

civilization. The modern social order ―necessarily leads rationalistic depletion and flattening 

of life, to brutal reactions of violated nature, to the unhealthy hypertrophy of acquisitiveness 

and voluptuary attitudes, to the annulment of the spiritual autonomy of state and culture.‖
18

 

Both technicization and transcendental religion were destructive of culture and intellectual 

life. Jaeger‘s defense of culture centered on the project of forming human beings: 
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All true Bildung is therefore humanistic, the Bildung of human beings into 

human beings. Everything else is merely training, design, preparation, skill 

enhancement not Bildung, formation, shaping of that which stands as an ‗idea‘ 

above human beings, as an ‗entelechy‘ in its own form. To be a humanist is to 

feel and to affirm the value of spiritual being, the inner form of human beings, 

in the way that we feel and affirm the value of a work of art.
 19

 

 

The project of Bildung was, then, associated with the Aristotelian view of an inner purpose or 

telos, the specific form of which was different for each individual human being. What was 

universal was the project of developing the potentialities of human beings to their fullest ex-

tent. The artistic and intellectual products of the classical world were indispensible elements 

of this process. 

Jaeger held that humanism was a principle that was simultaneously historical and su-

prahistorical. It was historical in the sense of the Greek and Roman cultures to which it re-

ferred as its normative basis, but suprahistorical in the sense that the values that it promoted 

were not particular to any period. Rather they were relevant to human beings at all points in 

history. Humanism understood the past in a living way rather than as a point in history 

viewed in a purely historical scholarly discipline. ―Erudition,‖ Jaeger declared, ―is not hu-

manism.‖
20

 What was called for was not merely reading the texts of Greek and Roman au-

thors, even if this was done in the original language. Rather, a living engagement with clas-

sical culture was required, one in which the values and modes of life of which the texts were 

an expression were integrated into an active and self-conscious program of human develop-

ment. It was not enough to read the words. It was necessary to live the values that they ex-

pressed. 
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Jaeger pursued this agenda further in his magnum opus Paideia, the first volume of 

which was published in 1934. In it, Jaeger presented an account of the educational idea of 

classical Athens clearly meant as a model for the contemporary era. Classical Greek culture 

represented an advance on earlier ―Oriental‖ cultures. ―However highly we may value the 

artistic, religious and political achievements of earlier nations, the history of what we can tru-

ly call civilization – the deliberate pursuit of an ideal – does not begin until Greece.‖
21

 Jaeger 

did not simplistically assume that this ―civilization‖ was the only valid form of human organ-

ization. Rather, he conceived of Europe, the precise borders of which were not specified, as 

―Hellenocentric.‖ Civilization began with the Greeks not only in the temporal sense but also 

in the sense of being ―the spiritual source to which, as we reach every new stage of develop-

ment, we must constantly revert to in order to reorient ourselves.‖
22

 The values embodied in 

Greek civilization were models that could be applied to each new historical moment in which 

Europeans found themselves. They had, Jaeger held, discovered ―universal laws of human 

nature.‖
 23

 

The question of universality revealed an element of instability in the Jaeger‘s project, 

one that became more pronounced with the rise of National Socialism. The Nazis were al-

ways ambivalent about the classical past. One the one hand, they found in the racial organi-

zation of classical states an order homologous with their own ideology.
24

 On the other, it was 

not entirely clear that the Greeks were racially commensurate with true ―Aryans,‖ and the 

Athenian political order could not be straightforwardly mapped onto the leadership politics of 
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National Socialism. Jaeger himself was extremely conservative and was not put off by the 

politics of National Socialism in the early 1930s.
25

 In 1933 he published an article in the Nazi 

pedagogical journal Volk im Werden in which he tried to show that paideia could be a model 

for the education of citizens of the National Socialist state.
26

 The article responded to Nazi 

critics of Jaeger‘s humanism (often referred to as third humanism) who argued that it implied 

a cosmopolitan worldview, one that was incompatible with the nationalistic and racist parti-

cularisms central the Nazi ideology.
27

 

The debates during the National Socialist period in German over Jaeger‘s classically 

influenced humanism highlight some of the important ways in which universalism based on 

the Greek and Roman past would be problematic for the situation of German culture in the 

postwar years. The attempt to glean values relevant to all human beings from the philosophy 

of classical Athens was destabilized by the intensely particularistic nature of Athenian socie-

ty. Athenian society (as was the case with all of the city-states of the Greek peninsula) was 

rigidly paternalistic, deeply xenophobic, and dependent in economic terms on the extensive 

use of slave labor. Much the same could be said of Rome. Neither society could be used un-

problematically as the basis for an ethic that would connect effectively with the egalitarian 

ethos of the Western European and North American liberal democracies. This, however, did 

not prevent numerous scholars from trying to square the circle. 
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The rise of National Socialism, and of radically nationalistic cognate movements 

across Europe in the 1930s, posed a severe challenge to humanistic thinking. Nazi philoso-

phy claimed to have put paid to the notion of universal humanism, viewing the world as a 

Hobbesian struggle of race against race. The Nazi ideologist Alfred Rosenberg wrote in 

1935: 

For many decades it was considered particularly progressive only to speak of 

―humanity,‖ to be a cosmopolitan, and to view the question of race as back-

ward. Now all of these illusions are not only finished politically, but also the 

world views on which they were based are crumbling, and it will not be long 

before they collapse in the souls of those disciples or victims of delusion who 

are still halfway healthy.
28

 

 

In the Nazi worldview it was one particular racial group (so-called ―Aryans‖) that had value. 

Members of other racial groups might feel differently, but this was of no consequence. Histo-

ry was a zero sum game of racial conflict. 

Domenico Losurdo has described an ―ideology of war‖ that was widespread among 

German intellectuals beginning around the time of the First World War.
29

 Among its parti-

sans were numbered such prominent intellectual mandarins as Max Weber, Max Scheler, 

Edmund Husserl, Werner Sombart, Ernst Troeltsch, Karl Jaspers, Carl Schmitt, and Martin 

Heidegger, as well as more marginal figures such as Oswald Spengler and the future Nazi 

ideologues Alfred Rosenberg and Alfred Bäumler. The central tenets of this ideology were 

the rejection of universalism and the rationalism of the Enlightenment in favor of a historicist 

metaphysics of the national community. A reason-based and individualistic Zivilization was 

contrasted with Gemeinschaft (community), an order grounded in connections based on 
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blood and soil, race and place. These ideas were closely linked with the experience of mili-

tary service at the front, which none of the mandarin ideologues of war had actually expe-

rienced, but which they put forth as a model for relationships of transparent community suit-

able to be generalized to the population at large. Some, like the liberal Max Weber, were rel-

atively less suspicious of the capacity of reason to attain to truth, or of the meaningfulness of 

the distinction between facts and values. But even Weber attributed fundamental importance 

to the national community, making it the final arbiter of political right and the determinant of 

the personalities of its members. As he noted in his inaugural lecture at the University of 

Freiburg, value judgments were always connected to ―a particular strain of humankind (Men-

schentum) we find within our own nature. Often these ties are strongest when we think we 

have escaped our personal limitations most completely.‖
30

 The particularity of the strain of 

humankind of which one was a part was defined by the nation. Weber viewed this in existen-

tial terms: the historical mission of Germany as a nation was to protect Germans in a cold 

blooded struggle with other nationalities for a limited fund of earthly resources. Werner 

Sombart, Weber‘s colleague on the editorial board of the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und 

Sozialpolitik, took a more positive view of national distinctions, contrasting Anglo-Saxon 

mercantile spirit with the heroism of German culture. 

The partisans of the ideology of war identified numerous enemies. Germany indivi-

dually, and the West more generally, were engaged in a two front struggle between Asiatic 

Russian bolshevism on the one hand, and Anglo-American rationalism on the other. Germa-

ny‘s destiny was to defend the specific values of the West against these malignant influences. 

There were also enemies within. These included intellectuals committed to the powers of rea-

son and universalism who did not recognize the preeminent normative force of the national 
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community. A frequently named example of this was the sociologist Karl Mannheim, whose 

conception of free-floating intellectuals suggested that there was a standard or realm of value 

outside of that defined by the historically formed national community. This rootlessness was 

seen as being even more pronounced in the case of the Jews. The critique of Jews as alien to 

the German national community that was one of the pillars of the National Socialist 

worldview was extensively prefigured in the discourse of warlike struggles between histori-

cally constituted national communities which had wide currency among German intellectuals 

across a political spectrum from moderate liberalism to the radical right. 

Nazi ideologists were deeply suspicious of humanism, both because of the origins of 

the humanistic project outside of the German cultural sphere and because of claims of some 

humanists that there existed a sphere of value which transcended that of the racially grounded 

national community. But although it had been the subject of explicit criticism by Nazi ideo-

logues such as Alfred Rosenberg, humanism retained significant cultural power which could 

not be overcome by mere rejection. Werner Jaeger‘s attempt to defend his ―third humanism‖ 

against the attacks in the journal Volk im Werden was one example of this. Another was the 

case of the Italian scholar Ernest Grassi.
31

 Grassi had come to Germany in the late 1920s to 

study philosophy and had become an avid devotee of Heideggerian phenomenology. In the 

1930s, Grassi worked in Berlin as an agent of the Italian government, promoting collabora-

tive projects between German and Italian scholars working in the humanities. With the clas-

sicists Karl Reinhard and Walter Otto, Grassi founded the journal Geistige Überlieferung 

(Spiritual Tradition), the goal of which was ―to explain the nature and character of humanism 
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and the Renaissance‖ in the context of the National Socialist state.
32

 The efforts of Jaeger and 

Grassi to integrate humanism into National Socialist ideology eventually attracted the atten-

tion of the Amt Rosenberg, the office of the Nazi government charged with supervising cul-

tural policy. In an article published in the journal Nationalsozialistische Monatshefte, which 

was closely associated with the Amt Rosenberg, Wilhelm Brachmann attempted to define a 

specifically National Socialist version of humanism. Brachmann distinguished between con-

temporary and political humanism. The former, represented by Grassi and his collaborators, 

amounted to the use of the values of antiquity as represented in the culture of the Italian Re-

naissance as models for human self-development. Brachmann‘s political humanism, by con-

trast, saw the cultures of Greek and Roman antiquity as self-conscious examples of the un-

folding of a racially defined mode of human being: ―Classical antiquity, as a great, world his-

torical, convincing example of what Indo-Germanic people might be – that is the defining 

idea of political humanism.‖
33

 For Brachmann, the key to humanism was that it illustrated an 

ideal of human perfection, not some quality inhering in every human irrespective of race. 

Race was the decisive element of the human ideal, and political humanism recognized this 

truth rather than getting caught up in superficial analyses of art and poetry. ―Where contem-

porary humanism says ‗word,‘ political humanism says ‗blood‘ or also ‗people‘ (Volk).‖
34

 

Ultimately, the important questions were not those of literature. Contemporary humanism 

was insufficient as a basis for political humanism. Political humanism was an important part 

of Indo-German racial civilization, but it was only a part. It followed that, 
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…the discourse of ―humanism‖ will have to give way to ―Indo-Germanic spi-

ritual history.‖ It gives better expression than any other discourse to the con-

cerns of German political humanism. It stands watch for the spiritual heritage 

of Indo-Germanic blood, and thereby most certainly does so for the heritage 

of classical antiquity.
35

 

 

Contemporary humanism could point the way to political humanism, which was itself, in 

turn, a part of the culture of Indo-Germans. Yet it was blood that was decisive. 

The crucial recurring feature of the National Socialist engagement with humanism 

was the problem of relating the Nazi racial ideology to a mode of thought predicated on hu-

man (as opposed to racial) perfection.
36

 Neither Jaeger‘s third humanism nor the contempo-

rary humanism of Geistige Überlieferung was acceptable to mainline National Socialist ide-

ology as defined by Alfred Rosenberg and his associates. Nazism was an ideology of human 

perfection, but this did not make Nazism a form of humanism. Humanism of the classical 

sort was predicated on unfolding potentials for reason and aesthetic faculties that were impli-

cit in all human beings. Nazism, by contrast distinguished between particular subsets of hu-

mans, designating some as valuable, others as without value. Their model of perfection was 

the purification of an organically conceived racial community by the physical elimination of 

those lacking both a blood-based and a spiritual connection to the Indo-Germanic race. Hu-

manism was defined by an underlying commitment to universal human improvement. Naz-

ism, by contrast, offered perfection by subtraction, the latter implying the physical elimina-

tion of those who did not fit in. 
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Section II. Cold War Humanisms 

The classicist Ernst Robert Curtius, writing in 1947, viewed Germany‘s postwar con-

dition as an expression of a ―destructive nationalism‖ that was one of the key problems fac-

ing the West.
37

 The new nationalism treated the nation as if it was nothing other than a 

movement, unconnected from the political and cultural traditions that had shaped it. Curtius 

wrote, ―The new national mythology, whether it knows it or not, bears the visage of nihilism. 

For before everything can become pure movement, there is much that must be destroyed.‖
38

 

The attempt to destroy elements of society viewed as hostile to the national community must 

also necessarily result in the destruction of the historical culture on which the identity of the 

nation was based: 

He who may think that the resolute will to destruction of all traditions, world-

views, and social ties could be stopped short of the goods of our intellectual 

culture may be sorely disappointed. A reservation of this kind will not be 

made and cannot be made. Without access to the past as the basis of lived ex-

perience there can be no national ethos. This new nationalism seeks to dis-

pense with the much-maligned 19
th

 century, but with all historical traditions in 

general. It is revolutionary and must be pernicious to culture.
39

 

 

National Socialism was an instance of a destructive irrationalism. It had been predicated on 

the reduction of national traditions to the fragmentary materials from which a political pro-

gram could be constructed for the needs of the present moment, rather than a conscientious 

engagement with such traditions. It was the latter, so Curtius thought, that could form the ba-

sis for a regeneration of the culture of Germany and the West. The cultural history of the 

West could not simply be revised to fit current geopolitical conditions. It had to be expe-

rienced as the ―common possession‖ of the peoples of Europe. Humanism was the key to this 
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supra-national conception of the culture of the West, but recent events had called into ques-

tion the capacity of humanism to play this role. Humanism was under threat, not only in 

Germany, but there most severely. There was talk, Curtius wrote, that humanism was ―on its 

last legs.‖ Curtius himself did not believe that this was the case. People put too much stock in 

prophecies of doom. ―The contemporary situation of humanism is grievous and obscure. But 

properly understood, this affliction can mean a rebirth.‖
40

 

What was this humanism to which Curtius referred? Earlier in the article Curtius had 

used the term in its narrow meaning, as a reference to the pedagogical projects of the Renais-

sance, but his invocations of the term later in the article suggest a more overarching intellec-

tual tradition, one with direct connection to values valid for all human beings. This implica-

tion existed side by side with another: that the traditions of humanism were coterminous with 

those of the West. Rather than fully pursuing the universalistic implications of humanism, 

Curtius used humanism to reintegrate German culture into that of the West, and to insinuate 

that National Socialism‘s deviations from Western values were manifestations of a genera-

lized crisis of the West. Humanism was often used in postwar German public culture as a 

metonym for universal values applicable to all human beings. In some cases this involved the 

claim that these values were by nature integral to human beings, while in other cases these 

―human‖ values were embodied in the civilization of the West. Humanism was also used 

with greater precision, sometimes invoking the heritage of classical Greece, but more fre-

quently making reference to the figures in the German cultural past. The following sections 

will examine these usages of humanism in the decades following the end of the war in greater 

detail. 
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A. Humanism as Metonym for Universal Values 

Perceptions of crisis were widespread in German intellectual life in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s, and the prominence of humanism in the vocabulary of German intellectual cul-

ture was a marker for one important way of confronting this problem. Humanism was a 

means of forging connections to universal human values. At the most general level, human-

ism was a conceptual shorthand for an amorphous concern for the wellbeing of humans. This 

type of usage has been described above as metonymic. This is meant to highlight the frequent 

use of the term humanism to stand in for those values most felicitous for human beings, and 

often as a substitute for an actual enumeration of those values. Thus, for instance, in an ar-

ticle published in the journal Bildende Kunst (Visual Arts) in 1948, the painter Heinrich 

Ehmsen wrote of his approach to art, ―My goal is tirelessly to serve humanity, by means of 

my use of figuration in color and form to preach humanism.‖ Ehmsen‘s claim was that color 

and form allowed him to achieve certain aesthetic effects and that these would contribute to 

human flourishing. For Ehmsen, it was the task of artists to contribute to progress and the 

new social order, both in Germany and among humanity generally, not directly in terms of 

construction of the new political state, but in terms of ―spiritual and cultural underpinning.‖
41

 

Humanism stood in for an enumeration of the values appropriate to ideal human life, allow-

ing the assertion of a positive norm to which people could assent without working out the 

substantive details. 

Humanism was a commonly employed in this way in the political literature of the 

immediate postwar period. Although instances can be found in the literature of all the major 

German political parties in the months following the end of the war, it was the Social Demo-

crats who most often employed the term. In an article published in a regional newspaper from 

                                                 
41

 Quoted in Jost Hermand, Kultur im Wiederaufbau: die Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 1945-1965, 111. 



42 

 

the Rhineland in early March 1946 under the title ―What We Social Democrats Want,‖ the 

author wrote, ―We represent the idea of humanism, which leads human beings out of the 

muddle of their entangled situation to a happy future.‖
42

 To what precisely this humanism 

amounted, or for what substantive actions or policies it might have called (outside of elector-

al support for the SPD), were not clearly defined. The SPD were ―champions of the grandeur 

of spirit and for the sacred feeling of true and real love of human beings,‖ but no clear link 

was established between these values and programs or institutions that could embody them. 

Four months earlier, in a speech at an SPD party conference in Frankfurt am Main in De-

cember 1945, the Hessian SPD politician Wilhelm Knothe told his audience, ―We do not just 

pay lip service to democracy, or adopt it as a temporary tactic. Democracy means humanism 

and toleration, although without giving our opponents the opportunity to be able to stall it 

once again.‖
43

 Knothe‘s speech came at a time when the SPD in Berlin and the Soviet Occu-

pation Zone was under heavy pressure to unify with the Communist Party (KPD). Knothe 

argued for a policy of resistance to KPD pressure, making the point that the SPD was com-

mitted to democratic values and implicitly casting blame on the communists for the collapse 

of the Weimar system. The humanism to which Knothe referred was a general concern for 

well-being defined negatively against the totalitarian politics of both the left and the right. 

Communists might talk about democracy and their solicitude for humanity, but it was the 

SPD that was actually committed to these values, rather than just making them a tactical mat-

ter. When Knothe invoked humanism he was not making a specific substantive claim about 

the politics of the SPD. Rather, he used the term as the bearer of a negative implication about 
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the politics of the KPD: that it was beholden to the Soviets and that one thus had to be suspi-

cious about the Stalinist underpinnings of its policy. A humanistic politics was to be seen in 

the negative image of Stalinism. 

 Such imprecise invocations of humanism were characteristic of its role in SPD politi-

cal discourse in the eighteen months immediately following the end of the war. Thereafter, 

humanism appears only infrequently. Humanism did not feature in SPD party programs of 

the late 1940s and 1950s. There, talk was more often of economic development and justice 

rather than of unquantifiable values such as the purely human.
44

 It is not entirely clear either 

why the SPD invoked humanism more frequently than other parties in the weeks and months 

following the end of the war. Perhaps it was the perceived need to find a normative basis dis-

tinct from the assertion of the class politics on which the party‘s programs had previously 

relied. The metonymic use of humanism allowed the assertion of socialist political claims 

without the sectarian overtones that might have linked the SPD in the popular consciousness 

with the overt and unapologetic Marxism of the communists. 

 This might also explain the frequency with which humanism appeared in calls for 

ecumenical, that is to say non-party, socialism that proliferated in Germany in the months 

following the end of the war. In the opening issue of Der Ruf (The Call), Alfred Andersch 

wrote of the strivings of the young in Germany and across Europe to build a new culture to 

replace that shown to be bankrupt by catastrophe of war and Nazism: ―In spite of all pessi-

mistic forecasts,‖ Andersch wrote, ―new centers of power and will are forming. New thinking 
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is spreading across Europe.‖
45

 The bearers of this European ―reawakening‖ were mostly 

young unknowns who had not spent the preceding years sequestered in lecture halls but ra-

ther in the midst of the ―armed struggle for Europe.‖ This was particularly true of Andersch 

who, after renouncing communism in the wake of a stretch in Dachau in the mid-1930s, had 

fought with the Wehrmacht in Italy.
46

 In 1946, he founded Der Ruf in the American zone, in 

partnership with the novelist Hans Werner Richter, as a vehicle to argue for a renewal of Eu-

ropean culture. Andersch saw this renewal as a Europe-wide project, one not connected to 

any specific political party. As examples of this movement he pointed to the work of Beau-

voir, Sartre, and Camus, but also to Emmanuel Mounier and his journal Esprit, and to the 

work of Louis Aragon in connection with the Communist Party in France. He also referenced 

the efforts of Ignazio Silone to unite socialistic and religious thought, the work of Ferruccio 

Parri of the Italian Action Party, and the victory of the Labour Party in Great Britain as evi-

dence of the progress of forms of thinking that sought to address the cultural and political 

problems of Europe outside the frameworks of outmoded prewar ideologies. The central is-

sue uniting them was the demand for European unity. The tool with which this was to be 

achieved was ―a new humanism, dissenting from all traditions, a belief that makes demands 

on human beings and believes in them, a socialist humanism.‖
47

 

 Why was socialist humanism necessary for the renovation of European culture? An-

dersch broke the question down into its components. Socialism meant justice in the field of 

economic life, which would be necessary to avoid the class divisions that had characterized 
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prewar Europe, as well as for the construction of a society fit for human beings to live in. 

Human beings had reached a level of development at which the private ownership of the 

means of production was absurd. A planned economy was necessary in order to insure just 

conditions of life for all Europeans. This socialism must come from the political left, for the 

left embodied the new European spirit in its cultural broad-mindedness (Aufgeschlossenheit) 

in contrast to the ―national and racist prejudices‖ and ―provincial conservatism‖ of the right. 

What humanism meant, in substantive terms, was freedom. 

The youth of Europe is humanistic in its inexhaustible hunger for freedom. 

Humanism means the recognition of the dignity and freedom of human beings 

– no more and no less. They were prepared to leave the camp of socialism 

whenever they saw the freedom of human beings given up in favor of the old 

orthodox Marxism, which postulated the determination of human beings by 

the economy and denied human free will. Fanaticism for the right of human 

beings to freedom is no contradiction in itself, but rather the great doctrine 

that the youth of Europe has taken from the experience of dictatorship. They 

will pursue the struggle against all enemies of freedom fanatically.
48

 

 

The search for freedom and economic justice was grounded in a religious feeling that Eu-

rope‘s youth had brought with them out of their experiences during the war. This religiosity, 

paired with the commitment to justice and freedom, was part of an ethic that was universalis-

tic in that it applied to all Europeans and, at least by implication, to human beings in general. 

―True religiosity‖ Andersch wrote, ―is not possible where unbreakable laws of blood or class 

are imputed to human beings.‖
49

 Postwar Europe was riven by the systemic conflict of the 

Cold War as the alliances built during the common struggle against fascism began to break-

down. For Andersch, socialist humanism was a way of overcoming the forces impelling Eu-
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rope to division. It was the task of European youth to reeducate their elders in the service of 

building a new culture and a new politics in Europe. 

 The humanistic, non-party socialism promoted by Andersch was an element of a 

broad political tendency in postwar Germany seeking a third way between the political pro-

grams of the United States and Soviet Union and their respective clients. On the left of the 

political spectrum, a number of figures previously associated with liberalism, such as the so-

ciologist Alfred Weber and the psychologist Alexander Mitscherlich styled themselves as 

―free socialists.‖
50

 Similar to conservative third way thinkers, these free socialists sought the 

formation of a political order that avoided the failings of both eastern and western blocs. But 

rather than using the Christian West as the normative foundation for their efforts, they 

wanted a society based on the social and individual needs of human beings. There was much 

that the conservatives and the socialists had in common. Both saw the system in the USSR as 

repressive and unjust, both viewed American culture as a malign influence on Europe, and 

both were critical of the influence of technology on human beings. Where they differed fun-

damentally was on the normative bases of their critical projects and on the forms of society 

that grew out of them. Conservatives sought to reconstruct the Christian West as an embodi-

ment of traditional European values, and thereby to transcend both fascist and communist 

totalitarianism as well as American cultural barbarism. Alfred Weber called for a socialism 

that recognized that, ―the totality and individual human beings are two sides of the same 

coin.‖
51

 This was a socialism that eschewed liberal capitalism and communism as the polar 

ends of a continuum from the solitary individual to all-encompassing collectivism. 
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 For many Germans, America was a model of Western values. This was the case not 

least because the US government took measures to make it so. So-called America Houses 

(Amerikahäuser) were established in major German cities (including Berlin, Hamburg, Co-

logne, and Frankfurt am Main) in the years immediately following the end of the war. Their 

purpose was to promote American culture and American values through the staging of confe-

rences and lecture series and maintaining lending libraries for the use of the local population. 

The position of America as bearer of Western values was presented in highbrow cultural pe-

riodicals such as Der Monat, which was linked to the CIA-backed Congress for Cultural 

Freedom, and Die Amerikanische Rundschau, published by the Information Control Division 

of the US Army. Both journals presented translations of foreign writers with a pro-Western 

orientation. In the case of Der Monat, French liberals such as Denis de Rougemont and 

Raymond Aron. Die Amerikanische Rundschau, as its title suggests, presented translations of 

American writings viewed as salutary cultural examples for the Germans. 

The first number of Die Amerikanische Rundschau led off with a translation of an ar-

ticle by the American poet and essayist Archibald MacLeish, entitled ―Humanism and the 

Belief in Man.‖
52

 MacLeish sought to answer the question of what role humanism would 

play in the postwar world that was just coming into view at time of the article‘s original pub-

lication in 1944. The war had shown that the era of local conflicts was over. Military tech-

nology had progressed to a degree that no human community fell outside its reach, and no 

generalized conflict could ever again be fought without reducing human civilization to rub-

ble. Humanism, MacLeish argued, could no longer remain a matter for the ivory tower. Hu-

manists had a contribution to make to the two most pressing questions of postwar civiliza-
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tion: that of how men should be governed and of how they should be educated. In both cases 

the most important contribution that humanists could make was to focus attention on the val-

ue of individual human beings as such, irrespective of any other particular quality they might 

possess. Humanism had come to be seen as an aristocratic pursuit in which people strove via 

education to create ―a man freed of all commitments, including the commitment to freedom 

itself.‖
53

 What was needed was a positive commitment to an ideal of human value. ―If the 

world can be governed in the belief in the worth of man,‖ MacLeish argued, ―it can be go-

verned in peace.‖
54

 The human being, irrespective of all particular qualities, was to be placed 

once again at the apex of value from which he had been driven by Nazi racist and nationalist 

ideologies. 

It was of particular importance that the humanist ideal be recognized as inhering in 

humans irrespective of condition or achievement. On the traditional view, humanism was a 

program of education in which human capacities were unfolded through study of the intellec-

tual and cultural products of Greek and Roman antiquity. But this created a value order 

among human beings in which those with the leisure and opportunity to undertake this pro-

gram of study became the bearers of more fully developed humanity than those who could 

not. For MacLeish, this amounted to the creation of an aristocracy of human dignity: 

Some men will develop their manlike qualities farther than others. Some will 

be more learned, have surer taste, livelier imagination, greater gentility – will 

be, in brief, more civilized than others. But whatever the degree of their de-

velopment, the qualities with which the true humanist is concerned are the 

manlike qualities – the qualities which men possess because they are men; the 

qualities, therefore, which all men possess to one degree or another. It is man 

whom the humanist values, and man is in all men – is all men.
55
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The war was a war against ―the philosophy of contempt for man‖ which National Socialism 

had taken to its furthest extreme. For MacLeish, humanism was defined by its universality, 

not by the pedagogical mission in the context of which it had arisen. 

 The publication of MacLeish‘s article drew a response from the liberal sociologist 

Alfred von Martin. Von Martin had spent the years of the Third Reich in internal emigration, 

writing on Nietzsche and Burckhardt in ways critical of National Socialist interpretations, 

and was thus by and large prevented from publishing. With the end of the war, von Martin 

resumed his contributions to the intellectual public sphere, writing articles in which he ana-

lyzed the cultural implications of National Socialism and of the Cold War. Von Martin‘s re-

sponse to MacLeish appeared in the first issue of Deutsche Beiträge, a journal of cultural and 

political affairs launched in Munich in mid-1946. Under the title ―Humanismus und Demo-

kratie: eine kleine Diskussion mit Amerika,‖ Von Martin agreed with MacLeish, both in not-

ing the aristocratic origins of humanism and in perceiving that humanism had an important 

role to play in the current crisis. For Von Martin, MacLeish‘s approach to humanism was 

emblematic of that of democracy more generally. This democratic spirit was intrinsically 

suspicious of anything claiming the status of that which was highest and best. Much as 

MacLeish and other culturally active proponents of democratic culture might claim to see 

value in humanism, their mode of thinking was always inclined to see humanism as merely 

ornamental. Von Martin disagreed fundamentally: 

Does not all culture – in contrast to civilization – live in precisely that which 

is ―superfluous‖ in a material and rational sense? Does not its domain always 

begin beyond the borders of crude and generic utility? Certainly to think thus 

is out of step with this time of need, a time of destitution and scarcity of the 

basic necessities. But one must always have thoughts that transcend this his-

torical moment and are thus out of step with the times; thoughts which go 

beyond one‘s own time and its hardship. And this contemporary hardship – 



50 

 

does it really stem from our lack of material things that are indispensible? 

That man does not live by bread alone holds not only in a religious but also in 

a cultural sense.
56

 

 

Humanism was not merely an aspect of high culture that could be dispensed with until the 

deficiencies of the current material situation had been remedied. Humanism, and by exten-

sion higher culture more generally, were for Von Martin integral to the recovery of the hu-

man. It was an error, Von Martin argued, to reduce humanism to a concern with form or to an 

empty eloquence. Form was a container for ―a great and noble wisdom that is more than 

mere knowledge.‖
57

 The concern of humanism with form was, if anything, to be seen as 

fending off that formlessness which was the greatest danger presented by democracy to hu-

man culture. 

 Von Martin‘s positive account of humanism distinguished between a ―decadent hu-

manism‖ (entartete Humanismus) that called everything into question merely as an action of 

cultural playfulness and a properly understood humanism, aware of the duties and responsi-

bilities of preserving the European cultural tradition. True humanism implied at all points a 

defense of the dignitas hominis, ―the true dignity of ‗the veritably human‘ human being‖ (der 

wahren Würde des ‘wahrhaft menschlichen’ Menschen).
58

 An aristocratic element was indis-

pensible to this humanism, but one that never forgot its noblesse oblige toward all men. 

Moreover, humanism was not to be equated with the fetishistic fascination with the past that 

was fostered by the educational program of the humanistic gymnasium. On Von Martin‘s ac-

count, humanism‘s engagement with the classical past was a means of gleaning what was 

eternally meaningful from the past, rather than merely imitating its forms. The study of the 
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classical past could be a means of recognizing truths that were valid for contemporary human 

life, but it could also act as a substitute for such recognition, fomenting a culture of the edu-

cated and lettered rather than actual engagement with enduring values. 

 Von Martin‘s assessment of conditions in Germany also differed in important ways 

from that of MacLeish. Von Martin noted that MacLeish had criticized the governments in 

the European reconstruction of relegating the situation of human beings to a second level of 

precedence beneath that of oil, or power, or gold. ―We would be satisfied,‖ Von Martin noted 

acerbically, ―if the value and importance possessed by human beings in and of themselves 

was recognized or respected at all.‖
59

 Von Martin was not optimistic about the prospects for 

such recognition. Perhaps governments could be persuaded to respect the most basic re-

quirements of human beings and of Christian civilization, but even this seemed unlikely. 

Ideally, the state would fulfill its responsibility to the individual by realizing true humanism 

in through a cultural politics that would promote human self development on the model pro-

pounded by Wilhelm von Humboldt. The problem with MacLeish‘s humanism, and by ex-

tension that promoted by American culture, stemmed from an excessively general approach 

to the topic. MacLeish‘s American humanism held that the idea of humanity had to be the 

basis of a democratic culture, but then failed to recognize that simply being human did not 

also imply being intellectually or spiritually fit to rule. All human beings had value, but in 

America culture it was assumed that all human beings had dignity given them by God. To 

have dignity, Von Martin countered, really meant to have ―correctly used freedom that God 

has given men (for He does not want automatons).‖
60

 The proper use of freedom was to 

strive after self-development in order to become a member of an intellectual and spiritual 
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elite. Human beings had an inborn value, but that value was not something static, enduring 

within each individual, but something that had to be developed. What was most important 

about human beings was not what they were but what they could become through proper 

education and through the lifelong pursuit of excellence. 

 The freedom for individuals to pursue the development of their own unique humanity 

was a defining premise of postwar German liberalism. In Von Martin‘s account, this process 

of upbuilding was to be accomplished in intellectual terms. Spiritual development would 

form the basis of a well-rounded individual. There was an element of commonality to this 

individualism that was achieved via the medium of Western culture. ―The individual is the 

starting point of all humanism,‖ Von Martin argued, ―but it does not terminate in subjectiv-

ism but rather in the objectivism of classical belief in the true, the good, the beautiful.‖ The 

verities of a European culture based on the values embodied in classical antiquity provided a 

basis for common understanding and common action amongst those who had been shaped by 

classical influences. 

 Von Martin‘s cultured liberalism was, by no means the only version of the doctrine. 

The economist Wilhelm Röpke argued for a humanism, but one that was limited in content to 

the promotion of human flourishing through economic freedom.
61

 Röpke, like Von Martin, 

saw some aspects of American culture as attractive, but did not think it best to imbibe it 

wholesale. At the same time, he perceived an even greater threat in the form of the collectiv-

ism that the Soviet Union and its partisans were likely to impose on Western Europe if they 

could. R pke‘s opposition to collectivism was twofold. First, as a technical matter, R pke 

did not believe that collectivism could function as an economic system without a repressive 
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political system to resolve the contradictions caused by the deformation of market relation-

ships. Second, the political order that must necessarily be called into being by the command 

economy. Such a political order must necessarily have a deleterious effect on the human be-

ings compelled to endure it. Paraphrasing the 19
th

 century poet Franz Grillparzer, Röpke 

summed up his opposition to collectivism with the motto, ―From humanity, through collec-

tivity, to bestiality.‖
62

 

R pke‘s solution was to propose a mode of social and economic organization that 

forged a path between the two extremes of Soviet collectivism and unrestrained American 

liberal capitalism. In its unmediated form, liberal capitalism reduced human beings to indi-

viduals disconnected from their fellows and from the historical cultural formations that could 

give their lives meaning. Collectivism, at the opposite pole, reduced human beings to a prole-

tarianized mass, incapable of forming a well-rounded individual personality. Röpke proposed 

the idea of an ―economic humanism‖ (Wirtschaftshumanismus) that would preserve the best 

aspects of the free market without allowing it to reduce human beings to a mass of isolated 

individuals. In place of laissez faire as an organizing principle, Röpke proposed what he 

termed a ―positive economic policy.‖ This policy had three elements. The first was a frame-

work policy (Rahmenpolitik), which for Röpke designated neutral state institutions that 

would limit the actions of the market by promulgating juridical-moral norms. Second, Röpke 

argued for a ―liberal interventionism.‖ Here he argued for adjustment intervention (Anpas-

sungsintervention) in which the state would intervene ―in order to alleviate the hardships and 

attritions of the restructurings and disturbances of economic life, to help weaker groups in 

their struggles for existence in such a way that we do justice equally to the meaning of the 
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market economy and to the simple demands of reason and humanity.‖
63

 This interventionism 

also included the maintenance via institutional means of the basic level of conformity neces-

sary both to keep the social order from slipping into anarchy and to prevent the domination of 

society by economic units of excessive size. R pke‘s ideal was an economy composed pri-

marily of small and medium sized units that would allow for healthy, market-based competi-

tion and preclude the formation of monopolies. 

The third element of R pke‘s program, termed economic humanism, combined the 

implications of the propositions mentioned above: 

We thus turn to a policy which one could describe as a structural politics, 

which no longer assumes the social preconditions of the market economy – 

the division of income and property, the magnitude of enterprises, the division 

of population between town and country, between industry and agriculture 

and between individual estates – as given, but rather wishes to modify them 

with a particular aim. If we acknowledge that such a policy occupies an im-

portant, even a preeminent role in our program, so one could say that the ex-

pression ―economic humanism‖ is not a bad one for our efforts.
64

 

 

For R pke, this economic humanism implied knocking off capitalism‘s hard edges in such a 

way as to ―erect a dam‖ against the influence of collectivism. R pke had seen the way that 

unrestrained capitalism had inspired widespread disaffection among Germans in the interwar 

period. This, in turn, had led to the expansion of the influence of anti-capitalist parties such 

as the Social Democrats and the Communists, which had crucially weakened the social and 

political order of the Weimar Republic. As examples, Röpke cited the policies of the Chinese 

nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek and of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

 R pke‘s attempt to find a third way between laissez-faire and collectivism bore struc-

tural similarities to both the free socialism of Weber and Mitscherlich and the program of the 
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moderate conservatives who would form the Abendländische Aktion group two years later. 

His ideas on the proper political and economic reconstruction of Germany found resonance 

with many German economists.
65

 These ideas played an important role in the thinking behind 

Ludwig Erhard‘s social market economy, which would lay the basis for the economic boom 

that carried Germany through the 1950s. For Röpke, this economic humanism was a univer-

salism in the sense that, as he saw it, it was a mode of political and economic organization 

that was demonstrably best for all human beings across the globe, as his remarks in favor of 

Chiang Kai-shek and Franklin Delano Roosevelt indicated. Economic humanism was a pro-

gram that would be as equally suited to Chinese people and Americans as it would be to 

Germans and other Europeans. Underlying it was the idea that the possibility for human be-

ings to engage freely in processes of self-development was the defining value against which 

all economic and political programs could be judged. 

 Perhaps the most thoroughgoing elaboration of the universalist humanism of the early 

postwar years was provided by the philosopher Karl Jaspers at the 1949 meeting of the Ren-

contres Internationales. Jaspers was an important but divisive figure in the intellectual cul-

ture of early postwar Germany. He had been a prominent philosopher in the decades between 

the wars, promulgating a version of existentialism with strong similarities to that of Martin 

Heidegger.
66

 Although he was politically conservative and initially felt some sympathy for 

the Hitler movement, this soon gave way to fear and revulsion, in particular because of the 

threat posed by National Socialism to his wife, who was a Jew. Jaspers and his wife spent the 
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war in internal exile, living in fear that his wife might be arrested at any moment. At war‘s 

end, Jaspers emerged into a new intellectual and political environment, determined to exert 

his influence in the service of reconstructing German culture and realigning it with the civili-

zation of the West.
67

 

In the course of 1945, Jaspers delivered a series of lectures in which he sought to cla-

rify the nature of German responsibility for the horrors wrought by the National Socialists 

and their collaborators.
68

 In the course of the lectures, Jaspers warned against a merely super-

ficial engagement with the question of guilt of the kind that was becoming ever more com-

mon in Germany in the days following the end of war. In doing so, Jaspers transformed him-

self into a figure of controversy, an instantiation of Christ‘s assertion that ―a prophet is not 

without honor, but in his own country.‖
69

 While many were apathetic to Jaspers‘ calls for a 

full and thorough questioning of the national consciousness, others argued that to focus on 

German guilt was one-sided, ignoring the all encompassing inhumanities of the war, inhu-

manities that continued in the areas now under the control of the Soviet Union.
70

 In an article 

published in 1949, the Germanist Ernst Robert Curtius wrote: ―Since 1945 Jaspers has striven 

conspicuously to take up the much desired position of praeceptor Germaniae. He has made 

our collective guilt so blatantly obvious that we can only live on with bad conscience.‖
71

 

Although his writings were the subject of fierce criticism at home, Jaspers interna-

tional reputation was excellent. He was invited to speak at the inaugural Rencontres Interna-

tionales conference held in Geneva in 1946, at which he spoke on themes of general human, 
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as opposed to particular German, relevance. The talk marked a turn to the universal that 

would characterize Jaspers‘ work for the remainder of his life. The Rencontres Internatio-

nales were a series of annual conferences organized in Geneva and devoted to what were 

perceived to be the most pressing intellectual issues of the day. The meetings brought togeth-

er intellectuals from a wide variety of political and philosophical traditions: from communists 

(Georg Lukács, Henri Lefebvre) to liberals (Julien Benda, Denis de Rougemont) to conserva-

tives (Georges Bernanos, José Ortega y Gasset). 

In 1949, the fourth iteration of the conference was held under the title, ―For a New 

Humanism.‖
72

 By this point, Jaspers had left Germany, taking up a position at the University 

of Basel, largely because of his disillusionment with German culture. In a talk titled ―On the 

Conditions and Possibilities of a New Humanism,‖ Jaspers developed perhaps the most wide 

ranging positive account of humanism of the early postwar period. Consonant with the exis-

tentialist strain in his philosophical thought more generally, Jaspers argued that, since the 

time of Nietzsche‘s intervention in philosophy and philology, the ―magnificent humanity‖ of 

the classically grounded project of humanistic Bildung had been called into question. From a 

cultural theme with broad powers of influence, humanism had become a matter for ―ever 

smaller circles‖ in which humanistic development was reduced to ―a mode of truncated hu-

manitas.‖
73

 Since the end of the 19
th

 century, a second element had been introduced into hu-

manism, standing beside the idea of Bildung through linguistic and literary education. This 

second humanism revolved around the idea of the human being per se. But for Jaspers the 
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question at hand was not what humanism had become, but what it would become in the fu-

ture. 

The problem that the coming humanism would have to solve was that the human be-

ing was disintegrating. Modern humanity had burned the bridges to the past. Human beings 

had abandoned themselves to ―pure instantaneousness‖ rather than living out the scenes and 

narratives of the past that had given human life structure and meaning. ―The human being,‖ 

Jaspers warned, ―appears to dissolve into nothing. He grasps this nullity in despair or in the 

triumph of destruction. Since Nietzsche the words ring ever louder: God is dead.‖
74

 Indivi-

duality was in the process of disappearing, overtaken by reduction to types drawn from litera-

ture, from newspapers, and from popular culture more generally. Rather than creatively or-

dering their own lives and working through processes of self-development, modern human 

beings could only comprehend themselves through participation in violence-prone mass exis-

tence. Some still clung to Christian belief as a means of combating the reduction of human 

beings to empty mass subjects, but modern Christianity had become reduced to competing 

strains: one of bourgeois conventionality, the other of an oppressive belief for the sake of be-

lief.  

Human life was in chaos. The future humanism toward which Jaspers aimed needed 

to answer three questions. What is the human being? Under what factical conditions do hu-

man beings exist today? How do we find a way to humanism, knowing full well that it is not 

the only way available? The answer to the first question was complex, since it had to be rec-

ognized that there was not one single human being, but a multiplicity of human forms, each 

subject to its own mode of comprehension. Every attempt to specify what the human being 

was at the same time narrowed the scope of the human. The answer was to distinguish be-
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tween the human being as an object that could be studied in the unending process of outward 

development on the one hand, and as an internal expression of freedom on the other. The 

human being was the result of a dialectical relation of external objective development, con-

strained by the historically mediated world in institutions and materials, and internal free-

dom, characterized by an unconstrained self-consciousness. The most important element of 

this self-consciousness was the knowledge of human finitude. What was key in all of this was 

to understand the human being as dynamic. Human beings were not one thing or another but 

a process of development. As such, the humanism of the future would have to structure its 

ideals not with respect to some definable, obtainable goal but in accordance with the process 

of becoming that which defined the human being. 

 The factical existence of human beings was shaped in the most profound ways by the 

influence of technology on modern society. The old modes of work and social organization 

had disappeared irrevocably, replaced by technical modes of organization the impetus of 

which was towards mass modes of social organization on a planetary scale. 

Technology is inevitable. Before, it was the sleep of the world from which 

technology cruelly awoke the masses. In the future its collapse may call forth 

catastrophes undreamt of, first mass death, the disintegration of global circuits 

of commerce, the devastation of the planet, then new dispersions of the sur-

viving human populations, finally the remaining few return to autochthonous 

existence, with consciousness stripped of all contents still living under the af-

tereffects of the technological age, but without the ancient, historical beliefs 

based in immemorial transcendence.
75

 

 

Here, Jaspers presented a vision of a technological dystopia in which the human being was 

made completely subject to a historical logic emanating from self-reinforcing processes of 

technological development. It was one which was common to both parties to the Cold War 
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conflict, a point pressed home by Jaspers when he equated Taylorism and Stakhanovism as 

―methods for the expropriation of human labor power.‖
76

 The coming humanisms could not 

remain neutral on the question of technology and its role in human life, in particular because 

technology clearly had the capacity to eliminate human life altogether.
77

 

 Technology was not merely important in terms of the outcomes of its internal logics 

of development. It was also important to recognize the role of technology in modern politics. 

Political life among human beings involved the circumscription of that freedom that arose 

from their unconstrained internal being. Technology exerted a strong influence on politics in 

that it facilitated the ability of those in power to torture, to deport, and to exterminate popula-

tions. Given Jaspers‘ recent writings on German guilt, it was clear that the reference to ex-

termination (Ausrottung) was in part a reference to National Socialism. At the same time, 

Jaspers talk took place barely four months after the establishment of the German Democratic 

Republic, and the existence of a communist state in the divided Germany cannot have been 

far from the minds of his listeners. But this was not merely a question of communism versus 

liberal capitalism. Because of technology, Jaspers argued, true solitude was no longer possi-

ble. There was nowhere that human beings could go to escape the reach of technology. 

Moreover, it was the case that each human being was co-responsible for his fellows. Al-

though one individual might not be subject to technologically mediated political domination, 

it was nonetheless the case, Jaspers noted, that ―every individual is free only to the degree 

that the others are.‖
78

 It was thus necessary that the coming humanism be explicitly con-

ceived as a universalism, rather than as the purview of a select minority.  ―This living human-
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ism will be in league with those forces that promote the fate and the chances of all. Human 

rights are the presupposition of the human, not bestial politics.‖
79

 Humanity lay at the cros-

sroads, a choice between despotism and freedom. It was by no means clear that either of the 

parties to the systemic conflict that in those days seemed to be coming to a head could ad-

vance an irreproachable claim to be a defender of the latter, although both asserted that they 

were. 

 Finally, Jaspers turned to a positive description of the coming humanism. It would 

have two mutually supporting dimensions: the appropriation of the traditions of Western hu-

manism, and the struggle for the independence of human beings. ―Our humanism,‖ Jaspers 

announced, ―is Western humanism (abendländischer Humanismus). It comprises two mo-

ments: the reference to Greco-Roman antiquity and the will to actual humanity, and in fact 

the one through the other.‖
80

 Human beings had lost touch with the cultural formations which 

had defined the civilization of the West. It was crucial to the process of creating a truly hu-

man mode of modern life that these cultural roots be reclaimed and reintegrated into the mor-

al order of humanity.  Humanism was, as it has been for the scholars of the Italian and North-

ern European Renaissances, a matter of education. It was crucial that young people be en-

couraged to engage with the art and scholarship that had shaped the European mind over the 

long centuries since the decline of Greece and the fall of Rome. It was not enough merely to 

learn the ancient languages. If that were the case then humanism would be merely a matter of 

philological minutiae. The result of this would be to relapse into the nihilism which already 

threatened the modern age. Moreover, it was necessary that the new humanism would take 

into itself the wisdom of Indian and Chinese civilization, all the more so, Jaspers argued, be-
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cause their wisdom and their values had been taken into Western humanism in its early stag-

es (although he did not provide further specifics about this process). 

 The second element of the new humanism was the recognition that humanism itself 

was not a goal. ―It only creates the spiritual space in which each can and must struggle for his 

independence.‖
81

 The great figures of human history, from Jesus to the Stoics, from Bruno to 

Spinoza to Kant, all presented models of independent human conduct. It was through en-

gagement with the intellectual products of these great figures that each individual human 

could fortify himself for the constant struggle to establish and maintain the independence on 

which his humanity depended. This independence had to be undertaken within the bounds of 

cultural traditions. Otherwise it too would revert to nihilism. Freedom without unifying cul-

tural traditions would merely be the pseudo-freedom offered by liberalism. Like many mod-

erate European conservatives in the years following the Second World War, Jaspers sought a 

third way between Soviet repression on the one hand, and Americanism on the other. Philos-

ophy and revealed religion could assist modern individuals in finding a way between these 

two cultural political entities. Philosophy and revealed religion (by which Jaspers meant 

Christianity) could provide the antidote to naturalistic modes of thought that reduced the hu-

man being to the status of an object like any other. 

 ―Does it not sound,‖ Jaspers asked in conclusion, ―as if the individual is all? Just the 

contrary is true: the individual is, in the progress of things, the evanescent individuum, and 

the individual is this only to the degree that he is in communication with other selves and 

with the world.‖
82

 The humanism for which Jaspers was calling was twofold. First, what was 

needed was the formation of well-rounded individual selves via engagement with the philos-
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ophy and culture of the West, including the truths of revealed religion. Second, it required, 

but also facilitated, interactions with other selves. The new humanism could not lose itself in 

inwardness without conceding its most important features. It required interaction among sub-

jects in order for each individual subject to achieve the full breadth of its development. 

Likewise, there was a necessary element of public, worldly action which was indispensible if 

the individual was to unfold his capacities to the fullest. Such interactions would not only 

develop the individual, but would also lead to the formation and persistence of the sort of 

world in which ideals of human development could be realized. It was easy to be pessimistic 

in the current situation in Europe, much of which was still in ruins and had now become the 

scene for the nascent Cold War. But, in closing, Jaspers offered a different perspective. If 

human beings could unite to make the substance of their common culture present they could 

overcome the nihilism of the present moment. 

 

B. Heidegger and Antihumanism 

The significance of humanism for European culture was recognized even by those 

who questioned its capacity to act as rescuer. In December of 1946, the philosopher Martin 

Heidegger composed arguably the most influential contribution to European philosophy in 

the second half of the twentieth century. Responding to a query from a young French philo-

sopher, Jean Beaufret, Heidegger wrote his ―Letter on Humanism,‖ a searching critique of 

the concept of humanism as it had developed in Western culture. Before the war, Heidegger 

had been one of the up and coming figures in European philosophy. In the 1920s he had been 

mentored by the Freiburg philosopher Edmund Husserl, but had broken with the latter‘s 

project of a rigorous, scientific analysis of the structures of consciousness. In its place, Hei-
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degger substituted the existential analytic of the specifically human form of being. In his Be-

ing and Time, first published in 1927, Heidegger presented an extensive analysis of the ways 

that human beings relate to their environment (their ―world‖ as he termed it). Heidegger re-

jected Cartesian accounts of human subjectivity that posited a unitary, isolated subject taking 

elements of the surrounding world into an isolating, analytical mode of perception. While he 

did not reject the human capacity for rational, scientific analysis, Heidegger contended that 

this was a marginal mode of consciousness which did not represent the normal way in which 

human beings related to their surroundings. For Heidegger, Dasein (literally ―being there,‖ 

his term for the specifically human form of existence) related to its surrounding world imme-

diately without the need for the sort of dissecting, rational analysis of its environment that 

Cartesian and analytic philosophers viewed as primary. 

By the 1930s, Heidegger began to move away from the focus on Dasein, which he 

had come to view as insufficiently distinguished from the Cartesian view of subjectivity. 

Thus, in his Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis), composed in 1936 and 1938 but not 

published until after his death, Heidegger refocused his analysis, shifting to the concept of 

―being‖ as such. He wrote of Seyn, the German word for being but rendered in an archaic 

spelling, to emphasize the distinction that he wished to make from accepted conceptions of 

being, which he viewed as enmeshed in the metaphysics of Western philosophy. But another 

momentous turn was also taking place in Heidegger‘s philosophical views in the 1930s: that 

toward the National Socialist movement. Heidegger joined the National Socialist Party on 1 

May 1933, one month after being elected university rector and four months after Adolf Hit-

ler‘s seizure of power. Heidegger‘s relationship to the ideology of National Socialism was 

complex. During his year-long tenure as rector he gave speeches lauding the role of Hitler as 
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national leader and savior and instituted the Hitler salute and the singing of party anthems at 

faculty meetings. On the other hand, he prevented Nazi students from mounting an antisemit-

ic poster at the university entrance and forbade the staging of book burnings. Historians have 

debated to what degree Heidegger partook of Nazi racial ideology, but what is clear is that 

Heidegger fancied himself as a candidate for the position of leading philosopher of the 

movement.
83

 Heidegger‘s fawning after party influence ultimately proved a failure. His un-

willingness to deform his philosophy to fit the National Socialist mold or to prostrate himself 

before official party ideologues such as Alfred Rosenberg eventually led to Heidegger‘s res-

ignation from his position as rector in May 1934. Although no longer a member of the Nazi 

intellectual firmament, Heidegger was still permitted to lecture throughout the years of the 

regime. In the opening passages of his Introduction to Metaphysics (1935), Heidegger spoke 

of ―the inner truth and greatness‖ of the National Socialist movement, a phrase he retained 

when the book was republished in 1953. 

The period following the end of the war was a difficult one for Heidegger. He was 

identified as a strong supporter of the regime and subjected to denazification by the French 

occupation authorities. His teaching credential was withdrawn, his house was occupied, and 

he was threatened with the permanent loss of his personal library. Heidegger sought to de-

fend himself by arguing that he had joined the party solely to assist in the defense of the uni-

versity, and that he had himself subsequently become a victim of the malign attentions of Al-

fred Rosenberg and other Nazi ideologues.
84

 Heidegger‘s attempts at self-exoneration were 
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met with skepticism by the authorities, particular after they received a letter from Karl Jas-

pers, whose help Heidegger had solicited. In his letter, Jaspers detailed the ways that Heideg-

ger had worked to achieve the National Socialists goal of removing Jews from the university. 

Although Jaspers described Heidegger as a uniquely brilliant philosopher, he concluded that 

the latter‘s manner of thinking was dictatorial and did not reflect that concern for freedom 

that was now so important in the reconstruction of German culture: ―As long as in his case an 

authentic rebirth does not come to pass, one that would be evident in his work, such a teacher 

cannot in my opinion be placed before the youth of today, which, from a spiritual standpoint, 

is almost defenseless.‖
85

 Jaspers recommended that Heidegger receive a pension, but be for-

bidden to teach for several years, with this situation subject to a review of his subsequent 

writings. 

Heidegger felt intense bitterness toward what he saw as a betrayal by a former friend. 

His attitude became clearer in an exchange of letters with his former student Herbert Mar-

cuse. Marcuse demanded an explanation for Heidegger‘s conduct during the Nazi period, 

writing: ―Is this really the way you would like to be remembered in the history of ideas? 

Every attempt to combat this cosmic misunderstanding founders on the generally shared re-

sistance to taking seriously a Nazi ideologue.‖
86

 In his response, Heidegger argued that he 

had expected that National Socialism would lead to ―a spiritual renewal of life in its entire-

ty.‖ When he realized his mistake he had left the party but had been unable to undertake 

overt criticisms because he feared for the safety of himself and his family. He had, so he 

claimed, offered a covert challenge to Nazi ideology in his lecture courses. Heidegger wanted 

nothing to do with those who had obsequiously renounced their allegiance to National So-
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cialism in the wake of the war. Then Heidegger struck a more disturbing note. While it was 

true that the Nazi regime had murdered millions of Jews and turned terror into an everyday 

phenomenon, ―I can merely add that if instead of ‗Jews‘ you had written ‗East Germans‘, 

then the same holds true for one of the allies, with the difference that everything that has oc-

curred since 1945 has become public knowledge, while the bloody terror of the Nazis in 

point of fact had been kept a secret from the German people.‖
87

 Here, Heidegger staked out a 

position shaped by the emerging Cold War while simultaneously seeking to overcome the 

Nazi past. Like many decent Germans, Heidegger argued, he had been deceived by the Na-

tional Socialists, realizing his error only after it was too late. More importantly, National So-

cialism and communism were fundamentally comparable systems based on terror and the an-

nihilation of human beings. It was inappropriate to criticize the one without extending that 

criticism to the other. 

Against the background of these events, living in seclusion after the final withdrawal 

of his teaching credential, Heidegger undertook to answer the question of humanism directed 

to him by the young lycée instructor Jean Beaufret. Beaufret had asked for Heidegger‘s opi-

nion on the question of whether it was possible to restore meaning to the term humanism. In 

his response, Heidegger took the view that humanism was a hindrance to authentic philoso-

phizing, in the process calling into question not only many key concepts in European philos-

ophy (logic, ethics, physics), but its approach to philosophical concepts in general. The 

promulgation of philosophical concepts occurs ―only when originary thinking comes to an 

end.‖
88

 The employment of concepts such as humanism was symptomatic of philosophy slip-

ping out of its element. The fundamental problem with humanism as a concept was that it 
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made it seem as if the human was something self-evident, something that could simply be 

illuminated with the tools of Western science. ―The fact that physiology and physiological 

chemistry can scientifically investigate the human being as an organism is no proof that in 

this ‗organic‘ thing, that is, in the body scientifically explained, the essence of the human be-

ing consists.‖
89

 Simply to have a mechanical understanding of how the organism of the hu-

man being functioned did not amount to understanding the essence of the human being. Hu-

manism was predicated on the claim that some such essential understanding was possible. 

The essence of the human was not to be found in the facts of biological chemistry but in exis-

tence. 

Western philosophy had similarly failed to grasp the essence of the human. Interpre-

tations of the human ―as animal rationale, as ‗person,‘ as spiritual-ensouled-bodily being‖ 

were not so much wrong, as insufficient to the dignity of Dasein. ―To that extent,‖ Heidegger 

wrote, ―the thinking in Being and Time is against humanism.‖
90

 Yet it was also crucial to 

realize that this opposition to humanism should not be taken as a justification for brutality 

towards human beings. ―This opposition does not mean that such thinking aligns itself 

against the humane and advocates the inhuman, that it promotes the inhumane and deprecates 

the dignity of the human being. Humanism is opposed because it does not set the humanitas 

of the human being high enough.‖ This was a key point. The pall of National Socialism still 

hung over Heidegger‘s work, perhaps even more so in France where there was still much en-

thusiasm for his project. On Heidegger‘s view, the human being was thrown into a threaten-

ing world in which it had to try to find a home. In the modern world the human capacity to 

do so was increasingly under threat. Marx, building on the work of Hegel, had conceived of 
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an important aspect of this threat in his concept of estrangement, which ―had its roots in the 

homelessness of modern human beings.‖
91

 Where Marx‘s approach failed was in its material-

ism, which concealed the essence of technology, a mode of approaching the world inimical to 

the defense of the dignity of human beings. The human being had to be viewed historically, 

as a member of, and at home in, a linguistically mediated community. 

Heidegger‘s diagnosis of the times was most crucially shaped by the threats that he 

perceived to German culture posed by American liberal capitalism and Soviet communism. 

For Heidegger both of these forces shared an underlying technological approach to the world 

that was destructive of human being: ―Whoever takes ‗communism‘ only as a ‗party‘ or a 

‗Weltanschauung‘ is thinking too shallowly, just as those who by the term ‗Americanism‘ 

mean, and mean derogatorily, nothing more than a particular lifestyle.‖
92

 What was important 

was not merely the superficial threat to German culture posed by Americanization or by 

communism, but rather that transformation of Western thought into a purely technical mode 

which reconfigured everything that it touched to make it fit into systems subject to scientific 

manipulation. Heidegger‘s critique of technology was shared by many conservatives, but for 

him it ran deeper than just the immediate dilution of German or Western culture. The danger 

ran to the roots of the Western civilization and threatened to eliminate any capacity to truly 

understand the human. 

As a means of combating this threat, Heidegger proposed to replace the metaphysical-

ly shrouded concept of humanism with a historically mediated view of the human that would 

be true to its primordial essence. The human being had to exist in a dynamic relationship to 

being. The modern, metaphysical conception of the human being was unable to fend off the 
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technological framing of the world implicit in scientistic modes of thinking and promoted by 

both of the leading forces in the Cold War systemic conflict. What was needed was to look 

back to a pre-metaphysical concept of the human. This premetaphysical mode of human be-

ing was at home in the world, rather than relating to the world through technology, that is, as 

if the world was merely a means. Heidegger‘s humanism, if such it could be called (and even 

he doubted that this was the case), was in a certain sense an intensification of the extant tradi-

tions of European humanism. He shared the fascination with classical culture that had moti-

vated humanists since the 15
th

 century. Unlike those who saw the redemption of human cul-

ture in the study of Athenian philosophy or Ciceronian rhetoric, Heidegger saw the salvation 

of Western culture in pre-Socratic philosophy in which the fundamental separation of human 

being and world had not yet become fully entrenched. Human beings could, and ought to, 

engage in processes of self-development facilitated by the wisdom of the ancient world, but 

the goal was not the creation of independently subsisting individuals but the creation of hu-

man beings at home in common linguistically mediated cultural formations. The goal was not 

universal values relevant to every human being, but a universal approach to human being re-

sulting in culturally differentiated modes of being in the world. 

 Taken together, the examples presented in this section illustrate some of the important 

ways that humanism was employed in the first decade after the war as a means of defending 

European culture. What unites these usages is the use of humanism as a metonym for the 

highest human values. The use of the metonymic construction is important for two reasons. 

First, it allowed the invocation of a value or set of values presumed to apply to all human be-

ings, while setting aside the need to specify exactly what the values in question were or why 

it was that they should apply to every human being regardless of particularities of ethnicity, 
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class, creed, or gender. At the same time, by adopting a universalistic standpoint, Germans 

making use of the terminology of humanism stressed the point that German values were 

Western values. The presumption that these latter were, in fact, universal values was a point 

seldom addressed. Some, like Wilhelm Röpke, explicitly took the position that the values of 

the West could be held up as relevant for all human beings in that they defended the univer-

sal human aspiration to individual self-development. This goal was also shared by non-party 

socialists like Andersch and Alfred Weber, although they differed starkly from Röpke in 

terms of the political organization that they believed necessary to achieve that goal. Karl Jas-

pers‘ construction of humanism was more subtle in the respect that he claimed that the values 

of the West had somehow incorporated those of other cultural regions, although he signally 

did not specify how this might have happened. Heidegger was dismissive of all these modes 

of humanism. Yet, although he was dubious about the continued usefulness of the term be-

cause of all of the metaphysical baggage that it carried with it, he rejected humanism in favor 

of what he viewed as a more essential version of the same idea. 

These general employments of humanism do not exhaust the important usages of the 

term found in postwar German intellectual culture. They highlight the ways that humanism 

was used to assert a connection between German values and those of the West, which were 

implicitly the highest and most felicitous values for all human beings. The following sections 

of this chapter will explore the uses of humanism as it functioned within specific intellectual 

traditions. Christian thinkers, scholars of the classical period, and proponents of Weimar 

classicism all invoked humanism in ways that were meant to highlight the universalistic 

claims to which their respective disciplines laid hold. 
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Section III. Weimar Classicism 

In the last week of August 1946, a festival was held in the city of Bremen to mark the 

197
th

 birthday of Germany‘s most renowned literary figure, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. 

Organized by the local branch of the Goethe Society in Weimar, the festival featured recita-

tions of Goethe‘s poetry and prose, musical performances, and a series of scholarly lec-

tures.
93

 Some of the lecturers restricted themselves narrowly to the artistic content of 

Goethe‘s work. The Heidelberg literary scholar Richard Benz, gave a talk entitled ―Goethe 

the Creator‖ dealing with purely aesthetic issues. Others struck a more contemporary note. 

Johannes Reinhard, a Lutheran minister from Hamburg-Harvestehude and a member of the 

consistory for the city, delivered a talk on the penultimate evening of the festival entitled 

―Goethe Experiences the Times‖ which dealt with the implications of Goethean humanism 

for the period of postwar crisis in which Germany and Western civilization were embroiled. 

Reinhard had been a fervent German nationalist during the First World War.
94

 In the interwar 

years he had been an active member of the Pan-German League, as well as of Alfred Hugen-

berg‘s far-right German National People‘s Party. In an article entitled ―On the Decisive 

Struggle,‖ published in the Hamburger Kirchenzeitung in 1940, Reinhard had suggested that 

Hitler was merely playing out his appointed fate and described English foreign policy as 

―practical Jewishness.‖
95

 Now, in the wake of a devastating war, Reinhard seemed to see 

things differently. 
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He began by speaking of Germany‘s shame (Scham). An hour‘s journey from Wei-

mar stood the Ettersberg, with its forests, its modest castle and gardens. It had once been the 

scene of princely hunting parties and the ―fair and brilliant musical affairs‖ of the circle 

around the Duchess Anna Amalia of Saxony-Weimar-Eisenach.
96

 But in recent times the 

scene on the Ettersberg had changed. ―In the years just past this selfsame forested mountain 

has had to hear in its vicinity the cries of fear and pain of tortured human beings.‖
 97

 Al-

though Reinhard neglected to mention that the source of the cries was the notorious Buchen-

wald concentration camp, the subject of his reference would have been clear to his audience. 

The unnamed shame on the Ettersberg prompted Reinhard to note the degree to which Ger-

man culture had strayed from Goethe‘s exemplary humanism. ―How far have we distanced 

ourselves from that which the German people once possessed through one of the best Ger-

mans?‖
98

 

The location of a concentration camp in one of the most renowned precincts of the 

German classical tradition had been a mark of the contempt in which the Nazis held the hu-

manistic traditions of German culture. It was at the same time a sign that Nazi ideologists 

understood the symbolic power associated with these cultural traditions and their capacity to 

act as a basis for the assertion of normative claims in opposition to those of the National So-

cialist movement.
99

 This was clearly how Reinhard, the inveterate cultural and religious con-

servative, saw matters. Reinhard did not discuss the camp itself. He mentioned neither the 

inmates, nor the reasons for their suffering. For him this oblique reference to ―cries of fear 
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and pain‖ was merely background material for two more important issues: the ways in which 

Germany‘s current conditions illustrated a failure to appreciate German cultural traditions 

and the role that these traditions could play in the project of national renewal. 

Reinhard‘s lecture analyzed Goethe‘s political and cultural views in the period be-

tween Napoleon‘s victories at Jena and Auerstädt in 1806 and the liberation of Germany 

from French rule in 1813, with the clear implication that this should be viewed as analogous 

to contemporary conditions. Goethe, Reinhard argued, regarded French domination as some-

thing to be combated, eventually on the military front, immediately in terms of culture. 

Goethe had found his ―personal task‖ amid the confusions of the time. This task was that of 

―shaping German humanism, the spiritual movement of Weimar and Jena, of which Goethe 

himself was the center point, and of deploying it as a political force against the influences 

from the west.‖
100

 Reinhard presented Goethe as the promoter of a humanism that was the 

expression of a specifically German national consciousness, one which would facilitate the 

task of combating external cultural and political influences. Goethe could stand as a model of 

free individual personhood, one which recognized the value of the nation but did not take it 

to the kind of excesses that had lately seen Germany brought low.
101

 He claimed that 

Goethe‘s influence was not merely literary, but also political. The Prussia of Frederick the 

Great created a spiritual environment in which German cultural life and the garrison state had 

been welded together via ―a humanism grounded in antiquity and in Christianity.‖
102

 

Goethe‘s experience could serve as a model for modern Germans, who were also living in a 

time of turmoil. Germans in Goethe‘s time had freed themselves from foreign domination, 
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but Reinhard did not mention the fact that Germany‘s most recent catastrophe had been a 

domestic project, thus seemingly implying that National Socialism was, like Napoleon, for-

eign to German culture. It was this German culture, illustrated by Goethe‘s construction of 

his own humanity, which would provide a path out of current circumstances. In closing, 

Reinhard asked rhetorically, ―Is there a more effective remedy than the example of a great 

man in the experience of his times, as he bore holy fire through the storms to bring light to 

the darkness for future generations? And today is not German humanism once again called 

upon to be the power that lights the way for us through the darkness?‖
103

 

 The appropriation of the German cultural past was a project undertaken with vigor 

throughout the zones of occupied Germany and on either side of the Cold War divide estab-

lished in 1949. In the particular, engagement with Goethe, whose work was seen as definitive 

of humanism, formed an important part of the project of reconstructing German culture and 

of associating German values with Western civilization. The historian Anselm Doering-

Manteuffel has argued that the turn to Weimar classicism was undertaken by German intel-

lectuals specifically as a means of rejecting connections to National Socialist ideas of cul-

ture.
104

 This was certainly the case with the metonymic usages of humanism, the content of 

which was often simply the antithesis of National Socialism. Along with the purely (or pre-

dominantly) metonymic deployments, humanism was also frequently used as term to desig-

nate the values embodied in the tradition of Weimar classicism, particularly as embodied in 

the work of Goethe. For intellectuals writing in this tradition, humanism implied a commit-

ment to Bildung, the development of human potential into a balanced individual totality. 
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Goethe‘s name was invoked incessantly in the period immediately following the end 

of the war. Reinhard‘s speech was replicated many times over at Goethe festivals, in ceremo-

nies at schools and universities, and at public events. Goethe was generally viewed as un-

tainted because the Nazis had never fully appropriated his work into their view of culture. 

His work was seen by many as having the power to regenerate German culture and to recon-

nect it with the values of humanity in general. In the final chapter of the historian Friedrich 

Meinecke‘s The German Catastrophe (1946), the author claimed that, ―the work of Bis-

marck‘s era has been destroyed through our own fault, and we must go back beyond its ruins 

to seek out the ways of Goethe‘s era.‖
105

 In Goethe‘s time, small circles of friends gathered 

together to realize cultural ideals having ―a universal human meaning.‖
106

 Meinecke pro-

posed the regeneration of the culture of Germany and the West through the reappropriation of 

the humanism of Weimar classicism. ―In every German city and larger village,‖ Meinecke 

wrote, ―we would like to see in the future a community of like-minded friends of culture 

which I should like best to call Goethe Communities.‖
107

 These communities were to be 

tasked with conveying ―the great German spirit‖ through music and poetry as a way of re-

deeming German culture. By creating a living community dedicated to the works of Goethe 

and Schiller, Hölderlin and Mörike, Bach and Beethoven, the Christian culture of Germany 

could be rebuilt from the ashes. Meinecke‘s call for the formation of Goethe Communities 

was not taken up, but his instinctive turn to German classicism as a means of renovating 

German culture and of making it once again a leading culture of the West had a wide reson-

ance. The invocation of Goethe‘s work had much in common with more purely metonymic 
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conceptions of human. The reference to Goethe‘s work provided a mooring point and a 

source of texts for interpretation out of which could be read a positive account of the ideal 

conditions for human flourishing. Yet even here, humanism functioned as a metonym. The 

connection of this ideal with ideals of human being found in Goethe‘s work remained, gener-

ally speaking, at the level of implication. 

 In the period immediately following the end of the war there was a proliferation of 

books and articles that offered up Goethe as a nostrum for the contemporary crisis while stu-

diously avoiding the question of what degree German culture itself (of which Goethe was an 

integral part) bore responsibility for the said crisis. The Germanist Hermann Uhde-Bernays 

wrote in the first number of the journal Deutsche Beiträge of a turn to Goethe by German 

youth in search of redemption. ―Like a helpful constellation that brings solace and salvation 

to a perplexed and erratic wanderer in the dark of night, Goethe‘s brilliant gaze shines from 

his poetry upon a German people left flailing in fear and disquiet about the future by an un-

fortunate conflict.‖
108

 Uhde-Bernays took no note of the degree to which the ―conflict‖ had 

been more ―unfortunate‖ for the victims of National Socialism than it had been for the Ger-

mans themselves. Rather, he focused on the capacity of Goethe‘s humanism to free German 

youth from ―the chaos of the present‖ by leading them to ―a cosmos of inner immersion.‖ 

What was important for German youth was not engagement with the current political situa-

tion of Germany or the recent past, characterized as it was by genocidal violence, but rather a 

retreat into an inner world where they could fully experience their own humanity. 

Some did question whether Goethe could actually fill the role that so many seem 

ready to foist upon him. Writing pseudonymously (as Jens Daniel) in Der Spiegel in 1949, 

the liberal journalist Rudolf Augstein argued that the fixation on Goethe‘s curative powers 
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was one of those illusions to which it was now the duty of Europeans to pay attention. Eu-

rope was in search of a new conception of human being, but perhaps it was the case, Augs-

tein claimed, that this new human being would not be of the Goethean type, assuming it ap-

peared at all.
 109

 Perhaps Goethe‘s account of human flourishing was merely a milestone in 

the development of human beings in the West, its guiding ideal of harmonious self-formation 

having later irrevocably collapsed. Germany‘s problems in the postwar years were different 

and incomparably more severe than those of Goethe‘s time. For modern Germans (and for 

Europeans generally), Goethe‘s model of personality formation was no longer in step with 

the needs of the time. Goethe‘s ethic had been one of completion of self and world. In the 

modern era what was necessary was an ideal through which self could be conserved. Those 

who promoted a return to Goethe‘s ideals, who sought redemption in a pure return to the 

ideals and ideas of the past failed to understand that Goethe had lived in another time and 

could not merely be transported into the modern era. ―Goethe among us – the idea is absurd,‖ 

Augstein wrote acerbically. The heritage of the culture of the West, Goethe included, had 

failed to prevent the construction of concentration camps in Goethe‘s native land. ―Goethe‘s 

light shines as bright as ever, but it does not illuminate our future.‖
110

 

The Germanist Richard Alewyn took matters a step further in an article published in 

the Hamburger Akademische Rundschau in 1949. Not only was it questionable whether 

Goethe‘s ideals could form the basis of a regeneration of German and European culture, it 

was also the case that these ideals were being used to deflect attention from the crimes of Na-

tional Socialists and their connection to precisely these cultural formations. In a scathing cri-

tique of the use of Goethe as an alibi for German misdeeds, Alewyn contended that the two 
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could not be considered separately: ―Buchenwald lies between us and Weimar.‖
111

 Alewyn 

noted that the recognition of Goethe‘s singularity within German culture was not new. Al-

ready in the 19
th

 century, in an era ―on which the warm evening light of German humanism 

still rested,‖ Nietzsche had written that Goethe was ―an accident with no consequences.‖ 

Perhaps Nietzsche was not quite right in suggesting that Goethe‘s work had failed to leave 

lasting impressions on German culture, but it could not be denied that this culture had other 

aspects that shaped it just as deeply. To honor Goethe while denying Hitler was simply to fail 

to understand the degree to which both were integral to German culture. ―There is only 

Goethe and Hitler, humanity and bestiality. For the generation living today there cannot be 

two Germanys. There is either one or none.‖
112

 Those Germans and Europeans who had lived 

in the humanistic era of the 19
th

 century had been spared the look into the abyss of National 

Socialism. Those who had lived through it were like Orestes pursued by the Fates after the 

murder of Clytemnestra, but lacking the sanctuary of the Acropolis, the ―temple of cleansing 

humanity.‖ There was no ―back to Goethe‖ because there was simply no going back. 

The attempt to find a basis for the reconstruction of German culture in Goethe‘s hu-

manism was, in many respects, similar to the metonymy of more general appeals to human-

ism. In its various incarnations it did not specify that which was intrinsically and universally 

human but rather, and in line with the ideals of Bildung promoted in the humanistic gymna-

sium, offered a model of human flourishing based on the ideal of harmonious individual self-

development. Goethe was a particularly attractive figure in this respect because of his venera-

tion among wide circles of the educated population of Germany and because he was not bur-
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dened by extensive attempts at positive appropriation by the ideologists of National Social-

ism. Goethe was a homegrown figure whose humanistic ethos was seen by many as a means 

to reintegrate German values with those of the West and to expunge the poisonous heritage 

of racism and genocide. While some, like Augstein and Alewyn, were conscious of the dan-

gers of merely employing Goethe as a means to distract attention from the unpalatable facts 

the confronted Germans in the postwar era, the Goethe cult in West Germany would retain 

considerable cultural power and cachet until the rising tide of the economic miracle displaced 

the need for alibis from popular consciousness. With the improvement of the material condi-

tions of life resulting from rapid economic growth of the early 1950s and integration of Ger-

many into the structures of the Atlantic world made a fait accompli by the formation of Cold 

War blocs, the need to look back to the history of German culture receded from the forefront 

of intellectual and public consciousness in West Germany. 

 

Section IV. The Humanism of Classical Antiquity 

 Writers who in their prewar careers had dealt professionally with questions relating to 

the humanism of classical antiquity or 18
th

 century Germany turned their attention to the con-

tributions that these cultural formations could offer to postwar Germany. In 1947, the Catho-

lic philologist Richard Newald published a pamphlet entitled Humanitas, Humanismus, Hu-

manität, in which he analyzed humanism in the context of the terminology of the human in 

the intellectual history of the West. Newald‘s prewar work had focused on connections be-

tween the cultures of classical antiquity and Weimar classicism. Newald made these connec-

tions the basis for prognostications about the situation of the modern world. Although the 

three terms of the title suggested a common point of reference in timeless conceptions of 
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humanity, in fact these terms referred to ―three different situations in the history of human 

development (Bildungsgeschichte) in the West.‖
113

 This developmental history had taken 

place in a series of stages, first of the culture of Greek antiquity being taken up by that of 

Rome, and then this culture itself being successively regenerated in idealism in Weimar clas-

sicism. As a concept, humanism represented repeated attempts to integrate the values of clas-

sical humanitas into the value order of later periods. Humanism had long since lost its origi-

nal connection with the educational ideals of Petrarch and his followers in the Renaissance. 

In the current parlance, being a humanist had come to mean being an adherent of an educa-

tional establishment dedicated to the realization of values drawn from this historical culture. 

The ideal in question was Bildung, the ideal of balanced development of the totality of hu-

man capacities that stood in contrast to the focus on particular subject areas characteristic of 

the technically oriented education offered by the modern school system. Humanism as a con-

cept distinguished not between man and God, or between man and animals, but between man 

and man. Human beings were originally equal but were distinguished by differing levels of 

developmental achievement (Bildungsgrade) which had nothing to do with political, military, 

or economic orders. Humanism promoted a value (Bildung) that was universal, in the sense 

of being best for all human beings, but which also provided a means of measurement and 

evaluation of individual humans. Thus, in the first instance, humanism integrated the values 

of antiquity into modernity through the ideal of self-development. 

Language also played a role in this process of formation. ―The undeveloped person 

(der Ungebildete) babbles, employs arduously learned words in his daily interactions in the 

same forms without being clear about the fact that he possesses the ability to express the oth-
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er, the foreign, the spiritual, the esoteric in language.‖
114

 The learning of the languages of 

classical antiquity in the process of Bildung implied a more intensive engagement with lan-

guage generally. Those who did not do so remained unable to attain higher levels of intellec-

tual achievement. ―Spiritually, he remains a mute who has nothing to say to his fellow men 

because they do not touch upon his circle of life and influence; a babbler for whom neither 

the beauty of a poem nor a linguistically formed thought is comprehensible.‖
115

 Language 

provided a pathway to the higher realms of human development. It also provided a medium 

through which more fully developed human beings could recognize each other, thus defining 

a society of human excellence. Language defined human beings because they alone pos-

sessed it, but it also provided a metric by which the levels of human development could be 

evaluated. 

The classicist Karl Kerényi noted in 1945 that humanism had gone from denoting the 

study of Greek and Roman antiquity to ―thinking of everything in the world from the stand-

point of the human being and discerning the human part in everything that has ever been 

thought.‖ From a well-defined field of scholarly investigation, humanism had become ―a phi-

losophical worldview.‖
116

 The Hamburg philologist Bruno Snell wrote of the change in 

meaning: ―Humanism once meant the belief that classical antiquity was exemplary for West-

ern thought, poetry, and plastic arts; thus the works of the ancients, their accomplishments in 

visual arts, poetry, and philosophy were ideal. These achievements possessed transhistorical 

validity and rendered examples worthy of emulation for the production of the self.‖
117

 But for 

Snell, the important change had been wrought by students of the history of antiquity them-
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selves, who had stressed the intimate connections between the works of antiquity and the his-

torical moments in which they were produced. Historical scholarship had shown that the 

achievements of the ancient world ―sprang from preconditions that are deeply foreign to 

us.‖
118

 To the extent that a work of art or philosophy was great, Snell argued, it was to that 

degree an expression of ―the spirit of the times.‖ 

Snell was a skeptic about the conversion of the thought of classical antiquity into a 

doctrine of humanism. In a text written in the mid-1950s, Snell argued that proponents of this 

equation failed to realize that it did not do justice to the original materials that were claimed 

as the bases of humanism. Humanism had become a means of talking about ―the‖ human be-

ing as an abstract, universal concept. Whatever else might be said about this concept, it was 

―completely un-Greek,‖ Snell noted acerbically. ―A Greek never seriously spoke of the idea 

of the human being,‖ Snell argued.
119

 Human beings in ancient Greece were divided into two 

kinds: those that spoke Greek and those that didn‘t. Discussions of the human being that tran-

scended this distinction were simply not to be found in the existing store of texts that had 

come down to us from this period. To attempt to ground humanism in the concept of paideia 

that had arisen in Athens in the 5
th

 century, as Werner Jaeger had sought to do in the 1930s, 

involved a failure to recognize that the human virtues supposedly promoted by the Greek 

writers were fundamentally bound to a particular civic context. It was not human beings that 

the program of paideia was meant to produce, but Athenians. But for Snell, even recognizing 

this fact did not get to the heart of the matter. Jaeger‘s conception of paideia, which was the 

main target of Snell‘s criticism, was so general as to be amenable to any political or social 

view whatsoever. As such, Snell argued, ―this humanism must go the way of every other ni-

                                                 
118

 Ibid. 
119

 Bruno Snell, Die Entdeckung des Geistes. Studien zur Entstehung des europäischen Denkens bei den 

Greichen (Hamburg: Claassen Verlag, 1955), 334. 



84 

 

hilism that hides itself behind some ‗deportment,‘ be it ‗heroic‘ or ‗religious‘ and it could be 

seen from the outset that this political humanism was in fact unpolitical – or could serve any 

politics.‖
120

  

Snell‘s critique was primarily directed at so-called ―political humanisms‖ of which 

Jaeger‘s third humanism was the prime example. It remained to be seen what positive role 

classically based versions of humanism could play in the postwar period. For Snell, classical-

ly based humanism had a role to play, but one that was rather less politically engaged and 

ambitious than that prescribed by Jaeger and his followers: ―What promise does humanism 

hold for us? What do the Greeks mean to us? It is unnecessary to draft more programs and 

once again to promulgate a new humanism, rather we must confidently trust in the old 

truths.‖
121

 It was unlikely that the Germans could effect a real alteration in their own culture, 

or that they could take on the characteristics of Athenian society in the wake of defeat in the 

Peloponnesian War. In light of this it was best to focus on the ―divinum‖ of the Greeks rather 

than their ―humanum‖. This did not mean that Snell was calling for a new heathenism based 

on the worship of the Greek gods. Rather the Germans should ―remember that which was 

brought into the world by the Greek gods and what remains undying.‖ By focusing on the 

values of Greek religion, rather than on the gods themselves, it might be possible for Ger-

mans to erect some sort of defense against bestiality and barbarism. 

Classical studies had been one of the most influential of the prewar academic discip-

lines. In the years following the war, this influence was somewhat diminished as the manda-

rin scholarly culture that had dominated German academia since the 19
th

 century came into 

question, in part for active complicity with National Socialism, but more generally for failing 
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to provide society with adequate intellectual resources with which to resist it. The question 

was frequently asked as to how Madame de Stäel‘s nation of thinkers and poets could have 

generated National Socialism, a movement the defining qualities of which were inhumanity 

and utter disrespect for high culture. National Socialist ideologues had appropriated the 

products of classical studies for its own purposes, sometimes (as in the case of Werner Jaeg-

er) with positive assistance from the scholars themselves. National Socialism‘s relationship 

to the classical past was always uneasy. National Socialist racial ideology was committed to 

the idea of Aryan racial superiority, and thus it was difficult to build the southern and sou-

theastern European peoples into this racial history. Moreover, as a movement National So-

cialism was implacably opposed to the establishment of any sort of normative basis outside 

of its own immediate needs. As the historian Susan Marchand has noted, even in the context 

of National Socialist studies of antiquity, ―attacks on humanism‘s attachment to Rome and its 

disdainful treatment of Germania libera continued unabated. Even those obsessed with prov-

ing the nation‘s Ur-historical Aryan racial purity were equally, if not rather more, intent on 

establishing Germanic cultural autonomy – and equal validity – as if frantically seeking final 

absolution and vindication for having sacked Rome in the fifth century.‖
122

 

In the wake of the war, German classicists sought to absolve themselves from any 

sort of complicity with National Socialism. They participated enthusiastically in efforts to 

cast the true German culture as part and parcel with the culture of the West. Many, such as 

the classicist Ludwig Curtius, claimed that it was the scholars of German antiquity who had 

been the true collaborators, while scholars of Greek and Roman antiquity had been subject to 

                                                 
122

 Suzanne L. Marchand, Down from Olympus: Archaeology and Philhellenism in Germany, 1750-1970, 347. 



86 

 

attacks by National Socialist pseudo-scholars.
123

 Rather than focus on the past, postwar Ger-

man classical scholars looked forward, arguing that the wisdom of the classical Greek and 

Roman civilizations could be turned to the project of establishing universal values. In a talk 

given in 1957, the classicist Joseph Vogt noted that, ―It is a singular characteristic of the 

course of ancient history itself that it tended toward universality and now can be conceived in 

connection with the whole; it is the uninterrupted process of archaeological discovery and the 

expansion of our sources that has broken down the barriers between classical antiquity and 

the ancient Orient, as well as the barriers between these civilized peoples and the nomads and 

half-nomads of prehistory.‖
124

 For Vogt, as for many in the community of postwar classical 

scholars, what was important was the role that classical studies could play in overcoming the 

recent ―political tragedies and spiritual catastrophes.‖ The cultures of classical antiquity were 

well placed to do this because of their inherent tendency toward universality. 

The classically based humanism of the postwar period in Germany took two intercon-

nected forms. The first was in the institution of the humanistic gymnasia, the elite schools in 

which students were educated according to the classically based principles of Bildung 

through learning ancient languages and engagement with classical art and literature. The 

second was the promotion of classically based humanism as a key element in the project of 

reconstructing the intellectual and cultural life of Germany, and of realigning it with the val-

ues of the West. Among the most avid promoters of this idea was the Frankfurt classicism 

Heinrich Weinstock. In a series of works published in the decade after the end of the war, 

Weinstock argued that what he termed a ―real humanism‖ could be read out of the works of 
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classical antiquity, and that this humanism had an important and salutary contribution to 

make to the cultures of the modern West. 

In an article published in 1947, Weinstock began by addressing the question of the 

coming of socialism, which he associated with the mechanization of society.
125

 Traditionally 

oriented critics of socialism, from Goethe through modern cultural conservatives like Speng-

ler and Ortega y Gasset, feared the advent of socialism because of the negative consequences 

that it would have in terms of human freedom. ―They all fear socialism as humanists,‖ 

Weinstock wrote, ―because for them its victory would seal the doom of the humanistic 

West.‖
126

 In 1947, with socialism extending over a large portion of the Earth‘s surface, it ap-

peared to many that these predictions were coming true and that humanism was on its 

deathbed.  

Weinstock rejected this idea. It was a mistake to think that humanism and socialism 

were necessarily deadly enemies. Looked at in the clear light of day, apart from the ideologi-

cal trappings that colored common understandings of both humanism and socialism, there 

was much that the socialism of Marx and a humanism based on the philosophy of Plato had 

to say to each other. The key to this connection was the anthropological dimension of origi-

nal Marxism, which could be read with particular clarity from the early works of Marx made 

available around the turn of the century by Franz Mehring.
127

 The true socialism of Marx was 

a humanism in the sense that the human being was central to the normative thrust of his 

project. That the centrality of this anthropology had become obscured was due to ideological 

factors. Weinstock then asserted that the misunderstanding of Marx that had prevailed lately 

was analogous to a misreading of Plato‘s philosophy that had long been prevalent in the 
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West. Rather than implacable enemies, Marxian socialism and Platonism were mutually de-

pendent partners. At first glance this might not seem clear, since Plato‘s idealism seemed to 

be the sort of idea that Marx had rejected in his critique of Hegelianism. Weinstock explained 

that the political theories of Marx and Plato had the same basic conception: ―philosophy can-

not realize itself without the abolition of tyranny; tyranny cannot be abolished without the 

realization of philosophy.‖
128

 If this homology was accepted, Weinstock noted, then it would 

be possible ―to bring about the encounter between true humanism and pure socialism and in 

fact to initiate with great promise a new humanism from the contemporary necessities of so-

cialism and a real socialism out of the eternal needs of humanism; thus to realize what Marx 

himself so passionately termed ‗real humanism‘.‖
129

  

Weinstock‘s ideas were particularly interesting because they were out of step with 

much of the feeling in the western zones of occupation. There was, in general, more fear of 

socialism than inclination towards it, particularly among the educated mandarinate of which 

Weinstock was a member. Weinstock, for his part, argued that it was a mistake to think, as 

liberals like Herbert Spencer had done, that Marxian socialism implied the choking off of 

human personality. Weinstock‘s counterargument was the role played in Marx‘s thought by 

love of one‘s fellow man, and exemplified in his love for Jenny von Westfalen, which quali-

fied as one of the highest forms of humanism. In the cases of both Marx and Plato, later in-

terpreters had allowed themselves to be distracted by the fact that each spent a great deal of 

energy discussing non-human matters: the economy in the case of Marx, the state and the 

laws in the case of Plato. For Weinstock, both charges could be answered at the same time: 

They [Plato and Marx] argue thus because both the state renovator Plato and 

the social revolutionary Marx are humanists but, as Marx explicitly empha-
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sized, real humanists can be classified as idealist in one case, as materialist in 

the other. For both it is a question of true human being, but of the realization 

of this mode of being in actual human beings. However, for them the reality of 

human beings is historical reality, conditioned and determined by the relations 

in which human beings live. If these relations are inverted, depraved, disor-

dered, then the human being cannot become a human being.
130

 

 

Weinstock proceeded to argue that in his later doctrines of the dictatorship of the proletariat 

and the expropriation of capitalists, Marx had deviated from the normative core of his own 

doctrine. To get back to a true humanism it was necessary to offer the correction of what 

Weinstock termed Christian and ―tragic‖ humanism. By the first he simply meant the values 

of the Christian religion as they related to human beings. Tragic humanism was a phenome-

non of the modern era, one which Weinstock did not immediately elaborate. For him it was 

enough to stress that modern socialism could only return to its roots as a true humanism by 

engaging with the values of the Greeks and of Christianity. 

 Approaches to humanism based on readings of the cultures of classical antiquity had 

a long provenance reaching back to the Enlightenment, the writings of Winkelmann and the 

Weimar classicists, and running up through Jaeger‘s third humanism of the 1930s.
131

 Scho-

lars like Snell and Weinstock viewed the classical past as a reservoir of cultural capital which 

could be drawn upon to relieve the cultural pressures facing modern Germans. Implicit in this 

approach was that these values were valid for all people and thus could be effective in draw-

ing Germans back into the fold of the civilized West (itself conceived of as the bearer of uni-

versal values). Unlike Heidegger, who viewed much of the culture of classical antiquity as 

suffering from the same metaphysical deficiencies as the rest of Western culture, postwar 
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German classicists remained confident that the values of the cultures of antiquity unproble-

matically provided the key to the regeneration of modern human culture. 

 

Section V. Christian Humanism 

 On 15 March 1946, an unsigned editorial appeared in the pages of the first number of 

the Rheinischer Merkur, a conservative Christian weekly based in Koblenz in the French oc-

cupation zone. Under the title ―Christlicher Humanismus: Seine M glichkeiten im Aufbau 

einer neuen Gesellschaft‖ (―Christian Humanism: Its Possibilities in the Construction of a 

New Society‖), the author began by highlighting the cultural crisis which the events of the 

preceding era had wrought on Germany. ―The epoch of the National Socialist regime and of 

the Second World War has strongly advanced the idea that we live in a world that has be-

come both de-Christianized and irrational, and that the question of the relationship of Chris-

tianity to the future social order must be reconfigured from the ground up.‖
132

 This process of 

rebuilding would be undertaken despite the fact that many who might have made important 

contributions to the process had not survived the events of the recent war.
133

 What was called 

for was a return to the roots of Christianity. In the period of its transition from a sect among 

Jews in the Holy Land to diffusion through the Roman Empire, Christianity had overcome 

the philosophy of classical Greece, but had also taken the knowledge that this philosophy had 

generated into the Christian project. It was the apostle Paul who had first recognized the im-

portance of this: 

In contrast to the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem, Paul was open to the fact 

that the intellectual world (Bildungswelt) of Hellenism already contained 
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within it the preliminaries of the Christian message. Only through the assimi-

lation of the ancient learning, which in the Roman Empire spanned the face of 

the known world, could Christianity become an ecumenical religion.
134

 

 

Taking the term humanism to designate the philosophy of the ancient world, as was the 

common practice, the author then argued that this Christian humanism, the fusion of Chris-

tian theology with the philosophy of pre-Christian antiquity, existed in one form or another 

from the fall of Rome to its rebirth in the 15
th

 century. The rise of Protestantism had severely 

weakened the cultural power of Christian humanism, which required ―a culturally closed, spi-

ritually unified Europe‖ to maintain its centrifugal tendencies. 

Now, in a modern age beset by crises, some wanted to try to leap over the Christian 

epoch to recover the power of the philosophy and culture of antiquity in its unmediated form. 

After two thousand years of Christianity, such a naïve and unselfconscious heathenism was 

no longer possible, ―because it represents a denial of the actual course of history.‖
135

 The ap-

pearance of Christ was a step forward, a transition in historical time which precluded the re-

constitution of prior moments. This heathendom, and here National Socialism was clearly a 

reference point, had unleashed ―demonic tendencies‖ upon the modern world. The myth of 

vitalism in nature which was an underlying philosophical premise of this heathenism, had 

transformed the dignity of God into the veneration of technology. The result was a new kind 

of human being, one with little similarity to the ―humanistic men‖ who had populated Europe 

for millennia. The new human being was mechanized, merely ―a unit of a colossal apparatus 

of mass welfare that threatens to destroy the world of his specifically human existence.‖
136

 

The positive program that the author suggested as a response was closer collaboration be-
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tween the Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox branches of Christianity. It was only by con-

forming to authentic Christian doctrine and by strengthening the influence of the churches in 

modern society that Christian humanism could persist. This humanism was the defense of the 

human individual‘s freely developing relation to God against the demonic forces of mass so-

ciety and technology: ―social relations must be effectively formed so that a Christian and 

human life is possible within them, if the Western tradition wants to save its basis.‖
137

 The 

human mode of existence was threatened by mass society and by technologically structured 

labor processes. To combat this it was necessary to organize society in such a way that hu-

manity and Christianity were permitted to thrive. 

Christian humanism would seem to be a problematic concept, particularly given the 

secularist connotations with which humanism was freighted in the last third of the 20
th

 cen-

tury. It is less so if it is remembered that the original humanists such as Petrarch, Salutati, and 

Bruni saw no contradiction between their interest in questions of human being and human 

values with Christian faith (and in Petrarch‘s case holy orders). In the years between the 

world wars, the idea of a specifically Christian humanism arose within French Catholicism in 

the work of Emmanuel Mounier, Jacques Maritain, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. What 

links the otherwise disparate projects of these thinkers is the central role of the human being 

in their respective understanding of the Christian message.
138

 The Christian humanism that 

achieved prominence in German intellectual life after the Second World War took up this 

issue. Christian humanism in the interwar period had been a response to perceived crises of 

modernity stemming from the rise of mass society and the spreading economic and social 

influence of technology. For Christian humanists, unlike for those engaged with the classical 
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or Weimar classical traditions, a direct connection to the universal was an explicit part of 

their worldview needing no further justification than belief in an all-powerful deity. The 

scope of Christianity‘s claims was universal. It was, in the words of the 5
th

 century theolo-

gian St. Vincent of Lérins ―quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum est."
139

 In 

terms of the general contention that the humanisms of postwar German culture sought a un-

iversalistic standpoint in order to realign German values with those of the West, it was not 

Christianity that required explanation but humanism. Christian thinkers of all confessional 

and philosophical orientations worked in the wake of the war to reasssociate Christianity in 

Germany with the broader Christian world. A focus on the human being (which use of the 

term humanism indicated) was not a strategy employed by all. Thus the question remains as 

to what those who promoted Christian humanism sought to achieve through this approach. 

The peculiarity of the pairing was not lost on contemporary commentators. One writ-

er for the Frankfurter Hefte noted that there had been tension between Christianity and the 

idea of the human ever since the arrival of Christ‘s message in the world.
140

 Humanism was 

associated with the pursuit of ―pure humanity‖ (reine Meschlichkeit) which implied a conflict 

with the preeminence of God over man in Christian theology. Yet in the figure of Christ, si-

multaneously man and God, Christianity and humanism found the common ground of a mod-

el and a goal toward which human beings could strive. As the author noted, ―For both [Chris-

tianity and humanism] it is a matter of the truth and dignity of human beings.‖
141

 It was 

therefore hardly surprising that some would see a natural connection between the two. It was 

for similar reasons that many were claiming a fundamental homology between Christianity 

and socialism. Nonetheless, the author argued, ―the simple synthesis of ‗Christian humanism‘ 
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remains almost as questionable as that of a ‗Christian socialism‘. A simple amalgamation 

seems not to be possible.‖
142

 

At the second session of the 1949 Rencontres Internationales, held on 1 September, 

the Swiss protestant theologian Karl Barth delivered a lecture on the topic of the actuality of 

the Christian message. Although not of German nationality, Barth had played an important 

role in German theology since the era of the Weimar republic. He had come to prominence in 

1919 with the publication of an extensive commentary on St. Paul‘s epistle to the Romans. 

There he warned against the attempt to associate the will of God with particular human cul-

tures and institutions. He would continue to develop this position throughout the interwar 

years, even in the face of the National Socialist seizure of power. In the latter period, Barth 

struggled against the attempts by the Nazis to establish a politicized form of Christianity 

through the promotion of the so-called Deutsche Christen.
143

 The theology of the Deutsche 

Christen was highly convoluted, attempting as it did to shoehorn the universalistic normative 

premises of mainline Christian theology into a form commensurate with the racial particular-

ism of National Socialist ideology. While a large proportion of practicing Christians in Ger-

many remained aloof from the German Christian movement itself, it was nonetheless the case 

that Christians in Germany had, by and large, come to an accommodation between their theo-

logical beliefs and the politics of the National Socialist regime.
144

 Barth was among the most 

prominent theologians to reject this compromise. Barth associated himself with a splinter 

movement in German Protestantism calling itself the Bekennende Kirche (Confessing 
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Church) which refused to prioritize the demands of National Socialism over what they 

viewed as the truths of Christian doctrine.
145

 In 1934, the Confessing Church issued the Bar-

mer Erklärung (Barmen Declaration), in part as a response to the promulgation of the so-

called Aryan Paragraph by which the National Socialist regime sought to exclude people of 

Jewish ethnicity from, among other things, administrative positions in the German churches. 

The document, predominantly composed by Barth, rejected the idea that the state should 

have a determining role in running the churches or in determining doctrine. The document 

asserted, ―We reject the false doctrine, as though the State, over and beyond its special com-

mission, should and could become the single and totalitarian order of human life, thus fulfil-

ling the Church's vocation as well.‖
146

 Barth‘s position, and that of the Bekennende Kirche 

more generally, was characteristic of modern Christian theology in the sense that it sought to 

preserve the authority of the churches over their own doctrines and administration, without 

explicitly challenging the claim of the state to control temporal matters. Barth‘s opposition to 

the Aryan Paragraph indicates the practical limits of the universality of the Christian message 

in his theology. His objections, in contrast to those of his fellow Bekennende Kirche leader 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, related primarily to preserving the administrative prerogatives of the 

churches rather than to preserving the rights and dignity of church members of Jewish ethnic-

ity.
147

 

 In the years following the war, Barth sought to rebuild the credibility of the German 

Protestant churches as defenders of human beings per se, irrespective of race or other tem-
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poral considerations. In 1945 he joined the Nationalkomitee Freies Deutschland, an antifasc-

ist grouping of social democrats and exiled communists that promoted socialism for postwar 

Germany.
148

 In the context of the German churches, Barth sought reconciliation between 

German Protestantism and Christian churches elsewhere in Western Europe and North Amer-

ica. The Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (EKD), the governing body comprising the 

bulk of mainline Protestant sects in Germany, had issued the Stuttgarter Schuldbekenntnis 

(Stuttgart Statement of Guilt) in 1945. In this document, the leadership of the EKD sought to 

excuse the German churches for their failure to oppose National Socialism with sufficient 

vigor. For Barth, this statement was insufficient. In 1947, Barth was instrumental in the is-

suing of the Darmstadt Statement (Darmstädter Wort), seeking to engage more fully with the 

guilt of German Protestantism.
149

  Barth‘s role in German Protestantism in the immediate 

postwar years illustrates the attempts of German Protestants to reintegrate German churches 

within the broader European and North American Christian institutions. As was the case with 

many others in Germany in these years, the reconnection of German cultural life, of which 

spiritual life was an important part, into the community of civilized, Western cultures was 

seen as a paramount goal. 

 Barth‘s speech to the Rencontres Internationales in 1949 was a further contribution to 

this project. The ―new humanism‖ that was the subject of the conference was exemplified by 

the fact that a Protestant and a Catholic theologian were sharing the rostrum, something 

which would have been unthinkable forty or fifty years previously. Why this was so re-
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mained an open question. That it was so was an act of daring. As theologians they would be 

open to all the various viewpoints that would be discussed at the conference. Nonetheless, 

other participants in the conference were not to expect that they as Christians would draw 

back from asserting their own distinctive point of view. Christianity and its relationship to 

the human were key to addressing the pressing issues of the postwar moment. Christian the-

ology was not to be viewed as one doctrine among others. Rather, the Christian message was 

the truth that underlay all human ideas. Christianity meant in this moment, as it had always 

meant, that ―all human beings and all human sentiments and struggles attest to the will, the 

works, and the revelation of God.‖
150

 Barth referred to this imbrication of the Christian mes-

sage in all aspects of human existence the ―humanism of God‖. Barth was sensitive to the 

fact that the message of the humanism of God, particularly as presented by two representa-

tives of opposing Christian sects, might be viewed by other participants at the conference as 

―even more disturbing than the presence of communists.‖
151

 It might even be the case that 

communists and non-communists might find common ground in opposing the influence of 

Christian theology on the discussion of humanism. Such was the political tenor of the times. 

Nonetheless, Barth was prepared to risk these contemporary political objections in order to 

add an important dimension to the discussion of humanism. 

 The bulk of Barth‘s talk was dedicated to explaining the concept of the humanism of 

God. The Christian message was the word of God made flesh through the agency of Jesus 

Christ. Human beings were, Barth argued, an expression of the word of God: 
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In Christian knowledge the human being is not a higher, not a lower, not a dif-

ferent essence, but precisely that essence that is expressed by this word. The 

human being is that essence that is visible in the mirror of Jesus Christ.
152

 

 

God was that which made the revelation of human beings possible and whose love and pur-

poses suffused all human life. God‘s love for man was an expression of freely chosen mercy. 

It was not the expression of some necessary quality of God‘s, but of ―God‘s sovereign, crea-

tive, merciful decision and act that He avowed in the making of Jesus Christ into a human 

being.‖
153

 It did not lie within the capacity of human beings to take control of their existence. 

Human existence was the pure gift of God, one which was fundamentally ungraspable and 

which could not reflect merit on the part of human beings. All attempts to understand human 

being, and this was the goal of the proceedings, had to arise from an understanding of the 

―voluntary grace of God‖ and its incarnation in Jesus Christ. Christ was not to be seen as a 

symbol or an image of the universal reality of human beings but its actuality, and thus the 

expression of the wholeness of the Christian message, ―a history that was an eternal history 

precisely in its temporal uniqueness.‖
154

 

 Barth then turned to the question of the human being. Barth offered a definition with 

four elements. The human being was the product of a historical-theological movement: a 

process of creation by God and relation to Him. ―The true human being,‖ Barth claimed, ―is 

that which occurs in this history.‖
155

 Human consciousness played a crucial role in this his-

torical process. The results of natural science and natural philosophy attested to the unique 

position of human beings within the broader scope of existence. Philosophical idealism hig-

hlighted the element of freedom that characterized human beings within historical and natural 
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processes. Modern existentialism had further filled out this picture, illustrating the situation 

of human beings as finite, endangered, self-conscious actors, struggling to transcend their 

individual existential conditions. All of these conclusions were commensurate with the Chris-

tian message. According to this message, human beings were created by God and were rush-

ing toward eternal life with him. Everything was the expression of human possibility:  

Human self-understanding encompasses the possibilities of the human, not the 

human being himself, not the actual human being. The human being himself, 

the actual human being, exists in virtue of the fact that the living God is for 

him and with him – his beginning and his end. The actual human being is [the 

manifestation of this relationship in] this history. That is the basis upon which 

the Christian message can peacefully coexist with classical and other varieties 

of humanism, although it must also be in conflict with them.
156

 

 

The human being was further defined by his relationships with others. ―An isolated 

human being,‖ Barth asserted, ―is not a human being.‖
157

 Moreover, it was also the case that 

a man without a woman was similarly lacking in terms of humanity. This, according to Barth, 

raised the question of the status of individualistic and collectivistic versions of humanism 

past and present. In fact, Barth argued, both could be commensurate with the Christian mes-

sage, because that message spoke both to individuals and to communities. The Christian 

message rejected both Nietzsche‘s excessive individualism and Marx‘s excessive communal-

ism. In modern political circumstances, this implied the rejection of the personalistic truth of 

the West and the socialistic truth of the East. The Christian message protested both against 

the assertion of power of one man over another and against the massification of human be-

ings. As an alternative, Christianity offered the recognition of human dignity, human duty, 

and human law in so far as these preserved the possibility for actual humanity to persist in 

common (that is to say communal) life. 
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In his third definitional point, Barth argued that, from the perspective of the Christian 

message, human beings never lived under ideal conditions. The fallen condition of human 

beings meant that they were always deviating from the truth path of God‘s will. Human be-

ings thus always stood in a relation of deficiency to God and under threat of His condemna-

tion, from which the sacrifice of Jesus Christ had only partly freed them. Here the humanism 

of God differed from classical humanism in that the latter rejected both God‘s accusation of 

infidelity and His judgment of human beings. ―It remains to be seen,‖ Barth noted, ―whether 

a new humanism will admit the validity of these things.‖
158

 The current era was one in which 

many illusions about human beings and their happiness persisted. Reading the work of philo-

sophers such as Heidegger and Sartre caused Barth to ask himself whether human beings 

were more resistant to the idea of grace than they had ever been. The current situation of hu-

man beings was one of extreme existential danger. ―The actual human being is infinitely and 

irremediably endangered by himself.‖ The importance of the Christian message was that it 

provided a means of human salvation, both in a temporal and in an eternal sense. 

The decisive conclusion to be drawn from the Christian message, so Barth claimed, 

was that ―even estranged from his reality, even eternally and irremediably endangered‖ the 

human being was still the subject of God‘s love. Although God indicted human beings and 

judged them for their failings, His grace and the prospect of eternal life in Him remained 

available. ―The humanism of God is this free and valid grace.‖
159

 Human beings, and here as 

always Barth made no ethnic, national, or geographical distinctions, were united in their uni-

versal relationship to God. The truth of God was not a ―religious‖ but rather a universal truth. 

In spite of its apparent connections to Christianity, classical humanism had never come to 
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terms with the immediacy of God‘s involvement in the human. The reality of the Christian 

message was the overcoming of the doubt and pessimism of the times through the joyful rec-

ognition of God‘s involvement with all aspects of human existence. 

For Barth, the humanism of God was a defining theme in the dissemination of the 

Christian message in postwar Europe. It was a concept which promised the reconciliation of 

the deep divisions haunting European society. In a talk given in February of 1950, Barth 

claimed that the very occurrence of a meeting such as the Rencontres, at which ―philosophers 

and historians, natural scientists and orientalists, theologians and Marxists‖ had shared a ta-

ble together to exchange views, showed that the spirit of humanism that had suffused intel-

lectual life from Socrates to Goethe was still a living concern. ―That such human together-

ness could take place in such inhuman times as ours counts as a great success.‖
160

 That said, 

Barth conceded that, ultimately, ―we [the conference participants] were not able to come to a 

consensus as to whether a ‗new humanism‘ could be expected or should be sought in our 

times.‖
161

 The proceedings of the conference had shown that the very definition of humanism 

was beset by great enigmas and contradictions. For some, such as the compilers of the dictio-

nary of the Académie Française, humanism was limited to the pedagogical problem of refa-

miliarizing Western culture with the philosophy and art of classical antiquity. Its program 

was the realization of the nobility of the individual, the promotion of which would result in 

the nobility of the collectivity. This program could either be based on a definite attitude or on 

an anthropology. If it was the latter, on which of the available anthropologies of the classical 

world (Barth‘s list of possibilities included Plato, Aristotle, and Stoicism) was it to be based? 

For Barth, this fascination with the minutiae of the past obscured the basis of the humanism 
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required of the present moment. The new humanism would have nothing more to do with old 

texts. This new humanism took into account the changes in European culture wrought since 

the 16
th

 century, changes in the worldview of the natural sciences and in the image of the 

human being. It had also expanded its reach horizontally by taking account of ―oriental ‗hu-

manisms‘ that are both veritable in their wisdom and respectability.‖
162

 Barth assayed a fur-

ther definition of this new humanism: 

On the basis of these considerations one has said: humanism consists in the 

open-minded engagement with – other humanisms! One has elsewhere affec-

tionately defined it negatively: it consists in the absence of all ‗exclusive‘ 

dogmas, in a fundamental spiritual opening toward all sides. One has de-

scribed this as the self conception of human beings in perpetual historical 

transformation.
163

 

 

Rather than being linked with the intellectual products of antiquity, Barth‘s new humanism 

cut loose from such canonical foundations and located the essence of humanism in the free 

development of human self understanding. The underlying premise of this position was a 

universal validation of the human as such in contrast to the various forms of exclusivism to 

which human cultures had historically been prone. 

Barth did not specify in this text the precise exclusive dogmas to which he referred. It 

is hard to imagine that National Socialism would not have numbered among them, given 

Barth‘s experiences with National Socialism‘s attempt to bend Christianity to racially exclu-

sivist purposes. Barth‘s attitude toward communism was somewhat different. In the February 

1950 talk he explicitly included communism, to the extent that it was a movement promoting 

communal human existence and having an underlying commitment to human freedom. 

Barth‘s humanism distinguished, as many did not, between National Socialism and commun-
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ism. Historians have noted the ways that, under the influence of anticommunism, concerted 

efforts were made in intellectual and popular culture to associate National Socialism and 

communism under the conceptual rubric of totalitarianism.
164

 Barth had explicitly addressed 

the question of the relationship between National Socialism and communism in an exchange 

of letters with Emil Brunner in 1948. After Barth had visited Hungary to meet with religious 

leaders there, Brunner expressed his surprise that one who had taken such a strident stand 

against National Socialism would have engaged in actions that seemed to lend legitimacy to a 

communist regime. If anything, Brunner claimed, the communists were worse because, in his 

view, the Nazis had been dilettantes, while the communists were much better organized in 

terms of their efforts to inject the state into all aspects of human life.
165

 In his response, Barth 

argued that it was a mistake both to create simplistic equivalencies between National Social-

ism and communism and blindly to attach oneself to a principle without recognizing the sig-

nificance of the historical moment in its embodiment. National Socialism had been a move-

ment that bewitched people, first in Germany, then throughout central and Western Europe. It 

had exerted an allure such that even convinced Christians were blinded to its true character. 

By contrast, although communism was a monstrous system, it did not seem to have the same 

capacity to encourage people otherwise at variance with communist core values to become 

complicit. It was simply not the case that the right and just beliefs of Christians in West 

Germany and in the liberal democratic regions of Europe were in danger of being over-

whelmed by communism. Thus it was not necessary for every Christian to assert on theologi-
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cal grounds ―that which every citizen can in any case read in the daily papers with approving 

nods, that which has already so felicitously been expressed by Mr. Truman and the Pope.‖
166

 

For Barth it was not the case that the question of east versus west was unimportant for 

Christians. Rather, the question really was: what attitude ought Christians as Christians to 

adapt to the contemporary political context? Brunner had called for Christians to invoke ex-

plicitly their values and thereby to take part in the struggles of the Cold War. Barth countered 

that the question really to be asked was where the teachings of the church and calls for moral 

conduct ought to be directed. It made no sense to address these questions to the Americans or 

the populations of the liberal democratic states of Europe, for they were already convinced 

opponents of the USSR. But neither could the church direct its criticism and appellations to-

ward the communists themselves, ―for how could it be understood that the Western churches, 

having in old and in recent times acquiesced without admission, and even participated, in so 

much ‗totalitarianism‘, now claim to have that of others on their minds?‖ Further, it did no 

good to importune the churches in the communist occupied areas for failing to adopt a suffi-

ciently oppositional posture. For people such as Barth and Brunner, such urgings cost noth-

ing. The churches in communist states had no such freedom. Engaging public opposition to 

communist governments would only lead to more severe repression and cost the churches 

their ability to do whatever positive work might have otherwise been possible. For the Chris-

tians in West Germany, it was important not to dissipate their efforts in overly general oppo-

sition, but rather to stand aside from the conflict until it could be ascertained ―whether and in 

what sense the situation had once again become serious and ripe for decision.‖
167
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Barth clearly recognized that, to a great degree, his views were out of step with those 

in Adenauer‘s West Germany, where anticommunism was an important element of govern-

ment policy. In an essay written in 1949, Barth wrote of his ambivalence about the way that 

the relationship between east and west had been constructed in West German political life: 

Not that I want to muster up any sympathy for eastern Communism in view of 

present self-presentation; I much prefer not to have to live under its condi-

tions, and I wish that no one else was forced to do so. I do not accept that poli-

tics or Christianity demands the sort of animosity and repudiation that have 

been seen with increasing asperity in the West in the last fifteen years. As a 

matter of principle I think that anti-communism is a greater evil than com-

munism itself.
168

 

 

For Barth, what went on in the Soviet Union was ―the natural countermove and result of 

western developments.‖ The inhuman compulsion that characterized life under Soviet com-

munism had its roots in the political cultures of the West, and it was thus impossible to critic-

ize communism without simultaneously criticizing the cultural order out of which it had ari-

sen. By this, Barth meant to highlight the fact that Hitlerism had not been a foreign importa-

tion to European culture but was in fact an integral outgrowth of that culture. The underlying 

premise was that Christian humanism, on Barth‘s account, needed to put itself above the 

struggle between communism and liberal capitalism and focus on the significance of the 

Christian message for human beings irrespective of condition. 

 As in the case of other humanisms in the years around the beginning of the Cold War, 

Barth‘s humanism was a universalistic attempt to rise above immediate conditions to an or-

der of value relevant to all human beings. Christianity was well placed to undertake the 

project in the respect that it had been, since its inception, an explicitly universalistic system 

of belief. The turn to humanism among some liberal Christians in postwar Germany was an 
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attempt to regenerate the power of the Christian message by highlighting its imbrication in 

human affairs. It was tempting to put this Christian humanism explicitly in the service of the 

West, since there was an underlying homology between Christian humanism and the culture 

of the West more generally. Barth argued, in contrast, for an ecumenical position vis-à-vis 

the systemic conflict of the early Cold War, holding that a simplistic association with the cul-

ture of the West discouraged believers from addressing the ways that the West was co-

responsible for the evils of communism. Like the humanism of the classical scholars and the 

humanistic gymnasia, Christian humanism was predominantly a Western European pheno-

menon. Indeed, Christian humanism would only appear in East Germany in the final decade 

of its existence, as the churches in the GDR sought a mode of making contact with their co-

religionists in the Federal Republic that would not immediately raise the objections of the 

communist authorities. In the early years of the Cold War, however, Christian humanism 

shared with other contemporary humanisms both the project of linking German values with 

those of the West and the tendency to assume that the values of the West were, in fact, uni-

versal. 

 

Conclusion 

 Humanism was among the most widespread terms in the lexicon of intellectual life in 

postwar Germany. As the preceding discussions have shown, it took a wide variety of forms 

and appeared in a wide variety of contexts. Usages of the term ranged from very general in-

vocations, in which humanism was a metonym for the highest (but often unspecified) values 

to which human beings could attain. At other times, humanism was a part of specific technic-

al discourses based in classical and literary scholarship or in Christian doctrine. These vari-
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ous usages shared two factors. Humanism in the usages described here involved, in one way 

or another, the idea of well-rounded human development. Sometimes, in particular when the 

term figured in discourses relating to the traditions of Weimar classicism, this process of self-

development centered on the concept of Bildung. But even when Bildung did not figure ex-

plicitly, the focus on the development of the individual featured as a means of overcoming 

the modern tendency to reduce human beings either to isolated individuals or to the proleta-

rianized masses. A second feature shared in common by the usages of humanism discussed 

here was the project of accessing universal values. German scholars on both sides of the nas-

cent Cold War divide were confronted with the problem that German values were seen as 

complicit with, if not vitiated by, the heritage of National Socialist barbarism. Humanism 

provided access to values that were either universal or common to all the cultures of the 

West. Often times there was a more or less subtle slippage between the two, as it was fre-

quently assumed that the values of the West were, in fact, values that were implicitly valid 

for all human beings irrespective of culture or condition. At the very least it was hoped that 

invocations of humanism would emphasize the homology between true German values and 

civilized values more generally. 

 The Cold War border, officially established in 1949 but in practice extant since the 

formation of the structures of zonal control in 1945, exerted a powerful influence on the ma-

nifestations of humanistic discourse in the postwar period. In the western zones of occupa-

tion, humanism was frequently employed as an element in projects of reconstructing German 

culture. There, humanism provided the opportunity to redeem what was still valuable in 

German culture while transcending the inhuman, and thus anti-humanistic, value order of Na-

tional Socialism. East of this border, humanism played role that was similar in terms of the 
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legitimating function, but in which the project was that of building a new society that rejected 

the trappings of bourgeois capitalism. In West Germany, the influence of humanism waned 

with the economic recovery of the 1950s and the ever more thorough imbrications of the 

Federal Republic in to the political and military structures of NATO. Humanism, particularly 

in its metonymic form continued to be employed in scholarly and public discourse. But as 

West Germany proved to be a loyal ally of the United States and Western Europe, particular-

ly during and after the Korean War, the project of realigning German values with those of the 

West was increasingly viewed as a fait accompli. The talk in the late 1950s was less of hu-

manism, or of guilt, or of renewal, than of the economic miracle and of the struggle of a uni-

fied Western bloc against the new onslaught of barbarism from the communist east. 
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Chapter 2: Humanism and Marxism-Leninism 

 

In an article entitled ―The Humanism of Today,‖ published in the communist-backed 

cultural journal Sonntag in 1946, the journalist and future East German cultural official Al-

exander Abusch enlisted the heritage of German humanism in the cause of creating a work-

ers‘ state. How, Abusch asked, was Germany‘s falling away from stars in the cultural firma-

ment such as Lessing, Herder, Goethe, Kant, Fichte, and Hegel explicable?
1
 The ―great per-

sonalities of the German humanist renaissance‖ had struggled against the ―dominating, dark 

forces of their time.‖ This struggle had, however, been a part of the ―tragically failed devel-

opment of Germany‖ in that it had not fought against the temporal power of the aristocracy 

and the clergy, but had been directed inward. Humanism was important, but it had been mi-

sunderstood by German intellectuals before 1933. In their hands it had become a ―stunted 

liberal cultural commodity‖ (ein verwachsenes liberales Bildungsgut). By contrast, Abusch 

argued, 

True humanism is not tired, smug, passive. It is a combative humanism; it 

takes a position, it struggles. Such a humanism was lacking in German intel-

lectuals before 1933—and that abetted (along with other important factors 

such as the splitting of the German working class) the temporary triumph of 

the murderous Nazi demon (Ungeist).
2
 

 

The enemies of humanity were seeking to bring back the ―brown barbarism.‖ In order to de-

fend German culture, humanism needed to be allied with a party: ―[a] party against the old 

razor-thin upper class of the depraved of our nation and for the democratically awakened 

people; a party against the force which has oppressed our land for centuries and for its sup-

                                                 
1
 Alexander Abusch, "Humanismus der Gegenwart," Sonntag, no. 16 (1946). 

2
 Ibid. 
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pressed spirit.‖
3
 The party in question was the Socialist Unity Party (SED), which had been 

formed earlier that year in the Soviet Zone of Occupation by the forced merger of zonal sec-

tions of the Socialist Party of Germany (SPD) and the Communist Party of Germany (KPD). 

For Abusch, as for numerous other German intellectuals in the period following the end of 

the Second World War, humanism was to play a key role in the reconstruction of German 

culture on premises far different than those which had shaped the previous regime. In the So-

viet Zone of Occupation and in the communist German Democratic Republic that it became, 

humanism would become a means of legitimating a new order and a weapon to use against 

the capitalist state and its sponsors beyond the Cold War border. 

 Invocations of the German cultural past were not, however, the only point at which 

humanism made contact with East German society. Humanism was also associated with the 

early works of Karl Marx which, although that had been rediscovered in the 1930s, only be-

came widely available after the Second World War. Marx himself did not make much of the 

humanism of his approach to philosophy. The humanistic content was extrapolated by later 

thinkers (for instance Herbert Marcuse). For orthodox Marxist-Leninist thinkers, the huma-

nistic Marx presented a problem. On the one hand, it could be argued that Marx had only in-

tended to indicate that communist society would be the order best suited to human thriving. 

As such, Marxism was humanistic in the metonymic sense of being ideal for human thriving. 

But, beginning in the early 1950s, it became increasingly clear that some Marxist thinkers 

were deploying this element of Marx‘s writing as the normative basis for a critique of actual-

ly existing socialist societies organized along Marxist-Leninist and Stalinist lines. It was not 

until the later 1950s that the ideologues of the East German state became comfortable enough 

                                                 
3
 Ibid. 
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with the solidity of the order that they had created to attempt to work humanism systemati-

cally into Marxist-Leninist philosophy. 

This chapter takes up the question of the various ways that humanism functioned in 

the intellectual life of the Soviet Occupation Zone and of the East German state. After a brief 

discussion of the humanistic and universalistic aspects of Marxism and its later variants, the 

first of the main sections will look at the ambivalent attitude of East German philosophers to 

the supposed humanism of Karl Marx‘s early works. The East German authorities were an-

xious to put their stamp on intellectual life through asserting control of the intellectual insti-

tutions. The publication of early works by Karl Marx seemed to raise the prospect of a hu-

manistic version of Marxist thought, and this in turn raised possibility of a normative stan-

dard (the human being) outside of the control of the party. Figures such as Rugard Otto 

Gropp and Georg Lukács took up the cudgels to defend doctrinal orthodoxy of Stalinist 

Marxism-Leninism in the field of philosophy. The following section looks at metonymic em-

ployments of the term in the period following the end of the war and, as well as invocations 

of the German cultural past. As in the western zones of postwar Germany, humanism was 

among the most commonly invoked concepts in the intellectual culture of the occupation 

zone. The final section looks at attempts by East German philosophers in the late 1950s to 

make humanism into a positive part of Marxist-Leninist philosophy. This was predominantly 

in an extension of the metonymic usage, involving the claim that Marxism-Leninism pro-

vided a theoretical means to building a society ideal for human thriving. 
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Section I. Marxism as Universalism and Humanism 

 The role played by Marxism, and in particular by Marxism-Leninism, in postwar 

German culture is closely linked to its status as a universalistic and humanistic ideology. 

Both issues were contested. Attaining some clarity on this question is important, since the 

universalistic and humanistic qualities of Marxism are crucial to the argumentative agenda of 

this project. In the previous chapter, it was argued that the various deployments of humanism 

allowed access to a realm of all-encompassing values. Access to this realm was crucial, as it 

facilitated the process of reintegrating Germans into the community of civilized peoples in 

the wake of National Socialism. This approach was shared by Marxist-Leninist thinkers in 

postwar Germany, but with the added impetus of more direct and immediate involvement in 

the ideological struggles of the nascent Cold War. German Marxist-Leninist thinkers were 

anxious to demonstrate that Marxism was universal (i.e. that it was applicable to all human 

beings irrespective of particular situation) and that it was humanistic in the sense of creating 

a political and economic order optimal for human flourishing. In order to more clearly under-

stand the role of these claims in the postwar period, it will be useful to look back at the his-

torical foundation of these claims. 

 Universalism was a fundamental element of Marx‘s project and was carried through 

into most of the modern appropriations of his work. For Marx, history was an ineluctable and 

all-encompassing progression. Human society passed through a number of stages (which all 

subgroups in the human population would eventually have to traverse) leading to the final 

overthrow of capitalism and the establishment of a society not riven by class distinctions. 

The fate of all mankind, irrespective of race, creed, or gender, was to be life in a society 
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geared toward the fulfillment of human potential.
 4

 Marx viewed history as a process of sub-

lation of all concrete, particularistic histories into the all-encompassing historical totality.
5
 

Universality, in the form of concept of totality, was crucial to Hegelian philosophy on which 

Marx‘s project was based. On Hegel‘s account, all being centered on Absolute Spirit, devel-

oping from unity, through alienation, and resolving into a higher level of unity. As Hegel 

noted in the introduction to the Philosophy of History, ―The principles of the national spirits 

progressing through a necessary succession of stages are only moments of the one universal 

Spirit which through them elevates and completes itself into a self-comprehending totality.‖
6
 

Hegel designated the bearers of the executive powers of the state as a ―universal estate‖ (all-

gemeiner Stand) which would unify the particular interests of society with the universal in-

terests of the state. In the Philosophy of Right Hegel wrote, 

The execution of the sovereign‘s decisions, and in general the continued im-

plementation and upholding of the earlier decisions, existing laws, institutions, 

and arrangements to promote common ends, etc., are distinct from the deci-

sions themselves. This task of subsumption in general belongs to the executive 

power, which also includes the powers of the judiciary and the police; these 

have more immediate reference to the particular affairs of civil society, and 

they assert the universal interest within these [particular] ends.
7
 

 

The bureaucracy, an estate formally open to all members of society, played the role of media-

tor between the particular and the universal, and thereby allowed the state to take on its role 

as the expression of reason in history. Spirit (Geist) had to express itself through a multitude 

                                                 
4
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of finite spirits, and thus finite human beings were necessary for the process of Spirit realiz-

ing itself. 

Marx reversed the valence of the Hegelian historical narrative, making the sensuous 

activity of human beings, as opposed to Spirit‘s self-realization, the basis of historical devel-

opment. Marx‘s historical narrative was one of stages leading to the eventual elimination of 

the class-governed capitalist state form by the power of the unified industrial proletariat, and 

the establishment of the post-capitalist society not riven by the particularities of class. The 

history of all societies up to the present day, Marx argued in the Communist Manifesto 

(1848), had been characterized by class struggle. Whereas in the case of feudalism this had 

led to a complex structure of class relations, ―[o]ur epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, pos-

sesses, however, this distinctive feature: it has simplified the class antagonisms. Society as a 

whole is more and more splitting into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly 

facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.‖
8
 At the end of the Marxist historical narra-

tive, the proletariat would become the ―grave-diggers‖ of the bourgeoisie and of the capitalist 

system. In a phrase which would later have a somewhat different theoretical resonance, Marx 

wrote of the bourgeoisie, ―Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.‖
9
 

The result would be the end of class society and the emergence of a just social, political, and 

economic order inclusive of all human beings. 

In the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, Marxist theorists in Germany (and across Eu-

rope) struggled to realize this universalistic premise in the face of the growing influence of 

particularistic political and social movements, most prominently nationalism, antisemitism, 

and colonialism. The political practice of some socialists during the period of the Second and 

                                                 
8
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Third Internationals did not always reflect this universalism. Sometimes, even in the case of 

Marx and Engels themselves, the result was the creation of unstable alloys of Marxism with 

various forms of national and cultural chauvinism, racism, and gender bias, but these ap-

proaches generally existed uneasily with the universalistic impulses central to Marxist doc-

trine. 

The period of the Second International, from 1889 to 1916, witnessed the rise of viru-

lent political antisemitism in Germany, a renewed wave of European colonial expansion with 

its attendant discourse of nationalism and racial supremacy, and the early stirrings of the nas-

cent feminist movement.
10

 These challenges led to struggles within Marxist theory to address 

particularistic claims in a way that allowed them to be worked into the broader historical 

narrative. This was done with varying success. In the case of antisemitism, for instance, the 

relative impotence of explicitly antisemitic political parties does not quite reflect the breadth 

of antisemitic feeling in German society, even within the support base of the Social Demo-

cratic Party of Germany (SPD).
11

 Marxism, beginning with Marx himself, did have an ambi-

guous relationship with Judaism because of the claims of the latter to define a particularistic 

identity as against the universalistic narrative of mankind propounded in Marxist theory. 

Nonetheless, the opposition to antisemitism, both in its political and broad social forms, was 

a key element of the politics of the SPD throughout both the imperial period and the Weimar 

Republic.
12

 The attitude of the SPD to the rise of antisemitic political parties in the 1890s 
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was to reaffirm that antisemitism was a pathology of capitalism which would eventually dis-

appear, but not before it radicalized its working class adherents against capitalist exploita-

tion.
13

 A similar course of events can be seen in the case of nationalism, which was a power-

ful force among German workers but which was vigorously opposed by the SPD on the 

grounds of its commitment to proletarian internationalism.
14

 In the case of the nascent wom-

en‘s movement, the SPD was once again out in front of its base. Bebel‘s Women and Social-

ism (1878) sold 140,000 copies during his lifetime, making it one of the most widely read 

socialist tracts in Germany, but it is unclear how much the egalitarian views there expressed 

were able to compete with the deeply patriarchal traditions of German society. Bebel‘s book 

took a maximalist approach to women‘s rights, calling for suffrage, property rights, access to 

the educated professions, and even sexual liberation. The practical politics of the SPD, how-

ever, did not always live up to this standard of inclusiveness. The founding congress of the 

SPD in 1875 rejected the idea of extending the party‘s suffrage demands to women and there 

are numerous accounts of the unpleasant environment at socialist meetings created by the 

exclusivist attitudes of some sections of the male party membership.
15

 

Political practice often presented grave challenges to Marxist universalism, but it is 

nonetheless clear that universalism was inseparable from the Marxist historical narrative. The 

question of whether humanism is similarly integral to Marxist theory is more complicated. 
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Clearly, if human is taken to mean essentialism, that is, the positing of some discrete and un-

changing human nature, this is precluded in Marx‘s theory. In his sixth thesis on Feuerbach, 

Marx rejected precisely that sort of essentialism which was most characteristic of Christian 

classical humanism: 

Feuerbach resolves the religious essence into the human essence. But the hu-

man essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality 

it is the ensemble of the social relations. 

 

Marx saw the human being as a locus of developmental possibilities based on the capacity of 

human beings to manipulate their material environment and to reshape it as an expression of 

their individual selves. That a large proportion of the population was unable to do so was the 

result of the structure of social relations established under the capitalist mode of production. 

In the manuscript writings of 1844 Marx wrote, 

Labor produces not only commodities; it produces itself and the worker as a 

commodity – and this at the same rate at which it produces commodities in 

general. This fact expresses merely that the object which labor produces – la-

bor‘s product – confronts it as something alien, as a power independent of the 

producer. The product of labor is labor which has been embodied in an object, 

which has become material: it is the objectification of labor. Labor‘s realiza-

tion is its objectification. Under these economic conditions this realization of 

labor appears as loss of realization for the workers.
16

 

 

This critique of capitalism was, in an important sense, humanistic in that its normative basis 

was the effect that the capitalist mode of production has on human beings. In later works, and 

most prominently in Capital, Marx‘s critique of capitalism involved a scientific analysis of 

the workings of the system and the reasons for its proneness to crisis. But Marx never repu-

diated these earlier critical pronouncements, even though he abandoned the concept of spe-

cies being that played the role of a positive normative concept in his early writings. His criti-

                                                 
16

 Karl Marx, Early Writings, trans. Rodney Livingstone and Gregor Benton (Harmondsworth ; New York: 

Penguin, 1992). 



118 

 

que of the effects of capitalism on human beings remained as an implicit and necessary con-

comitant to Marx‘s later ―scientific‖ approach. 

This humanistic element of Marxism was not available to the Marxists of the Second 

International, who had only a limited subset of Marx‘s published writings from which to 

glean his views.
17

 It was not until the publication of Marx‘s early writings in the 1930s under 

the auspices of the Marx-Engels Institute in Moscow that humanism began to reenter the vo-

cabulary of orthodox Marxism.
18

 Marx‘s early works presented a problem for the official ac-

count of Marxism, as they revealed a figure much more indebted to the work of Hegel, much 

less committed to a scientific approach to political economy, and one much more prepared to 

talk substantively about the deleterious effects of social organization on human beings than 

about laws of historical development.
19

 The texts variously referred to as The Economic and 

Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 or The Paris Manuscripts contained, among other things, 

extensive discussions by Marx on the effects of the capitalist mode of production on human 

beings as a normative basis for a critique of capitalism. His discussions of the concept of 

alienation (Entfremdung), taken from Hegel and given a critical edge in Marx‘s project, ap-

peared to create a basis for evaluating political and social formations that was linked the his-

torical narrative of the seizure of power by the organized proletariat. The full impact of the 

challenge that they posed to contemporary interpretations of Marxism was not realized until 
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after the enforced delay in the reception of Marx‘s early writings caused by the rise of Na-

tional Socialism in Germany, although some of their implications were explored by Herbert 

Marcuse in a seminal article published in the SPD journal Die Gesellschaft in 1932.
20

 These 

writings formed the basis of a movement, sometimes termed Western Marxism, the devel-

opment of which straddled the period from the interwar years to the end of the 1950s. Al-

though not all of the interpretations of Marxism that fall under this designation could be 

termed humanistic, many of them did rely on the critique of capitalism‘s effects on human 

being found in Marx‘s early texts. 

At the same time that this ―humanistic‖ challenge to orthodox Marxism-Leninism 

was percolating in central and Western Europe, a version of Marxist humanism also arose in 

Stalin‘s Russia. In a recent paper the historian Samuel Moyn noted that in the mid-1930s the 

Soviet Union had ―discovered that communism was a humanism‖ and that ―in 1934-5, the 

[Soviet] regime made the occasional slogan of the ‗new man‘ the center of its propaganda for 

domestic and foreign consumption.‖
21

 This rise in the profile of humanism was associated 

with the brief return to favor of Nikolai Bukharin, but was also to be found in essays by Max-

im Gorky from the early 1930s.
22

 This avenue of Marxist humanism was eventually snowed 

under by the turmoil of the late 1930s and the start of the Second World War, but it created 

an interesting precedent, some important consequences of which were played out in the Ger-

man Democratic Republic during the first decades of the Cold War. 
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Section II. Marxism-Leninism and the Critique of Humanism 

 In a speech delivered at the First SED Party Conference in Berlin in January 1949, 

Otto Grotewohl gave a programmatic outline of the policy of the party. ―We are resolved,‖ 

Grotewohl told his audience, ―to realize in our party Lenin‘s groundbreaking and victorious 

teachings on the proletarian party of a new type.‖
23

 The guiding ideology of this party, and of 

the state that it would control, would be Marxism as viewed through the lens of those theor-

ists who had shaped Marx‘s ideas to make them relevant to modern conditions. In the discus-

sions leading up to the conference, the SED had made clear that Marxism-Leninism was, 

―that purified Marxism that had been further developed by Lenin and Stalin in the epoch of 

imperialism.‖
24

 This process of further development was crucial. Marx had scientifically ana-

lyzed the functioning of the capitalist system, but he could not have foreseen the precise di-

rection future events would take. It had thus been necessary for the leaders of the actually 

existing proletarian revolution in the Soviet Union to revise and update Marx‘s account 

(while still retaining the essence of his original analysis). The role played by humanism in 

East Germany would be shaped in important ways by the dictates of this modernized Marx-

ism. 

The period from 1945 to 1948 was designated in the official history of East German 

philosophy as the phase of ―antifascist-democratic revolution‖.
25

 Five imperatives guided the 

reconstruction of philosophical study in East Germany during these years: the analysis of 

fascism and the struggle against fascist ideology, Marxist-Leninist philosophy and human-
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ism, the recognition of the universal validity of Leninism, dialectical and historical material-

ism and natural science, and Marxist-Leninist philosophy in the struggle with postwar bour-

geois philosophy and ideology.
26

 There was an important connection between the approaches 

taken to the first two questions. One important element of the struggle against fascism was 

the attempt to bring all those forces opposed to fascism together into one camp.
27

 Humanism 

presented a promising conceptual tool with which to accomplish this. In common parlance it 

had no firmly established content, and thus could be used to attract people from a range of 

(progressive) political orientations without raising difficult ideological issues. As Wrona and 

Richter noted in their official history, ―the spiritual link between the working class and other 

democratic forces in the antifascist struggle would be an active humanism coupled with 

commitment to democracy.‖
28

 

The general attitude of Marxist-Leninist philosophy towards humanism as a concept 

was one of deep ambivalence. Marxist humanism ostensibly had a basis in the writings of 

Marxism‘s originator. But it also contained the potential to provide a normative basis for op-

position to the dictates of the communist party. As an official East German lexicon noted, 

dedication to the party (Parteilichkeit) was the ―central ideological principle‖ of socialist cul-

tural policy and of the East German political system in general.
29

 Parteilichkeit implied the 

coordination of the views expressed in artistic and scholarly works with ―the ideas, tasks, and 

goals of one party, the party of the working classes.‖
30

 To attribute characteristics to human 
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beings, and to make this humanity the basis of normative judgments presented the prospect 

of criticisms of the party, or of Marxist theory more generally that could not be answered 

within the boundaries of the doctrine. The official line held that the any notional contradic-

tion between the promotion of socialist humanism on the one hand and the demands of Par-

teilichkeit on the other was merely apparent. An official cultural lexicon noted of the role of 

artists that they ―gave practical impulse to the realization of socialist humanism in the GDR,‖ 

and that their adherence to the principle of Parteilichkeit in doing so ―elevated them to a 

new, high level of freedom.‖
31

 Viewed in the holistic context of the creation of a socialist 

state, the political order best suited to human flourishing, the acceptance of party discipline 

constituted a higher sort of freedom than the mere license of individualistic political criti-

cism. In the decades after the war, policy toward humanism in the Soviet occupation zone 

and in the GDR reflected the collision of two approaches. On the one hand, there was suspi-

cion toward the concept of the human because it presented the possibility of a normative 

standard other than Parteilichkeit. On the other hand, humanism was viewed by many in the 

intellectual spheres of the East German state as a useful tool in the project of legitimating the 

new political order that they were building and of associating it with the values of the civi-

lized West.
32

 

 The attitude of the SED toward humanism was particularly important given the in-

creasingly intensive control asserted by the party over intellectual life in the eastern zone. As 

tensions between the former Allied powers escalated toward the end of the 1940s, authorities 
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in the eastern zone became more concerned with the preservation of ideological orthodoxy. 

In the universities of the eastern zone, officials of the SED and the Soviet military govern-

ment became more aggressive in demanding explicit commitments to Marxism-Leninism 

from teaching faculty and students alike.
33

 The Soviet occupational authorities were particu-

larly adamant that the appropriate political tone be set in the universities, and took measures 

to station Soviet officers in the university administrations to oversee the work of the SED 

functionaries.
34

 As Colonel Tjulpanov, the head of the Information Department of the 

SMAD, noted in 1948, ―it is necessary to have in every university at least one [Soviet] politi-

cal worker controlling and directing the ideological-political life of the university.‖
35

 These 

policies were pursued in deadly earnest by the zonal authorities. Attempts to resist Staliniza-

tion by students at the University of Rostock resulted in draconian repression including a se-

ries of long jail sentences and, in the case of the student leaders Arno Esch and Karl-Alfred 

Gedowski, executions.
36

 One consequence of ratcheting up of the pressure for political con-

formity was a series of emigrations that came in two waves. First, non-Marxist scholars with 

conservative orientations, such as Hans Freyer and Hans-Georg Gadamer relinquished the 

positions that they held at universities in the eastern zone (most prominently the University 

of Leipzig). Shortly thereafter, a number of Marxist intellectuals who had rallied to the east-

ern zone in the hopes of building a socialist society there began to run afoul of the narrowing 
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of the latitude for ideological deviation.
37

 Figures such as Leo Kofler and Wolfgang Aben-

droth left to build new careers in the Federal Republic, while Wolfgang Leonhard, one of the 

chief ideologists of the regime, fled to Tito‘s Yugoslavia, seeking a less restrictive interpreta-

tion of Marxism-Leninism. 

 These waves of emigration highlight the failure of the common struggle on the basis 

of humanism promised in the early days of East German philosophy. The polarization that 

resulted in the splitting of Germany along Cold War lines also had the effect of accentuating 

precisely those ideological and philosophical differences that the appropriation of humanism 

was meant to avoid. In 1947 and 1948 there was a pattern of intensifying attacks against 

―bourgeois philosophy‖ by prominent figures in the GDR. In a speech given at the 1
st
 Cultur-

al Conference of the SED in May 1948, Grotewohl (who the next year would be appointed 

Ministerpräsident of the GDR) argued that bourgeois culture was unfit to participate in the 

building of a proper society. ―The nearly complete and unreserved capitulation of our bour-

geois intelligentsia before fascist barbarism was a clear symptom of the weaknesses of this 

bourgeois culture, signs of its incapacity to avert the national catastrophe.‖
38

 Had bourgeois 

thought, its philosophy and pedagogy, its psychology and its humanism, positively shaped 

the consciousness of the German people or clarified the true grounds of its existence? Grote-

wohl argued that it had not. On the contrary, out of fear of the rising political power of the 

working class, ―the bourgeoisie joined with the reactionary, feudal powers‖ and worked to 

build a society in which the products of high culture ―did not serve the people but rather 

served the egoistic interests of one class and were squandered with criminal foolishness.‖
39
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What was needed instead was an understanding of culture (and here Grotewohl also meant 

philosophy) that was linked to the historical development of the German people and the his-

torical mission of the working class. This was a role that could only be filled by a philosophy 

consciously grounded in Marxism-Leninism. To the millions of Germans who had survived 

the horrors of the Second World War, whether at the front or in air-raid shelters, bourgeois 

philosophy (in the form of existentialism) offered only subjectivism and isolation. Marxism, 

set its ―all-encompassing worldview‖ based on ―constant objective study and perception of 

nature‖ against this philosophy. Marxism-Leninism would point the way for ―all working 

human beings to achieve a new, more humane and livable existence in a new socialist socie-

ty.‖
40

 

 Grotewohl‘s speech highlighted the emergence of a new phase in the relationship of 

the intellectual life of the eastern zone to that of the west. Both Marxist theory and the lea-

dership of the Soviet occupation called for a reorientation of German scholarly and education 

institutions in ways that would systematically promote Marxist, that is to say Marxist-

Leninist, ideology. On the Marxist account, philosophy reflected the power of the dominant 

class. At the point of the breakdown of capitalism and the transition to socialism there were 

really only two kinds of philosophy: that of the organized proletariat and that of the bour-

geoisie. Scholarly and educational institutions played a crucial role in the reproduction of the 

dominant ideology of the state. Thus it was imperative that these institutions be purified of 

bourgeois influence. On the other hand, there was a strong impulse toward the collection of 

all progressive and antifascist forces into a combined front against the resurgence of fascism 

and for the reconstruction of a free and civilized Germany. It is difficult to know to what ex-

tent the offers of common action with ―progressive‖ forces were authentic or merely tools in 
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interzonal propaganda battles. What is clear is the increasing tensions between the USSR and 

the western allies in 1948 put paid to such offers and gave rise to a distinct hardening of the 

opposition to bourgeois philosophy in the eastern zone. 

 In the years between its founding in 1949 and the death of Stalin in 1953, philosophy 

in the GDR increasingly became what Norbert Kapferer has termed ―cadre philosophy‖ (Ka-

derphilosophie).
41

 This approach to philosophy, for which Marxist-Leninist Parteilichkeit 

was a paramount value, resulted from the increasing political coordination of the teaching 

staff in East German universities. The pool of qualified philosophy instructors was filled out 

with a crop of home-grown scholars, as the East Germans undertook the broader project of 

creating their own intelligentsia to replace those who had fled to the west.
42

 In the first years 

of the 1950s, East German philosophers engaged in an asymmetric battle against what they 

termed ―late bourgeois philosophy.‖
43

 The term itself was indicative, since it located the 

struggle temporally toward the end of the period of bourgeois hegemony and shortly prior to 

the dawning of a new era organized along Marxist-Leninist lines. In the early years of the 

Cold War, the principle target of this struggle was the philosophy of existence, as personified 

by Heidegger and Jaspers, as well as by Jean-Paul Sartre.
44

 Beginning in 1953, attacks on the 

philosophy of existence and existentialism competed for space with extensive debates about 

what, if any, role Hegelianism should play in Marxism-Leninism in the pages of the 

Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie, the leading philosophical journal of the GDR. 
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 The attempt to appropriate Hegel‘s philosophy was occasion for an intensification of 

pressure against unorthodoxy in East German philosophy in the mid-1950s. Attempts by 

Ernst Bloch and the circle of scholars and students around him to explore the significance of 

Hegelian philosophy for Marxism were met with an increasingly severe response from the 

political authorities. Bloch had made Hegel‘s account of subjectivity the basis for an attack 

on the rigid materialism of SED dogma.
45

 This was a period of high tension in the communist 

world. Polish workers had rioted in Poznan in June 1956, leading to violent repression by the 

military. In October 1956, a protest movement emerged in Hungary which would eventually 

result in the formation of Nagy‘s reformist government, lasting only weeks before it was bru-

tally suppressed with Soviet tanks. In light of these events, the leadership of the SED was 

highly sensitized to signs of potential dissent. After a speech by Bloch at a celebration of the 

125
th

 anniversary of Hegel‘s death at the Humboldt University in Berlin, several leading phi-

losophical dissidents were arrested. Most prominent among these was Wolfgang Harich, who 

was subsequently sentenced to ten years imprisonment. Later in the year, the offices of the 

Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie were raided by the police and the editorial board was 

removed en masse. It is indicative of the gravity with which intellectual matters were treated 

in the GDR that these Hegelian deviations were met with severe police repression and public 

censure by leading political figures in the SED, including party leader Walter Ulbricht.
46

 

Bloch was stripped of his teaching position and isolated in Leipzig, but not put under arrest, 

probably because of his reputation in the west. He would be practically excluded from East 

German intellectual life until he and his wife immigrated to West Germany in 1961. 
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 Starting in the mid-1950s, two contradictory impulses strove for influence in East 

German philosophy.
47

 A move toward what Kapferer has termed ―philosophical coordina-

tion‖ resulted in the publication of a number of works meant to explicitly define orthodox 

Marxist-Leninist doctrine.
48

 In the wake of the 20
th

 Party Congress in the Soviet Union, with 

its repudiation of the cult of personality around Stalin, the SED struggled to come to terms 

with implications of ―de-Stalinization.‖ Works such as Rugard Otto Gropp‘s Der dialektische 

Materialismus. Kurzer Abriss (Dialectical Materialism. Short Survey) and the collective 

work Die deutsche Philosophie nach 1945 (German Philosophy since 1945) were concise 

and direct statements of Marxism-Leninism that reaffirmed the centrality of scientific dialec-

tical materialism and class struggle.
49

  

On the other hand, there was a move toward the delineation of an avowedly Marxist-

Leninist philosophical humanism. Between 1957 and 1968, humanism found increasing ac-

ceptance in the East German philosophical lexicon in the context of a broader willingness to 

countenance analysis of human being itself. Before 1956, humanism tended to be seen either 

as an element of bourgeois and revisionist critiques of Marxism or as a part of the struggle to 

appropriate the symbolic capital of German literary and artistic traditions. The analysis of 

human being in and of itself, especially on the basis of Marx‘s critique of alienation in the 

Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts was of little interest to theorists of Marxism-

Leninism. Since human beings were products of social relations, the proper level at which to 

analyze human being was that of society, not of the human. Analyses of the human too easily 
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fell into the error of defining human being in terms of some essence common to all. In an ar-

ticle published in 1947, the SED functionary Willy Huhn argued that modern humanism 

made the false claim of having discovered the truly human. In overcoming dogmatism, mod-

ern humanism claimed to have clarified what was veritably human. ―But this is not the hu-

man being per se,‖ Huhn argued, ―but the human being within existing capitalism society.‖
50

 

Modern humanism, in advancing a claim to understand the relationship obtaining between 

human beings and nature amounted to the claim to have discovered something essential 

about human being. This essentialism was precisely what Marx‘s critique of Feuerbach was 

meant to forestall. Beginning in late 1950s and continuing into the next decade, philosophers 

in East Germany worked to define a specifically and self-consciously Marxist-Leninist ac-

count of human being. Humanism played an important role in the project. 

For the leaders of the Soviet Union, and for their proxies in East Berlin, revival of in-

terest in the early writings of Marx was distinctly unwelcome. They rejected as revisionist 

the humanistic versions of Marxism that had arisen in the interwar period, particularly in the 

wake of the publication of Marx‘s Paris Manuscripts of 1844 in the early 1930s. Devotees of 

scientific socialism, both from the GDR as well as from Western Europe (and in particular 

France) attacked humanist approaches to Marxism for lacking conceptual clarity and for fail-

ing to recognize the role of socialist science (be it Stalinist or structuralist) grounded in class 

struggle as the best defense for actual human beings. Rugard Otto Gropp wrote in 1956, 

In the place of concrete investigations of the work called for by history, a va-

gue blather (Spintisiererei) about ‗persons,‘ their ‗estrangement,‘ and the like 

is presented…The root of the matter lies therein: an abstract – ‗humanistic‘ 

socialism is posed in opposition to scientific socialism developed on the basis 

of class struggle which is supremely humanistic.
51
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In positive terms, they promoted the idea that the East German state in which ―true human-

ism‖ was the goal, as opposed to the reduction of human beings to a condition of barbarism 

in capitalist West Germany. 

The writings of Marx‘s intellectual youth presented a complicated problem for the 

Marxist-Leninist theorists of the SED. Having made Marx the defining figure in their ideo-

logical pantheon, it was then difficult to argue that some of the master‘s writings were not 

canonical. But in writings such as the Paris Manuscripts, The German Ideology, and the ar-

ticle ―On the Jewish Question‖ Marx evinced a concern with the situation of human beings as 

a basis for his critique of capitalism that was hard to square either with analysis in terms of 

laws of historical development or with the SED‘s rigid demands for party loyalty. Clearly, 

Marx had undergone a process of intellectual development, one which had caused him to ab-

andon parts of the conceptual apparatus of his early works, such as the concept of Gat-

tungswesen (species being). But in the chapter on estranged labor, Marx seemed to use the 

concept of estrangement in a way the pointed to a positive ideal for human being. In part the 

response of the SED to the interest in the works of the young Marx that had grown up since 

their ―rediscovery‖ in the 1930s was to avoid the question, and thus it is hardly surprising 

that the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts were not added to the East German critical 

edition of Marx‘s works (Karl Marx/Friedrich Engels: Werke) until 1968. However, since it 

was impossible to prevent the dissemination of these works in the wider world, and because 

they were being used as the basis for ―humanistic‖ versions of Marxism that challenged 

Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy, it was also necessary to try to fit them into the broader picture of 

Marxism. 
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In an article published in the SED‘s flagship philosophical journal in 1954, Georg 

Lukács argued that the writings of the young Marx were significant because the light the cast 

on Marx‘s transition from Hegelianism, via the work of Feuerbach, to his mature dialectical 

materialist position.
52

 Lukács‘s approach was to analyze the works of Marx‘s youth in order 

of appearance, beginning with his dissertation on the philosophy of Democritus and Epicu-

rus, through his journalistic work as the editor of the Rheinische Zeitung, and then to the first 

instances of Marx‘s critique of Hegel in ―The Critique of Hegel‘s Philosophy of Right,‖ his 

writings for the abortive Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, and the Economic and Philo-

sophical Manuscripts. By the time of his work on the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, 

Marx had advanced from Hegelianism to an ―extremely radicalized Feuerbachian ‗real hu-

manism,‘‖ but had not yet made ―the breakthrough to a definitive, scientific version of prole-

tarian socialism.‖
53

  

Lukács‘s final section dealt with the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. These 

were a matter of central concern from the perspective of orthodox Marxism-Leninism, in par-

ticular because the concept of estrangement (Entfremdung) employed by Marx there seemed 

to provide the basis for normative criticism of social and economic formations independent 

of party control. In the manuscript material from 1844, Marx had employed estrangement as 

a way of describing the negative effects of the capitalist mode of production on human be-

ings. In production under capitalist social relations, Marx wrote, ―[t]he devaluation of the 

human world grows in direct proportion to the increase in value of the world of things.‖
54
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The expansion of productive capacities systematically devalued human beings. Moreover, 

under capitalist relations of production, the capacity of human beings to reproduce their in-

nermost selves through labor was harnessed it to a process of making things disconnected 

from their makers. The products of human labor became alien objects to those who made 

them. ―The worker places his life in the object; but it now no longer belongs to him, but to 

the object.‖
55

 

The central theme of Lukács‘s analysis was the tracing of Marx‘s development to-

ward his mature position. The manuscripts were important because they showed Marx for the 

first time engaging in systematic analysis of political economy while, in parallel, continuing 

his philosophical critique of Hegelianism. Lukács stresses the importance of the continuing 

confrontation with Hegelian philosophy. He quoted Lenin‘s view that these writings ―appro-

priated all that was valuable in Hegel,‖ and that in these writings Marx prefigured positions 

on logic, dialectics, and epistemology taken in Capital.
56

 However, the manuscripts showed 

that Marx was still groping toward his mature position, in particular because political econo-

my and philosophy were discussed there in parallel rather than as two aspects of the same 

process. ―The ‗Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts‘ of Marx mark the overcoming of He-

gelian idealism, as well as highlighting those logical errors that follow as a consequence of 

the idealistic character of the Hegelian dialectic.‖
57

 For Lukács, the proper attitude was to 

focus on Marx‘s transition from Hegelianism, rather than trying to fit fragments of antiquated 

Hegelian jargon, such as the concept of estrangement, into Marx‘s mature system. The im-

portance of Marx‘s discussion of estrangement was not so much the conclusions that could 

be drawn from it about the human consequences of capitalism, but rather the way that it hig-

                                                 
55

 Ibid., 324. 
56

 Georg Lukács, Der junge Marx: seine philosophische Entwicklung, 1840-1844, 54-55. 
57

 Ibid., 59-60. 



133 

 

hlighted Hegel‘s failure to understand the distinction between the abstract concept of objecti-

fication and real human alienation in the context of capitalist exploitation. The account prec-

luded viewing Marx, even in his earliest works, as a humanist in the sense of positing an un-

changing essence common to all human beings. Instead, human beings were characterized by 

their capacity for self-creation through labor, a capacity which highlighted the fundamental 

openness (in the sense of indeterminacy) of human being. In the official East German view, it 

was socialism that was humanistic, in the sense of creating the ideal conditions for the free 

development of indeterminate human essence. Through the middle of the 1950s this attitude 

toward humanism functioned to discourage most discussions of human being per se in East 

German philosophy. 

 

Section III. Humanism and the German Cultural Heritage 

 On 10 July 1945 Victor Klemperer attended a performance of Gotthold Ephraim 

Lessing‘s Nathan the Wise put on by the city government of Dresden (then in the Soviet oc-

cupation zone). Klemperer had served at the front in the First World War and then had 

worked as a professor of romance literature at the Technical University of Dresden. Of Jew-

ish descent, Klemperer was a convinced German nationalist, although one of firmly demo-

cratic convictions.
58

 Klemperer was dismissed from his position at the TU in 1935, ostensibly 

because the administration no longer deemed French literature an appropriate subject of in-

struction at a technical university, although the fact that he was Jewish would have eventual-
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ly cost him his position anyway.
59

 He was spared deportation because his wife was 

―Aryan.‖
60

 They spent the war in horrendous conditions in the Jews‘ House in Dresden, fac-

ing the constant threat of deportation, until the fire-bombing of Dresden in February 1945 

allowed them to escape to southern Germany where they waited out the end of the war in 

anonymity. Now, two months after Germany‘s capitulation and still struggling for the neces-

sities of life in the postwar ruins, Klemperer and his wife began ―the definitive awakening 

from the all-too-beautiful fairytale‖ that their lives had seemed in the wake of their surviv-

al.
61

 Klemperer was ambivalent about the event. Although the performance was ―very good‖ 

and the invitation from the Lord Mayor of Dresden ―delightfully flattering,‖ he was troubled 

by the choice of Lessing‘s play. ―Admittedly,‖ he noted somewhat ruefully, ―I felt Nathan to 

be a presumptuous lack of tact, I would have preferred Iphigenia.‖ Klemperer was well 

aware of the strong residuum of antisemitic feeling that remained in Germany after the end of 

the war. Meeting some of his former colleagues at the performance, he noted bitterly that 

they acted as if the injustices of the previous period had not occurred. He was still angry over 

the loss of his professorial position and convinced that the end of the Nazi regime was un-

likely to lead to a rectification of the situation. It seemed that members of the professoriate 

who had worked with the Nazis were to retain their positions, which boded ill for the denazi-

fication of German society. Later on in the same diary entry, Klemperer noted, ―So evidently 
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things are to go on just as they did after 1918: the enemies of the new regime are to be left 

quietly to continue with their work, which naturally will turn into work of subversion.‖
62

 

 Klemperer‘s description of the choice of Lessing‘s Nathan as ―a presumptuous lack 

of tact‖ casts an interesting light on the political and cultural conditions in Germany in the 

days directly following the end of the war. In Lessing‘s play, a wise Jew teaches the virtues 

of cosmopolitan religiosity to the Muslim sultan Saladin and a Templar knight. The choice of 

this particular work in the context of postwar Germany reflected a clear desire on the part of 

the local political and cultural authorities to be seen to be making a clear break with the Nazi 

regime, and in particular with its antisemitism. The elimination of National Socialist ideolo-

gies from German society was a policy goal of the authorities in all four of the occupations 

zones, but it was pursued with varying emphasis and varied levels of success. In November 

1945, Klemperer joined the KPD, a choice motivated to a great degree by his belief that the 

communists were authentically committed to denazification. As he wrote in his application to 

join the party, ―[a]s a university teacher I was forced to watch at close quarters, as reactio-

nary ideas made ever greater inroads. We must seek to remove them effectively from the bot-

tom up. And only in the KPD do I see the unambiguous will to do so.‖
63

 

 In the zone of Soviet control, the appropriation of humanism played a somewhat dif-

ferent role than it did in the western zones. The humanism of the eastern zone was centered 

on the German cultural heritage. Christianity was anathema to orthodox Marxism-Leninism, 

and the uneasy relationship between the authorities in the eastern zone and the dedicated 

Christians among the German population precluded giving official sanction to Christian val-

ues. The version of humanism promoted by the cultural authorities in the Soviet zone of oc-
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cupation generally excluded references to the societies of ancient Greece and Rome, charac-

terized as they were by slavery, patriarchy and, in the case of Greece, extreme racism. These 

were not viewed as appropriate models for the classless, egalitarian society that the KPD 

(and subsequently the SED) was attempting to build in Germany. Weimar classicism and, 

more generally, the German culture heritage provided a much better basis on which to con-

struct a German socialist culture. From 1945 to 1947, the idea of a common antifascist strug-

gle was employed by the eastern zonal authorities (both Soviet and German) in an attempt to 

build broad-based support across zonal boundaries. The use of figures drawn from German 

cultural traditions was meant to facilitate this project by involving Germans in all zones in a 

project of specifically German cultural renewal without raising the suspicions of the authori-

ties in the western zones. 

 The division of Germany had a somewhat less profound effect on humanism in East 

Germany. The focus on the German cultural heritage had been part of the antifascist struggle 

and of attempts to build interzonal solidarity among Germans on this basis. The rejection by 

the authorities of the western zones of a common project was characterized in East Germany 

as a failure of commitment on the part of political authorities who, as the puppets of Ameri-

can liberal capitalism, were bent on reconstructing fascism in Germany. The continuing 

commitment of East Germany to humanistic values based on the German cultural heritage 

provided a platform from which to level charges of political apostasy against West Germany. 

The humanism of the German cultural heritage was also an important tool in the project of 

legitimating German socialism. The continued employment of humanistic German culture 

was a means of winning over Germans to the cause of German socialism. It helped to allay 

fears that Germany would become merely an appendage of the Soviet Union. Thus, the cul-
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tural politics of German humanism continued to play an important role in the project of es-

tablishing and maintaining the legitimacy of the German Democratic Republic, both 

throughout the Ulbricht era and afterwards.  An appeal for educational reform jointly pub-

lished by the KPD and the SPD in October 1945 claimed that ―the spirit of a truly progres-

sive humanism must have a way into the schools‖ if the renewal of German culture was to be 

anything other than a half measure.
64

 This demand was repeated verbatim by the chairman of 

the KPD, Wilhelm Pieck, in a speech to party cultural officials in February 1946.
65

 

 

A. Humanism as Metonym in East German Communism 

The metonymic usage of the term ―humanism,‖ so common in the intellectual culture 

of the western zones of occupation, was also much in evidence in the regions of postwar 

Germany under Soviet control. In the latter case, however, the employment of humanism as a 

placeholder for those values most felicitous for human flourishing was a much more syste-

matic project. In the first years after the war, German communist proxies for the Soviet oc-

cupation authorities sought to build consensus for communist rule in Germany by associating 

communist values with universal human values. As it became clear that communism would 

be limited to the Soviet occupation zone, the nominally ecumenical nature of party propa-

ganda diminished, but humanism was retained as a normative concept. It retained its univer-

salistic content, but against a transformed political background. In the first years after the 

war, the usage of humanism in the eastern zone paralleled that in the western zones. It pro-

vided the promise that German values could once again be consonant with those of the civi-
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lized world. With the intensification of the Cold War, however, humanism was ever more 

firmly associated with the claims of the communist project. Both were universalisms, but in 

the latter case there was a further implication that communism was now superseding all prior 

approaches to the goal of ideal human flourishing. 

Humanism was a key term in the communist vocabulary in postwar Germany. A call 

for refoundation of reform of the German school system issued jointly by the central commit-

tees of the KPD and the SPD in October 1945 warned that, ―[t]he spiritual renewal of our 

people would remain only half complete if it did not comprise an exhaustive reform of the 

system of higher education. The new spirit of a truly progressive humanism and a militant 

democracy must find its way into the universities.‖
66

 The content of this progressive human-

ism was not spelled out explicitly. The purpose of employing the term was, rather, to convey 

the impression that the reconfiguration of the German system of higher education would be 

accomplished in such a way as to imbue it with values contrary to those of the National So-

cialist barbarism. The measures promised by the appeal for the promotion of this progressive 

humanism would be the ―recalling of all of the docents and professors displaced by the Hitler 

government‖ and the admission to the professoriate of those forces that had demonstrated 

their calling as teachers of the young ―by their scientific achievements and by being upstand-

ing militants against Hitler.‖
67

 In this usage, which was common to all zones of postwar 

Germany, humanism is not a discreet program of education and enduring values, but rather a 

contrast to the manifest inhumanity of the preceding regime. 
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In the early postwar years, humanism was used as a key term for expressing the 

common goals of Soviet-German collaboration. In an article published in October 1946, Al-

exander Dymschitz, the chief cultural officer of the Soviet Military Administration, wrote at 

length about cultural development in the Soviet Union and their significance for Germany. 

Dymschitz wrote of the need for art that was uplifting and wholesome, and thereby appropri-

ate for Soviet (and by implication German) youth, whom nurturing ―in the spirit of human-

ism‖ would make optimistic, peace-loving, and productive
68

 At a cultural congress held in 

Dresden in October 1946, a Soviet cultural officer told the audience, ―[h]umanism in art is an 

essential element of human life. The economic relations of the capitalist period have…caused 

a crisis of humanism to arise which has led to the egoistic individualism of society.
69

 It was 

the socialist humanism of the Soviet Union that would provide the model for a new society, 

one that would move beyond bourgeois individualism to a social order based on cooperation 

and dedicated to the full development of human capacities. This humanism was distinct from 

that promoted in capitalist countries in that individualism was not given primacy over the 

good of all. In Marxist-Leninist humanism the good of the totality was the precondition of 

the good of the individual. 

Officially sanctioned German writers chimed in as well. Richard Weimann, an SED 

journalist from Berlin wrote in the same month of the role that art and science would play in 

the new German state. They would be the means by which the Germans would be brought 

into alignment with universal values. Weimann wrote, ―[t]he spirit of humanism and 

progress, which is at the same time the spirit of true science, must suffuse our whole life and 

our educational system. Beside technical specialization, as important as it is, must stand the 
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sensitivity to connections, the eye for the whole, and the spirit of universality.‖
70

 The mes-

sage was clear. Technical competence was an important goal for which to strive, but it had to 

be undertaken in a mindset that allowed one to see the bigger picture. The spirit of humanism 

was the spirit of universality. The radical particularism of National Socialism, which had 

sought to eliminate the variations in human being physically, would be overcome by a com-

mitment to artistic and scientific practice that promoted the highest development of all man-

kind. 

 Humanistic rhetoric was frequently employed as a normative basis for communist 

party ideology. In March 1947, the SED cultural functionary Fritz Erpenbeck bemoaned the 

lack of appropriate material for theatrical performance in the eastern zone. Erpenbeck was 

silent about the degree to which this was a result of the limitations of Zhdanovist ideology.
71

 

Instead he argued that the theater had to be a moral institution. This implied, ―the demand for 

democratic-humanistic feeling, thought, and will, to be applied to concrete being: to life in 

Germany in 1947.‖
72

 Such feeling was lacking in the German public, exposed as they had 

been to twelve years of National Socialist barbarism. It was also important, Erpenbeck noted, 

that Germans be open to influences from outside that might facilitate the process of bringing 

German values and mores back in line with those of the civilized peoples of the world. ―It 

goes without saying,‖ Erpenbeck wrote, ―that we cordially welcome every foreign work, ir-

respective of origin, so long as it contributes to the reeducation of our people to democracy 

and humanism; all the more so when this contribution consists of refamiliarization with the 
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modes of life, thoughts, and feelings of other nations.‖
73

 But this did not mean that Germans 

should simply open themselves up to the influence of bourgeois modes of thought, such as 

the titillation of thrillers or pseudo-intellectual surrealism The former offered only diversion 

rather than taking the problems facing Germans head on, while the latter substituted experi-

mentation with form and presentation for critical analysis of the historical moment at hand. 

 Although he did not state it explicitly, the external influences to which Erpenbeck re-

ferred were to be found in the world of communist orthodoxy. The commitment to this or-

thodoxy shaped the official worldview of the SED. The systemic conflict between capitalism 

and communism provided a basis for evaluating all cultural productions. The integration of 

ideas from outside of the domestic cultural sphere was not to be valued for its own sake. That 

was mere cosmopolitanism, an approach which the communist officials rejected.
74

 As the 

SED central committee member Stefan Heymann noted in an article written during the cele-

bratory Goethe Year of 1949, cosmopolitanism (Kosmopolitismus) was, ―an incorrectly un-

derstood internationalism.‖
75

 It was important, particularly in the spirit of Goethe‘s commit-

ment to the uplifting of all human beings, to be open to humanistic influences. But this did 

not mean that one should slavishly follow artistic fashions, particularly when they distracted 

attention from the realistic presentation of contemporary social conditions. By the same to-

ken, it was important not to get fixated on mere details like the failings of communist rule at 

the expense of recognizing the truth of the totality. This error, designated in communist cul-

tural jargon as ―objectivism‖ or ―formalism,‖ resulted in ideological deficiencies that made it 

more difficult for the socialist world to defend its values against the values of the American-

                                                 
73

 Ibid., 71. 
74

 The English term cosmopolitanism is rendered in German by two different terms. Weltbürgertum, literally 

world citizenship carries a positive implication, while Kosmopolitismus is, in almost every case, a term of 

abuse. 
75

 Stefan Heymann, "Kosmopolitismus und Formalismus," Neues Deutschland, 1 December 1949. 



142 

 

led bloc. As the East German prime minister Otto Grotewohl told a session of the East Ger-

man parliament in March 1950, cosmopolitanism was ―the most prominent ideology of 

Americanism,‖ the goal of which was the destruction of the ability of European peoples to 

resist American cultural barbarism.
76

 Marxism-Leninism would allow Europeans, and even-

tually all people, to scientifically analyze social and economic conditions and to use the 

truths derived from these analyses to create societies optimal for human thriving. Cosmopoli-

tanism promised openness, but the openness really implied defenselessness in the face of the 

extension of capitalist relations of production across the globe. 

 As in the regions of Germany controlled by the Western Allies, humanism used as a 

metonym for ideal human existence was an important feature of the intellectual culture of 

communist Germany. The role that it played was similar in many important respects. The 

Nazi past, with its barbaric disregard for the fundamental rights and dignity of human beings, 

weighed heavily on intellectuals in both communist and non-communist Germany. Human-

ism as a metonym for cultural values essential for human thriving allowed intellectuals in the 

communist areas of Germany to create a notional connection between the post-Nazi order 

that they were seeking to create and the broader values of the Western culture. This was no 

less the case for communists than for their opponents. Marxist-Leninist ideology implied the 

claim that the social order that would result from its implementation would more fully realize 

those values that the capitalist society that it was intended to supplant. This proposition also 

held for humanism as an outgrowth of the German cultural past. 

 

B. The Kulturbund 
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The role played by the German cultural heritage in the years between the end of the 

war and the formation the GDR in 1949 underwent a transformation that paralleled political 

developments. In the immediate aftermath of the war, the most organized promotion of cul-

tural reconstruction was carried on by the Kulturbund zur demokratische Eneurerung Deut-

schlands (the Cultural Federation for the Democratic Renewal of Germany). The organiza-

tion was founded in the Soviet zone. Its leading figure was the communist poet Johannes R. 

Becher. Becher had spent the war in the Soviet Union at the center of a cell of German com-

munist artists being groomed for the role of rebuilding postwar German artistic life.
77

 Once 

back in Germany, Becher and his group were tasked with the formation of an organization 

that would unify all the forces for German cultural renewal throughout all four zones of oc-

cupation. In the period from 1945 to 1947, the two guiding terms for the Kulturbund were 

antifascism and humanism, each geared to a particular element of the political problem con-

fronting Germany. Antifascism was meant to highlight the role that the German cultural her-

itage could play in helping Germans to overcome the legacies of National Socialism. Human-

ism was, in a sense, the other side of the coin, a concept meant to highlight the supposedly 

ecumenical nature of the undertaking. 

The functionaries of the Kulturbund organized numerous events throughout occupied 

Germany at which German culture was celebrated. In addition to putting on readings and per-

formances at various localities throughout the four zones, the Kulturbund engaged in cultural 

politics on the national scale, organizing conferences for authors and artists, and generally 

trying to put itself at the head of a movement for German cultural renewal. For much of the 
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early period of its existence, the Kulturbund was nominally ecumenical and did not actively 

promote the political line of the German communists. When, against the orders of the Soviet 

official in charge of cultural affairs (and counter to his own efforts) Becher was elected pres-

ident of the newly formed Kulturbund in August 1945 he was called on the carpet to explain 

this failure of this policy. What was wanted was leadership by a figure not linked to the 

communists in order to preserve the non-party appearance of the organization. Given the na-

ture of Soviet attitudes toward the role of art and culture in society, this apparent neutrality 

could only last so long. As relations between the allied nations deteriorated in the period 

from 1947 to 1949, the Kulturbund increasingly came to be seen as a tool of Soviet policy. In 

the course of 1948 the organization was banned in the three non-Soviet zones of Germany. 

The formation of the Kulturbund illustrates the emphasis placed by the German 

communists on the role of culture in society, and particularly on the ways that the promotion 

of the German cultural heritage could reinforce the claims to legitimacy put forward by the 

newly founded communist state. The competition for legitimacy between the FRG and GDR 

that ran throughout the entire lifetime of both states had its roots in the systemic conflict of 

the immediate postwar years. As the discussion of the debates over the role of Goethe in the 

renewal of German culture cited above suggest, cultural matters were seen by many as a key 

means of coming to terms with the barbarism of the immediate past. While in the western 

zones (and subsequently in the FRG) this was primarily a matter of the spontaneous action of 

scholars and littérateurs, in the Soviet zone and in the communist state that succeeded it this 

was an element of government policy. As the historian Esther von Richthofen has argued in a 

recent study, the promotion of culture to the masses was a matter of acute concern to the lea-
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dership of the GDR.
78

 In practical terms this involved numerous local cultural associations 

and the training of a cadre of functionaries whose job it was to engage the citizenry in cultur-

al projects. These were meant to reaffirm the commitment of the state to German culture. 

Among other things, the appropriation and employment of German domestic cultural figures 

was intended to emphasize the point that the communist system of the GDR was an out-

growth and an expression of traditional German cultural values. 

At an event staged to launch the Kulturbund in Berlin, the opening appeal noted that 

one reason for the success of National Socialism in imposing its politics and culture on Ger-

man society was the failure of the educated classes to engage the German cultural traditions 

in an appropriate fashion. ―We must admit,‖ the authors wrote, ―that the great German clas-

sical humanistic heritage was no longer sufficiently vital among the German intelligentsia to 

impart the power of steadfast resistance against the Nazi regime.‖
79

 This did not call the 

power of the tradition into question. Quite the contrary, it indicated the weakness of the 

bourgeois intelligentsia and their failure to seize upon the humanistic content made available 

to them via the traditions of the German Enlightenment and Weimar classicism. This failure 

on the part of the intelligentsia made clear the need for an organization such as the Kultur-

bund, the purpose of which was to disseminate German cultural traditions among the popula-

tion in order to strengthen the foundations of post-Nazi German society. In this early moment 

of the history of the Kulturbund the political content of the event was ecumenical. Although 

the Kulturbund had been organized by high-ranking members of the SED, they had been in-

structed by the Soviet cultural authorities to refrain from forthright political agitation in the 
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cause of communism.
80

 Thus the opening ceremonies of the Kulturbund included guests such 

as the philosopher Eduard Spranger and the pastor Otto Dilschneider, neither of whom were 

communists. Johannes R. Becher highlighted the point when he thanked the representatives 

of the churches for taking part in the ceremony. ―In its essence,‖ Becher intoned, ―Christian 

doctrine is deeply connected with every humanistic, democratic worldview.‖
81

 Christianity 

could hope to play a role in the great task facing the Kulturbund in postwar Germany: the 

reconstruction of German culture purified of Nazism and the cultural traditions that had suc-

cored it. 

It is clear that, even in its nominally ecumenical phase, the Kulturbund was primarily 

intended as a vehicle for the assertion of cultural hegemony by Soviet-backed German com-

munists. It was certainly viewed as such by the leadership of the other occupation zones in 

late 1947.
82

 The Kulturbund was then limited to the Soviet-controlled zone and lost most of 

its non-communist members. The humanistic message continued much the same as it had be-

fore. In a talk delivered at an SED party conference held in July 1950, Becher (then the pres-

ident of the Kulturbund) announced,  

A new German culture cannot arise out of nothing. It must take orientation 

from the best traditions of our people. We will have to distinguish between 

that which has only historical significance and that which we can carry over 

from the past and appropriate productively. There can be no new culture with-

out the national tradition.
83

 

 

Becher invoked the national tradition, an apparently particularistic position. But it was done 

from universalistic motives. The goals that the SED pursued were humanistic in the sense 
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that the party was attempting to construct a social order based on the promotion of human 

flourishing. To do this it was necessary to make use of the values and models of conduct to 

be found in Germany‘s ―humanistic‖ (by which he meant Weimar classical) heritage. The 

great virtue of these traditions was that they were ―open to the world‖ (weltaufgeschlossen). 

What was needed was not an inward looking cultural chauvinism but an appreciation of 

German culture that was open to dynamic engagement with other cultures as well. In this 

way the particular could be maintained within the universal: German culture could serve as a 

means for the achievement of the universally human. 

The rhetoric of the Kulturbund was echoed by other cultural functionaries. Alexander 

Abusch, the communist journalist, whose call for a militant humanism was quoted at the be-

ginning of this chapter, wrote frequently about the salutary power of Germany‘s humanistic 

cultural traditions. Abusch, who would later serve as minister of culture in the East German 

government (1958-1961), was one of the leading publicistic promoters in the eastern zone for 

the Goethe Year that was celebrated on both sides of the Cold War divide. For Abusch, 

Goethe was the progenitor of a humanism that tasked modern Germans: 

So the task is given to us: to expound Goethe‘s humanism out of its sources in 

his times, its class struggles and intellectual currents, in order to further devel-

op his intellectual legacy in ways appropriate to our own epoch and our Mar-

xistic perceptions. In this Goethe Year 1949, we in eastern Germany have the 

opportunity to open up the democratic and humanistic content of Goethe‘s 

work among the broadest circles of our people, often for the first time.
84

 

 

The work of Goethe would provide the key for a regeneration of German culture left in ruins 

by dehumanizing National Socialist barbarism. Abusch then sketched Goethe‘s program so 

as to make clear how it fit into the larger project of socialist humanism. Goethe had been sys-
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tematically misrepresented, Abusch claimed, both by bourgeois interpreters before 1933, and 

by Nazi ideologues thereafter. Goethe had been aestheticized, a process that drained the so-

cial significance out of his work. Contrary to the claims of bourgeois interpreters, Goethe had 

been a passionate supporter of liberation movements in France and North America. Moreo-

ver, in his works such as Faust and Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahren, Goethe had argued for a 

concept of personality that both valorized individual development and ensconced the indi-

vidual personality in broader human social connections. Goethe rebelled against the limita-

tions of the nascent bourgeois capitalist world, his poetic genius struggling toward a notion 

of human flourishing outside of bourgeois conventionality. Thus, on Abusch‘s account, 

Goethe became a socialist avant la lettre, promoting the sort of humanistic values that would 

subsequently be systematized in the work of Marx and his partisans. 

Viktor Klemperer was, perhaps, one the unlikeliest recruits to the cause of SED cul-

tural politics. Klemperer had, originally not been terribly sympathetic to communism. In a 

diary entry from December 1933, Klemperer wrote of an argument that he had had with Gus-

ti Wieghardt, a convinced communist. Klemperer accused her of ―utter imbecility and stub-

bornness and extremism‖ and noted, ―Against this I have again and again emphasized that in 

the end I equate National Socialism and Communism: both are materialistic and tyrannical, 

both disregard and negate the freedom and the spirit of the individual.‖
85

 As noted at the be-

ginning of this section, in the days following the end of the war Klemperer‘s attitude toward 

the communists changed. He had come to see National Socialism as the greater evil and 

viewed the communists as the only force in Germany committed to the complete and uncom-

promising extirpation of National Socialist ideology. Klemperer built a new career for him-

self in the East German university system. He worked as a lecturer at the universities of 
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Greifswald, Halle, and Berlin, became a delegate to the cultural section of the East German 

parliament, and in 1952 was awarded the National Prize (Third Class) for his scholarly 

achievements.  

The degree of Klemperer‘s adjustment to the political conditions of communist Ger-

many can be seen in a short book published in 1956 titled Der alte und der neue Humanis-

mus.
86

 Much of the text is devoted to the examination of earlier forms of humanism, from 

classical antiquity to the writers of the Italian renaissance. It was a definitive feature of the 

―old‖ humanisms that they were mired in idolatry for classical culture. They argued for a 

―free personality‖ but to whom, Klemperer asked, had such personalities belonged in the 

classical period? ―It was always only the members of the upper class and the minority to 

whom this unfolding of personality was extended, and this was because they were freed from 

debilitating labor.‖
87

 Subsequent humanists, including both those of the Italian renaissance 

and the German writers of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, had merely taken over this aristocratic 

idea. Their heroic and tragic ideals served an ―aristocratic monopoly.‖ The humanistic gym-

nasium which had survived into the 20
th

 century (and in which Klemperer himself had been 

educated) was merely the final phase of this politically and culturally exclusive humanism. 

Klemperer held that a new phase in humanism had arrived in the Germany with the 

Red Army. It was certainly not the case that the soldiers of that army had sat around memo-

rizing Greek and Latin poetry. Nonetheless, they were the bearers of the humanistic ideas of 

Gorky and Lenin, ideas which were not beholden to the class stratified cultures of antiquity. 

The humanism promulgated in the context of Soviet communist was a true humanism in the 

respect that it was universally applicable to all human beings rather than the jealously 
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guarded appurtenance of a privileged few. Klemperer discussed at length the changes 

wrought upon Russian society in the course of the formation of the Soviet Union as examples 

of the new humanism in action. ―One of the very first laws of the new government was the 

School Law and consequently in a decisive sense of the concept of humanism, a humanistic 

law that laid the groundwork for the development of human personality.‖
88

 Along with this, 

the Soviet government had promoted a wide ranging program of agricultural and technologi-

cal improvements which had created conditions for the full development of human beings 

such as never had been seen before in human society. The material improvement of society 

had had a concomitantly salutary effect on intellectual life. The formation of the Soviet Un-

ion had thus created the conditions for a new humanism: 

All of this…quite obviously implies a humanization of human beings, in de-

veloping thus the previously neglected and repressed fleshly-human capacities 

of the senses and of the intellect. Whoever works for the humanization of such 

a great people, be it as a teacher or as an author, as a school builder or a facto-

ry engineer, etc., etc., not unjustifiably also bears the title of a humanist; and 

thus one is also a human being who can be redeemed from the condition of 

bondage and may be called a humanist with the same justice that students in 

the humanistic gymnasium are so designated.
89

 

 

To be a humanist was not to concern oneself with the languages of dead men, but to build a 

new society for living ones. Moreover, this new humanism was not a matter of individualistic 

self development, as the old humanisms had been. To be a humanist in the modern age was 

to create conditions in which all human beings could develop to their fullest potentials. ―The 

new humanism,‖ Klemperer argued, ―certainly stands in animosity to the idea of the devel-
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opment of individual personalities into supermen.‖
90

 The new humanism was, rather, com-

mitted to a synthesis of collective development. 

 Although Klemperer had earlier espoused a moderate political liberalism, by this time 

he could find it acceptable to defend the Five Year Plans, calling Stalin a true student of Le-

nin and arguing that forced collectivization had merely been a step along the path of creating 

a society in which all human beings could develop to the fullest. Stalin reflected the ―unique 

quality‖ of the new humanism. It had space for a great personality such as Stalin, but only to 

the degree that his powers were put in the service of the collectivity. The genius of Lenin and 

Stalin had been to take the values of the old humanism and turn them to the service of hu-

manity in general by creating conditions that facilitated human self development. 

Klemperer‘s arguments, odd as they may sound in light of current historical know-

ledge of the brutality of Stalinism, were a clear illustration of the East German view of the 

connections between socialism and the humanistic cultural traditions of Germany. For the 

ideologists of the SED, German cultural traditions provided access to a realm of universal 

values, universal in the sense that the artistic genius of Goethe and Schiller illustrated a mode 

of personhood in which the ideal of individual development was pursued within the context 

of a just social order. German cultural traditions had preserved the values of human flourish-

ing in societies dominated by late feudal and capitalist elites. Although these societies did not 

provide appropriate avenues for human beings to realize their potential, it was the greatness 

of these artistic creations that they could preserve ideals of human flourishing until such time 

as a just social order had been created. That social order was now being built in the German 

Democratic Republic, and it was the task of the intellectual leadership of the state to take the 
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final step and rescue the socialistic values of the German cultural heritage from their bour-

geois integument. 

In a lecture delivered at the Humboldt University in Berlin in January 1962, the 

prominent East Germany literature scholar Wilhelm Girnus sought to fit an account of hu-

manism grounded in the German cultural heritage into a Marxist-Leninist social analysis. For 

Girnus, the modern era called for a humanism distinct from that of earlier periods. ―The hu-

manism of the past bore an essentially literary character; it was the more or less valid expres-

sion of the longing and the striving for a humane existence (einem menschenwürdige Dase-

in).‖
91

 If one looked at the products of earlier humanism, such as in the works of Goethe, 

Schiller, Lessing and Hölderlin, one discovered that the unifying factor was an attempt to 

come to terms with the human consequences of societies divided along class lines. Human-

ism in the present moment was in a different situation because of the decisive emergence of a 

post-capitalist society. 

Humanism as a spiritual-political current is faced with a completely new, qua-

litatively completely altered historical situation. What is essential? The human 

beings on this planet are coming ever more to understand that the hour has 

struck in which everything that in the past was a more or less unclear postulate 

can and will become real.
92

 

 

The socialist world system that had begun to emerge with the foundation of the Soviet Union 

had become ―the decisive factor of our epoch.‖
93

 For Girnus, communist ideology was the 

most humane ideology that had ever existed. In the past, humanistic thought had been a 

means to address the oppressive, classed based order of society. It involved the promulgation 

of abstract values in the face of abject material conditions. By contrast, modern humanism 
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involved the realization of ―essential human capacities‖ through the construction and exten-

sion of the world socialist system. The extension of this system would provide for human be-

ings both materially and intellectually. 

 The appropriation of the cultural past as a model for socialist humanism was one of 

the most enduring features of the intellectual culture of the GDR. As in the case of such ap-

propriations in the western occupation zones and in West Germany, the underlying claim was 

that figures from the German cultural tradition such as Goethe and Schiller had enunciated 

humanistic values that could function as models for post-Nazi German society. It was crucial 

that the values in question were humanistic, for the underlying project was one of reintegrat-

ing German values with those of the civilized (non-Nazi) world. Although the cultural tradi-

tions were specifically German, the values that they promoted were relevant for all human 

beings. But the East German engagement with these figures and their works added the claim 

that, properly understood, their values and those of Marxism-Leninism were consonant. 

 

Section IV. Humanism as a Positive Part of Marxist-Leninist Philosophy 

 At the 5
th

 SED Party Conference in July 1958, SED party leader Walter Ulbricht 

enumerated his ―10 Commandments for the New Socialist Human Being.‖
94

 These stressed 

dedicated labor for the party and the socialist fatherland as the most crucial qualities of the 

new socialist human being, for these would create the conditions under which all human be-

ings could reach their full potential. For the SED, humanism amounted to creating the condi-

tions for full human development, but did not specify an ideal form of human being. Rather, 

what was demanded was striving toward a system in which indeterminate and unique human 
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capacities could have the freest expression. In this way humanism would be transformed 

from an abstract speculation about human beings to the construction of the material condi-

tions for true human self-realization. The world socialist system was creating nothing less 

than new human beings, but the focus of the discussion was on how they would be created, 

not what their characteristics would be. 

An important change got underway in the GDR in the summer of 1958. For much of 

the preceding eighteen months, intellectual life in East Germany had been the subject of in-

tense official scrutiny. To a great extent this reflected the tendency throughout the communist 

world in the wake of outbreaks of opposition to communist party leadership in Poland and 

Hungary in 1956. At the party congress, held in Berlin from the 10
th

 to the 14
th

 of July, Ul-

bricht gave the keynote address, a major speech which outlined new policies in a range of 

areas, most prominently industrial production, foreign policy, and intellectual life. Ulbricht 

devoted a portion of his talk to the question of ethics and morals in socialism. This was an 

unusual topic for the leader of a Marxist-Leninist state to address. Marx eschewed overt dis-

cussions of justice, perhaps because he viewed the attempt to specify abstract moral rules ran 

counter to his dialectical view of history. Specifying supra-historical normative claims pre-

supposed a supra-historical position from which to assert them. Since human beings were 

determined by the historically mediated social relations in which they lived, such a supra-

historical standpoint was unavailable. 

Discussions of socialist morality were not entirely unheard of in East Germany. The 

Institut für Gesellschaftswissenschaften (Institute for Social Sciences) had sponsored a confe-

rence on socialist ethics in Berlin in April 1957. In a speech opening the conference, the Di-

rector of the Institut für Gesellschaftswissenschaften, Lene Berg explained the role that ethics 
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was to play in the Marxist-Leninist state. Although the question of moral norms had found an 

―appropriate place‖ in the classics of Marxism, it was nonetheless the case that ―not much 

has been said in the struggle of the revolutionary working class against the loud proclama-

tions of bourgeois moral hypocrisy.‖
95

 The ―first elements‖ of socialist morality, so Berg 

claimed, could be derived from the history of the struggles of the workers movement, such as 

the those of the Communards, the German socialists in the era of the Anti-Socialist Law, the 

Bolsheviks during the October Revolution in Russia, and Ernst Thälmann‘s Communist Party 

of Germany in the era of German fascism.
96

 At the present time, socialism was in the process 

of being built in the GDR, and these new conditions called for a new discussion of the ques-

tion of socialist morality, one that was more systematic and substantive than that which had 

gone before. 

Today, at a point in time when many peoples are in the process of transition to 

a new society, a society without classes and thus also without exploitation and 

repression, the problems of socialist morality, the ethical norms of relations 

between human beings, take on a new importance. New relations between 

human beings are already in evidence in the first stages of the construction of 

socialism. They have, in a certain sense, arisen spontaneously. The task now is 

not merely to nourish and cultivate these relations for a small portion of the 

working class, but to make everyone conscious of these new relations, which 

have already built the foundations of new objective social relations, and to 

educate and win the support of all working people.
97

 

 

The construction of socialist morality was, thus, a question of the practical development of 

morals in the context of action, the active process of building socialist societies, rather than 

of theoretical speculation. Moreover, the fact that true socialist societies were actually in the 
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process of being built indicated that there had been a temporal change, one which opened a 

space for discussion of socialist morality. For Marx, it was vain to speculate about the morals 

of socialist society, just as it was vain to speculate about its precise structure because it was 

impossible to know in advance under what material and historical conditions such societies 

would arise. Now that the process of building these societies had begun it was possible to 

evaluate these conditions and to engage in moral thinking on that basis.  

It was nonetheless important to note that even during the construction of socialism it 

would not be possible for the masses to spontaneously develop appropriate moral notions. In 

line with Lenin‘s contention in ―What is to be Done‖ that the workers by their own efforts 

would only ever reach the level of trade union consciousness, Berg argued that the assistance 

of the party was necessary in order for socialist morality to achieve the requisite degree of 

clarity. ―Our party,‖ Berg announced, ―has taken up this requirement and given expression to 

it in the demands of our Central Committee and the decisions of the party that one of the 

most important tasks of our philosophy consists in the working out of socialist ethics, that is, 

to give expression to the moral-ethical behavior of human beings that is emerging under so-

cialist relations, to assimilate it, and thereby to assist the party with the great task of educat-

ing working people for the consolidation and further development of socialist conscious-

ness.‖
98

 

In a subsequent talk, Berg‘s deputy at the Institut, Matthäus Klein delved more deeply 

into the substance of socialist ethics. The problem of morality manifested differently not only 

between different epochs, but also at various points within epochs. This was clear evidence 

that ―the moral is not something divine, eternal, unchanging, valid for all times and peoples, 

classes and societies, but rather, as Marxism first discovered, a historically and socially con-

                                                 
98

 Ibid., 8-9. 



157 

 

ditioned phenomenon.‖
99

 Systems of morality developed in the course of history and could 

only be critiqued on the basis of standards developed within that logic of the extant historical 

process. There could be no universal ethics in a society divided along class lines. Morality 

had a class character, and thus it was only in a society in which human beings lived as equals, 

that is, having transcended the repressive relations of class division, that a human morality 

could be constructed. The task of creating an egalitarian social morality could only be ac-

complished ―from the standpoint of a class that in its particular class interest embodies the 

universal interest of society and humanity, a class whose own class interest no longer stands 

in contradiction to universal-human interests (allgemein-menschlichen Interesse).‖
100

 Marxist 

philosophy was similar to bourgeois philosophy in that it wanted to universalize a philosoph-

ical view based on the perspective of a particular class. What was different was that the class 

whose interest Marxism sought to universalize was the one whose task it was to eliminate 

classes and thus to comprise the totality of human beings. 

This process had been dramatically accelerated by the formation of proletarian social-

ist societies. The most important accomplishment of these societies from a philosophical 

perspective was that human beings now had the freedom to develop their essential selves. 

―True freedom,‖ Klein argued, ―the unhindered unfolding of all essential human capacities 

and abilities, is only possible on the basis of socialist ownership of the means of produc-

tion.‖
101

 The formation of a classless society that would eventually encompass the entire 

world was being undertaken with the goal of creating the conditions under which human be-

ings could create themselves unhindered by the need to sell their labor power in order to eat. 

What was crucial, from Klein‘s perspective, was to educate the citizens of the newly struc-
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tured societies so that they would understand the connections between social organization 

and the free unfolding of human essence. ―We wish to educate people in such a way that their 

thoughts and actions comport with the needs and requirements of our new social develop-

ment, people who are ready and willing to lead higher our new society, our socialist society, 

and to form it more beautifully.‖
102

 

The positions taken by Berg, Klein, and the other participants at the conference were 

closely commensurate with the traditional Marxist account of ethics. What defined human 

beings was how they lived. The social relations that ordered their lives determined their ca-

pacity to freely create themselves. In a sense, the conference didn‘t really produce any new 

information about human beings, but merely reiterated the standard Marxist view of ethics. 

More important was the fact that one of the leading scholarly institutions of the SED state 

staged a conference on this topic and the participation of so many leading figures from the 

institutional world of East German scholarship. In addition to Berg and Klein, two of the 

leading figures at the Institut für Gesellschaftswissenschaften, other participants included 

Hanna Wolf, the director of the Parteihochschule ―Karl Marx‖, Horst Büttner, the director of 

the Deutsche Institut für Rechtswissenschaft, Roland Wunderlich, a member of the Central 

Committee of the Frei Deutsche Jugend, and Inge Meyer, the secretary of the Demokratische 

Frauenbund Deutschland. The conference was, in effect, an institutional affirmation of the 

SED‘s Marxist-Leninist account of ethics. The timing of the conference can be read as an 

attempt to confirm the progress of socialism in the face of the disorders of 1956. The pro-

gram of the conference was meant to focus discussion moving socialism forward, on the 

premise that socialist society was a fait accompli. 

                                                 
102

 Ibid., 255. 



159 

 

The connection between socialist ethics and the progress of the East German state 

was strongly reconfirmed in Walter Ulbricht‘s contributions to the 5
th

 Party Congress of the 

SED. Ulbricht‘s ―Ten Commandments‖ were consonant with the ideas expressed at the 1957 

conference. Ulbricht‘s first commandment framed the new socialist human being in the geo-

political situation of the socialist struggle: ―Thou shalt always be committed to the interna-

tional solidarity of the working classes and of all working people as well as for the steadfast 

alliance of all socialist countries.‖
103

 The international solidarity of the working classes was a 

precondition of the world-wide spread of socialism called for in the Marxist historical narra-

tive, and the mutual support of socialist nations against the capitalist ones was a further step 

along that road. In the mean time, it was crucial to focus on the maintenance of socialism in 

the particular divisions to which the current world was subject. Thus Ulbricht‘s second com-

mandment: ―Thou shalt love your fatherland and always be prepared to mobilize all your 

strength and ability for the defense of the workers‘ and farmers‘ state (der Arbeiter-und-

Bauern-Macht).‖ Until the formation of the all-encompassing state run by proletarians and 

peasants, it was necessary to build and maintain socialism in the context of extant national 

entities. These would be populated by a new variety of human being because the institutions 

of socialist states would be constructed in such a way as to provide the optimal conditions for 

human development. 

These new human beings, Ulbricht argued, had the obligation to behave in a way that 

facilitated the expansion of socialist values. His third commandment called for the elimina-

tion of ―the exploitation of human beings by human beings,‖ while the fourth mandated tak-
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ing action in support of socialism, ―because socialism leads to a better life for all working 

people.‖ Ulbricht also explicitly raised the issue of socialist morality. He demanded ―mutual 

assistance and comradely collective action‖ but that one should ―respect the collective and 

take its criticisms to heart.‖ The ―collective‖ in this case meant the SED, and Ulbricht here 

reaffirmed the importance of party discipline to the order that was being built in the GDR. 

The next four commandments dealt with the protection and expansion of the common prop-

erty of the socialist people, the responsibility of maintaining disciplined (and frugal) conduct 

in socialist labor, the role of education in imbuing children with socialist principles, sobriety 

and respectability in family life respectively. They continue the focus on the building of so-

cialism in Germany, both in terms of institutions and in terms of personal conduct. Finally, 

Ulbricht commanded his listeners to ―cultivate solidarity with those who struggle for national 

liberation and the defense of their national independence,‖ a clear reference to the involve-

ment of the GDR in conflicts of the decolonizing world. 

The most prominent themes in Ulbricht‘s commandments were the geopolitical situa-

tion of socialist states in the context of the Cold War and the struggle to build and maintain 

the institutions of actually existing socialism. Ulbricht did not define the human being, but 

rather took it to be self-evidently the result of the institutional structure of the state and the 

solid and sober moral outlook of new socialist human beings. Ulbricht‘s approach was, thus, 

very much in line with the Marxist tradition of focusing on social relations and institutions 

rather that attempts to nail down unchanging characteristics of human beings. As his speech 

continued, however, Ulbricht undertook a discussion of socialist morality. This marked a de-

parture. Although the question of socialist morality had not been completely ignored (as the 

text of the 1957 conference illustrates), it had never received extensive public treatment by 
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the sitting leader of the SED. This represented a new approach. Traces of the earlier East 

German appropriation of humanism as an educational program were still evident in Ul-

bricht‘s speech. Discussing the need for the formation of a new, homegrown intelligentsia in 

the GDR earlier in his talk, Ulbricht noted,  

We wish that every member of the intelligentsia were a socialist as well as an 

expert, but in this respect we make no conditions on the old intelligentsia. We 

are convinced that the great humanistic prospects for the future of socialism 

and also the perception of the deep, tragic contradiction that has tormented the 

honest scientists in imperialistic states impels us ever more strongly towards 

concerted, comradely cooperation which depends on mutual esteem.
104

 

 

The intelligentsia of non-socialist countries, whose scientific efforts could not but come into 

conflict with imperialistic demands of their home states, were to be brought in as allies of the 

proletariat to the common project of building socialism, a project which was humanistic in 

the sense that it created the appropriate environment for the free development of the human 

person (in this case through scientific research). The humanism of this future was of a very 

general kind. It did not attempt to specify what relations would exist among human beings, 

only those which would not. The elimination of class-based exploitation and repression 

would create the conditions for the formation of a new social order, but Ulbricht did not spe-

culate about the positive content, the actual moral norms that would characterize such an or-

der. 

 Ulbricht signaled a change in approach in that he specified the content of socialist re-

lations. The world was facing a new situation. The attempts of the NATO states to foment 

counterrevolution in Poland and Hungary had failed and socialism was firmly grounded in 

the states of the eastern bloc. Socialism was entering a new phase, one in which the relations 

of true socialism ceased to be a matter of speculation or generalization and could now be 
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talked about in concrete terms because the actual contours of socialist society were now in 

view. ―Through the establishment of the workers‘ and farmers‘ state, the development of po-

pularly controlled industrial enterprises, and agricultural production collectives, new social 

relations have been established that constitute the presuppositions for the formation of a new 

socialist consciousness.‖
105

 The emergence of this new society had created the conditions for 

the formation of a new, socialist mode of consciousness. The most prominent aspect of this 

consciousness was the internalization of labor discipline by the working classes, among 

whom socialist consciousness was most widely spread. Even the intelligentsia, many of 

whom had been educated in the ideological and social conditions of the capitalist world had 

begun to internalize socialist values, thus drawing themselves closer to the leadership of the 

working classes.
106

 The workers and intellectuals were laboring together as human beings for 

the creation of a new society. In the process, the new society was creating new human be-

ings. The new consciousness that was the basis of this process of mutual creation spread to 

all aspects of society, from the factory floor to domestic relations between spouses and 

among parents and children. 

 In his closing presentation to the 5
th

 Party Congress delivered five days later, Ulbricht 

drew for his audience some conclusions to be taken from the congress as a whole. These in-

cluded the importance of the further development of the industrial and agricultural capacities 

of the GDR in its continuing struggle with the capitalist Germany across the Cold War bor-

der, as well as with the capitalist system generally. The building of the socialist system was, 
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Ulbricht contented, the best defense of freedom and provided the best prospect for the reuni-

fication of Germany.
107

 

 A sign of the turn toward a positive engagement with humanism in the GDR was the 

publication of a German translation of P. N. Fedoseyev‘s Sozialismus und Humanismus.
108

 

Fedoseyev, whose book had originally been published in the Soviet Union in 1958, was the 

vice president of the Philosophical Section of the USSR Academy of Sciences. The publica-

tion in the context the tightly party controlled environment of East German philosophy of the 

work of this high-level Soviet suggests an attempt to smooth the transition to a policy appar-

ently in conflict with the earlier attitude of the SED toward humanism. East German philoso-

phy in the 1950s had been shaped by the struggle to overcome or to integrate modes of phi-

losophy, such as logic and epistemology, that promised forms of intelligibility apart from the 

Marxist-Leninist mode of understanding. The debates over logic in the Deutsche Zeitschrift 

für Philosophie in the mid-1950s demonstrated the difficulty of integrating ―bourgeois‖ ob-

jectivism with the requirements of Parteilichkeit. The situation with regard to ethical philos-

ophy was more clear cut. The class component of ethics was clearer, at least from the Marx-

ist-Leninist perspective, and struggle against bourgeois values had a long and extensive 

provenance in Marxist philosophical writing. Marxist parties in power tended to be very re-

sistant to accepting any normative standard originating outside of the conceptual framework 

of Marxism-Leninism. Humanism, in the sense of norms based on a substantive conception 

of humanness, had aroused the opposition of Stalinist philosophers in the early 1950s be-

cause the party was an expression of scientific socialism, and was thus the only acceptable 
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basis for norms. The idea that there existed another standard by which the actions of the party 

could be judged was thus inimical the party‘s claims to scientifically grounded knowledge. 

The essays in Fedoseyev‘s book illustrated a change in strategy from opposition to 

cooptation. Rather than claiming the humanism merely a bourgeois ideology, Fedoseyev ar-

gued for a specifically Marxist humanism, one which moved beyond the contradictions that 

resulted from trying to shoe-horn the inhumanities of capitalism into the concept of human-

ism. For Fedoseyev, the question of humanism was immediately linked to the geopolitical 

struggles of the Cold War. ―In the present ideological struggle, bourgeois sociologists and 

publicists have increased their efforts to spread the nonsensical assertion that Marxists reject 

humanism in the name of socialism and ignore the interests of the human personality.‖
109

 

Contrary to these assertions, Fedoseyev contended, Marxism was the fulfillment of the true 

values of humanism rather than an ideological competitor. Fedoseyev‘s argument had two 

parts. First, he argued that the ethical values that bourgeois humanism purported to embody 

were merely formal, covering up the inequalities that actually characterized life under capi-

talism. This was consonant with the critique of bourgeois humanism put forward by Stalinist 

philosophy in the first years of the Cold War. But now, Fedoseyev made explicit what earlier 

had only been implied: ―The ideology of scientific communism is a new, higher form of hu-

manism.‖
110

 The fate of humanity hung in the balance of the systemic conflict. In order for 

true humanism to emerge, human beings had to be freed from ―the yoke of capital,‖ a just 

international order had to be created in which colonialism would be abolished, and humanity 

had to overcome the threat of mass extinction presented by the proliferation of nuclear wea-

pons. Socialism was the only way that these three goals could be achieved. 
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 Fedoseyev‘s work on humanism and socialism was part of a new phase in Soviet in-

tellectual life that arose in the wake of de-Stalinization. In the immediate wake of Stalin‘s 

death, as one historian of humanism has written, Soviet policy (and thus the policy of its 

client states) had been ―the maintenance of an ideological front that combined criticisms of 

Stalin with the attack upon the anti-Stalinist ‗humanist‘ revival‖ based on the reappropriation 

of Marx‘s early writings.
111

 Soper argues that the combination of these two agendas proved 

difficult for Soviet theoreticians and that, around 1960, a more individual-centered humanism 

became the order of the day. This personal humanism was predicated on the idea that the dic-

tatorship of the proletariat was no longer necessary because the Soviet Union had achieved a 

classless society. 

The translation and dissemination of Fedoseyev‘s book by the East German govern-

ment was a tentative step in the emulation of Soviet policy. It was followed by the emergence 

of a homegrown version of philosophical humanism in the GDR. Thus in 1960, Kurt Hager 

gave a speech under the title Humanismus und Wissenschaft (Humanism and Science) in 

which he provided a positive assessment of the importance of humanism for the construction 

of socialism, one that went beyond the veneration of cultural heritage..
112

 Hager was the head 

of the Abteilung Wissenschaft (Sciences Section) of the Central Committee of the SED and 

was, in this position, the party‘s most prominent ideologist and its most aggressive ideologi-

cal policeman. After completing his doctorate in philosophy in the late 1940s, he was made 

the head of the Abteilung Parteischulung (Party Education Section). In those days, he was 

responsible for the promulgation of orthodox doctrine through compulsory training courses 

for all East German academics held at the Parteihochschule ―Karl Marx‖ in the Kleinmach-
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now section of East Berlin. Hager was a committed Stalinist, and his views remained consis-

tent throughout the entire lifetime of the GDR, even after the Soviets had begun to modify 

Stalinist doctrines.
113

 

Humanismus und Wissenschaft was delivered to a gathering in celebration of the 

150
th

 anniversary of the Humboldt University in November 1960. Hager began by locating 

the history of the Humboldt University in the broader historical narrative of threats to Ger-

many. The university had been founding in the era of foreign domination under Napoleon, at 

a time when Germany was divided into tiny states and ruled by an oppressive feudalism. 

Humboldt had been committed to the unity of scholarship and action and to the pursuit of 

knowledge in the service of advancement of the German nation. In an era of national subju-

gation, Humboldt‘s education project created the basis for the coalescing of the German na-

tion through the active promulgation of humanistic values. At the advent of the National So-

cialist era, the humanistic values of the university had been carried forward in the resistance 

activities of Humboldt graduates such as Dietrich Bonhoefer and Robert Havemann. On the 

other hand, the values of the university had been compromised by the infiltration of bour-

geois liberal ideals: 

As the bourgeoisie revealed their liberal ideals and came out in favor of impe-

rialistic power struggles, the humanistic spirit, which was still preserved in the 

work of individual scholars, was gradually displaced from the university as a 

whole to make way for that reactionary idiocy which finally led to the de-

basement of German science by antihuman Hitler fascism.
114
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The national catharsis of 1945 had posed the question as to whether the humanistic traditions 

of the German universities would be revived or whether they would be replaced by the ideol-

ogies of imperialism and militarism. The Humboldt University had been fortunate in being in 

the area controlled by the Soviets, because the socialist values that they embodied were per-

fectly commensurate with the humanistic traditions of German scholarship. Ensconced in a 

social order committed to the construction of socialism, the Humboldt University could now 

be a force for the advancement of universal human values in contradistinction to the radical 

racial particularism of ―antihuman Hitler fascism‖ and the class domination of US capitalism. 

 While Hager made the obligatory references to the humanism of the German cultural 

heritage, he moved on relatively quickly to a discussion of the human consequences of 

Marx‘s critique of capitalism. The bourgeoisie had created ―an elaborate system of exploita-

tion‖ that ―squandered not only human flesh and blood, but also nerves and brains and trans-

formed all human virtues into commodities.‖
115

 Marxism, which held the promise of alleviat-

ing this situation, was based on the ideals of humanism and was, in fact, their realization: 

Marxism has, through its doctrine of the liberation of the working class, and 

of all who labor, from the chains of social exploitation and spiritual slavery, 

given humanism a basis for the first time. Marx has scientifically established 

that the working class is the bearer of true humanistic ideals and social power, 

which in close alliance with all progressive people realizes these ideals 

through the establishment of socialist and communist social order. The transi-

tion from capitalism to socialism is supremely humanistic, because thereby 

the exploitation of human beings by human beings is forever abolished, be-

cause henceforth is accomplished that voluntary and conscious union of free 

individuals which finds the conditions of unfettered development of its talents 

and capacities in socialist community.
116
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Of particular importance was the social significance of the connection between humanism 

and natural science. The problem with the bourgeois account of the value of natural science 

was that it became an individualized pursuit of knowledge, divorced from the needs and val-

ues of society. As a consequence, a social process that had the prospect of lifting humanity to 

ever higher levels had, instead, been turned into the producer of atomic bombs. This fact had 

not gone unnoticed in the capitalist lands, so that even their own ideologists were voicing 

concerns about the role of science in the future of humanity. Here, Hager cited a speech giv-

en by Karl Jaspers in which the latter had claimed that ―scientific cognition can establish no 

goals for life, nor can it give any answers to the question of its meaning.‖
117

 In the West it 

had become common to question the humanistic credentials of natural science, both because 

of its complicity in the catastrophic violence of the 20
th

 century and because it its perceived 

incapacity to answer the most important questions of human being. 

 Hager concluded by drawing out the geopolitical implications of the differing condi-

tions of science under socialism and capitalism. The growing stockpiles of weapons pro-

duced by the capitalist world illustrated the consequences of the divorcement of science from 

the project of human improvement. The complicity of science in the production of atomic 

weapons was, for Hager, a western problem: the efforts of scientists in the social world were 

merely efforts in defense made necessary by the ―irrational and antihumanist tendencies‖ of 

capitalism. By contrast, in the socialist world science was seen in the context of the totality of 

social relations. The mission of science was not merely the production of knowledge for its 

own sake, but to facilitate the survival and advancement of humanity as a whole. 
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―The struggle for freedom,‖ Hager argued, ―is the highest moral duty and the most 

important humanistic task of science.‖ In Germany, natural science had the capacity to posi-

tively affect the political situation. Science provided a basis for common understanding 

across the Cold War border. Contrary to the views of West German critics, Hager was of the 

opinion that, ―there exists consensus on many basic questions of national development be-

tween scientists in the German Democratic Republic and …in the Federal Republic, and that 

an understanding of common tasks is crucial for humanism and a peaceful future for our 

people.‖
118

 Hager noted three points of agreement. First, scientists on both sides of the border 

agreed on the importance of the maintenance of peace in Germany and on the necessity of 

using of the results of scientific research ―exclusively to peaceful, humanistic purposes.‖
119

 

As a basis for this claim, Hager pointed to the 1957 Göttingen Manifesto, in which eighteen 

prominent German physicists had opposed arming the Bundeswehr with nuclear weapons. 

The nuclear question had cast a pall over German politics since the mid-1950s when Ade-

nauer‘s government first mooted the idea of adding a nuclear dimension to German rearma-

ment. This suggestion had caused alarm in both East and West Germany, with many fearing 

that Germany would be reduced to a nuclear wasteland in a battle between the United States 

and the Soviet Union, and that the Nazi Holocaust would be followed by a holocaust of even 

greater proportions.
120

 Hager‘s argument was that scientists on both sides of the border rec-

ognized that such an outcome would be ultimately antihuman. Hager further claimed that 

there was substantial agreement between scientists in both German states that it was the role 
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of science to work for a reunification of Germany. For this contention Hager provided no 

support. Nor did he offer any substantiation for a subsequent claim that East and West Ger-

man scientists agreed that there needed to be more extensive scientific contacts between the 

two German states, in spite of the efforts of ―partisans of NATO politics.‖
121

 

Hager‘s presentation was, as might be expected, extremely one-sided. There is little 

evidence to suggest that the absence of East German scientists at scholarly conferences was 

much noticed, and their absence was, in any event, more likely to be the result of travel re-

strictions imposed by the East German government rather than any policy of exclusion un-

dertaken by the West Germans.
122

 For Hager, humanism was a means of bridging the ideo-

logical gap separating the two states. Humanism played the role of providing the possibility 

of a common normative basis for action, but it also had an important element of symbolic 

power. Linking humanism to socialism affirmed the legitimacy of the East German state and 

located it in a law-governed narrative of historical progress. It framed the GDR as the de-

fender of values of Western culture as a part of the ideological struggles of the Cold War. 

Hager‘s talk was a manifesto for the project of positioning the GDR as promoter of humanis-

tic and scientific values. 

The humanistic principles of science are identical with the humanistic essence 

of socialism. In socialist society, the humanistic objective of science has be-

come an immediate reality for all human beings for the first time. Here, for the 

first time, the humanism of the scientists can fully bloom and become effec-

tive for the good of the whole society.
123

 

 

Hager‘s position on science runs parallel to his position on humanism: in both cases the con-

struction of a socialist society had created the ideal conditions for the highest development of 
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science and humanism. The West Germans might try to behave as representatives of human-

ism, but this was only a ploy to make people forget that they had been complicit in the ex-

termination of the Jews. They sought to balance the legitimate fears of the intelligentsia 

about nuclear proliferation with unjustified fear of socialism and communism. But it was the 

GDR and the other socialist countries that were truly working for the progress of mankind 

and the preservation of universal human values. 

Humanismus Heute? (Humanism Today?), published in October 1961, expanded the 

more positive engagement with humanism evinced by Hager‘s talk, but also highlighted the 

connection between the modern philosophical humanism and the humanism of the German 

cultural heritage. Published only two months after the construction of the Berlin Wall, it be-

trayed no trace of this momentous event. The contributors to the collection represented a 

wide range of disciplinary backgrounds. After an introduction written by the sinologist Er-

hard Scherner, the first essay was written by the Germanist Wilhelm Girnus, the second by 

the novelist Leo Weismantel, the third by the philosopher Hermann Ley, and the forth by the 

physicist Heinz Schmellenmeier. Girnus and Ley were prominent GDR intellectuals and reli-

able promoters of the Marxist-Leninist politics of the SED. Girnus had been a member of the 

editorial board of Neues Deutschland in the early 1950s before receiving his doctorate from 

the University of Leipzig in 1953. In 1957 he was promoted to the state council of ministers 

and made Secretary for Technical and Vocational Education. Hermann Ley had also taken 

his doctorate at Leipzig, qualifying with a thesis on concept formation in economics and the 

natural sciences. In 1954 he received a chair for the study of dialectical and historical mate-

rialism at the Technical University of Dresden and in 1960 he received the National Prize in 

recognition of his intellectual services to the GDR. Heinz Schmellenmeier was similarly po-
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litically reliable from the perspective of the East German intellectual establishment. He had 

received his doctorate in physics in 1935 and had been active in the KPD during the early 

years of National Socialism. After the war he assisted in the rebuilding of the scientific facul-

ties of the Humboldt University. He completed his habilitation in 1953 (he had been pre-

vented from doing so before the war by the Nazis for political reasons) and spent much of the 

1950s teaching physics at the Technical University for Chemistry at Leuna-Merseburg. In 

1958 he was made Rector of Technical Universities for the whole of the GDR. 

In an introductory essay punctuated with references to DaVinci, Diderot, and Goethe, 

Scherner argued that the discussion of humanism had a specific connection to the nature of 

the era in which mankind currently found itself. This era had begun with the Bolshevik revo-

lution. ―The Russian Revolution has opened the gate into a world in which man can be a 

friend and brother to man.‖
124

 As a consequence of this opening, ―hundreds of millions of 

human beings on every continent are struggling for a free, just world.‖
 125

 In the lands where 

communism prevailed, the struggle had achieved ―complete victory.‖ In the Soviet Union, 

Lenin‘s party had built, ―a human order in which everyone experiences true freedom equali-

ty, and true fraternity.‖ Humanity was witness to the birth of a new age, one which realized 

all of the old dreams of humanity. ―A new humanism is being born: the working human be-

ing, on whose shoulders the Earth rests, is finally stepping into the clear light of the times – 

politically, morally, aesthetically.‖ For Scherner, as an orthodox Marxist-Leninist, human 

beings were fundamentally social, and thus improvements to the human condition could only 

be effected through social means. In the first instance, this means the creation of a society 

that made possible the free unfolding of human capacities. 
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Wilhelm Girnus‘s essay, ―Humanismus in der Entscheidung‖ (―Humanism in the De-

cision‖) began by distinguishing two forms of humanism. Girnus‘s description of the first 

variety rehearsed the main points of the East German program of assimilating the German 

and European cultural heritage into the intellectual world of Marxism-Leninism. In Europe 

and North America (Girnus disclaimed any knowledge beyond these spheres) humanism re-

ferred, in the first instance, to an educational program arising in the course of the Italian Re-

naissance in which human development (Bildung) was to be achieved via ―the study of the 

philosophical, poetic, artistic, and scientific creations of classical antiquity in the original 

languages.‖
126

 These ideas were consonant with those that Girnus had since his time super-

vising broadcasts on Radio Berlin as a member of the Zentralverwaltung für Volksbildung 

(Central Administration for Popular Education) in the late 1940s.
127

 

There was, however, a second kind of humanism that had to be considered, one that 

was more inclusive than the first and which had ―clearly prevailed to a much greater degree 

in lands such as France, Italy, and Russia than in Germany.‖
128

 Girnus provided a definition 

taken from an entry in an Italian reference work (the Dizionario Letteraria Bompiani), writ-

ten by Eugenio Garin, modern editor of the works of Pico della Mirandola:  

In its most general sense, one understands by the term humanism the unfold-

ing of the power of the human spirit in free activity without obscuration by the 

belief in authority; to be described as humanistic is any position that stresses 

the value and dignity of human beings as well as their productive capacities 

and which proceeds from the fact that the human being is the producer and 

sovereign lord of the world. Humanistic, therefore, is every rejection of theo-

                                                 
126

 Wilhelm Girnus, "Humanismus in der Entscheidung," in Humanismus Heute? (Berlin: Kongress Verlag, 

1961), 10. 
127

 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, In a Cold Crater: Cultural and Intellectual Life in Berlin, 1945-1948 (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1998), 125. 
128

 Wilhelm Girnus, "Humanismus in der Entscheidung," 12. 



174 

 

logical paternalism which seeks to seeks to suffocate the rise of life through a 

concept of the godly that is completely separated from all things human
129

 

 

This second conception of humanism was grounded in the idea of the free development of 

human capacities. It was, in a sense, prior to the conception of humanism embodied by the 

study of classical and Renaissance figures in that the freedom to allow humans to become 

that which the characteristics of their individual being made possible was necessary in order 

for ―humanistic‖ art, literature, and science to have their salutary effects. 

 It was important, Girnus argued, that one not view the humanism of the Renaissance 

as an ahistorical source of transcendentally valid truths, but rather as an element of a histori-

cal process. The writers of the Renaissance had used the works of Greek and Roman antiqui-

ty as a means of legitimating their own ideas and making them more forceful. As a result, 

their work had often been taken to be the expression of absolute values, when ―in reality 

[their views] constituted nothing other than a particular stage of historical maturation in the 

development of the idea of humanity (Menschlichkeit).‖
130

 One consequence of mistaking a 

stage in a developmental process for the endpoint of that process was that it resulted in a Eu-

rocentrism that vitiated the universalistic claims of humanism. As Girnus noted, 

The narrowness of view obviously consists in the limitation of the develop-

ment of humanism to the Hellenic-Latin cultural area and the relationship of 

the nations of Europe to it. That contradicts the concept of humanity, for its 

validity stands or falls with its applicability to the totality of mankind.
131

 

 

Humanistic values were apparent from even a cursory examination of the literatures of vari-

ous non-Western cultures, such as China, India, Iran, and the Arabic speaking world, and this 

extra-European had found its way into European culture via the works of figures such as 

                                                 
129

 Ibid. 
130

 Ibid., 14. 
131

 Ibid. 



175 

 

Averroës, Avicenna, Omar Khayyam, and Rabindranath Tagore. Girnus had, at the outset of 

the essay, disclaimed any deep knowledge of cultural developments outside of Europe, yet it 

was his project to show the universality of humanistic values. Every form of European natio-

nalism was contradictory to the ―essence of humanism as a universal human doctrine.‖ This 

was also true by extension of Western cultural chauvinism: 

It would be a harmful misapprehension of humanism if one was to believe that 

one could only be a humanist if one was in a position to read Antigone in the 

Greek original. It is a deficiency in the in the present intellectual development 

of Europe that the humanism of non-European cultures has remained the ob-

ject only of narrow studies.
132

 

 

It was important that the socialist humanism of the GDR was only one of many expressions 

of humanism. But it was similarly important that the GDR was the highest expression of hu-

manism. 

 Scholarship in the GDR remained wedded to the Marxist-Leninist historical narrative 

throughout the lifetime of the SED state. This narrative was grounded in a highly schema-

tized version of Marx‘s theory of historical stages, buttressed at appropriate points by Lenin‘s 

theory of imperialism. While there could be variations in the path less developed nations took 

to the socialist utopia, it was clear that it must lead through full industrialization. Thus, the 

socialist states of the developed world could act as models of the utopia to come because they 

had achieved both the most advanced economic position (industrialization) and the most ad-

vanced social system (a classless socialist society). 

 Humanism was the universal norm that underpinned the socialist order. It was 

grounded in an idea of human essence common to every human being. ―The human being 

differs from existing entities because the totality of its facilities, capacities, and its effects are 

                                                 
132

 Ibid., 15. 



176 

 

greater than all other entities.‖
133

 This view, Girnus argued, was common to understandings 

of the human based on religion and myth as well as to those with a natural scientific basis: 

both Goethe and Darwin believed this to be the case. While human beings might be inferior 

to some other beings (animals for instance) in terms of some particular quality, in its totality 

the human being was superior. 

 The particular form that humanism took was dependant on the social relations obtain-

ing in the societies in which it emerged. The humanism of the ancient Greeks took the form 

of an opposition to ―the matriarchal order‖ and to ―ancient oriental despotism,‖ while that of 

the Renaissance was shaped by the struggle against feudalism and dry scholasticism.
134

 The 

humanism of the modern world was similarly shaped by its historical moment. National So-

cialism had been the most direct opponent of humanism in the recent past. Against Hum-

boldt‘s idea that all the races of humanity were forms of a common underlying type, the Na-

tional Socialists had argued that the Aryan/German race stood above all the others. Paying 

little heed to the salient differences, Girnus claimed that West Germany was advancing 

―practically the same claim‖ against the German Democratic Republic and the socialist states 

with which it was allied.
135

 The claims by the Bonn government that they were obliged to 

extend their ―forms of domination‖ in order to free the peoples of the east was analogous, 

according to Girnus, to the Nazi assertion of racial superiority. 

 Now, humanism was facing off against full blown modern capitalism, with the United 

States as the ―El Dorado‖ of the capitalist system. The mode of life in the United States did 

not live up to the humanistic ideals that it so ostentatiously espoused. The work of bourgeois 

sociologists and psychologists showed life under capitalism had deleterious effects on human 
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beings. Capitalist society functioned to deform and destroy the human personality. This ―de-

personalization‖ gave rise to ―ever graver psychic and neurotic disturbances, and hence to 

increasing symptoms of moral degeneracy.‖
136

 The western capitalist societies were prone to 

all sorts of social ills, such as alcoholism, illiteracy, and suicide that, Girnus claimed, either 

did not exist in socialist countries or only remained in vestigial form. Ultimately, the most 

important question of humanism in the modern era was that of war and peace, on which the 

survival of the human race depended. Opposition to war was a recurrent theme in the West-

ern philosophy since the Enlightenment, but now the advent of nuclear weapons raised the 

opposition to war to a ―categorical imperative.‖ The choice was between the war mongers of 

the European and North American capitalist societies and the systematic commitment to 

peace embodied by the socialist countries. 

 Nineteen sixty one was a momentous year in the history of international communism. 

The Berlin Wall went up that summer, slowing to a trickle to flow of scholars and techni-

cians from east to west and starkly defining the Cold War border. In October, the 22
nd

 Party 

Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union took place in Moscow. Khrushchev 

criticized the Albanian communists for failing to distance themselves from Stalinism, but the 

Chinese representative Zhou Enlai defended the Albanians and offered his own counter-

critique of the developments in Soviet policy since the death of Stalin. This was the most 

public manifestation to that point of the split which had been brewing between the two most 

significant communist powers since the late 1950s.
137

 The Chinese leader Mao Zedong had 

since the 1930s developed his own version of communist thought, one which deviated from 

Stalinism in terms of its positive evaluation of the revolutionary role of the peasantry. None-
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theless, even after his theoretical ―emancipation‖
138

 from Stalin in the 1930s, Mao continued 

to work closely with the Soviets in a common communist front against the United States and 

its allies. In the wake of Stalin‘s death, Soviet policy had moved in the direction of inter-

systemic competition framed by peaceful coexistence, while Mao remained committed to a 

more aggressive approach. In the late 1950s, Mao had undertaken the so-called ―Great Leap 

Forward,‖ an attempt, modeled on Stalin‘s Five Year Plans of the 1930s, to short circuit the 

Marxist stage theory by jumping from an agricultural society to fully fledged communism. 

As in the case of Stalin‘s Five Year Plans, the result was a catastrophic failure that led to de-

vastating famine conditions in 1960 and 1961. In his secret speech to the 20
th

 Party Congress, 

Khrushchev had criticized Stalin‘s policies of forced collectivization, and his critique of Sta-

lin‘s approach and he was perceived by the Chinese as extending a similar critique to their 

own burgeoning efforts at agricultural collectivization.
139

 The failure of the Great Leap For-

ward gave new force to these criticisms and aggravated the differences between Soviet and 

Chinese approaches to foreign policy. 

 This new twist in the geopolitical conflict had consequences for the humanistic phi-

losophy that had arisen in the context of the post-Stalinist intellectual thaw. In an article in 

the Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie published early in 1962, the philosophers Klaus Hil-

big and Günther Grohmann sought to analyze the situation of humanism in the wake of the 

22
nd

 Party Congress. The congress, Hilbig and Grohmann argued, had showed that the capi-

talist system was tottering and ripe for social revolution. They took as their remit the task of 

investigating the ethical implications of this situation. 
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 Hilbig and Grohmann began by situating their arguments in the broader Marxist deve-

lopmental narrative. The most powerful force shaping modern history was the rise of the pro-

letariat, the social class that, in its political action, carried with it the interests of humanity in 

general because its historical task was to bring about a classless society. This was in the 

process of happening in the socialist lands, but West German critics, from Karl Jaspers on the 

right to Waldemar von Knoeringen
140

 on the left, sought to fill people with fear in the face of 

the onset of a socialist future. Western critics argued that communism failed to understand 

that human beings were basically incapable of ethical improvement and, thus, unworthy of 

freedom. Communism, by contrast, was committed to an ethic of human progress to be 

achieved via just social relations. Unlike the western critics, whose ideas amounted to aban-

doning the bulk of humanity to exploitation via capitalism and imperialism, communists had 

a plan for the improvement of the condition of mankind. The Soviet leadership had countered 

these capitalist claims in a positive way, laying out policy goals meant to pave the way for 

the further progress of this project: 

The answer of the communists to the lies about the ethical weakness of eter-

nally imperfect humanity in the resolution of the 22
nd

 Party Congress of the 

CPSU is given in temporal unity by the three primary tasks for the construc-

tion of communism: the construction of the material-technical basis of com-

munism, the establishment of communist social relations, and the education of 

communist personality.
141

 

 

Humanism had a key role to play in this process. It was not merely the case that communism 

was the result of a law-governed historical process. Communism was the first political doc-
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trine ―that objectively coincided with the interests of all human beings, and that objectively 

implied the essence of humanism, the unfolding of the capacities of the human essence (men-

schliche Wesenskräfte).‖
142

 The task at hand was to build humanism into the long term narra-

tive of Marxist development as a basis for ethical claims. For much of the twentieth century, 

Marxist theorists had viewed questions of ethics as epiphenomenal to the playing out of his-

torical laws in which the establishment of a classless society was to be the end point. The fo-

cus on humanism as a basis for Marxist-Leninist ethics represented an important change of 

perspective, one that required squaring a very stubborn logical circle. If ethical values were 

not to be hypostatized residues of the social relations that were themselves historically transi-

tory, it would then be problematic to talk in substantive terms about ethics, since absent the 

appropriate social relations ethical precepts would have the character of speculation. 

Hilbig and Grohmann situated these ethical considerations into the narrative of the 

geopolitical conflict then ongoing, in particular the militarism of the capitalist world and the 

role of imperialism in ramping up the threat of war. The underlying sources of war were class 

conflict and the profit motive, both of which were abolished in socialist societies. Instead of a 

society of competing interests, socialism was the unifier of all human interests, and thus the 

only solution to capital-driven processes of war and colonial enslavement. The conflict be-

tween capitalism and communism was, so Hilbig and Grohmann contended, shaped by the 

essential qualities of the respective systems. ―As peace is connected with socialism-

communism,‖ they argued, ―so are aggression and war part of capitalism‘s own essence.‖
143

 

In order to achieve peaceful coexistence, for this was the goal that Khrushchev had reaf-

firmed at the 22
nd

 Party Congress, what was needed was ―merciless class conflict.‖ Peace 
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could not be defended by ―talk of ‗universal love of humanity‘ but rather through exposure of 

war plans, not through ‗wait for better times‘ but rather through the taming of the imperialists 

and the militarists will peace be defended.‖
144

 

But if peace was not to be defended by ―talk of ‗universal love of humanity‘‖ how 

then was humanism to figure into the project? Hilbig and Grohmann provided no immediate 

answer. Instead they shifted their discussion to the question of freedom, which they presented 

in the standard Marxist-Leninist terms: ―From the observation of the relationship of com-

munism to the humanistic ideal of freedom, we make the assumption that the most universal 

content of humanitas is the unfolding of essential human capacities.‖
145

 As support for this 

position, they offered a reference to Hager‘s Sozialismus und Humanismus. From there, the 

argument proceeded along familiar lines. The claim that communist society provided the best 

opportunity for the unfolding of human capacities was advanced as the normative basis for 

the claim that the construction of socialist society was the leading edge of the advancement 

of humanity as a whole. The productive capacities of the socialist world were growing to the 

point that they would soon surpass those of the capitalist world in terms of material produc-

tion. History, developing in law-like intelligible patterns, was moving inexorably in the di-

rection of the spread of socialism to all corners of the globe. The spread of socialism was 

synonymous with the spread of human freedom. Freedom was the most humanistic of values 

because it permitted the fullest development of ―essential human capacities‖ (menschliche 

Wesenskräfte). 

Georg Mende and Egon Oetzel‘s ―Der sozialistische Humanismus als streitbarer Hu-

manismus,‖ published in the same issue of the Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie, ad-
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dressed many of the same themes. Once again, it was the 22
nd

 Party Congress which had 

paved the way for a new stage of historical progress in which the construction of socialism 

and its spread throughout the world would facilitate the realization of the humanistic values 

that the capitalist countries espoused but did nothing to realize. Mende and Oetzel made ex-

plicit the idea that a new level of social development had been achieved and that the realiza-

tion of the communist utopia was at hand: ―After the extensive realization of the humanistic 

ideals of socialism, the 22
nd

 Party congress was able to elevate the humanistic ideals of 

communism to a concrete program of struggle.‖
146

 The realization of this humanistic pro-

gram would require a humanism that was not given to contemplation or passivity, but a mili-

tant humanism (streitbarer Humanismus). Humanism was militant when it was actively 

committed to class struggle, the motor which drove the historical process. Counterrevolutio-

nary forces in West Germany and in the capitalist world generally were seeking to drive a 

wedge between socialism and humanism, just as they were trying to drive wedges in between 

the socialist peoples: 

Particularly in times of acute class conflict, the opponents [of socialism] in-

tensify their attempts to foment antagonism between socialism and humanism. 

That could just as well be seen at the time of the imperialist inspired fascist 

putsch attempt of 17 June 1953, as in the counterrevolutionary events in the 

autumn of 1956 in Hungary. The decisive measures taken by our government 

on 13 August 1961 were and are a renewed occasion for the imperialist politi-

cians and ideologues to denigrate the peaceful politics of our workers‘ and 

farmers‘ state as supposedly violent and totalitarian – and therefore as anti-

humanistic.
147

 

 

The ideologists of West German capitalism were seeking to use the construction of the Berlin 

Wall, the ―measures‖ of 13 August 1961, as a means of challenging the humanistic creden-
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tials of the GDR. But the wall had been made necessary by years of ―imperialistic frontline 

city politics‖ (imperialistischer Frontstadtpolitik), in which Berlin had been the site of hu-

man trafficking, child theft, and all sorts of murderous provocations. The wall had to be built 

to defend humanistic socialism against the depredations of forces of imperialistic capitalism. 

 Both Hilbig and Grohmann and Mende and Oetzel walked a fine political line in their 

articles. On the one hand, it was obligatory to offer public support to the policies of the So-

viet Union. On the other, the East German leadership was never comfortable with de-

Stalinization. Nor were they very interested in peaceful coexistence as a policy. The West 

German opponent was right on their doorstep, providing a ready haven for critics of the gov-

ernment line and educated professionals looking to cash in on their credentials.
148

 It was 

much easier for those disaffected with life in East Germany to move seamlessly into a culture 

where German was the native language. The humanistic message was, in one respect, an at-

tempt to provide ideological cover for a decision which seemed to be in direct contradiction 

with the commitment to human freedom that socialism implied. Those who were critics of 

the wall were either imperialist agents, or had mistaken the true nature of freedom. Freedom 

was not the atomized, exploited existence of human beings under liberal capitalism. Rather it 

was ―the well-planned forming of new human beings,‖ who would have the freedom to real-

ize their capacities in the universal human community of a socialist society.
149

 

 

Conclusion 

Once it had been fully established as a positive element of the Marxist-Leninist pro-

gram, humanism continued to be invoked as an element of the bill of charges against the ca-
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pitalist system and against the imperialist regime in the German state next door. Unlike in 

West Germany, where the cause of humanism declined in the face of economic development 

and political reintegration, in East Germany it remained a matter of the official lexicon into 

the 1960s. The entry for ―Humanismus‖ in an officially produced philosophical dictionary 

claimed in 1966, ―In the German Democratic Republic, humanism is the present and histori-

cal reality.‖
150

 For the author (or authors)
151

 of the entry, socialist humanism was the final 

realization of traditions of humanistic thought going back to classical Greece. Much of the 

entry is composed of a retelling of the history of humanism hitting all of the major historical 

landmarks, from classical Athens, to the Italian renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the 

German classicism of Goethe and Schelling. In each instance, the underlying point was the 

role of humanism as an ideology of resistance employed by the rising class against those cur-

rently in power. Thus, renaissance humanism was ―not merely a spiritual rebirth of classical 

Athens‖ but at the same time ―a revolutionary militant movement against feudalism and the 

spiritual despotism of clerical scholasticism.‖
152

 With the advent of the work of Marx and 

Engels, the situation of humanism had changed fundamentally. Prior to that time, humanists 

had lacked a scientific means of realizing their ideas. Marx and Engels had linked the histori-

cal content of humanism with the historical mission of the working class, whose lot it would 

be to overthrow capitalism and to establish a socialist society. All previous humanism had 

been linked to the interests of a particular class. Socialist humanism was different in that it 

related to the formation of a classless society and was thus linked to the interests of every 
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human being without exception. Modern humanism had been born in the struggle against ca-

pitalist society, but with the rise of communism, it had gone from being a negative, critical 

ideology, to positive embodiment in the socialist state.
153

 

The appropriation of humanism in East German philosophy was intimately linked to 

the larger project of maintaining the legitimacy of the East German communist state. The de-

fense of East German Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy was, in many respects, similar to the 

struggles over orthodox doctrine in Reformation-era European Christianity. The Catholic 

Church could not tolerate deviations from its doctrine both because of the truth of the doc-

trine itself, but also because of the potential of certain sorts of doctrinal challenges to become 

the basis for challenges to the institutional order. For the East German leadership, it was im-

portant to defend Marxism-Leninism as a true and scientific doctrine. It was also important to 

rebut attempts to locate the normative foundations of Marxism in an abstract conception of 

the human being. This bourgeois idealism masquerading as Marxism failed, so East German 

theorists argued, to take into account that the building of a socialist society was definitively 

humanistic in that it presented the most promising prospects for the free self-development of 

human beings. The party had the right to demand sacrifices in terms of immediate freedoms 

because the long term goals of the social order were fundamentally just. On this view, the 

party, as the organized power of the proletariat, was the arbiter of social justice and the cor-

rect interpretation of the Marxist corpus. 

 Humanism posed (or was perceived to pose) a fundamental challenge to this institu-

tional and ideological order. Philosophy in the GDR, no less than in the rest of the socialist 

world, was a political matter. Philosophy was not, as the bourgeois ideologists would have it, 

a ―free floating‖ pursuit of truth, but rather a key element of the struggle between socialism 
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and capitalism with the task of intellectually legitimating the socialist order. As such, it was 

important that unanimity and parteilichkeit were maintained as decisive values even at the 

expense of ―objective‖ truth. Dissident Marxists such as Leo Kofler and Ernst Bloch, whose 

experiences will be discussed at length in Chapter 3, discovered that deviation from the SED 

party lines, even by extremely sympathetic critics, could have drastic professional and per-

sonal consequences. The ideologists of the SED reacted defensively against interpretations of 

Marxism that gave too much weight to Marx‘s Hegelian antecedents. Hegelianism, as a va-

riety of idealism, was inimical to the Marxist-Leninist viewpoint because it lent too much 

influence to intellectual abstractions and directed attention away from the material conditions 

that the communist state sought to create. Similarly, the focus on the human being per se was 

not consonant with a rigorous Marxist-Leninist perspective because it sought to create a 

normative basis for evaluating social conditions outside of the self-interpretation of the SED. 

As inter-systemic conflict became more intense at the beginning the 1960s, the SED, follow-

ing at least to some extent a Soviet lead, undertook a change of emphasis with respect to hu-

manism as a concept. The argument that socialism was, by definition, the more truly huma-

nistic side of the Cold War conflict had been present in East German scholarly literature 

since the earliest days of the GDR. To the extent that humanism was given any positive con-

tent in the 1950s, it tended to be as an element of the project of appropriating the German and 

European cultural past and marshalling it as a basis for the legitimacy of the East German 

state. A positive philosophical appropriation of humanism was added to this cultural thematic 

towards the end of the 1950s. Here, the argument was that socialism created a political, so-

cial, and economic order that was ideal for human thriving, and thus that socialism was by its 

very nature humanistic. This Marxist-Leninist humanism either rejected or simply ignored 
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the idea that the situation of human beings could somehow form the basis for a critique of 

socialism itself. For socialist thinkers this represented a failure to take the totality of geopolit-

ical and economic circumstances into account. As we shall see in the Chapter 3, the more 

loosely Marxist socialist humanism of the mid-1960s and the praxis-centered theorizing of 

the dissident Eastern European Marxists both shared in this failing. Socialist humanist think-

ers deemphasized doctrinally rigorous Marxism. Rather, the human was seen as a normative 

basis for political and economic analysis. Socialist humanists and dissident Marxists such as 

those in the Yugoslav Praxis Group, represented a direct and internal challenge to the institu-

tional order of the communist world by attempting to employ Marxist theory to critique the 

social order created by the Soviet Union and its political clientele. It is to this challenge that 

we now turn. 
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Chapter 3: Humanism and Dissident Marxism 

 

Marxism, in the form of the Marxist-Leninist philosophy of the ruling Socialist Unity 

Party (SED), was one of the most powerful ideological forces in the postwar years in the 

German Democratic Republic (GDR). Outside of the confines of the GDR, other versions of 

Marxism arose to challenge the intellectual hegemony of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy. The 

political and social conditions in the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), particularly in the 

early decades of the Cold War, strongly influenced both the tone and substance of the Marx-

ist theory that developed there. West German Marxism took shape slightly later than in the 

east, both because most German Marxists has either been killed or forced to flee Germany 

during the years of National Socialism, and because many that returned after the war went 

first to the eastern zone. Marxist thought was mostly absent from the postwar West German 

intellectual public sphere. The Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, re-founded in 1950 by 

Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, constituted an exception to this, but even there the 

Marxism of their approach was somewhat muted.
1
 It is indicative of the shape of postwar in-

tellectual culture that when Horkheimer and Adorno‘s Dialectic of Enlightenment was offi-

cially published in 1947, Adorno had first gone through and systematically excised any men-

tion of monopoly capital and most of the other Marxist language. 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s a humanistic strain of Marxism began to arise in 

West Germany, due in part to the arrival of disaffected scholars emigrating from East Ger-

many. In West Germany, pace frequent East German assertions to the contrary, the liberal 
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capitalist state form allowed the formation of a public sphere which was relatively free from 

formal constraint. Pursuit of political programs explicitly oriented toward the overthrow of 

the current order were forbidden, leading to the outlawing of political parties from both the 

extreme left and the extreme right of the political spectrum.
2
 Outside of this, however, the 

degree of latitude allowed to groups and individuals grew progressively wider during the era 

of Adenauer‘s chancellorship (1949-1963), as the democratic system became more firmly 

entrenched. The Social Democratic Party of Germany pursued a policy of anti-communist 

socialism. While the party officially cut its ties to Marxism in the Bad Godesberg party pro-

gram of 1959, this merely put an official seal on what had been, in practice, the policy of the 

party throughout the postwar period. Marxism in West Germany was thus increasingly the 

province of scholars and cultural critics. 

 The main sections of this chapter will be devoted to a discussion of four versions of 

dissident Marxism that were influential in West Germany during the Cold War. Leo Kofler, 

Ernst Bloch, and Herbert Marcuse each considered themselves to be in some sense orthodox 

Marxists, but their accounts of Marxism were decidedly different from the orthodoxy preva-

lent in the regions of actually existing socialism. The Cold War shaped their respective ca-

reers in decisive ways. Kofler and Bloch returned from periods of exile to the Soviet Occupa-

tion Zone, and both hoped to assist in the building of socialism in Germany. Both eventually 

ran afoul of the SED and both eventually emigrated to West Germany. Herbert Marcuse, on 

the other hand, became a naturalized American citizen during the Second World War. Al-

though he returned to Germany only occasionally during the remainder of his life, he was 

still extensively engaged in German cultural life via his extensive contact with former col-
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leagues from the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, such as Horkheimer and Adorno. 

Like Kofler and Bloch, Marcuse‘s work in the decades of the Cold War reflected a two-front 

struggle against the deficiencies of Soviet Marxism on the one hand, and the repressive pseu-

do-culture of liberal capitalism on the other. Erich Fromm, the fourth figure discussed here, 

was less committed to orthodox Marxism, striving rather to build a non-dogmatic socialist 

humanism that would realize the original impulses of Marx‘s project. 

For all four of these figures, concepts of human being played central roles in both 

their critical work and their positive accounts of Marxism. Each struggled against the tenden-

cy, found in both Second International and Soviet Marxism to reduce human beings to their 

class position, seeking instead to ground the normative claims of Marxism in an account of 

the effects wrought by capitalism on human beings. Although they developed widely differ-

ent interpretations of Marxism, all four of these figures shared an approach that placed (or 

replaced) human beings at the center of Marxist social theory, rather than focusing on im-

mutable laws of historical development. Further, all four shared a syncretism in their ap-

proach to social theory, allowing them to alloy Marxism with important themes in non-

Marxist social thought, such as Freudian psychoanalysis. Finally, all four were strongly in-

fluenced by the Cold War as a contextual factor for their respective projects, which posed 

challenges to orthodox Marxism-Leninism on the one hand, and liberal capitalism on the oth-

er. 

 The works of Kofler, Bloch, and Marcuse will be taken as representative of the high-

point of humanistic Marxism during the Cold War. The chapter will conclude with a brief 

discussion of the transformation of Marxism in the late 1960s and early 1970s, during which 

several trends shared influence. On the one hand, there was an attempt, taken up most promi-
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nently by Fromm, to create a space for a less doctrinally rigid socialist human that would al-

low anti-Stalinist leftists to find common ground. On the other hand, the rise of structuralist 

Marxism in France (particularly in the works of Louis Althusser) as well as the rise of radical 

Leninist (and in some cases terrorist) Marxisms in the extra-parliamentary opposition in West 

Germany posed severe challenges to the humanistic Marxism of the earlier postwar dissi-

dents. 

 

Section I. Leo Kofler: Humanist Marxism and the Critique of Stalinism 

 Although he is little remembered today, Leo Kofler was one of the most influential 

figures in postwar German Marxism.
3
 Kofler‘s work is important to this study for a number 

of reasons. He was both a convinced Marxist and an early postwar critic of Stalinism, for 

which he was forced to leave the GDR in 1950. In his theoretical works he sought to inte-

grate humanism into a Marxist framework shaped by the concept of totality as developed by 

the Hegelian Marxists of the prewar era. After his departure from the GDR, his opposition to 

Stalinism, which had only been implicit in his earlier work, became both more explicit and 

more pointed. Throughout the 1960s, Kofler kept up a twofold struggle: against Stalinism 

and for a critical, humanist Marxism that took account of the value of bourgeois contribu-

tions to the analysis of society. 

In the years before World War II, Kofler had been a member of the Austrian Socialist 

Party, and studied Marxist theory under the tutelage of the prominent Austro-Marxist Max 
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Adler.
4
 A Marxist and of Jewish descent, Kofler had been forced to flee his home in Vienna 

when the Nazis seized power in Austria in 1938. He spent the bulk of the war years in an in-

ternment camp in Switzerland, during which time he was nonetheless able to attend lectures 

by the noted Swiss Marxist Werner Kaegi, as well as to write a book on the Marxist approach 

to sociology.
5
 He returned to Germany from Switzerland in 1947 in the hopes of making 

some contribution to the construction of socialism in Germany. On his arrival in the Soviet 

Occupation Zone, Kofler discovered that he was to make a greater contribution than he had 

expected. The denazification of the professoriate in the eastern zone had left the educational 

institutions there desperately short of personnel. He was visited by representatives of the So-

cialist Unity Party, who convinced him only with difficulty to take up a position in at the 

University of Halle. Kofler had never completed his university training and thought himself 

unqualified to take up a teaching position. After years spent in internment, a teaching posi-

tion and a chance to participate in the building of a new, socialist political order in Germany 

seemed to be an ideal situation. It was, however, not to last. 

 The trouble started in 1948, when Kofler published a work entitled Zur Geschichte 

der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (On the History of Bourgeois Society), which he had originally 

turned in as his Habilitationsschrift, the second dissertation required in order to receive a ve-

nia legendi, the credential required to teach at a German university.
6
 The prospects for this 

seemed promising, although Kofler‘s work diverged in important ways from the approach to 

social theory found in the writings of Stalin and other orthodox Marxist-Leninists. Kofler‘s 
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book was a long-form examination of civil society in capitalism. Its approach was consonant 

with the Kant-influenced approach to Marxism, which Kofler had taken from his teacher, 

Max Adler. Adler had held that the dialectic was a methodological principle of sociological 

analysis rather than an intrinsic element of the process of historical development.
7
 This soci-

ology was paired with an attempt to make Kantian ethics consonant with Marx‘s critique of 

the effects of the capitalist mode of production on human beings. Kofler‘s work was shaped 

in important ways by Adler. His history of bourgeois society was a sociology of the intellec-

tual life of the capital owning classes. When Kofler proposed the idea to the Central Admin-

istration for Popular Education, he was able to submit supporting opinions on his work from 

a number of his colleagues, among them the renowned historian Walter Markov.
8
 

The publication of Kofler‘s book took place during a period in the prehistory of East 

Germany. The period immediately following the end of the war had been one of relative in-

tellectual freedom. The SED and their allies in the Soviet Military Administration were pre-

pared to show ideological leniency in the hopes of drawing intellectuals and other fellow 

travelers into the orbit of the party. Given the paucity of properly ideologically committed 

intellectuals, a wider degree of freedom of opinion was allowed.
9
 As the 1940s drew to a 

close and the prospects for a reunification of the occupied zones of Germany faded, the SED 

underwent a period of Stalinization, which was felt throughout the intellectual world of the 

eastern zone as a tightening of the reins of political orthodoxy.
10

 The result of this transition 

has been described by the historian Norbert Kapferer with the term Kaderphilosophie (cadre 
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philosophy), an approach which saw the philosopher not as a lone seeker for truth but as a 

functionary of the party, responsible for the production of ideological weapons with which to 

combat the philosophy of the bourgeoisie.
11

 

 The process of Stalinization in Halle was heralded in November 1948 by a speech 

given by Otto Grotewohl, then a member of the governing council of the SED, in which he 

stressed that ―from now on it will not be tolerated that the students should remain ignorant of 

Marxist philosophy.‖
12

 Kofler had become progressively more alarmed by the influence of 

the ―Stalin cult‖ during the months he had spent in the eastern zone. In the summer of 1948, 

Kofler attended a four month long professional development course at the ―Karl Marx‖ Party 

Academy in Berlin-Kleinmachnow. In the course of the discussions there, Kofler had the te-

merity to assert, contrary to Stalinist orthodoxy, that totality was part of the categorical struc-

ture of the dialectic. According to the Marxist-Leninist view, totality was a hangover from 

Marx‘s youthful Hegelianism, one which was did not comport with the view of Marxism as a 

scientific project of deriving laws of historical development comparable to those discovered 

by the natural sciences. A row erupted between Kofler and Kurt Hager, one of the SED‘s 

chief ideologists, when Kofler left the seminar room and returned with his heavily underlined 

edition of Marx‘s Zur Kritik der politischen Ökonomie with which to buttress his argu-

ments.
13

 

This was a particularly inauspicious time for Kofler to have chosen not to toe the par-

ty line. The split in June 1948 between Tito‘s Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union had raised the 

stakes of orthodoxy throughout the communist world. In Germany, it was becoming increa-
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singly clear that Stalin‘s plan for unification and neutralization of Germany would not suc-

ceed and that socialism would be built in earnest in the eastern zone. The increasingly ag-

gressive moves by the SED to insure doctrinal conformity had the effect of disillusioning 

those not satisfied with the party line. In March 1949, Wolfgang Leonhard, an instructor at 

the Karl Marx Party Academy and a member of the Ulbricht group in Moscow during the 

war, fled to Yugoslavia. This was viewed with particular alarm in the governing circles of the 

GDR because Leonhard had chosen to flee not to the capitalist west but to another commun-

ist state.
14

 

The consequences of Kofler‘s resistance to party orthodoxy were not long in arriving. 

His Zur Geschichte der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft began to come under concerted attack. 

Kofler was assailed in the party journal Einheit in two articles written by Rugard Otto Gropp, 

a former student of Ernst Bloch and one of the most aggressive defenders of the SED‘s ver-

sion of Marxism.
15

 Gropp‘s first article, published in June 1949 under the title ―Unmarxis-

tische Geschichtsdeutung‖ (Non-Marxist interpretation of history), began by accusing Kofler 

of devaluing the critical capacities of Marxist theory. ―He gives us to understand,‖ wrote 

Gropp, ―that for him historical materialism is not yet the science of society, but needs to be 

replaced by something new, a deeper understanding.‖
16

 Gropp quickly moved on to an attack 

on Kofler‘s use of the concept of totality. In dialectical (and thus in Marxist) thought, the 

concept of totality functions to shift attention away from individual details and toward a fo-

cus on their dynamic action with larger wholes. Gropp argued that although Kofler had in-

voked the concept of totality, he had done so in a way that merely ensconced Marx in the tra-
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jectory of 19
th

 century idealist thought. Gropp rejected Kofler‘s attempts to view Marx‘s 

theory in the broader scope of the philosophy of history in 19
th

 century Europe. ―Ultimately, 

Kofler just reproduces in his own way the bourgeois methodological confrontation of Ger-

man philosophy with empiricism.‖
17

 Rather than contrasting dialectical thought with the me-

taphysical thinking of bourgeois ideologists such as John Stuart Mill and Max Weber, Kofler 

had accepted the premise that rationalistic thought or thought that was grounded in the under-

standing (verstandesmäßig) could make a contribution to an analysis of society based on the 

concept of totality. The result was merely that Kofler had offered up his own metaphysics in 

the form of a philosophy of totality.  

For Gropp, Kofler‘s attempt to take account of bourgeois philosophy was merely ob-

fuscating the scientific analysis made possible by orthodox historical materialism. ―Truth of 

history,‖ Kofler had written, ―in fact comprises far more than the merely factual.‖
18

 For 

Gropp, this got the analysis of history backward: 

For Marxists, the truth cannot lie above or behind, but only in factuality. 

Marxism is a code of practice for an exact – understanding oriented (verstan-

desmäßigen) – investigation of factuality, but not an understanding-

interpreting world view.
19

 

 

Kolfer‘s coquetting with bourgeois philosophy merely clouded the issue, rather than contri-

buting to the development of a clear and scientific presentation of history. Bourgeois philos-

ophy of history purported to be superior to the materialist view of history by giving a more 

inclusive account of the complex factors of which historical processes were composed. On 

Gropp‘s view, and in the view of the party ideologists, historical materialism was of value 
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precisely because it was capable of cutting through the superficialities and fixing on the con-

crete factors which were the true motive forces in history. In his attempt to alloy Marxist and 

bourgeois thought, Gropp argued, Kofler evinced an ―intellectual-petty bourgeois resentment 

against the organized working class.‖
20

 So far as Gropp was concerned, the only reason to 

give any attention to Kofler‘s book was because of the capacity of his ―falsifications‖ of 

Marxism to confuse his readers, thus abetting the opponents of Marxism. Gropp concluded 

that, ―[i]t would be advisable for Comrade Kofler to undertake personal self-criticism and to 

make modest efforts to understand Marxism before he decides to publish anything more.‖
21

 

 In the following months, the pressure on Kofler intensified. In September 1949, a re-

view of Zur Geschichte der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft appeared in the Tägliche Rundschau, 

the official paper of the Soviet Military Administration.
22

 The author (identified only as ―G. 

E.‖) took Kofler to task for his engagement with bourgeois thinkers such as Troeltsch, Som-

bart, and Weber, resulting in a ―conglomerate with pseudo-Marxist infusions‖ that was nei-

ther bourgeois nor Marxist. The following January, Kofler was the subject of a speech deli-

vered by Fred Oelßner, the chief ideologist of the SED, to an audience of students and func-

tionaries of the SED youth organization (the Frei Deutsche Jugend or FDJ). Oelßner attacked 

both the language and the content of Kofler‘s Zur Geschichte der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft. 

After quoting extensively from Kofler‘s discussion of the concept of totality in historical ma-

terialism, Oelßner asked, 

Confronted with such gibberish, how should a student begin, how could a stu-

dent really grasp what historical materialism is? And what purpose is Profes-

sor Kofler pursuing when he covers his false and deviational view under such 

gobbledygook, where we have classic and unambiguous formulations of his-
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torical materialism from Marx, and above all from the groundbreaking book 

by Stalin, Dialectical and Historical Materialism?
23

 

 

Not only was Kofler guilty of filling his students‘ heads with Hegelian jargon, already theo-

retically surpassed in the works of Marx and Stalin, he had also, so Oelßner claimed, com-

pletely misunderstood the situation in the Soviet Union and the political implications of the 

planned economy. Kofler had criticized the Soviet Union for excesses of state power and bu-

reaucracy. Here too, Kofler‘s error could be traced back to his fascination with the concept of 

totality. 

Professor Kofler, as a devotee of the principle of totality, ignores such small 

matters as the capitalist encirclement [of the Soviet Union]. Is it not clear that 

anti-Soviet contraband is being smuggled at the University of Halle, under the 

mask of a scientific interpretation of Marxism? And is it not time that the pro-

gressive students in Halle take up the energetic ideological struggle against 

the purveyors of this anti-Soviet contraband?
24

 

 

This was clearly intended as a public calling out of Kofler in a circumstance where he was in 

no position to defend himself. Rudolf Sauerzapf, a young colleague of Kofler‘s at Halle 

sought out Oelßner during an interval in the proceeding to complain that it was inappropriate 

to offer such criticisms when Kofler was not permitted a rebuttal. Oelßner told him brusque-

ly, ―We don‘t have discussions with Trotskyists,‖ and walked away.
25

 

The accusation of being a Trotskyist was a sort of code in the language of the Stalin-

ism. It was not meant as an analysis of someone‘s position, but rather to designate them as 

having deviated from orthodox Marxism-Leninism in a leftward direction. Parteilichkeit, 

                                                 
23

 The sections of Oelßner‘s talk relating to Kofler are reproduced in Christoph Jünke, Sozialistisches 

Strandgut: Leo Kofler, Leben und Werk, 1907-1995, 238-40. Oelßner‘s speech was also extensively excerpted 

in the Neues Deutschland of 15 January 1950. 
24

 Ibid., 240. 
25

 Rudolf Sauerzapf, "Die Vertreibung des Leo Kofler," Utopie kreativ, no. 168 (2004). Viktor Klemperer was 

also present at the talk, describing Oelßner‘s comments as ―excessive‖ (maßlos). Victor Klemperer, Walter 

Nowojski, and Christian Löser, So sitze ich denn zwischen allen Stühlen: Tagebücher 1945-1959, vol. 2 (Berlin: 

Aufbau-Verlag, 1999), 9. 



199 

 

submission to the discipline of the party in all things, was the chief virtue in Marxism-

Leninism. Trotsky had violated this principle by opposing Stalin‘s assertions that the con-

struction of socialism in a single country could be commensurate with Marxist doctrine.
26

 In 

the wake of this, Trotskyism became a designation for any attempt to assert that the party 

was not fulfilling the demands of Marxist doctrine. The labeling of Kofler as a Trotskyist was 

meant to designate his thought as outside the pale of acceptable criticism of the doctrines of 

the SED. 

 Several months later, Gropp published a second article in Einheit: an even more ex-

tensive and vicious attack on Kofler and his book.
27

 The title of the article, ―Kofler – An 

Ideological Vermin,‖ gave an important indication of the tone and content of this attack. The 

use of ―vermin‖ (Schädling) as a term of abuse is significant, as this term had been frequently 

used in National Socialist propaganda, particularly in relation to Jews.
28

 Gropp, a former in-

mate of the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, could hardly have been unaware of antise-

mitic overtones of this term in the Nazi lexicon. In substance, Gropp‘s article took up where 

his previous contribution had left off. Since that time, Kofler had ―in no way attempted to 

overcome his weaknesses and errors.‖
29

 Rather than suffering from a lack of clarity while on 

the way to a fuller understanding of Marxism, Kofler‘s arrogant and demagogic falsification 

of Marxism showed him to be ―an outspoken enemy of the party of the working class.‖
30
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 Gropp then proceeded to his substantive criticisms of Kofler‘s work, which amounted 

to a laundry list of positions opposed to Stalinist orthodoxy. Gropp‘s criticisms fell under 

three headings: defamation of Marxism, the idealistic falsification of historical materialism, 

and opposition to the party. In his book, Kofler had attempted to locate Marxist theory within 

the broader trends of 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century European social theory. To Gropp, this 

amounted to an ―objectivistic equating of bourgeois ‗science‘ with Marxism.‖
31

 Marxism-

Leninism alone was capable of presenting a scientific account of history. The so-called ob-

jectivity of bourgeois science was, in fact, nothing but camouflage for continuing class do-

mination. 

With Kofler a particularly crass and pathetic objectivism abounds. It appears 

not only in his overestimation of bourgeois ideology, but also in his direct at-

tempt to merge Marxism with these ideologies which are opposed to it. This 

alone makes Kofler‘s completely un-Marxist position clear.
32

 

 

Kofler, so Gropp claimed, had ignored the world historical role of the workers and peasants 

in the development of Marxism, in favor of a professorial approach which was prone to an 

all-too-easy acceptance of bourgeois ―science.‖ 

 Under the heading of idealistic falsification, Gropp took up the topic of Kofler‘s em-

ployment of the concept of totality, the issue which had led to Kofler‘s original conflict with 

Kurt Hager. For Gropp, Kofler‘s interest in totality amounted to a flabby metaphysics that 

confused objective and subjective idealism. By objective idealism, Gropp meant the influ-

ences of material processes on the consciousness of the proletariat. The interpretive method 

of totality, by contrast, was subjective idealism. This latter method was deficient because it 

did not take sufficient account of material social processes. Kofler‘s great methodological 
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mistake was to confuse these two forms of idealism. One consequence of this was that Kofler 

could not satisfactorily analyze history. Kofler‘s commitment to bourgeois objectivism had 

led him attribute the rise of Nazism to ―the deeply rooted undemocratic intellectual and spiri-

tual structure of German people.‖
33

 Gropp rejected this as a ―new theory of race,‖ one which 

ran counter to the communist analysis of Nazism as an outgrowth of capitalism and also 

raised questions about the East German project of reconstructing German culture in that it 

made the sources of Nazism intrinsic to Germans as Germans. This was all part and parcel of 

Kofler‘s failure to understand the central role of class struggle as the motor of historical de-

velopment. With Kofler, socialism did not arise from class struggle, but rather out of ―huma-

nistic ideals.‖
34

  

 These attacks were followed by a campaign at the University of Halle against ―Kof-

lerism‖ which effectively isolated Kofler from his colleagues. Kofler responded by compos-

ing two works meant to defend his view of Marxism and to critique the failings of the univer-

sity system in the eastern zone. In Geschichte und Dialektik, Kofler defended himself against 

the charge of idealism and implicitly criticized the mechanistic dialectics of his East German 

opponents.
35

 Neither the materialism of the Enlightenment nor German idealism had, Kofler 

claimed, managed to bridge the gap between the cognizing subject and the external world of 

objects. Hegel had managed to remedy this through his philosophy of totality grounded in the 

dialectical method. The bulk of the book is devoted to an extensive critique of ―vulgar Marx-

ism.‖ The predominant failing of this vulgar Marxism was its tendency to assume that sub-

jecting history to a purely class-based analysis, one which simply took a contrarian position 
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to bourgeois analyses, provided access to the truth of history. Formalistic and positivistic, 

vulgar Marxism failed to take Marx‘s critique of positivism into account and produced an 

account of history that was guilty of ―bourgeois fact fetishism.‖
36

 The solution to the problem 

of historical analysis was not a fascination with facts on the model of bourgeois science, but 

rather the employment of the concept of totality as means of developing a dynamic under-

standing of broader historical processes. 

Kofler was critical of Hegel‘s ―idealistic basic conception‖ which prevented him from 

―coping with the world of facts in dialectical fashion.‖
37

 A correct view of knowledge in gen-

eral, and of historical knowledge in particular, had to be grounded in an account of the rela-

tionship of consciousness to the surrounding world. Consciousness was a function of life 

(Lebensfunktion) and as such could not be divorced or conceived of as separate from the ma-

terial world: 

Consciousness is a function of life, developed in the struggle of highly devel-

oped animal species with their natural environment, which cannot otherwise 

exist without being equipped with the capacity correctly to reflect objective 

reality … Consciousness could not…fulfill its task of serving life if it did not 

have a capacity for correct knowledge of objectively existing reality, for the 

human being could not act practically without it.
38

 

 

Kofler‘s view of the dialectic was grounded in the norms of human experience in a way that, 

in his later work, he would describe as anthropological. In contrast to the mechanistic view of 

history and its laws that characterized vulgar Marxism, and clearly he included the variety of 
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Marxism being taught in Kleinmachnow, Kofler stressed the need to understand history as a 

totality grounded in the actual activity of human beings.
39

 

 As Kofler‘s biographer has noted, the position taken in Geschichte und Dialektik 

represents a variety of Western Marxism ―coupled with Kofler‘s variant of self-critical 

reform communism.‖
40

 The text was not explicitly critical of the authorities in the eastern 

zone, nor did Kofler draw explicit connections between Stalinism and the vulgar Marxism 

that he took as his target. Stalin‘s Dialectical and Historical Materialism (1938), a crucial 

and oft-invoked text in the arsenal of Marxism-Leninism, is mentioned only once. Neither 

did Kofler engage in specific criticisms of his opponents, such as Kurt Hager, R. O. Gropp, 

or Fred Oelßner. Rather, Kofler grounded his arguments in the original Marxist corpus, in 

particular volumes one and three of Capital and the Critique of Political Economy. Early 

works of Marx, such as On the Jewish Question, The German Ideology, and The Holy Fami-

ly, were occasionally cited, but references to later works by Engels (Anti-Dührung, The Pea-

sant War in Germany, and The Origins of Family, Private Property, and the State) as well as 

to Lenin‘s Aus dem philosophischen Nachlaß, were much more prevalent. This is noteworthy 

because, Kofler‘s Hegelianism, most clearly evident in the centrality of the concept of totali-

ty in his work, was not grounded in a reading of the Paris Manuscripts but rather in texts 

written later in Marx‘s life, texts which had already received the imprimatur of Marxist-

Leninist orthodoxy. It has been argued that in History and Class Consciousness Lukács had 

extrapolated important elements of the Hegelianism of the Paris Manuscripts
41

 without hav-
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ing ever read them, merely on the basis of a reading of Capital.
42

 Kofler‘s approach in his 

work prior to his removal to the Federal Republic suggests the plausibility of such a reading. 

For Kofler, this was orthodox Marxism.
43

 As his rift with the ideological authorities in the 

eastern zone widened, Kofler increasingly took the view that it was their view, and not his, 

which deviated from true Marxism. 

Kofler‘s critique of Stalinism began to take shape even before he finally departed for 

the west in early 1951. In his final months in the GDR, Kofler composed Kritik des ost-

deutsche Universitätssystem, a text running to more than one hundred typescript pages.
44

 Un-

like in Geschichte und Dialektik, here Kofler was explicitly critical of the university culture 

in the eastern zone and of its effects on the society of the nascent GDR. The universities of 

the eastern zone had foresworn the humanistic outlook that had been taken over into the re-

constructed university system in the early postwar days. But with the adoption of a strictly 

Marxist-Leninist approach to education, undertaken in the context of heightened ideological 

conflict toward the end of the 1940s, something important had been lost.  

The Marxist doctrine of the abolition of the relationship of expropriation be-

tween the proletariat and the bourgeoisie loses all meaning (whatever ap-

proach one takes to this theory) as soon as one divorces it from the humanistic 

perspective, that is, when one degrades socialism to a niggling and narrow 

―sausage-end socialism‖ (Wurstzipfelsozialismus) however this might be ca-

mouflaged.
45

 

 

Rather than developing the student‘s human qualities, education in the eastern zone had be-

come a training ground for bureaucrats and for those who would live under their rule. Young 
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people were being transformed into ―subaltern and characterless tools of a narrowly practical 

and ignorant bureaucracy‖ in which ―socialist education was in no way possible.‖
46

 

 Kofler‘s unwillingness to adjust to the requirements of this approach to pedagogy 

eventually forced him to depart the GDR. He was isolated in Halle, and although he was still 

sympathetic to the overall project of building socialism in Germany, he had come to believe 

that that agenda was being hijacked.
47

 His failure to toe the line made him an apt candidate to 

be used as an example for other prominent independent-minded intellectuals in the GDR, 

figures such as the economist Fritz Behrens, the physicist Klaus Zweiling, and the philoso-

pher Ernst Bloch, all of whom were seen as wavering from the official line during this pe-

riod.
48

 In September 1950, Kofler was stripped of his teaching position and was forced to 

sneak out of the GDR under threat of arrest. 

 The circumstances of Kofler‘s departure from East Germany illustrate an important 

feature of the ideological landscape of the early Cold War. There is a sense in which the first 

decades of the postwar period were the apex of influence of Marxist theory. The Soviet Un-

ion, which claimed to be a society consonant with Marx‘s ideas, was one of the two dominant 

powers in the world. The Red Army had been the principle force in the defeat of Nazi Ger-

many, and the Soviet Union exerted political hegemony across a wide swath of eastern and 

southEastern Europe. The doctrine of ―socialism in one country,‖ originally developed by 

Nikolai Bukharin and then made part of official policy by Stalin, cleared the way doctrinally 
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for the construction of socialism in the Soviet zone of control. Absent this doctrine, objec-

tions might be raised to the construction of socialism prior to the formation of a dominant 

proletarian movement in the context of the full working out of the possibilities of the capital-

ist mode of production. In the preface to A Critique of Political Economy, Marx had written 

that ―[n]o social order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it is suffi-

cient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never replace older ones 

before the material conditions for their existence have matured within the framework of the 

old society.‖
49

 In the context of the formation of competing spheres of economic and political 

influence after 1945, the need to exhaust the possibilities of the current mode of production 

took a back seat to the exigencies of the immediate political situation. 

 At the same time, this hegemonic position was in constant need of defense. Lenin‘s 

―Twenty-one Conditions‖ (1920) had announced the Bolshevik Party‘s claim to define Marx-

ist orthodoxy. The physical elimination of dissidents such as Leon Trotsky and the victims of 

the show trials in the 1930s highlighted the seriousness with which the Stalinist regime 

viewed the issue. Soviet policy in the immediate postwar period put this claim in to practice. 

As such, the defection of Tito from the international Communist movement in 1948 pre-

sented a direct challenge to the ideological hegemony of the Soviet Union, one which heigh-

tened the sensitivities of Stalinist officials throughout the areas under Soviet control.
50

 The 

attacks on Kofler were an important element of the East German response to this challenge. 

The flight of Wolfgang Leonhard to Tito‘s Yugoslavia put a premium on the rooting out of 

ideological non-conformity. The occasion for the attack on Kofler‘s position had been his 

idealism and his willingness to take seriously the work of non-Marxists. The critiques by 
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Gropp and others, by and large, presented an accurate account of the substance Kofler‘s posi-

tion, but in the official view this position deviated from that which was acceptable. Having 

thus established that Kofler had expressed unorthodox views (and refused to renounce them), 

the authorities then sought to multiply his sins. Kofler was both a bourgeois idealist and a 

Trotskyist, as wells a Titoist, an enemy of the party, and an enemy of the Soviet Union. 

After his departure from the GDR, Kofler held a number of academic appointments at 

several West German universities. In the period between his emigration to the FRG in 1951 

and the early 1970s, Kofler built on the themes which had come to the fore in his conflict 

with the ideologists of East German socialism. These themes had a critical and a positive di-

mension. On the one hand, Kofler continued to develop his critique of Stalinism in a series of 

publications during the early 1950s. In the second half of the 1950s and throughout the 

1960s, Kofler also began to describe in positive terms a revolutionary socialist humanism, 

grounded in Marxist theory, which he viewed as a response both to Stalinism and to the lib-

eral capitalism of the Federal Republic. 

Kofler‘s critique of Stalinism centered on the deleterious effects of bureaucratization 

on human freedom. Stalinism had abandoned dialectics to such a degree that it was nearly 

unrecognizable as a Marxist doctrine. In place of dialectical social analysis, Stalinism offered 

a mechanistic economism. In Das Wesen und die Rolle der stalinistischen Bürokratie (The 

Nature and Roll of Stalinist Bureaucracy), published in 1952, Kofler argued that there was a 

sense in which Stalinist bureaucracy was comparable to the Puritanism described by Weber 

in The Protestant Ethic.
51

 In both cases there arose, ―a moralism that, in the bureaucracy, was 
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less stringent than Calvinistic moralism and was, moreover less subjectively colored, but 

which proved itself strong enough to find a strict moral standard for judging the public and 

private lifestyle associated with individual practices.‖
52

 Stalinism, like Puritanism, demanded 

―blind subordination to a sacrosanct social system (Geneva and Moscow) and a stratum con-

ditioned by leadership based on divine or historical destiny.‖
53

 

Stalinism translated socialist planning into an institutional order existing for its own 

sake and characterized by its own internal dynamics. This bureaucratization reached to all 

important sectors of social life. Intellectual life was dominated by an intellectual bureaucracy 

(Geistesbürokratie) exhibiting three ―characteristic forms of deformation.‖ The elimination 

of dialectics resulted in a ―naturalistic-materialistic parody of Marxist philosophy and social 

theory. The Stalinist fascination with bureaucratic practice reduced historical materialism to 

―shallow economism.‖ Finally, Kofler noted, Stalinism destroyed the humanistic core of 

Marxism. One had to recognize: 

…the dehumanization of Marxism on the path of the ―oversight‖ and ―forget-

ting‖ of the essential insights of Marxist humanism, for instance the idea of 

the all-around development of human personality on the basis of the indepen-

dent and economic freedom of the individual.
54

 

 

The normative core of Marxism was the free development of the individual promised by the 

overcoming of reified capitalist social relations. Stalinism abandoned this in favor of the de-

velopment of specialized capacities useful to the mechanistic reproduction of the bureaucrat-

ic order. 
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 Kofler‘s last systematic analysis of Stalinism from the 1950s was a series of articles 

published in the Deutsche Universitätszeitung in 1954 and 1955.
55

 In the last of these essays, 

published on 3 February 1955, Kofler sought to differentiate the ethical implications of his 

position from the Stalinist ethics, but also from the bourgeois ethical thought prevalent in the 

west.
56

 Marxism, both its critics and its partisans agree, did not provide an ethics in the sense 

of a theoretical system of values, 

Insofar as theoretical ethics sets itself the goal of illuminating the validity of 

the universal (that is, supra-historically valid) foundations of behavior on the 

basis of a morally experienced ought, this ethics separates – at least taking its 

attempt to reconcile the two poles retroactively as its point of departure – the 

―ought‖ (the normative) from the ―is‖ (the ―causal‖ or the ―law-governed‖). 

This separation contradicts the Marxist idea of ―unity‖ of being, more precise-

ly the dialectical identity of contradictions which does not permit the separa-

tion of is and ought.
57

 

 

Marx‘s ethical thought sought to move beyond the formalism and one-sidedness of bourgeois 

ethical systems such as that of Kant, which attempted to specify norms that were valid for all 

human beings, irrespective of time, place, and condition. Kofler sought to differentiate 

Marx‘s ethics from both Stalinism and from the ―ethical‖ socialism found in Western Europe. 

In this same period, Kofler published a number of essays critical of ethical socialism 

grounded on the work of the neo-Kantian philosopher Leonhard Nelson.
58

 Ethical socialism 
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was, for Kofler, an attempt by moderate socialists to play on the utopian inclinations of some 

more progressive sections of the bourgeoisie. This project wavered between ―formal critical 

rejection of capitalist conditions‖ and an ―anthropological pessimism‖ which saw human na-

ture as an enduring problem for socialism.
59

 Kofler argued that this approach made the same 

error as the bourgeois ethical thinking that it sought to supplant: it depended on the idea of an 

essential and unchanging nature common to all human beings. ―They do not understand, or 

understand only in a less than essential sense, that this ‗nature‘ that underlies humanity is in 

truth the nature of human beings formed by capitalist society.‖
60

 

 In the case of Stalinism, the problem was somewhat different. ―Stalinism finds itself 

in the tragic…situation of being pressed forward along the line of historical development 

while at the same time attempting hopelessly to contradict it.‖
61

 Stalinism falsified what Kof-

ler referred to as ―the ethical humanism of the Marxist doctrine,‖ making the wellbeing of the 

state primary over that of the human development of the people ruled by the system. In the 

industrially developed countries of Western Europe, there was less danger of bureaucratiza-

tion and dehumanization because the democratic state form allowed for more effective resis-

tance by progressively oriented social forces. In the Soviet Union, by contrast, where such 

democratic traditions were lacking, bureaucratic institutions, bearing the legitimizing force of 

the language of human liberation, were much more difficult to resist.
62

 The Soviet system 

legitimated itself through an aggressive ―hypermoralism‖ that categorized any opposition to 

the official line as immoral by definition. In this respect it was, Kofler once again averred, 
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similar to the overweening moralism of early modern Puritanism. In both cases, ―a strict and 

exaggerated ethicism lies over the wide unethical content like a fog over the landscape and 

effects the mystification of true ethics in the uncritical consciousness of the individual.‖
63

  

 In his critiques of Stalinism from the first half of the 1950s, Kofler frequently alluded 

to a humanism in Marxist doctrine that formed an opposing pole to the formalism and bu-

reaucracy of Stalinism, but also to the essentialism of West German democratic socialism. 

Kofler clarified his positive account of Marxist humanism in two texts, the first from the 

mid-1950s, the second published during the high point of student radicalism in West Germa-

ny in 1968.
64

 The first of these was Perspektiven des revolutionären Humanismus, first pub-

lished in 1953 and then reissued in slightly revised form in 1957.
65

 Marxism, Kofler argued, 

had a humanistic-ethical fundamental orientation. In Marxism, ―every individual theory or 

scientific statement is developed in such a way that they proceed from the human being, plac-

ing the human being in the center of the analysis and directing all its results toward the ful-

fillment of human needs (security, freedom, justice, personhood).‖
66

 Marxism was humanis-

tic because, for Marx and for those who had correctly interpreted his doctrines, the human 

being was the central point of analytical orientation. This was asserted in contrast to Stalinist 

and similarly mechanistic versions of Marxism (such as that of the Second International) 

which centered their analyses on supra-human laws of historical development. For Marx, the 

fundamental aspect of social analysis was to find the human relations underlying the apparent 

commodity relations characteristic of capitalist society. In support of his argument, Kofler 
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adduced (without citation) a quotation from the first volume of Capital, thus driving home 

the point that the humanistic content in Marx‘s theory could be read out of the generally ac-

cepted Marxist texts, rather than needing support from the more controversial works of 

Marx‘s youth (such as the Paris Manuscripts). 

 Kofler attributed to Marx a non-essentialist concept of the human. Rather than defin-

ing the human as the bearer of some particular essence or combination of discreet qualities 

(such as the propensity to truck and barter cited by Adam Smith), the human being was, for 

Marx, defined by a dynamic, historically and socially mediated process of self-creation. As 

Kofler noted: 

Every epoch, every social order has its human beings. It is a deep and widely 

held error to believe that the human being is always ‗at its base‘ the same. The 

form is the only thing which abides. The content of human life, that is, the 

manner of interacting with the natural environment, laboring or other kinds of 

action, concrete relations with one‘s fellow man, modes of thinking, history 

and culture, all constantly transform themselves.
67

 

 

The essence of the human was constantly being defined by its relationship to the ―social 

community‖ (gesellschaftliche Gemeinschaft). Without the social relations that gave shape to 

the individual, any attempt to conceive of it was merely a ―meaningless abstraction.‖
 68

  

 Kofler developed his conception of human nature as socially constructed by specify-

ing what he termed ―forms‖ of human life which were ostensibly unchanging. Kofler speci-

fied seven such forms, including physical and mental organization, rationality, needs (al-

though not individual specific needs), relatedness to other human beings, and the capacity to 

labor.
69

 Human being was a ―contradictory being‖ (ein widerspruchsvolles Wesen). It was, on 

the one hand, an individual seeking to satisfy its own needs, on the other hand, a species be-
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ing (Gattungswesen) which could only satisfy its needs socially. Human beings were, thus, 

simultaneously self- and socially- related. Finally, Kofler added to these a quality of human 

being that was not, precisely speaking a form, in the sense of being part of the framework of 

self-construction, but an existential condition. Human beings externalize (entäußern) them-

selves in the context of their action, turning the object of their action into a reflection of 

themselves. 

But once present, the product shows a tendency to become independent [of its 

human producer], be it only that it becomes something given and present at 

hand which must be reckoned with or to which one is habituated, which con-

strains or threatens to constrain freedom of action. If the breach between the 

product and the human being becomes complete, the product becomes some-

thing ranged against the human being with which one is not finished, as a 

power that is both one‘s own and external. Then externalization becomes alie-

nation.
70

 

 

Human beings realized themselves through their activity, but the products of this realization 

then became part of the independently existing framework of being, liable to become the 

source of repression when the appropriate social relations obtained. 

 This framework for human development functioned in the context of a broader histor-

ical narrative of the attainment of increasing degrees of freedom. ―History is the progressive 

realization of human freedom.‖
71

 Not that it always appeared as such. There had been free 

human beings long before there had been slaves, and freedom coexisted, even in the modern 

world, with widespread unfreedom. To look at things this way reflected, for Kofler, a failure 

to understand the nature of historical processes. Slavery was a necessary part of the transition 

from one mode of economic organization to another, and this broader transition led to more 

overall freedom as a higher economic formation replaced a lower one. Viewed in terms of 
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historical development, the institution of serfdom in the Middle Ages was a step forward 

from the slavery that had preceded it. It was crucial to remember that freedom meant differ-

ent things to people at different points in the class structure of society. ―The difficulty in the 

determination of the historical concept of freedom is that in class society there is no simple 

form of freedom that is valid in the same way for everyone.‖
72

 It is only in the context of ful-

ly developed socialism that a non-contradictory form of freedom becomes available to all 

members of society. 

 Much of the latter part of Perspektiven des sozialistischen Humanismus is taken up 

with the analysis of the structure of bourgeois society, in which Kofler sought to come to 

terms with the situation of the left in West Germany in the late 1950s. This was the high pe-

riod of the Adenauer era. The Social Democratic Party of Germany had, under the leadership 

of Kurt Schumacher and Erik Ollenhauer, been consigned to political opposition, fighting a 

two front struggle against the political power of the Christian Democratic/Christian Social 

Union (CDU/CSU) and the accusation, commonly found in CDU political literature, that the 

German Social Democratic Party (SPD) was consciously or unconsciously the agent of 

communism in West Germany. The Communist Party of Germany, whose ranks had been 

decimated during the years of the Nazi dictatorship, had never recovered the levels of popu-

larity that it had enjoyed during the Weimar period. It was banned by Adenauer‘s govern-

ment in 1956, by which time it had already been reduced to irrelevance. In the era of the so-

called ―economic miracle‖ and with the ever-present threat of communism embodied in the 

other German state, those on the political left in West Germany struggled to find traction 

with a mass political audience. In the later chapters of Perspektiven des sozialistischen Hu-

manismus, Kofler discussed the problems of West German society at length, arguing that the 

                                                 
72

 Ibid., 16. 



215 

 

freedom of bourgeois society was an illusory, commodified freedom. The condition of the 

working classes had indeed improved materially, but this did not change the fact of the alie-

nation of human beings living in a society that re-presented the materializations of the inner 

lives of human beings as object alien to themselves and arrayed against them. 

 In a work published three years later, Kofler argued that there was a sense in which 

the old class distinctions in society had become less important.
73

 Society was controlled by 

elites, some of whom were nihilistic and sought only personal gain and the maintenance of 

the status quo. Other segments of the elite had progressive or humanistic sentiments. The ex-

istence of the nihilistic elites could simply be attributed to the systematic logic of capitalism. 

The formation of progressive elites within capitalism was the result of two historical factors. 

They arose from ―the disintegration of the once most influential and esteemed popular tribu-

nate of the socialist movement on the one hand, and from the continuing effects of the glim-

mers of antinihilism and humanism out of the ashes of decadence and nihilism.‖
74

 In all of 

the political and religious formations of the modern industrialized world there existed ―a 

greater or lesser number of free thinking individuals who can resign themselves neither to the 

spirit of nihilistic denial nor to overblown subjectivism, fixated on empty freedom and aristo-

cratic anti-populism.‖
75

 It was crucial for the workers‘ movement to recognize the existence 

of these progressive elites and to work toward integrating them into a broad progressive 

front. In this way it might prove possible to break the domination of the nihilistic elites and 

the exploitive social order that they defended. 

 Kofler‘s text can be read as an attempt to come to terms with the disappointed hopes 

of the radical left in West Germany at the end of the 1950s. The SPD was moving steadily to 
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the center, renouncing Marxism and dissociating itself from its overly-radical student wing, 

the Socialist German Student Union (SDS). The trade unions were also moving in a more 

centrist direction, as highlighted by the focus of the Federation of German Trade Union 

(Deutsche Gewerkschaftsbund, DGB) on the pursuit of the 40-hour work week. The depriva-

tions of the early postwar period had, by 1960, given way to a flourishing consumer culture 

and relatively low levels of unemployment.
76

 Under these conditions it was difficult for those 

on the radical left to make the case that capitalism was a destructive and dehumanizing sys-

tem.  

For Kofler the early 1960s were, much like the 1950s, a period of relative isolation. 

He had great difficulties securing as position. He did not have many contacts in the west and 

his reputation had been somewhat tarnished by his work in the GDR, irrespective of his ex-

tensive critical writings on Stalinism.
77

 In 1952 he sought to parlay a contact with Max 

Horkheimer into a position at the newly reformed Frankfurt Institute, only to be told by 

Adorno (who was handling matters of personnel at that point) that the Institute‘s financial 

situation would not permit it.
78

 Kofler spent the balance of the 1950s teaching in the net-

works of educational institutions run by the SPD, the SDS, and by the West German trade 

unions. It was a precarious existence, poorly remunerated, and often punctuated with material 

and professional uncertainty. During this period, Kofler was associated with the independent 

radical left stretching from the left wing of the SPD to the vestiges of the KPD (before its 
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eventual banning).
79

 Kofler published extensively in a series of more or less ephemeral jour-

nals such as Wissenschaftliche Sozialismus, Die andere Zeitung, Weg und Ziel, and links, 

which catered to the revolutionary, non-Stalinist left. The failure to associate himself with the 

Frankfurt School consigned Kofler‘s work to the ―social political ghetto of the radical left.‖
80

 

By the beginning of the 1960s, Kofler‘s prospects had narrowed somewhat further because of 

the rightward shift of both the SPD and the DGB, which caused Kofler‘s revolutionary Marx-

ism to seem out of step with the broader political imperatives of both electoral social democ-

racy and bread and butter trade unionism. 

In the later 1960s, Kofler‘s prospects improved. The rise of the radical left provided 

many more contacts and opportunities for Kofler, and his revolutionary humanism aroused 

much greater interest among students looking for options beyond the moderate democratic 

socialism of the SPD. Socialist presses in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland offered ex-

panded opportunities for the publication of texts with a leftist orientation, and Kofler bene-

fited from this. Between 1964 and 1968, Kofler was about to bring out not only a heavily re-

vised edition of his Geschichte der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft, but also three new works that, 

if they were not entirely new, presented important aspects of Kofler‘s thought in a new light. 

In 1964, Kofler published Der proletarische Bürger (The Proletarian Citizen), which 

included slightly edited versions of the texts in his Marxistischer oder ethischer Sozialismus 

(1955).
81

 In the added material, Kofler focused on the extent of reification in modern capital-

ist society, which he viewed as so much more extensive than at any previous point in history 

as to constitute a qualitatively new situation: 
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[T]he extreme reification of all domains as well as of the ego and its interior 

is, at its base, a phenomenon of the most recent times. Thus, in contrast to the 

liberal epoch, bourgeois philosophy, theory, and literature have for roughly 

half a century been giving way to a definition of the freedom of the individual 

as mere possibility of redeeming oneself through a quasi-creative act; for the 

masses, by contrast, there is only sinking into the reified ―fate‖ of impersonal 

―emptiness,‖ ―senselessness,‖ and ―isolation‖ in a mechanistic lifestyle.
82

 

 

Life under conditions of modern industrial capitalism was shaped by a dialectic between the 

extreme individualism of the bourgeoisie and the de-individualized ―massification‖ (Vermas-

sung) that was the fate of the working classes. 

 Kofler developed this theme in more depth in Der asketische Eros (The Ascetic Eros), 

published in 1967.
83

 Here, Kofler explored what the concept freedom had come to mean in 

the context of late bourgeois society. This society justified itself by providing its citizen with 

security, a modicum of commodities, and a certain kind of freedom, in particular from sexual 

taboos. In return, human beings in this society were forced to concede the possibility of un-

constrained self-development.
84

 The concomitant feature of the erotic liberation of late bour-

geois society was an enforced asceticism. 

The modern high bourgeois form of repression conceals itself under a dense 

veil of apparently permissible political and, most prominently, erotic free-

doms. The permissible Eros will be bought through repression and renuncia-

tion in the extra-individual domains of life, and in the case of individuals this 

eroticism does not even have those effects that the ideology seems to prom-

ise.
85

 

 

Capitalist repression was alloyed with the provision of certain deficient freedoms that served 

only to camouflage the fact that the system was based on the expropriation of that capacity 

for creation that was fundamental to human being. To understand precisely how this was so, 
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it was necessary to extensively analyze the false freedoms of bourgeois and the human can-

vas on which they played out. 

In Der asketische Eros, Kofler continued an engagement with the thought of Freud 

that he had first taken up in the newly written sections of Der proletarische Bürger. There he 

had argued that ―the essential presupposition of the Marxian humanistic anthropology in 

principle contradicts that of Freud.‖
86

 In Freud‘s thought, human beings were ―work-shy‖ 

(Arbeitsscheu), but Marx had shown that labor was, in fact, fundamental to the human es-

sence. Furthermore, Freud‘s ego psychology had posited human beings as a series of egos 

each relating to each other as an ego. For Kofler this reduced society to disconnected indi-

viduals, whereas on Marx‘s view socialization acted as a sort of collective superego that 

created a basic connection between human beings. Individualization was not an essential 

human characteristic but the result of living under the alienating condition of capitalist social 

relations. The Freudian architecture of the psyche posited a repressed libido, the same for all 

social classes, the impetus of which had to be worked out in labor and other sorts of 

achievements. For Marx, so Kofler contended, labor under capitalist relations of production 

was the form of repression par excellence, while human labor would facilitate the healthy 

expression of libidinal drives.
87

 Finally, Freud had characterized human beings as fundamen-

tally anarchistic and immoral. Marx had shown, on the contrary, that such conclusions about 

human beings failed to recognize that human personalities were constructed in the context of 

repressive societies. Freud had provided a serviceable analytical construct for understanding 
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human being, but it was necessary to correct it by applying the lessons that Marx had taught 

about the effect of certain kind of social orders on the way human beings are formed.
88

 

 Kofler‘s academic career continued into the 1980s, and he lived to see the final col-

lapse of the actually existing socialism that he had sought to build in East Germany. The 

transition to anthropology in Der proletarische Bürger constituted an important and funda-

mental change of approach from that taken in Kofler‘s earlier works, one which would only 

come to fruition in the years after 1970. Kofler‘s turn toward anthropology had a twofold 

purpose: to reintroduce a philosophical dimension to the empiricist social science that anth-

ropology had become and to analyze systematically the human consequences of the aliena-

tion attendant upon life in a society structured by reified social relations. Yet, as the orienta-

tion of Kofler‘s Perspektiven des revolutionären Humanismus shows, he retained an interest 

in the human being as a normative basis for Marxist politics. Kofler was one of the few West 

German Marxists to explicitly characterize his work as humanistic. In general, Marxists were 

disinclined to do so both because of the historical baggage that came with humanism as a 

concept and because it seemed to imply an essentialist account of human being that Marx had 

explicitly rejected. But there were other prominent West German Marxists who sought to un-

derstand the way that the fundamentally human could be the basis for a politics that went 

beyond the bureaucratic repression of Stalinism and the false freedom of the liberal capitalist 

order. 

 

Section II. Ernst Bloch: Utopian Humanism 

 Kofler‘s experiences are paralleled in a number of important ways by those of Ernst 

Bloch. Bloch was twenty two years older than Kofler, and thus was more extensively active 
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in the years before World War II. He had been friends with Lukács when both were in their 

twenties, hanging around the edges of the circle around Max Weber in Heidelberg. Bloch had 

a dramatic, almost messianic personality, which often rubbed people the wrong way. Weber 

is famously reported to have complained about the pretentiousness of Bloch‘s behavior and 

suggested that he might send people to Bloch‘s residence to pack up his belongings and take 

them to the train station as a way of encouraging Bloch to leave town.
89

 

 In the years surrounding the First World War, Bloch practiced a syncretic approach to 

philosophy and social criticism, running, as one biographer put it, between the poles of Karl 

Marx and Karl Mai.
90

 Bloch came to Marxism around the time of the war, but his connection 

to Mai goes back to the earliest days of his reading life. Mai stories of the American Old 

West had a powerful effect on Bloch‘s imaginative life during his childhood in Ludwigsha-

fen on the Rhine.
91

 Bloch‘s first book, The Spirit of Utopia (first published in 1916 and re-

published in 1923 with extensive additions and revisions) had a strongly critical dimension 

and many Marxist influenced passages, without being Marxist per se.
92

 In final section of the 

book, entitled ―Karl Marx, Death, and the Apocalypse,‖ Marx is invoked as a critic of the 

modern social order, which Bloch regarded as spiritually deficient, but Bloch‘s employment 

of Marx is strictly philosophical and avoids all engagement with Marx‘s materialist social 

theory. Bloch was conscious of the formation of the Bolshevik state in Russia, an event 

which he regarded in terms of the spiritual struggles of the modern world: ―[T]he West, with 

its millions of proletarians has not yet spoken; meanwhile there stands, unbowed, a Marxist 

republic in Russia; and the eternal questions of our longing, of our religious conscience still 
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burn, undiminished, unbent, unredeemed in their absolute claims.‖
93

 Both Marx and Bolshev-

ism were symptomatic of the spiritual condition of the age, a reaction against the bankruptcy 

of many of the most widely popular intellectual motifs of western civilization. 

Whereas the Romanticism of the latest reaction has inherited absolutely noth-

ing proper, is simply coarse and backward, is neither factual nor enthusiastic 

nor universalist, but simply numb, obstinate, withdrawn, soulless and un-

Christian; so with its pathos of the autochthonous it can elicit only the decline 

of the West, in completely animalistic stupidity, irreligious extinction: faded 

blossom and for today only civilizational atrophy, a navy, and the pessimism 

of historiographical registration as the only goal, but for Europe only prompt, 

eternal death.
94

 

 

This typically elliptical passage highlights Bloch‘s critique of the European intellectual life in 

the interwar period. Important aspects of the old social order, such as belief in organized reli-

gion had been compromised by the violence and cynicism of the war. The nascent commun-

ist order in the Soviet Union was a sign of a rebirth of European culture, the precise outlines 

of which could not yet be discerned. 

 Marx, Bloch argued, provided European thought with a means of coming to terms 

with this future. Marx‘s view of history had predicted the demise of capitalism and the rise of 

a social order grounded in principles of freedom and human self creation. Although it was 

impossible to specify beforehand what shape this society would take, the importance of 

Marx‘s philosophy was the forward-looking dimension of utopian thinking. Marx provided a 

model of critical practice, in which one could unmask fetishized social relations and conceive 

of a better future the traces of which could be discerned behind those relations. 

[I]n order be able to think purely economically alongside capital, against its 

injustices, just as the detective is homogenous with criminal – where nothing 

but the economic aspect has to be considered; and only afterward to imagine a 
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higher life, as soon as the space and the liberation of the idea have been won, 

and the measureless lies, as well as the unwitting embellishments, excuses, 

superstructures, variables of purely economic functions, can be destroyed in 

favor of the always and finally genuine idea of society.
95

 

 

Bloch closed this particular passage with a comment about Marx‘s thought which highlights 

the conventionality of his views at this point: As Marx had defined scientific socialism, ―it is 

not our consciousness that determines our being, but on the contrary our economic being that 

determines our consciousness, the breeding ground of ideas.‖
96

 

As the references to Christianity in the above-cited passage indicate, Bloch‘s thought 

had a prominent religious, or more properly eschatological, dimension.
97

 As the 1920s pro-

gressed, the apocalyptic messianism of Bloch‘s earlier writings gave way to a more extensive 

engagement with Marxism, and a firm partisanship of the positive values embodied by the 

Soviet Union.
98

 Bloch had spent the First World War in exile in Switzerland. He was forced 

into a second period of exile in the late 1930s, fleeing Austria with his second wife Karola, 

eventually ending up in the United States. Bloch‘s choice of haven was a peculiar one. Given 

his avowedly pro-Communist stance, and the fact that his wife was a Comintern agent, the 

Soviet Union might have seemed a more appropriate destination. The impression is streng-

thened by a number of articles published by Bloch during the show trials in Moscow in be-

tween 1936 and 1938. In one article published in early 1937, Bloch took French critics of the 

anti-Trotskyite trials in Moscow to task for not giving the official accounts of the trials suffi-
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cient credence.
99

 In another article, published in the journal Neue Weltbühne in December 

1937, Bloch once again defended the trials. 

There are a number of people today who seem to be somewhat disconcerted. 

Although many of them may have loved the beginning of the Russian Revolu-

tion, during the last two years they have lost their enthusiasm. They cannot get 

over the fact that this 20-year-old bolshevist child must rid itself of so many 

enemies, and that it discards them so ruthlessly. They are confused, yet they 

never really examine the situation. While scarcely understanding these sad 

events, and often admitting as much, they pass judgment. And so many do not 

join in celebrating the long common struggle. In fact, they almost repudiate 

it.
100

 

 

Bloch justified the conduct of revolutionary justice in the Soviet Union by comparing it to 

revolutionary situations in other periods of European history. The poetry of Klopstock and 

other contemporary German partisans of the French Revolution were marshaled by Bloch to 

highlight the need for stern measures in birthing a new society out of the ruins of feudalism. 

Nonetheless, Bloch chose not to subject his own future to the vicissitudes of the Soviet sys-

tem, and left Europe for a parlous six year stay in the United States.
101

 

 It was during his period of exile, spent mostly in New York, New Hampshire, and in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts. Bloch composed his three-volume Die Prinzip Hoffnung (The 

Principle of Hope), one of the most important contributions to the humanistic Marxism of the 

postwar era. The Principle of Hope was humanistic in a much different sense than the work 

of Kofler had been. Bloch did not explicitly appropriate humanism as a term, nor did he at-

tempt in any extensive sense to specify what precisely a human being was, as Kofler had 

done when he specified the forms characteristic of the human being. Rather, Bloch‘s project 

was humanistic in the sense that it sought to ground Marxist analysis in the experiential and 
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imaginative life of human beings. In the first volume of The Principle of Hope, Bloch ana-

lyzed the content of fantasy life for people at different ages and in various locations within 

the class structure. Human beings are ―a quite extensive complex of drives,‖ acquisitive, sex-

ual, power, among others.
102

 Various attempts had been made to specify what the basic hu-

man drive was, but all that could really be said was that self-preservation tended to predomi-

nate, but even that was historically constructed. What could be confidently asserted was that 

all humans created a fantasy life as a partial fulfillment of the particular structure of their 

drives. This fantasy life had different characteristic forms at different point in life. Babies 

begin knowing only their cravings, which are then constructed as they interact with the 

world: 

…we also learn to wait. Because what a child wishes seldom comes in time. 

We even wait for wishing itself, until it becomes clearer. A child grasps at 

everything to find out what it means. Tosses everything aside again, is res-

tlessly curious and does not know what about. But already here the freshness, 

the otherness lives, of which we dream. Boys destroy what they are given, 

they search for more, unpack the box. Nobody could name it or has ever re-

ceived it. So what is ours slips away, is not yet here.
103

 

 

As people aged they developed new fantasies based on the interaction between their inborn 

drives and the historical moment in which they lived. The Greeks had had certain kinds of 

fantasies, the Egyptians others, Europeans living in the age of mass culture and fascism still 

others.  

Bloch located this fantasizing human being in the context of an ontology of the hid-

den and evolved a range of concepts meant to illustrate the dynamic processes in which hu-

man being was enmeshed. Like Kofler, Bloch followed Marx‘s sixth thesis on Feuerbach in 

positioning the essence of human beings as their potential for making their indeterminacy 
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determinate, rather than in the position of any substantive quality or characteristic. In the sec-

tion of The Principle of Hope dedicated to the analysis of anticipatory consciousness, Bloch 

wrote, 

Man is that which still has much before it. He repeatedly stands ahead on 

frontiers which are no longer such because he perceives them, he ventures 

beyond them. Authentic man in the world is outstanding, waiting, lives in fear 

of being frustrated, lives in hope of succeeding. Because what is possible can 

equally well turn into Nothing as into Being: the Possible, as that which not 

fully conditional, is that which is not settled. Hence, from the outset, if man 

does not intervene, both fear and hope are appropriate when confronted with 

this real suspension, fear in hope, hope in fear.
104

 

 

Both Bloch‘s ontology and his account of human subjectivity stretched forward and back-

ward from the moment in which the individual found themselves. Bloch wrote in several 

places about the subject‘s inability to immediately understand their lived experience, a condi-

tion he described as the ―darkness of the lived moment‖ (Dunkel des gelebten Augen-

blicks).
105

 Human consciousness was always engaged in the attempt to construe lived expe-

rience post facto and to build it into narratives that made not only the past, but also the future, 

comprehensible. Bloch accepted Freud‘s view of consciousness as segmented and not fully 

available to the self-analysis of the subject. ―The inward glance,‖ Bloch noted, ―never sheds 

equal light. It is sparing, only ever illuminating a few parts of us.‖
106

 The preconscious could 

not be accessed by the inward gaze but manifested itself in dreams and daydreams. The 

dream life of human beings was, for Bloch, a clue to the way that human consciousness re-

lated to the dynamic possibilities inhering in the world. 

The forward dreaming fantasy life of human beings played out against the backdrop 

of a dynamic ontology laden with not-yet-realized possibilities. Bloch characterized these 
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possibilities with the concepts tendency (Tendenz) and latency (Latenz).
107

 Bloch thought of 

himself as a materialist, but he conceived of matter as dynamic rather than static, as ―Being 

which has not yet been delivered.‖
108

 Tendency refers to the pressure of objectively real pos-

sibility that builds up in the actually existing world until it breaks through the blockage of 

that which currently exists. Latency is a more remote level of objective possibility, possible 

futures lying below that which exists in the present. Tendency was a more immediate ma-

nifestation of that which is latent in the real. The moment of realization is what Bloch called 

the ―Front.‖ ―There is,‖ Bloch noted, ―a driving in things in which our affairs can still be 

conducted, a Front in which our future, precisely this, can be decided.‖
109

 This Front was the 

point at which the latent tendencies of the real break forth in the form of something new, 

which Bloch termed the ―Novum.‖ The sum of these concepts was a dynamic view of histor-

ical development, grounded in the Marxist view of history, but not reducible to it. But lack-

ing the teleology of the Marxist historical narrative, it also it also lacked the motive force. 

Marx had argued that the proletariat would realize the transition to a new historical moment. 

Bloch, by contrast, located the force of change in the human imagination, and left the direc-

tion of historical change open to the vicissitudes of tendencies whose substance was difficult 

to discern until after they had manifested. 

Bloch‘s interpretation of Marx was novel and, despite his protestations to the con-

trary, quite difficult to square with Stalinist bureaucratic centralism. The Principle of Hope 

included three sections in which Bloch engaged with Marx‘s thought at length. In the first, 

Bloch linked his concept of anticipatory consciousness to Marx‘s philosophy by dissecting 
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the ―Theses on Feuerbach.‖
110

 Bloch divided the theses into four groups: the epistemological 

group (1, 3, 5), the anthropological-historical group (4, 6, 7, 9, 10), the theory-practice group 

(2, 8), and thesis 11 which Bloch termed ―the password‖ (das Losungswort). 

Bloch returned to Germany in 1949. The authorities at the University of Leipzig were 

looking for a high profile replacement for the conservative philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer 

who had departed in 1948, looking for more congenial political circumstances in the west.
111

 

In the letter of invitation from the classicist Werner Krauss, Bloch was offered ―unrestricted 

freedom‖ in his teaching and scholarship.
112

 Bloch began teaching at the Leipzig Philosophi-

cal Institute in the summer semester, lecturing on this history of philosophy, although he had 

never actually habilitated. It was decided that Bloch would be allowed to submit The Prin-

ciple of Hope as his habilitation dissertation. 

Bloch arrived in the GDR at a time of increasing political tension. In 1949 the Cold 

War systemic competition was becoming ever sharper and, as mentioned above, there was a 

concomitant stress on the maintenance of ideological orthodoxy. Unlike Kofler, Bloch was 

not openly critical of the bureaucracy and hove to the party line. For him, the GDR was the 

realization of the socialist project and a state committed to the extirpation of the heritage of 

German fascism. At the same time, that East German state had an interest in maintaining 

good relations with prominent figures such as Bloch. Bloch‘s presence in the GDR lent 

weight to the intellectual institutions of the nascent communist state and increased the 

chances that other progressive-minded intellectuals would rally to the cause of creating ac-

tually existing socialism. 
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Bloch reached the high point of his career in the GDR in the years 1954-1955. His 

philosophical credentials had been reaffirmed with the publication of three shorter works 

writing during his exile in the United States. These included a book on the seventeenth cen-

tury German theologian Christian Thomasius analyzing the roots of Marxist doctrine in the 

historical traditions of Christian theology and natural law, and a second on Avicenna‘s inter-

pretation of Aristotle‘s views on matter, in which Bloch posited a dynamic conception of 

matter as a basis for a Marxist ontology.
113

 Bloch‘s third book from this period dealt with 

Hegel.
114

 In it, Bloch argued presented a different take on Hegel than many of his other 

Marxist defenders such as Marcuse, Kojève, and Hyppolite, all of whom had de-emphasized 

the spiritual aspects of Hegel‘s thought in an effort to synchronize his philosophy more tho-

roughly with that of Marx. For Bloch, the mysticism of Hegel‘s thought was part and parcel 

of his rationality. Bloch analyzed the subject-object relationship, arguing that Hegel had been 

a process thinker and in that respect was superior to thinkers relying on fixed, static concepts. 

Bloch‘s attitude toward Hegel was an important element of the break that began to 

form around this period between himself and the defenders of intellectual orthodoxy in East 

Germany. Bloch had ended the foreword to Subjekt-Objekt by saying, ―Hegel denied the fu-

ture, but no future can repudiate Hegel.‖
115

 This, and Bloch‘s continued substantive interest 

in Hegel, ran counter to the historical narrative of Marxism-Leninism in which Hegel‘s 

thought had been definitively superseded by that of Marx and Engels. Hegel was an idealistic 

thinker who approach gave primacy to abstractions rather than to material causes, and in this 

respect he had to be corrected by Marx who had famously said that he had turned Hegel right 
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side up. Hegel had contributed the dialectical method, but this had been thoroughly inte-

grated into Marxism-Leninism, thus obviating further substantive engagement with his phi-

losophy. Little notice had been taken of Bloch‘s book when it had first been published, most-

ly because the text was so abstruse that it was difficult to pin down Bloch‘s ideas, much less 

how these ideas might relate to orthodox Marxism. 

Bloch reached the apogee of his position in the GDR in 1955 when he was awarded 

the National Prize for Science and Technology (Second Class) for conjoining ―incisive anal-

ysis and interpretation of the world with a progressive attitude.‖
116

 A greeting to Bloch from 

the Central Committee of the SED on the occasion of his 70
th

 birthday describe him as ―a dis-

tinguished scientist and publicist‖ who had ―for decades stood in the struggle against the de-

mon (Ungeist) of German militarism and imperialism, and for a new, more beautiful life for 

our people.‖
117

 He had, it was noted, remained loyal to this struggle even during his years of 

exile and had in his works laid the foundation for a socialistic life. ―The publication of his 

highly distinguished works thereby contributed to the awakening of a healthy pride in the 

great cultural traditions of our people and to the propagation of ideas of humanism and 

progress in our German Democratic Republic.‖
118

  

Yet, even as he was being lauded in the leading newspaper of the GDR, there were al-

so signs of stress in the relationship between Bloch and the East German state. On the same 

page as the congratulatory article there also appeared a piece by Kurt Hager, Secretary of the 

Central Committee of the SED and one of the party‘s chief ideological watchdogs. Entitled 

―Parteilichkeit oder politische Neutralität‖ (―Party Loyalty or Political Neutrality‖), it began 
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with further congratulations to Bloch, but quickly moved on to a criticism of philosophers 

and other intellectuals whose ―idealistic‖ thinking led them to eschew party loyalty in favor 

of political neutrality inside the ivory tower.
119

 In the fourth of the article‘s eight paragraphs, 

Hager lauded Bloch‘s recent publications (the above-mentioned books on Thomasius, Avi-

cenna, and Hegel, as well as the recently published Principle of Hope), but in a rather back-

handed way. ―A Marxist philosopher will have much critical to say about these works, while 

however agreeing with Bloch‘s humanism and his absolute party loyalty.‖ While compli-

menting Bloch‘s work, there is an unmistakable subtext: Bloch work was not strictly ortho-

dox, but was to be tolerated because of his overt loyalty to the party. 

Bloch clearly did not take the hint, as in the following year he continued to lecture on 

Hegel and to pursue his ―idealistic‖ philosophy in the face of increasing pressure to toe the 

orthodox dialectical materialist line. 1956 was year of crisis throughout the communist 

world. On 25 February 1956, Nikita Kruschev had delivered his so-called secret speech, ―The 

Personality Cult and Its Errors‖ to a closed session of the 20
th

 Party Congress of the Com-

munist Party of the Soviet Union. Within weeks, the contents of the speech had become 

widely known and Stalinist officials throughout the communist world were forced to come to 

terms with the change in the political landscape. The speech was not an occasion for liberali-

zation, but rather a call to return to orthodox Leninism and to move away from allowing any 

individual to exert unrestrained power over the party. As dedicated followers of Stalin, Wal-

ter Ulbricht and the leadership of the SED were resistant to criticism of Stalin. The Central 

Committee released a moderately worded statement on 30 June 1956 acknowledging Krus-

chev‘s speech and the critique of the cult of personality around Stalin,
120

 but the overall ef-
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fect of these events was to heighten tension within the party and to make its ideologues more 

watchful about the orthodoxy of public figures in East Germany.
121

 

The tensions related to international events, such as the disturbances in Poland and 

Hungary, as well as those immediately preceding the arrest of Wolfgang Harich, have been 

described earlier in this chapter. Bloch himself had begun to come under direct pressure in 

the spring of 1956. In April 1956, Bloch was attacked by the Leipzig SED leader Paul 

Fröhlich at a meeting of the Leipzig District Administration. In a rambling speech on the 

general theme of rebutting criticisms of Walter Ulbricht, Fr hlich claimed that ―an atmos-

phere counter to the party and the power of the workers and peasants‖ held sway in the philo-

sophical faculty at the University of Leipzig. According to Fröhlich, Bloch had said the reu-

nification of Germany could only be achieved if Walter Ulbricht resigned.
122

 

Assistants, students, who are members of the party, behave not only neutrally, 

but rather publicly support this opinion. Moreover, Bloch‘s philosophical 

analysis is accepted without criticism. It must however be acknowledged that 

Bloch‘s philosophy is not exactly based on the foundations of Marxism-

Leninism. It is actually a falsification of Marxism, approximating vulgar 

Marxism.
123

 

 

Later in the same meeting it was claimed the Bloch was setting up for himself a cult of per-

sonality along the lines of that for which Stalin had recently been criticized.
124

 Later that 

month, Fröhlich heightened the pressure on the University. In a meeting of the district admin-

istration held on 26 April, the rector of the University, Hans Mayer tried to defend the institu-

tion against calls by members of the district administration for more ideological supervision 

over the faculty. Mayer took the position such pressure would only lead to the departure of 
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talented individuals to the west. Fröhlich retorted that the only question at issue was one of 

socialist versus capitalist ideology. The supposed quality and reputation of professors was no 

substitute for ideological clarity. Further on, he mentioned Bloch by name, saying, ―If we 

tolerate Bloch‘s opinion that he is best and allow his students to be irresponsible we end up 

putting those professors who hold our own views in the position of allowing the unclarity of 

conflicting opinions.‖
125

 For Fröhlich it was imperative that the educational institutions of the 

SED state convey a coherent and consistent body of doctrine to the students. Bloch‘s Marx-

ism, tinged as it was with religion and idealism, ought not to be allowed to confuse students 

in the process of learning the truth of Marxist-Leninist doctrine. 

 Bloch‘s intellectual position in East Germany was tenuous. Early in 1957, Bloch‘s 

wife Karola (a long time communist activist) was expelled from the SED.
126

 Bloch was dis-

qualified from his teaching position in the philosophy faculty at the University of Leipzig and 

his house was put under surveillance by the Stasi. In April 1957 the party leadership orga-

nized a conference on (or more properly against) Bloch‘s work, which was clearly intended 

as a warning to any of the local faculty who still covertly supported him. This was followed 

by the publication of what can best be described as an anti-Festschrift on Bloch‘s work.
127

 

Two years before, when he had been awarded the National Prize as an outstanding intellec-

tual figure in the GDR, a Festschrift had been published in his honor featuring contributions 

from figures on both sides of the Cold War border.
128

 Now, with Bloch‘s political position in 
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the GDR dramatically altered, the party leadership wanted it made clear that Bloch‘s version 

of Marxism was no longer to be tolerated. 

 In his lead article for the collection, Rugard Otto Gropp attacked Bloch‘s philosophy 

as an ―anti-Marxist theory of world redemption.‖
129

 Bloch did not present his philosophy in 

plain language, and this was because he viewed the world as a secret and thus clothed his 

words in secretive form. His philosophy was characterized by ―mysticism and irrationalism‖ 

and he sought to ensnare his readers in an ―unscientific view of the world.‖
130

 Robert Schulz, 

like Gropp a colleague of Bloch‘s at Leipzig, argued that Bloch‘s philosophy was simply not 

historical materialism.
131

 ―Historical materialism is – as an essential component of Marxist 

philosophy and inextricably connected to dialectical materialism – the science of the univer-

sal laws and categories of society.‖ It did not require fundamental renewal or completion, 

either from Marxist anthropology or from the philosophy of hope.
132

 Unlike Bloch‘s philoso-

phy, historical materialism stated its position clearly and was in a constant process of making 

its conceptual formulation more precise. Schulz saw no need for Bloch‘s ―vague and ambi-

guous concepts and phrases.‖ For more than one hundred years, historical materialism had 

been ―an invincible weapon of the working class in the struggle for peace, democracy, and 

socialism.‖
133

 Bloch sought to replace it with bourgeois philosophy, cultural anthropology, 

sociology, and some version of the Christian idea of salvation. According to Schulz, Bloch 

preferred the ideas of bourgeois figures such as Alfred Weber, Ferdinand Tönnies, and Ar-

nold Gehlen to the orthodox doctrines of historical materialism. ―With the ‗comprehensive‘ 
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category of hope, which pushes economic factors into the background, Bloch surrenders him-

self to these bourgeois ideologists, and in the matter of using idiosyncratic terminology to 

conceptually obscure social relations that have already been clearly understood, he excels 

them all.‖
134

 

 Bloch spent the balance of the 1950s in isolation in Leipzig. He was forbidden to 

teach or to meet with his former students, and his works were held in official disfavor by the 

party leadership. Unlike other victims of such repressive policies (such as Leo Kofler before 

him), Bloch had an international reputation. This was one of the factors that had originally 

made him attractive to the SED party leadership, and which had prompted them to overlook 

the peculiarities of his interpretation of Marxism, which was clearly no more or less orthodox 

in 1957 than it had been in 1949, for so long. Although he was no longer a part of the official 

East German philosophical establishment, Bloch had access to western media outlets. He re-

fused to have the third volume of The Principle of Hope published in East Germany, as he 

had agreed to do by contract with Aufbau Verlag in 1952. Instead, he had all three volumes 

published by the West German Suhrkamp Verlag in 1959. His reputation also meant that it 

was difficult for the SED leadership to prevent him from travelling. In 1961, Bloch and his 

wife were vacationing in Tübingen (where Bloch had given a very well-received lecture the 

previous year) when the Berlin Wall was built. They decided to remain there rather than re-

turn to East Germany. 

 Bloch was offered a professorship at Tübingen, which he duly accepted, which al-

lowed him to lecture freely on the history of philosophy. His first publication after his emi-

gration was Natural Law and Human Dignity, an analysis of natural law thinking from a 

                                                 
134

 Ibid. 



236 

 

Marxist perspective.
135

 At first glance this might seem to be a quixotic venture. Marxist doc-

trine tended to preclude specifying firm and unchanging ethical precepts, and this was pre-

cisely what the tradition of natural law sought to do.  

 Bloch‘s career is emblematic of the role of dissident Marxism in Germany in the Cold 

War. Although he had gravitated to the east because it seemed in its early days to present the 

prospect of the creation of a socialist society, his Marxism ultimately could not be made to fit 

into the narrow confines of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy, and even his commitment to the par-

ty could not save him when its orthodoxy came under stress during the mid-1950s. In West 

Germany his philosophy found a better reception, especially among members of the student 

movement who saw in it a theoretical basis for a more humane Marxism and a more human 

society. Rather than theorizing at the level of laws of social development, Bloch employed 

Marxism as means to understand human being through an analysis of dreams and utopias. In 

this sense it was humanistic, but it was prone to many of the same problems of humanistic 

Marxism and of humanism more generally. Bloch took account of the effects of class posi-

tion, of gender- and of age in his analyses, positing only the capacity for utopian thought as a 

universal characteristic of human beings. But the dreams that he looked at were European 

dreams, the capitalism that he analyzed was European capitalism, and it remained unclear 

how universal capacity for utopian thought would play out in environments further afield, or 

how European utopias might relate to the utopias of other lands. 
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Section III. Herbert Marcuse: From Hegelian to Freudian Marxism 

 Herbert Marcuse was probably the most influential theorist of the German left in the 

second half of the twentieth century. Adorno was perhaps a more incisive thinker, but his so-

cial theory was undertaken at a level of abstraction that made it difficult to translate into a 

program of practical action. Indeed, Adorno‘s unwillingness to simplify his approach or to 

allow it to be used as ideological cover for direct action caused him to run afoul of the nas-

cent student movement with disastrous consequences.
136

 Adorno once famously complained 

about attempts by political radicals to make us of this theoretical work, writing somewhat 

plaintively, ―I developed a theoretical model of thought. How was I to know that they would 

try to realize it with Molotov cocktails?‖
137

 Marcuse‘s relationship to the student movement, 

as well as to other elements of the extra-parliamentary opposition, was smoother both be-

cause he was more comfortable with the translation of his theoretical work into practical po-

litical action, and because Marcuse himself was a willing participant in postwar political rad-

icalism. Although he visited Germany only occasionally from the exile in the United States 

to which he had been forced by the rise of National Socialism, Marcuse was an emblematic 

figure in the German and wider European left. His influence can be seen in the acerbic com-

ment made by Hans-Georg Gadamer, who wrote in the ―Afterword‖ to Truth and Method, 

―Marx, Mao, and Marcuse – whose names are inscribed together on many walls these days – 

do not have ‗unconstrained dialogue‘ to thank for their popularity.‖
138

 For conservatives like 

Gadamer, Marcuse was the figurehead for a movement that sought to destroy moral and cul-
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tural values of the west. Marcuse‘s unpopularity among conservatives in the west was paral-

leled by active loathing on the part of the ideologists of Marxism-Leninism. East German 

scholars tracked Marcuse‘s work and made it the subject of blistering criticism. 

 Marcuse‘s Marxism occupies a middle position between that of Kofler and that of 

Bloch: more penetrating than that of the former, more systematic and coherent than that of 

the latter. Beginning in mid-1920s, Marcuse developed a version of Marxism grounded in the 

experience of human beings. He had originally come to Marxism during the First World War, 

at the end of which he participated in the workers‘ and soldiers‘ councils. He completed a 

doctorate at the University of Freiberg in the years immediately following the war, writing a 

dissertation on German artist novel.
139

 After spending the mid-1920s out of academia, he re-

turned to scholarship, eventually studying under Martin Heidegger (once again at Freiberg). 

Marcuse wrote a habilitation under Heidegger‘s supervision which attempted to recast He-

gel‘s account of historicity in a Heideggerian framework. Accounts vary as to whether it was 

turned in and rejected, or just never turned in, but political events in its year of completion 

(1932) made the Marcuse‘s professional prospects so poor that the question is moot. As a 

Jew and a Marxist, Marcuse recognized that there was very little likelihood of his obtaining a 

teaching position in Germany. 

In an interview given later in life, Marcuse sought to explain why he, a self conscious 

Marxist, had become interested in the philosophy of the arch-conservative Heidegger. In part, 

Marcuse explained, the attraction of Heidegger had been that of phenomenology in general: 

the prospect of a philosophy that could provide unmediated access to truth by bracketing that 

which was inessential. The student generation in Germany after the First World War ―saw in 

Heidegger what we had first seen in Husserl, a new beginning, the first radical attempt to put 
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philosophy on really concrete foundations – philosophy concerned with human existence, the 

human condition, and not with merely abstract ideas and principles.‖
140

 Heidegger‘s philoso-

phy and his claims to have swept away the obstructive metaphysics that had distracted west-

ern philosophy since the time of the Greeks had a generic interest for Marcuse and for many 

other students of philosophy in Germany, as it held out the prospect of achieving a more es-

sential understand of being. But Heidegger‘s project of fundamental ontology (and it was a 

reading of Being and Time that attracted Marcuse to him) had a specific interest for Marcuse 

in relation to Marxism. ―I, like all the others, believed that there could be some combination 

between existentialism and Marxism, precisely because of their insistence on concrete analy-

sis of actual human existence, human beings, and their world.‖
141

 Marcuse hoped to find in 

Heidegger‘s analysis of the minutiae of human existence a means of connection the actual 

experience of the proletariat. Eventually, he came to realize the abstraction of Heidegger‘s 

conceptual architecture, but he never lost interest in the underlying question that had drawn 

him to Heidegger in the first place: how can the human being be more thoroughly analyzed in 

the context of historical materialism. This persistent interest can clearly be seen in the appro-

priation of the works of the young Marx (detailed above) in which Marcuse worked through 

the anthropological aspects of the Paris Manuscripts in minute detail. 

Marcuse became an associate of the Frankfurt Institute in the early 1930s and under 

their auspices moved to Geneva in 1933 to see to the affairs of the Institute there as it was 

moved outside of Germany. The following year, Marcuse emigrated to the United States, re-

turning to Europe only occasionally over the course of the rest of his life. Between 1934 and 

1936 he collaborated with other members of the Frankfurt Institute on Studien über Autho-
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rität und Familie, as well as contributing numerous reviews and essays to the Institute‘s 

journal, the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, as well contributing to other journals.
142

 During 

his time in the United States, Marcuse was employed by the Office of War Information 

(1941-43) and the Office of Strategic Services (1943-45) working on projects relating to 

propaganda and planning for postwar denazification.
143

 At the end of the war he worked for 

several years for the Central European section of the US State Department before taking up a 

career in academia at Columbia, Brandeis, and finally the University of California, San Di-

ego. 

Although he had moved to an intellectual culture much different than that in Germa-

ny, Marcuse‘s work continued to pursue many of the same themes at it had in the 1930s. In 

1941, he published Reason and Revolution, in which he presented a Hegelian critique of the 

positivism that was prevalent in the Anglo-American social sciences. In Reason and Revolu-

tion, Marx‘s work was presented ―not only as a critique of capitalism, but also, at least impli-

citly, as a critique of Stalinist communism.‖
144

 Marcuse sought to defend Hegel from the 

charge that his theory had been a precursor of fascism, and to argue that Hegel‘s dialectical 

philosophy of totality was the basis for Marxism.
145

 

The positive emphasis on the Hegelian concept of totality found in Marcuse‘s writ-

ings about Hegel presents an interesting counterpart to the analysis of another all-

encompassing concept, universalism, in his writings about National Socialism. In an article 

published in 1934 in the Frankfurt Institute‘s in house journal, Marcuse analyzed the underly-
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ing conceptual structure of National Socialism. In National Socialist doctrine, and that of the 

far right generally, the universalism is used to obfuscate or to camouflage the social relations 

comprised within a social totality. 

Compared with individuals, the social totality as self-subsistent and primary 

reality becomes, by virtue of its pure total character, a self-subsistent and pri-

mary value: the totality is, as totality, the true and the genuine. Universalism 

does not ask whether every totality does not first have to prove itself before 

the tribunal of individuals, to show that their potentialities and needs are rea-

lized in it. When the totality is no longer the conclusion but the axiom, the 

path of theoretical and practical social criticism leading to this totality is 

blocked off. Totality is programmatically mystified.
146

 

 

Hegel‘s totality, particularly as expressed in Marx‘s writings, was a way of opening up new 

avenues for understanding by conceiving of individual facts as part of dynamic, mutually in-

terconnected wholes. National Socialist ideology made abstract wholes the basis of its nor-

mative program in a way that sought to immunize it from rational critique. At the time that 

the essay was written, Marcuse was struggling along with other European Marxists to find a 

way to understand the relationship of National Socialist totalitarianism to liberal capitalism. 

He argued that the universalism of National Socialism was part of an attempt to shore up 

monopoly capitalism by positing a false unity of the Volk in order to cover up the class basis 

of the capitalist order.
147

 ―A classless society, in other words, is the goal, but a classless so-

ciety on the basis of and within the framework of – the existing class society.‖ 

In his writings in the early years of the Cold War, Marcuse confronted a political or-

der fundamentally different from that of the 1930s. In a manuscript written in early 1947, 

Marcuse wrote, ―After the military defeat of Hitler-Fascism (which was a premature and iso-

lated form of capitalist reorganization) the world is dividing into a neo-fascist and a Soviet 
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camp. What still remains of democratic-liberal forms will be crushed between the two camps 

or absorbed by them.‖
148

 Under the conditions then obtaining, their only valid course of ac-

tion was, ―to ruthlessly and openly criticize both and to uphold without compromise orthodox 

Marxist theory against both. In the face of political reality such a position would be power-

less, abstract and false, but when the political reality as a whole is false, the unpolitical posi-

tion may be the only truth.‖
149

 This last sentence could serve as the slogan for Marcuse‘s 

postwar career: the two front struggle to oppose both Soviet state socialism and western lib-

eral capitalism on the basis of a revolutionary theory that remained true to Marx‘s original 

intentions (and which was therefore orthodox). 

Both parties to the Cold War systemic conflict were anathema to such orthodox 

Marxism. Although the Soviet Union continued to the employ the vocabulary of revolutio-

nary Marxism, the rise of the doctrine of socialism in one country had led the formation of a 

self-reinforcing bureaucratic centralism which gave no prospect of actual development to-

ward true communism. Soviet politics and the proto-fascism of western liberal capitalism 

functioned in a complimentary manner, each acting as the justification for the other. The 

threat of intervention into Soviet socialism by the capitalist powers had justified a dictator-

ship of the party that was nominally a temporary prelude to the dictatorship of the proletariat 

but which in fact functioned to occlude progress toward a non-capitalist social and economic 

order. In the liberal capitalist world, the bourgeoisification of the Western European social 

democratic parties was part of a larger process of adjusting the working class to intensified 

exploitation. Furthermore, the situation in the Soviet Union served to augment the legitima-

tion claims of the capitalist democracies. ―The fact that the first successful socialist revolu-
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tion has not yet led to a freer and happier society has contributed immeasurably to reconcilia-

tion with capitalism and has objectively discredited the revolution.‖
150

 Marcuse noted that 

there was an important sense in which conditions in the liberal democracies were less imme-

diately repressive that under Soviet state socialism, but this freedom came at a cost, ―The 

bourgeois freedom of democracy is better than total regimentation, but it has been literally 

purchased with decades of prolonged exploitation and delayed socialist freedom.‖
151

 

The struggle, as Marcuse saw it, was to present socialism as the determinate negation 

of capitalism, which would also distinguish it from the false liberation of Soviet state social-

ism. ―This negation is not the nationalization of the means of production, nor their better de-

velopment, nor the higher standard of living, but rather the abolition of domination, exploita-

tion and labor.‖
152

 Raising wages or standards of living did not change the underlying rela-

tions of domination in the capitalist mode of production. Soviet socialism had accepted the 

rationality of capitalism in its drive to build a socialist order in one country. Soviet socialism 

could only surpass the material productivity of capitalism by outdoing its competitor in terms 

of compulsory subordination of labor to the productive apparatus. In fact, Marcuse argued, 

the Soviet socialist system had taken on many of the exploitive characteristics of capitalism: 

―power over the means of production has been transferred to the state, which exercises this 

power through the employment of wage labor.‖
153

 Rather than the universality of the class-

less society promised in Marx‘s writings, the Soviet socialist state existed only to perpetuate 

existing social relations. ―The universal interest, ―Marcuse noted, ―for which the planned so-
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ciety is designed and implemented, is the existing apparatus of production, the existing form 

of the social division of labor (national and international) and the existing social needs.‖
154

 

What was important for Marcuse was the creation of a social order characterized nei-

ther by the inherently oppressive capitalist relations of production, nor by the ossified bu-

reaucratic centralism of Soviet state socialism. The positive solution that Marcuse prescribed 

harkened back to his participation in the council communist movement around the end of the 

First World War.
155

 Marcuse argued that the only way to overcome the repressive social rela-

tions that characterized both systems to put production in control of the immediate producers. 

The production apparatus developed under capitalism, propelled by wage la-

bor within the existing form of the division of labor, perpetuates the existing 

forms of consciousness and needs. It perpetuates domination and exploitation, 

even when control of the apparatus is transferred to the state, i.e. to the uni-

versal, which is itself one of domination and exploitation. Prior to the revolu-

tion the universal is not a factor in socialism: its domination is not freer and 

not necessarily more rational than that of capital. Socialism means a determi-

nate universal: that of free persons. Until developed communist society has 

become real, the universal can only take the form of the domination of the re-

volutionary working class, because only this class can negate all classes, it 

alone has the real power to abolish the existing relations of production and the 

entire apparatus that goes with it. The first goal of the communist dictatorship 

over the proletariat…must be to surrender the production apparatus to the pro-

letariat: the council republic.
156

 

 

Rather than freezing the development of socialism at the transitional point between revolu-

tionary and proletarian dictatorship, Marcuse argued for the devolution of power into the 

hands of the actual producers which, he assumed, would prevent the formation of a self-
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perpetuating bureaucratic order. It is interesting, then, that further on Marcuse conceded the 

need for a vanguard party of the Leninist variety as a necessary agent to combat the econom-

ic, political and cultural leveling of the proletariat by the bourgeoisifying forces of monopoly 

capital.
157

 The memory of the revolutionary conditions was kept alive in the theories of 

communist parties, thus such a party was a necessary point of coalescence for attempts to res-

ist capitalism and the state socialist alternative. 

 The vision presented by Marcuse in the ―33 Theses‖ is somewhat pessimistic. Two 

power blocks confront each other, each with the power to crush any concrete manifestations 

of dissent occurring within their borders, and each spreading out their influence in a process 

of polarizing the international community. The only hope of systematic and progressive re-

sistance was the reconstruction of communist parties in the liberal capitalist states divorced 

from the stultifying influence of Moscow. This outlook was certainly consonant with that of 

his Frankfurt School contemporaries, particularly as expressed by Horkheimer and Adorno in 

The Dialectic of Enlightenment, which was published properly for the first time in 1947.
158

 

Through the 1950s and 1960s Adorno (and to a lesser extent Horkheimer) would produce a 

body of work that called into question both the potential of the proletariat to achieve critical 

consciousness and the capacity of reason to function as a tool of liberation. Marcuse, howev-

er, was less prone to wallowing in cultural pessimism. While his diagnosis of the ossified na-

ture of Soviet socialism remained relatively stable throughout the postwar years, Marcuse 

continued to theorize about the modes of repression under liberal capitalism and the possi-
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bilities that remained for resistance and liberation.
159

 His works of the 1950s and 1960s were 

characterized by a practical commitment to the critique of capitalism expressed by Marx in 

the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, the normative basis of which was the effect 

wrought by capitalism on human beings. 

Marcuse did not publish much in the late 1940s and early 1950s, perhaps due to the 

demands of his job working for the Department of State, or the infelicitous climate for the 

left in the United States created by McCarthyism.
160

 But, as his biographer notes, this was not 

a time of intellectual stagnation, as his work for the government provided him with access to 

―enormous amounts of historical and empirical material‖ and fruitful contacts with co-

workers, many of whom were ―distinguished academics.‖
161

 In late 1951, Marcuse began 

work on the text that would eventually become Eros and Civilization (1955), his best known 

work of the 1950s.
 162

 In it, Marcuse pursued his practical program of analyzing the effects of 

the conditions of modern society on human beings. In the 1930s, under the influence of 

Frankfurt Institute colleagues such as the psychologist Erich Fromm, Marcuse had become 

interested in role that Freudian psychology could play in the analysis of capitalism.
163

 In ―On 

Hedonism‖, published in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung in 1938, Marcuse had examined 

the role of modern society in closing off the prospects for proper sensuous gratification in a 

culture riven by class distinctions and centered on commodity production. 
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The development of the productive forces, the growing domination of nature, 

the extension and refinement of the production of commodities, money, and 

universal reification have created, along with new needs, new possibilities for 

enjoyment. But these given possibilities for enjoyment confront men who ob-

jectively, due to their economic status, as well as subjectively, due to their 

education and disciplining, are largely incapable of enjoyment.
164

 

 

Capitalism had reduced happiness to a function of consumption. In order to integrate workers 

into life in the system of production that was mostly boring and unpleasant, society produced 

a work ethic in which pleasure was seen as somehow suspect. This had the effect of deflect-

ing attention from the closing off of avenues for free self-development in favor of participa-

tion in a commodity culture. Thus the workers were called upon to participate in a further 

step in the circulation of capital, thus helping to perpetuate the system. 

In Eros and Civilization, Marcuse extended this analysis via an extensive engagement 

with Freud, both his psychoanalytic theory and his social analysis. Freud had argued in Civi-

lization and Its Discontents that human happiness was impossible under the conditions of 

modern mass society. The need to control violent and unruly human impulses required a re-

pression of libidinal drives, forcing human beings to sacrifice full erotic gratification to the 

rational progress of society. ―It almost seems,‖ Freud wrote, ―as if a great human community 

would be most successful if no attention had to be paid to the happiness of the individual.‖
165

 

Marcuse concurred that the conditions of modern mass society stacked the deck against non-

repressive human fulfillment, but he argued that there were, nonetheless, liberating possibili-

ties concealed in the system of repression. As the historian Rolf Wiggershaus has noted, 

Marcuse ―tried to show that a culture without repression is indeed conceivable, and that it can 
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exploit the objective conditions created by the previous, repressive culture.‖
166

 Marcuse‘s 

argument was roughly consonant with that found in Horkheimer and Adorno‘s Dialectic of 

Enlightenment: human beings in capitalist society appeared to be free, and were so formally 

in the sense that they could choose from a range of systemically proffered life choices. Subs-

tantively, however, human beings were unfree precisely because of the constraints of the sys-

tem which restricted choice to those that facilitated the reproduction of the system. 

Although there was a strong and overt commitment to the project of human liberation 

in evidence throughout the book, and although it was deeply and extensively critical of capi-

talism, Marx is notably absent from Eros and Civilization. This in itself is hardly surprising 

since Marcuse was still, although naturalized, a foreigner from a suspect political background 

in the United States during the height of the anti-communist panic following the stalemate of 

the Korean conflict. Marx was not cited or mentioned in Eros and Civilization, yet it still 

falls within the tradition of dissident Marxism due, in the first place, to the political commit-

ments of its author and, in the second, to the critical project undertaken in its pages. Mar-

cuse‘s writings of the late 1950s reflect a transition from Freudian analyses of capitalist so-

ciety to more technical analyses of both capitalism and state socialism. But the question of 

the significance of Freud for the conceiving of modern society always remained in the back-

ground of Marcuse‘s thought. In a preface written for a new edition of Eros and Civilization 

published in 1966, Marcuse returned to the role of instinct control in the maintenance of cir-

cuits of capitalist reproduction. ―Where the high standard of living does not suffice for re-

conciling the people with their life and their rulers,‖ Marcuse noted, ―the ‗social engineering‘ 

of the soul and the ‗science of human relations‘ provide the necessary libidinal cathexis. In 
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the affluent society, the authorities are hardly forced to justify their dominion.‖
167

 Human 

beings in the West appeared to be freer than at any time in the past, but this freedom was still 

illusory and, in fact, destructive. For the white bourgeoisie, not subject to racial oppression 

and experiencing an unprecedented degree of sexual liberty, it was tempting to see the exist-

ing order as ideal. But for Marcuse, this ―freedom‖ had far-reaching political consequences, 

[T]he truth is that this freedom and satisfaction are transforming the earth into 

hell. The inferno is still concentrated in certain faraway places: Vietnam, the 

Congo, South Africa, and the ghettos of the ―affluent society‖: in Mississippi 

and Alabama, in Harlem. These infernal places illuminate the whole. It is easy 

and sensible to see in them only pockets of poverty and misery in a growing 

society capable of eliminating them gradually and without catastrophe. This 

interpretation may even be realistic and correct. The question is: eliminated at 

what cost – not in dollars and cents, but in human lives and in human free-

dom?
168

 

 

Consistent with his earlier works, the question for Marcuse remained: what is the effect of 

the political and economic orders of society on human beings? Here it is also worth noting 

that Marcuse‘s vision of the human was not limited to those human beings in the most ad-

vanced sectors of the developed world, but extended to the decolonizing world in both Africa 

and North America. 

 The context of the Cold War continued to shape Marcuse‘s work in the late 1950s. 

With support from Columbia University, Marcuse undertook an extensive study of the politi-

cal system of the Soviet Union. The resulting book, Soviet Marxism (1958, German transla-

tion 1964) was, as Marcuse put it, an attempt at an ―imminent critique‖ of the Soviet sys-

tem.
169

 Rather than merely rehearsing the dogmatic critiques of the ideologists of liberal capi-
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talism, Marcuse sought to evaluate the Soviet Union on the basis of standards grounded in 

the doctrines to which the Soviet leadership subscribed. Marcuse‘s critique echoed many of 

the sentiments that he had expressed in the ―33 Theses‖ of 1947. The dictatorship of the party 

had gone from being a short term expedient on the path to the dictatorship of the proletariat 

and the establishment of a communist society to a practically permanent condition en-

trenched in a self-reproducing system of bureaucratic centralist domination. By this time, 

however, Marcuse was more critical of Lenin‘s reconfiguration of Marx‘s ideas. Lenin had 

revised Marx‘s doctrine in the face the rise of revisionist social democracy and the ideologi-

cal requirements of building socialism in a predominantly agrarian economy. In doing so,  

…the groundwork was laid for the development of the Leninist party where 

the true interest and the true consciousness of the proletariat were lodged in a 

group different than the majority of the proletariat. The centralistic organiza-

tion, which was first justified by and then applied to the ―immaturity‖ of 

backward conditions, was to become the general principle of strategy on an 

international scale.
170

 

 

But the construction of this avant-garde of the revolution resulted in a break with original 

Marxist theory of revolution predicated on the spontaneous consciousness and action of the 

proletariat. Lenin had understood the Bolshevik revolution as tentative and preliminary, un-

derstanding that the emergence of socialism required the emergence of capitalism (or of a 

high degree of development of productive capacities) as its precursor. In this conception, 

Marcuse argued, one could see ―a foreshadowing of the Stalinist policy‖ of brutal, enforced 

industrialization.
171

 Stalin‘s ―two camps‖ doctrine, advanced at the end of the Second World 

War, facilitated the intensification of bureaucratic centralism in the communist world while 

eventually resulting in the detachment of the communist parties of the western liberal capital-
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ist states from their connections with actually existing socialism. While the states in the So-

viet orbit hunkered down to await the general crisis of capitalism, the western communist 

parties were increasingly left to adopt popular front strategies in order to prevent themselves 

from being completely shut out of effective political power in their own domestic polities. 

 The overarching result of the Soviet policy of bureaucratic industrialization was that 

there was a certain commonality of approach between the state socialism and liberal capital-

ism. ―Total industrialization,‖ Marcuse wrote, ―seemed to exact patterns of attitude and or-

ganization which cut across the essential political and ideological differences. Efficient, ‗bu-

sinesslike management,‘ highly rationalized and centralized, and working on equally rationa-

lized and coordinated human and technical material, tends to promote political and cultural 

centralization and coordination‖
172

 In the west this has resulted in ―a corrosion of the huma-

nistic liberal ethics‖ based on the rights of autonomous individuals.
173

 Although lip service 

continued to be paid to the values of the preindustrial order, the coordinating and centralizing 

tendencies of both states led to a degree of convergence between the ethics in practice in the 

socialist and capitalist systems. 

 Marcuse‘s next major work, One-Dimensional Man, published in 1964, presented a 

challenge to the Marxist historical narrative. Marxism and critical theory were geared to a 

formative stage of capitalist production in which bourgeoisie and proletariat faced off against 

each other as implacable foes. The emergence of full-blown industrial society had recast this 

relationship. As Marcuse noted in his introduction, ―capitalist development has altered the 

structure and function of these two classes in such a way that they no longer appear to be 

agents of historical transformation. An overriding interest in the preservation and improve-
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ment of the institutional status quo unites the former antagonists in the most advanced areas 

of contemporary society.‖
174

 The advancement of technological capacities in both the capital-

ist and communist worlds seemed to have taken the question of qualitative changes in social 

relations, at least of a revolutionary sort, off the table entirely. The Marxist historical narra-

tive held that the proletariat, its class consciousness amplified by the everyday experience of 

repressive social relations, would be the driving force of history, moving capitalism off the 

stage and replacing it with a classless society. But through a combination of extensive con-

sumer culture and ideological manipulation, industrial society appeared to have resolved 

many of the tensions that had characterized earlier modes of capitalism. ―The reality of the 

laboring classes in advanced industrial society makes the Marxian ‗proletariat‘ a mythologi-

cal concept; the reality of present-day socialism makes the Marxian idea a dream.‖ The total-

ly administered society, the dystopia of critical thinkers from Weber through Horkheimer and 

Adorno, seemed to have arrived.  

 The year after the publication of One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse contributed an es-

say to an edited volume assembled by Erich Fromm on the topic of socialist humanism.
175

 It 

is particularly notable in that it was one of a very small number of instances in Marcuse‘s 

writings where he addressed the concept of humanism directly, as opposed to indirectly via 

his account of the effects of forms of social and economic organization on human beings. 

Marcuse began with discussion of Maurice Merleau-Ponty‘s Humanism and Terror, which 

had been published nearly twenty years previously. In choosing between capitalism and so-

cialism, Merleau-Ponty had argued, one could not choose between violence and non-

violence, but only between capitalist violence and socialist violence. In that situation, one 
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had to opt for socialist violence because it was connected with a system devoted to around 

the proletariat, which alone had the historical capacity to realize true humanism. In fact, 

Marcuse argued, ―Merleau-Ponty knew that precisely this condition no longer prevailed, and 

that the proletariat and that the proletariat had ceased to be ‗the term of reference‘ in com-

munist thought and policy, but he refused to engage in an ideological rescue of humanism 

and to reject the actual development in the face of humanistic ‗values‘.‖
176

 In the current sit-

uation (i.e. in 1965), in the wake of the de-Stalinization of the communist world and the set-

tling of the systemic conflict into a pattern of (mostly) peaceful coexistence, humanism had 

not been the immediate result, but circumstances made a re-examination of the idea of social-

ist humanism appropriate. 

 On Marx‘s view socialism was a humanism in the respect that it organized human 

relations in a non-exploitive way and allowed satisfaction of human needs with a minimum 

of toil. ―Social production, controlled by the ‗immediate producers,‘‖ Marcuse noted rehears-

ing a theme found in his earlier postwar writings, ―would be deliberately directed toward this 

goal.‖
177

 Freed from the necessity of working in order to survive, the human being could de-

velop themselves as an ―all-round individual‖, but it was also important to note that socialism 

as a humanism had capitalism as its historical a priori, because capitalism was necessary for 

the creation of the proletariat itself.
178

 This, in a nutshell, was the outcome of the Marxist his-

torical narrative: the emergence of full-blown capitalism followed by the establishment of 

true humanism by the revolutionary proletariat. However, Marcuse argued, this prediction 

had been overtaken by actual events and the ―objective conditions for the identity of social-

ism and humanism‖ no longer obtained. In the east, a state ostensibly run by the proletariat 
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had degenerated into the bureaucratic dictatorship of the party. In the west capitalist societies 

had proved more resilient than Marx had anticipated. Further, they had reached a level of 

technology such that there was the possibility that labor itself would become obsolete, al-

though this had not resulted in the abolishment of repressive social relations of production. 

Moving forward, Marcuse drew two conclusions of significance for the future of socialist 

humanism. The first was that technology had to be divorced from the social system that made 

it a tool of repression. The precondition of humanism was the ―severance of the fatal link be-

tween technical progress and progress in domination and exploitation.‖
179

 Second, socialists 

had to realize that Marx‘s historical narrative needed to be made consonant with the current 

development of the capitalist system: 

The proletariat which was to validate the equation of socialism and humanism 

pertained to a past stage in the development of industrial society. Socialist 

theory, no matter how true, can neither prescribe nor predict the future agents 

of a historical transformation which is more than ever before the specter that 

haunts the established societies. 

 

One could argue that, on the basis of his displacement of the proletariat from the position of 

history‘s driving force, Marcuse had ceased to be a Marxist by the mid-1960s. It would prob-

ably be closer to the truth to say that he was trying to maintain the spirit of Marx‘s critical 

project while taking into account transformations in the historical situation that Marx could 

not have predicted. 

 

Section IV. Socialist Humanism 

In 1965 Erich Fromm edited a collection of essays entitled Socialist Humanism: An 

International Symposium featuring contributions from socialists and dissident Marxist from 
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both sides of the Cold War divide.
180

 In his introduction to the collection, Fromm wrote of a 

―renaissance of humanism,‖ a philosophy whose many variants ―shared a belief in the possi-

bility of man‘s perfectibility.‖
181

 According to Fromm, humanism arose historically in pe-

riods of trauma and social transformation, an ideology intended as a means of defense against 

a generalized danger to mankind: 

Humanism has always emerged as a reaction to a threat to mankind: in the 

Renaissance, to the threat of religious fanaticism; in the Enlightenment, to ex-

treme nationalism and the enslavement of man by the machine and economic 

interests. The revival of Humanism today is a new reaction to this latter threat 

in a more intensified form – the fear that men may become the slave of things, 

the prisoner of circumstances he himself has created – and the wholly new 

threat posed to mankind‘s physical existence by nuclear weapons.182
 

 

Fromm recognized that the contributors to the volume came from a wide variety of intellec-

tual and political backgrounds, many of which were at odds with those of Fromm himself and 

with the other authors. Fromm himself separates his defense of socialism from his defense of 

humanism. His defense of the former he undertakes with reference to Marx, and specifically 

to the critique of alienation characteristic of Marx‘s early works.
183

 Whereas the humanism 

of the Enlightenment believed that the fulfillment of man‘s humanity could be achieved 

through education, Marx had argued (convincingly so Fromm thought) that ―free and inde-
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pendent man‖ could only be come about in the context of a rationalized social and economic 

system, the full development of which was the full development of man.
184

 

 Fromm had worked out the particulars of his own humanistic take on Marxism in a 

book published in 1961 under the title Marx’s Concept of Man.
185

 The book paired an essay 

by Fromm examining Marx‘s views on the nature of human beings with a full version of the 

Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts and other related primary documents. Although 

Fromm and Marcuse had quarreled publicly in the pages of the journal Dissent in 1956 over 

their respective interpretations of Freud‘s anthropology, Fromm‘s interpretation of Marx was 

in many ways consonant with that of his former Frankfurt Institute colleague. ―Marx did not 

believe,‖ Fromm noted, ―as do many contemporary sociologists and psychologists, that there 

is no such thing as the nature of man; that man at birth is like a blank sheet of paper, on 

which the culture writes its text.‖ But if man was not a tabula rasa, as one might have thought 

from reading Marx‘s sixth thesis on Feuerbach, of what did his nature comprise? Fromm 

quoted Marx‘s critique of Bentham from the first volume of Capital in response: ―To know 

what is useful for a dog, one must study dog nature. This nature itself is not to be deduced 

from the principle of utility. Applying this to man, he that would criticize all human acts, 

movements, relations, etc., by the principle of utility, must first deal with human nature in 

general, and then with human nature as modified in each historical epoch.‖
186

 Fromm argued 

for the continuity of Marx‘s views on human nature between his younger and older works, 

claiming that although Marx had ceased to use the term ―human essence‖ in his later works, 

―he clearly retained the notion of this essence in a more historical version.‖
187

 On Fromm‘s 
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account, Marx distinguished between the fixed aspects of human nature, such as hunger and 

sexual appetites, only the forms of which are subject to historical or cultural change, and 

what Fromm referred to as ―relative‖ drives which are culturally created, such as the desire 

for money in capitalism. Human development was a process of self-creation comprising the 

shaping of fixed and relative drives by individuals under circumstances governed by the so-

cial relations of production in which they lived. Capitalism had given rise to (and many par-

ties of the left had accepted) the idea that the maximum of production and consumption was a 

good thing in and of itself. But production was only a prop to the emancipation of man and 

the creation of circumstances in which free human self development can occur. Production 

under capitalist relations of production resulted, as Marx had argued in the Economic and 

Philosophical Manuscripts in a condition of alienation in which the realization of human es-

sence is expropriated and re-represented to the producer as something alien to themselves. 

For Fromm, this was the normative basis of the critique of capitalism: ―Alienation leads to 

the perversion of all values.‖
188

 

 The Fromm volume itself is a telling artifact of the mid-1960s, a collection point for a 

newly self-conscious socialist humanism seeking to build an ecumenical and doctrinally open 

socialist politics. It was symptomatic of a pattern of political radicalization, the high point of 

which was the disturbances of 1968, and which then suffered greatly diminished influence in 

the 1970s. At the same time as Fromm and others were trying to soften the ideological boun-

daries separating various Marxists projects by promoting socialist humanism, Marxist theory 

itself was in a period of transition. The dissident, humanistic versions of Marxism that had 

provided important intellectual support to the radicalism of the 1960s lost influence in the 

face of three key historical factors. The first of these was a generational change in Western 
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Marxism. Many of the figures whose works had dominated the middle decades of the twen-

tieth century were coming to the ends of their lives and becoming less productive. Adorno 

died in 1968, Lukács in 1971, Horkheimer in 1973. German Marxism in the 1970s was less 

given to rehashing the debates of the 1930s and 1940s about the relevance of Hegel or Freud 

for Marxist social criticism, taking on a rather more technical tone. The historian Ingo Elbe 

has argued that there was a shift in the dominant patterns of interpretation in West German 

Marxism around 1965.
189

 The work of Western Marxists gave way in terms of influence to 

that of figures such as Louis Althusser and Jacques Rancière internationally and Hans-Georg 

Backhaus and Helmut Reichelt domestically. Textually, interest shifted from the interpreta-

tion of Marx‘s early Hegelian and Feuerbachian writings to texts such as the Grundrisse (first 

published in 1953), ―The Results of the Immediate Process of Production‖, and the three vo-

lumes of Theories of Surplus Value, all of which promised to provide new insights into the 

complexities of Marx‘s analysis of commodity production. The controversies that were most 

influential revolved around matters such as the derivation and class nature of the state (the 

so-called state derivation debate) and the specific qualities of state monopoly capitalism as an 

economic formation.
190

 

As second factor, related to the first, was the growth of influence of the structuralist 

Marxism of Louis Althusser, which was not only different in orientation from Marxist hu-

manism but in fact actively opposed to it. In his For Marx (written in 1965 and available in 

German translation from 1968), Althusser had argued that there was an ―epistemological rup-
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ture‖ (coupure épistémologique) separating Marx‘s early philosophical works and his later 

scientific ones written after 1845. On Althusser‘s account, and on much the same grounds as 

those cited by orthodox Marxist-Leninists in East Germany, actually existing socialism was 

the defender of a true humanism: 

In fact, the objective of the revolutionary struggle has always been the end of 

exploitation and hence the liberation of man, but, as Marx foresaw, in its first 

historical phase, this struggle had to take the form of a struggle between 

classes. So revolutionary humanism could only be a ‗class humanism‘, ‗prole-

tarian humanism‘. The end of the exploitation of man meant the end of class 

exploitation. The liberation of man meant the liberation of the working class 

and above all liberation by the dictatorship of the proletariat. For more than 

forty years, in the U.S.S.R., amidst gigantic struggles, ‗socialist humanism‘ 

was expressed in the terms of class dictatorship rather than those of personal 

freedom.
191

 

 

The real achievement of Marx, brought to fruition in the interpretation of Lenin, was to have 

developed an objectively true and scientific analysis of capitalism. To become fixated on 

Marx‘s idealistic juvenilia was to become mired in a mode of analysis that Marx himself had 

rejected. 

Finally, left wing radicalism in West Germany, in which the works of the older dissi-

dent Marxists (especially Bloch and Marcuse) had been quite influential, underwent a fun-

damental transformation in the early 1970s with the fragmentation of the student movement 

of the previous decade. Throughout the liberal capitalist world in the early 1970s, there arose 

movements with a similar politics and rhetoric as the student movement, but centered on par-

ticular identities, such as the black liberation and women‘s movements. The rise of these new 

modes of politics called into question attempts to discuss politics at the level of the human 

being denuded of the gender and racial characteristics of actual human beings. 
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In a lecture given at Stanford University in 1974, Marcuse voiced his belief that the 

women‘s movement was ―perhaps the most important and potentially the most radical politi-

cal movement that we have, even if the consciousness of this fact has not yet penetrated the 

Movement as a whole.‖
192

 Marcuse went on to attempt a fusion of the Marxist historical 

narrative with that of the nascent women‘s movement. He distinguished between patriarchal 

domination on the one hand, and class domination on the other, making the point that the 

former could not merely be reduced to the latter. This was a major deviation from the stan-

dard Marxist approach to women‘s issues which saw women‘s liberation as resulting in the 

first instance from the elimination of capitalist relations of production. However, as Marcuse 

noted, ―there can be discrimination against women even under socialism.‖
193

  

At the same time, other elements of the radical movements of the 1960s, at least no-

minally remaining closer to their ideological origins, turned revolutionary Marxism into the 

basis for extremely brutal campaigns of terrorism. Groups such as the Socialist Patients Col-

lective, the Roaming Hash Rebels, and (most spectacularly) the Red Army Faction employed 

simplified Marxist language and concepts to justify attacks on representatives of the system 

the consequences of which were the antithesis of humanistic Marxism. These attacks drew 

condemnation from many on the left. In an article published in Die Zeit during the height of 

the so-called ―German autumn‖ of 1977, Marcuse wrote, 

In taking a position towards terrorism in West Germany, the Left must first 

ask itself two questions: Do terrorist actions contribute to the weakening of 

capitalism? Are these actions justified in view of the demands of revolutio-

nary morality? To both questions I must answer in the negative. The physical 

liquidation of single individuals, even the most prominent, does not under-

mine the normal functioning of the capitalist system itself. On the contrary, it 
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strengthens its repressive potential without (and this is the decisive point) ei-

ther engendering opposition to repression or raising political consciousness.
194

 

 

The policy of murdering police officers and business leaders, Marcuse argued, could not pos-

sibly be successful because these were only representatives of a system of which there was a 

practically unlimited supply. The victims of the terrorists were in a sense responsible for ca-

pitalism and were thus not innocent, ―but their guilt can only be expiated through the aboli-

tion of capitalism itself.‖
195

 It had been argued that terrorism in the Federal Republic was 

merely an extension of the goals of the student movement undertaken in conditions of inten-

sified repression. In fact, Marcuse argued, terrorism represented a break with the movement 

of the extra-parliamentary opposition, which had been a mass movement with the proclaimed 

goal struggling for a concrete utopia surpassing all ―traditional conceptions of socialism.‖ 

Terrorism, by contrast, ―remains bound to the old society that it wishes to overturn. It works 

with weapons that will undermine the fulfillment of its goals.‖
196

 The terrorism of the 1970s 

wrought terrible damage to the left, splitting it at a time when unity was needed and discre-

diting leftists generally in the eyes of the wider population. And indeed, as Marcuse noted, 

the radical opposition to capitalism in West Germany was ―for the most part isolated from 

the working class.‖
197

 Worse yet, it made the eminently humane doctrines of Marx into the 

justification futile and self-indulgent acts of brutality. In the wake of repeated outrages by the 

terrorist left, humanistic Marxism, already weakened by the challenges of anti-humanism and 

identity politics, had faded from view by the end of the 1970s. 

 The various employments of humanism in Marxist theory highlight a number of im-

portant features of the politics of the Cold War. Both orthodox Marxist-Leninists and their 
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critics sought the appropriate humanism, both as a concept and as the terrain on which theory 

was grounded, as an element of their political projects. In the West German political land-

scape, humanist Marxism was proposed as a means of taking up the original critical heritage 

of Marx‘s work while divesting it of the mechanistic trappings of the Second International 

and the bureaucratic centralism of Stalinism. The work of Kofler, Bloch, and Marcuse shared 

a twofold critical orientation against the alienated society of liberal capitalism and the bu-

reaucratic repression of Stalinist communism. In all three cases, the normative foundation of 

these critical projects was the effects of these social orders on human beings. 

 

Conclusion 

 Humanistic Marxism was, in an important sense, a holdover from the interwar years. 

The rediscovery of the works of the young Marx came only at the end of a process of ques-

tioning the orthodox Marxist doctrines espoused by the SPD in Germany and, after 1917, the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union. This vein of theorizing, which comprised such dispa-

rate figures as Karl Korsch, Georg Lukács, and Antonio Gramsci, was a product of the ossifi-

cation of Marxism in the institutional structure of the mass parties of Europe (particularly 

those of Germany and Soviet Russia). The thread that connects these figures, and the intellec-

tual tradition of Western Marxism more generally, was the attempt to define a Marxist doc-

trine that was both more radical and more flexible than the orthodox, Stalinist version. In 

contrast to the prioritization of the interplay of historical laws of development in orthodox 

Marxism-Leninism, the approach of dissident Marxists was to make the lived experience of 

human beings the focus of critiques of existing conditions. As well as applying critical scru-

tiny to the social order created in the liberal capitalist states, these extra-party Marxisms of-
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fered critiques of the politics of both the radical right and left, although often their criticisms 

of the latter were rather more sympathetic. 

Figures in tradition that grew out of these dissident Marxisms in the first decades of 

the Cold War explored the human dimensions of Marxism and employed it as a basis for cri-

ticizing the liberal capitalist consumer culture of the West and the ossified bureaucracy of the 

east. The lived experience of human beings played a crucial role in both of these critical di-

rections. In the case of the liberal capitalist West, dissident Marxisms argued that the appar-

ent freedoms provided by these societies masked more pernicious unfreedom. Common to 

Kofler, Bloch, and Marcuse (as well as to other western Marxist theorists) was the view that 

capitalism was fundamentally and intrinsically exploitive. Capitalism viewed the bulk of hu-

manity only in terms of their capacity to produce surplus value, harnessing their creative and 

productive capacities to the reproduction and expansion of surplus value. On this view, the 

humanity of the bulk of the population was merely a means to an end, rather than an end in 

itself. But if the official ideological pronouncements of the actually existing socialist states 

promised an order that was humanistic (in the sense of being non-capitalist) the realities 

found in these states belied the promise. Kofler and Bloch had both tried to make their way 

within orthodox Marxism-Leninism. Both had failed, finding in their critical projects that ul-

timately it was impossible to square Stalinism and post-Stalinist Marxism-Leninism with the 

human promises of Marx‘s original program. Marcuse was, from early in his intellectual life, 

already critical of Stalinism and its outgrowths, and his interactions with the main figures in 

the Frankfurt School reaffirmed this critical stance. Running through work of Kofler, Bloch, 

and Marcuse is the view that neither liberal capitalism nor orthodox Marxism-Leninism lived 
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up to their promises either to alleviate the condition of the human beings or to create an eco-

nomic and social order ideal for human flourishing. 

None of the humanist Marxists discussed here was able to extend their critical pers-

pectives to comprehend the effects of gender or differing geopolitical locations in the deco-

lonizing world order on human being (although Marcuse did make some moves in this direc-

tion late in his career). The fixation on the industrial proletariat and on the structure of power 

characteristic of the industrialized mass societies of the turn of the century precluded a sys-

tematic complication of the Marxist narrative with its focus on the role of the industrial pro-

letariat. In this sense, the humanist Marxism of the early Cold War reproduced the most un-

fortunate aspects of the universalism of Marx and Engels themselves. Although Kofler, 

Bloch, and Marcuse were all influential on the radical movements that arose in the later 

1960s, they all had difficulty adjusting themselves to the leftist identity politics of race and 

gender that arose in their wake. Even the socialist humanism of Fromm and his collaborators, 

which conceded many of the most objectionable rigidities of the traditional Marxist narrative, 

struggled to find traction in the politics of gender and racial liberation that dominated the left 

in the 1970s.
198

 Of the three humanist Marxists discussed in this chapter, it was Marcuse who 

went furthest in revising Marxist theory and in broadening the revolutionary subject of histo-

ry beyond the industrial proletariat. But the story of Marxism in the 1970s is one of declining 

influence and of the rise of more radical and specifically anti-humanist approaches to Marx-

ism, such as that of Louis Althusser and his disciples. At the same time, younger Frankfurt 

School theorists such as Jürgen Habermas and Ulrich Beck pushed critical theory in direc-

tions that took it out of the orbit of historical materialism and toward a thematic and metho-
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dological rapprochement with the left wing of liberal humanism (represented by figures such 

as John Rawls). In the end, it could be argued that Marxist humanism was a victim of the 

Cold War polarization that had originally given rise to it in the first place. 
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Chapter 4. Postwar Anthropologies 

 

―We live in an age of anthropology,‖ wrote the Lutheran theologian Wolfhart Pan-

nenberg in 1959.
1
 The search for an ―all encompassing science of the human‖ had become 

the primary objective of the intellectual endeavors of the modern world, displacing meta-

physics from the central place it had held in human thought for centuries. In biology and phi-

losophy, in sociology, psychology, medicine, and theology, the modern age was uniting the 

fragments of human spiritual endeavor into a unified conception of human being. Pannen-

berg‘s comment illustrates the growth in interest in bringing natural and social scientific dis-

ciplines to bear on questions of the human. The centrality of this project of human self-

understanding was evident from the extensive discussions of the so-called ―image of the hu-

man being‖ (das Menschenbild), which was the subject of numerous books, articles, meet-

ings, and conferences in the decades following the Second World War. The Darmstädter 

Gespräche, a series of scholarly and artistic conferences that first took place in 1950 and re-

curred at irregular intervals ten more times between then and 1975, took the human being in 

its various aspects as the central concept for discussion. Concepts of human rights (Mensche-

nrechte) and human dignity (Menschenwürde) played a prominent role in public discourse on 

both sides of the Cold War divide. In the wake of the Holocaust, the worst example of the 

Nazi assault on the human, the project of taking stock of the human being and of reaffirming 

the value of man as man was taken on by many prominent figures in German public and in-

tellectual life. 
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These anthropologies were distinct from the ethnological anthropologies that had 

grown up in the course of the 19
th

 centuries. In Germany, as Andrew Zimmerman has shown, 

ethnology was intimately connected with the project of validating the superiority of modern 

cultures and rejected the idea of universal characteristics uniting ―primitive‖ and modern 

human beings. Postwar non-ethnological anthropologies differed in a number of important 

ways. From a methodological standpoint, the question of interpretation was much less prob-

lematic for non-ethnological anthropology, since the presumption was that both the investiga-

tor and the subject of investigation came from a common historic-cultural milieu. As in the 

case of humanism, postwar anthropology had both international and domestic components. It 

was important to convey the German commitment to the value of the human as such in order 

to bring German values into line with the avowed values of both the western capitalist and 

socialist worlds. At the same time, it is clear that twelve years of National Socialism culmi-

nating in a devastating and total military defeat dealt a shattering blow to German culture. 

The re-examination of the human was a means of coming to terms with the situation, one that 

allowed the focus to be shifted from Germanness to the universal characteristics of the hu-

man. Such an approach did not necessarily imply the conscious desire to minimize or to push 

aside horrors of the immediate German past, but this was to a great extent its practical effect. 

The concepts of Mensch and Menschenbild were employed as a means of naturalizing nor-

mative political assertions as the basis for a variety of political and cultural projects. At the 

same time, concepts of anthropology were put forward, not in the ethnological sense of the 

term, but rather as inductive or otherwise scientific attempts to come to terms with human 

beings as a type of entity. 
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The analysis of human being very often had a political dimension, responding to the 

events of the recent past or to current political conditions. In the years following the war, the 

sociologist Alfred Weber argued for a moderate socialism on the basis of an analysis of the 

ways that human beings were being shaped by their historical conditions. Conservatives also 

saw the potential for arguments based on an account of human being or human nature. Ar-

nold Gehlen took up the tradition of philosophical anthropology, which had achieved promi-

nence in the interwar period in the work of Plessner and Max Scheler, as a basis for their po-

litical views. This strategy of justification found its reverse image in the philosophy of the 

GDR. Where West German conservatives grounded political norms on substantive accounts 

of human nature or enduring human qualities, East German thinkers claimed that the class-

less social order being built in the communist world was bringing about the existence of a 

new kind of human being. For West German conservatives, the characteristics of the human 

being were made the basis of political prognoses and of proposals for changes in the political 

order of Western societies. For the East Germans, by contrast, the positive qualities of this 

―new socialist human being‖ functioned to justify the society which had created it. 

This chapter will look at the role that analyses of the human being played in postwar 

German scholarship and political culture. After a brief excursus on the history of analyses of 

human being, the focus of the discussion turns to the role played by deployments of accounts 

of human being in political and social discourse in the first decades after the end of the 

Second World War. Intellectuals, theologians, and politicians made use of images of the hu-

man as the normative basis for political and social theories. While West German intellectual 

life gave rise to myriad accounts of the fundaments of human nature, in the German Demo-

cratic Republic discussion of the human being focused on the New Socialist Man that was 
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being created in the process of dismantling capitalist society. The final section of the chapter 

looks intensively at two particular approaches to the role of the human being: those of Alfred 

Weber and Arnold Gehlen. Weber‘s anthropology was integral to his historical sociology. 

Following the approach pioneered by his brother Max, Alfred Weber argued that human be-

ings were decisively shaped by the cultural formations and that the cultural order of the West 

gave rise to specific types of human being. It was incumbent upon human beings to organize 

the political and economic structures of society in order to insure the persistence of the ra-

tional, self-governing and yet socialized individual that two millennia of Western history had 

brought into being. Gehlen, though also a sociologist, started from an opposing perspective. 

Rather than transient cultural formations, Gehlen looked to advances in biology to ground his 

account of the human being, and to distinguish human being from that of animals. For Geh-

len what was crucial was the human lack of a structure of drives and instincts, comparable to 

that of animals and oriented to a specific environment. This lack left human beings liable to 

be overwhelmed by external stimuli and unstructured internal impulses. In contrast to Weber, 

whose sociological anthropology found political expression in non-dogmatic socialism, Geh-

len was a staunch conservative who believed that strong social regulations give humans the 

security and confidence that would allow them to live most happily in an increasingly com-

plex world. 

 

Section I. The Study of Human Being 

―Every era finds its cathartic word,‖ wrote the philosopher Helmuth Plessner in 1928. 

―The terminology of the 18
th

 century culminated in the concept of reason, that of the 19
th

 in 
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the concept of development, that of the present day in the concept of life.‖
2
 At the time these 

lines were written, the influence of the Lebensphilosophie of Dilthey, Bergson, and Simmel 

was widespread in Germany, and it is thus unsurprising that he would have chosen life as the 

definitive concept of the era.
3
 If Plessner had written these lines twenty years later, at the 

midpoint of the 20
th

 century, it seems likely that he would have preferred some other term. 

Interest in Lebensphilosophie was limited outside of Germany and France and after the 

Second World War the concept of life was of little importance in European philosophy.
4
 By 

that time, Plessner‘s life had changed dramatically as well. The son of a baptized Jewish fa-

ther, he had been forced out of his chair at the University of Cologne in 1933. He endured 

more than a decade of enforced exile, including a period living underground in Nazi occu-

pied Holland. When he returned to Germany in 1952 to take up a newly created chair in soci-

ology at the University of Göttingen, he found a much different intellectual environment than 

the one that he had left in the mid 1930s. The vocabulary of intellectual and public life had 

changed dramatically as Germans sought to come to terms with the historical burden of the 

Nazi past, and Germany‘s position astride the front line of the global Cold War. The particu-

laristic language of race and Volk was now seen by many as compromised by its associations 

with National Socialist ideology and propaganda. Terms with universal reach, such as hu-

manism, were the order of the day as German intellectuals and politicians in both German 

states sought to reintegrate Germany (East or West) into the community of civilized nations. 

Plessner engaged in a wide range of sociological projects after his return, but time and again 
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his writings turned to the topic of human being and the anthropological themes that had 

shaped his work in the 1920s. For Plessner, as for many in Germany in the decades after the 

Second World War, the cathartic term in which the era culminated was der Mensch, the hu-

man being. 

 The rigorous analysis of human being as a philosophical project is among the most 

long-standing in the intellectual life of the West. A standard history of the topic, Michael 

Landmann‘s Philosophische Anthropologie, traces its intellectual roots to the Greek sophists 

of the later 5
th

 century. For Landmann, it is culture that defines human beings. ―Man is the 

being that must decide on his living arrangements himself, and this aspect of self-

determination is what we call culture.‖
5
 The sophists were the first true philosophical anthro-

pologists because, although Socratic philosophy had interrogated the ethical dimension of 

human life, the sophists were the first to analyze culture. One might dispute Landmann‘s pe-

riodization, for instance by looking at the ways that human life is characterized in Hesiod‘s 

Works and Days, but it is nonetheless clear that the analysis of human being is of very an-

cient provenance. 

 The term anthropology is attributed by Landmann and others to the work of the 16
th

 

century German humanist Otto Casmann. Casmann‘s Psychologia anthropologica sive ani-

mae humanae doctrina (1594) was a study of ―the psychophysical dual nature of man,‖ the 

relevant duality being that between the mind and the body.
6
 By the 18

th
 century, anthropolo-

gy had become a recognized discipline and had been ―naturalized‖ into the canon of western 
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philosophy.
7
 In the introduction to his lectures on logic (the so-called Jäsche Logic of 1800) 

Immanuel Kant wrote of the questions raised by his ―cosmopolitan‖ view of philosophy: 

What can I know? What should I do? What may I hope for? What is a human 

being? The first question is answered in metaphysics, the second in morals, 

the third in religion and the fourth in anthropology.
8
 

 

Kant‘s writings dealt extensively with a range of topics related to human being. Sankar Mu-

thu notes that, ―according to his own understanding, the question of humanity encompasses 

Kant‘s entire philosophic worldview.‖
9
 Kant‘s engagement with the human was divided be-

tween the underlying truth of the human, addressed via ethical philosophy, and the actual 

manifestation of humanity. The latter was dealt with most thoroughly in Kant‘s Anthropolo-

gie in pragmatischer Hinsicht (Anthropology from a Pragmatic Perspective). For Kant, the 

human being had to be understood in terms of a dialectical relationship between the poten-

tiality implicit in the human and actual instantiations of human being. Although Kant was 

nominally a Christian thinker, he approached philosophy from the human-centered perspec-

tive of the Enlightenment. Thus, Kant‘s anthropology relied on a combination of rationalistic 

analysis and collation of empirical evidence about actual instances of the human being rather 

than viewing the human as the expression of a discreet and comprehensible divine will.
10

 

―The task of the modern era was the realization and humanization of God – the trans-

formation and dissolution of theology into anthropology.‖
11

 So wrote Ludwig Feuerbach in 

1843, in a text suggestively titled ―Principles for the Philosophy of the Future.‖ Feuerbach 

was a leading figure in a movement toward philosophical materialism that arose in the wake 
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of that decline of Hegelian idealism that Karl Marx pungently described as ―the putrefaction 

of absolute spirit.‖
12

 In The Essence of Christianity, published in 1841, Feuerbach extended 

his critique of Hegelian idealism to Christian doctrine, arguing that the values that Christiani-

ty located in the divine were actually human ideals made absolute and inscribed in the figure 

of an all powerful deity through a reversal of subject and predicate: 

Religion, at least the Christian, is the relation of man to himself, or more cor-

rectly, to his own nature (i.e. his subjective nature); but a relation to it viewed 

as a nature apart from his own. The divine being is nothing else than the hu-

man being, or, rather, the human nature purified, freed from the limits of the 

individual man, made objective – i.e. contemplated and revered as another, a 

distinct being. All the attributes of the divine nature are, therefore, attributes 

of the human nature.
13

 

 

Those things predicated of God, those values that were the ideals and essential characteristics 

of human being, were actually essential characteristics of the human. Religion for Feuerbach 

was, in one sense, a deficient form of understanding in that it failed to comprehend the hu-

man source of human values. Thus the proper goal of human understanding is not theology 

but rather anthropology, not the attempt to comprehend a being that transcends the human, 

but rather to comprehend the nature of human being. 

 The explanation of religion on terms of a process of abstraction of human values was 

based on Feuerbach‘s account of subjectivity. On his view, subjectivity had three compo-

nents: reason, love, and will. These three components determined both internal and external 

cognition in such a way that, ―[i]n the object which he contemplates, man becomes ac-

quainted with himself; consciousness of the objective is the self-consciousness of man.‖
14

 In 

the appreciation of music, for instance, the human being perceived the language of its own 
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affect. The defining feature of human being was the capacity to thematize itself, to cognize 

humanness as a species. This capacity to reflect on species being (Gattungswesen) defined 

the human. 

 For Marx, Feuerbach‘s work represented an important step in the project of moving 

beyond Hegelian idealism. In the 1860s and 1870s, Feuerbach‘s work provided the impetus 

behind the extreme materialism of figures such as Georg Büchner, Karl Vogt, and Jakob Mo-

leschott. Feuerbach had taken as the motto for one of his later works ―Der Mensch ist was er 

ißt‖ (―The human being is what he eats‖), and later materialists took that as the cue for a tho-

roughgoing rejection of dialectical thought in favor of a purely scientific analysis of the ma-

terial characteristics of human beings and the world.
15

 Marx, by contrast, engaged more se-

riously with the implications of Feuerbach‘s materialism for the dialectical understanding of 

human being. Marx‘s clearest statement of his divergence from Feuerbach‘s position is the 

famous series of eleven theses, composed in the spring of 1845. ―The chief defect of all hi-

therto existing materialism,‖ wrote Marx in his first thesis, explicitly citing that of Feuerbach, 

―is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form of the object or of con-

templation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively.‖
16

 As a result, 

Feuerbach became fixated on the human being‘s capacity for self-thematization, defining it 

as ―the only genuinely human attitude.‖
17

 For Marx, it was ―sensuous human activity‖ that 

defined the human. In this sixth thesis, Marx wrote, ―Feuerbach resolves the religious es-

sence into the human essence. But the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each sin-
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gle individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations.‖ Marx‘s rejected the ap-

proach to understanding the human that sought to identify a stable essence inhering in and 

defining the species that had for centuries characterized anthropological thinking. In its place, 

he substituted an account of the human as a dynamic process of development shaped social 

relations. 

 Marx‘s critique of Feuerbach was a step in a process of decomposition of the static 

and essentialist anthropology of European philosophy through the beginning the 19
th

 century. 

In the period between the 1840s and the outbreak of World War I, essentialist accounts of 

human being were subjected to severe criticism. In 1884, Nietzsche designated ahistorical 

conceptions of the human being as the ―family failing of philosophers‖. In the first volume of 

Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche wrote, 

All philosophers have the common failing of starting out from man as he is 

now and thinking they can reach their goal through an analysis of him. They 

involuntarily think of ―man‖ as an aeterna veritas, as something that remains 

constant in the midst of all flux, as a sure measure of things. Everything the 

philosopher has declared about man is, however, at bottom no more than a tes-

timony as to the man of a very limited period of time. Lack of historical sense 

is the family failing of philosophers; many, without being aware of it, even 

take the most recent manifestations of man, such as has arisen under the im-

press of certain religions, even certain political events, as the fixed form from 

which one has to start out. They will not learn that man has become, that the 

faculty of cognition has become; while some of them would have it that the 

whole world is spun out of this faculty of cognition.
18

 

 

For Nietzsche it was a crucial deficiency of philosophy that it had tended to look at the par-

ticular manifestation of human being that it had immediately in front of it and to glean from 

this unchanging, definitive truths about human being in general. The key concept for under-

standing the human was not being, but rather becoming. This becoming suffused all aspects 
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of the human, even the faculty of cognition. This was a matter of particular importance for 

those philosophers in the tradition running from Descartes to post-Kantian idealism, in which 

cognition was the definitive human faculty, the most fundamental ground of the human con-

ception of the world. 

 From a philosophical perspective, it increasingly seemed inappropriate to talk about 

the human as an abstract concept. Rather, what was needed was a thoroughgoing contextua-

lized analysis of human beings. Human beings were dynamic, historical composites of inter-

nality and externality, mediated by structures of social power. Human being had been trans-

formed from a stable essence to a complex of fragments. As the sociologist Georg Simmel 

wrote in 1908: 

We are all of us fragments, not only of the human being in general, but also of 

ourselves. We are projections not only of the types ―man,‖ ―good,‖ ―bad,‖ and 

the like, but also of the – in principle unnamable – individuality and unique-

ness of ourselves that surrounds our perceivable reality as if traced in ideal 

lines. This fragmentariness is supplemented by the other‘s view of us, which 

results in something that we never are purely and wholly. It is impossible for 

this view to see anything but juxtaposed fragments, which nevertheless are all 

that really exist.
19

 

 

By the last years before the outbreak of war in 1914 the concept of the human being had been 

rendered so problematic as to have lost any pretence of normativity. This impression was 

made even more profound by the war itself. Men were destroyed in masses, blown to pieces 

by shells fired by others too far from the field even to see their opponents, much less recog-

nize them as human. The concept of élan vital, that ideology that held that human dedication 
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would be enough to carry men into the opposing trenches, disintegrated in the face of what 

one historian referred to as ―the ineluctable logic of automatic fire.‖
20

 

 By this time too, anthropology had assumed a new function in European intellectual 

life. While Kant had taken anthropology to be the all-encompassing study of manifestations 

of human being, since the 1860s anthropology had increasingly come to be associated with 

the nascent science of ethnography. Andrew Zimmerman has written of the transformation of 

the project of late 18
th

 century German humanism, of which philosophical anthropology was 

an important element, into that of the scientific scholarship on human beings in the context of 

European colonial expansion.
21

 As Zimmerman noted, ―[a]nthropologists proposed that their 

study of so-called natural peoples would reveal human nature directly, unobscured by masks 

of culture and the complications of historical development.‖
22

 This scientific analysis of the 

human was also tightly imbricated in the project of establishing (or confirming) the cultural 

hierarchy in which Europeans were ranked above the natural peoples living in the colonized 

areas, which in turn buttressed both the narrative of the mission civilisatrice, and the econom-

ic exploitation that accompanied it. 

The anthropologies that had come into being by the middle of the 20
th

 century dif-

fered, generally speaking, from most varieties of humanism. Humanism tended to involve 

projects for human improvement through intellectual attainment of universal values. Anthro-

pologies, by contrast, tended to look at human beings as they actually were and to generate 

strategies for human improvement out of these circumstances. For anthropological projects it 

was not necessary for the values toward which human beings were guided to be universal. On 
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the other hand, claims to universality were not precluded and there were some points at 

which humanistic and anthropological projects overlapped. As with humanism, the context of 

the anthropologies of postwar Germany was constituted by the need to deal with the recent 

Nazi past and the intensifying systemic conflict between the blocs led by the United States 

and the Soviet Union. Both raised important questions about what it meant to be human and 

what implications such conceptions might have for political and economic life. The heritage 

of National Socialism was the designation of large groups of ostensibly human beings as 

subhuman and their murder in millions. If Germany was to be reintegrated into the communi-

ty of civilized peoples, it was necessary to remedy this failure of German understandings of 

humanity to remain in step with the norms of the West. At the same time, the reconstruction 

of the notions of human being in Germany was undertaken in the context of an intense politi-

cal conflict between liberal capitalism and communism, each of which saw the human being 

in disparate and mutually exclusive ways. 

 

Section II. The Human Being in Postwar Germany 

 The importance of the human being in postwar Germany can be read from Article 1 

of the 1949 Basic Law of the Federal Republic: ―Die Würde des Menschen ist unantastbar. 

Sie zu achten und zu schützen ist Verpflichtung aller staatlichen Gewalt‖ (―The dignity of the 

human being is inviolable. To respect and defend this dignity is the duty of all the forces of 

the state‖).
23

 The opening line of the constitution of the West German state committed the 

state to the defense of the dignity of human beings irrespective of any other quality such as 

gender, religion, or national-ethnic origin. The ideology of National Socialism was radical 
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particularism based on an essentialist conception of human beings. The mass of nominally 

human creatures were, according to the ideologists of National Socialism, actually divided 

into organic racial communities that were in a condition of unceasing Hobbesian conflict 

with each other.
24

 The new West German state was to be founded on a rejection of those 

ideas. Human beings had a dignity which should be protected without regard to any contin-

gent characteristics defining particular human individuals or groups. 

The goal of defending human dignity with its implication of connections to the values 

of the wider human community was a common feature of the political architecture of the 

West German state. The preamble to the constitution of Rheinland-Pfalz, adopted in May 

1947, defined the goals of the state government as, ―to defend the freedom and dignity of 

human beings, to order communal life according to the principle of social justice, to promote 

economic progress for all, and to form a new democratic Germany as a vital member of the 

community of peoples.‖ That of Baden-Württemberg, adopted six months previously com-

mitted the state to, ―the dignity and the eternal rights of human beings as an expression of the 

will to unity, peace, and freedom.‖
25

 The precise content of the concept of the dignity of hu-

man beings was, like many of the positive normative concepts employed in these documents, 

not precisely specified but rather defined negatively against the misdeeds of National Social-

ism. The national and state constitutions were meant as ecumenical documents, binding 

people of all political persuasions into institutions the norms of which would be shaped by 

the rejection of the Nazi past and the project of re-synchronizing German values with those 

of the West. 
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This was intended as a rejection of essentialism. According to National Socialism, 

race and blood were fundamental qualities of human beings that defined individuals and 

groups in a way that transcended the vagaries of environment and experience. There was no 

human essence apart from the racial essence. In the ideas of the German Basic Law, and for 

many in the broader spheres of German intellectual and cultural life, the reconstruction of 

German culture required an explicit commitment to an idea of the human that was universal 

in scope. One expression of this was the discourse of humanism which, as discussed in Chap-

ter 1, proposed utopias of human self-formation based on conceptions of Bildung or of just 

social relations. East and West German versions of humanism shared a utopian viewpoint: 

the idea that human being could be improved or perfected. The term Mensch and its compo-

site forms can be used as markers to map deployments of the human that functioned diffe-

rently than humanism while occupying an overlapping lexical position in the vocabulary of 

postwar German intellectual life. In an article entitled ―Vom sanften Gesetz der Menschlich-

keit‖ (―On the Gentle Law of Humanness‖) published in the liberal Süddeutsche Zeitung in 

October 1945, the jurist Hans Poeschel wrote, ―Viewed formally, the foreign word Huma-

nität has the same meaning as the German word Menschlichkeit, but we link with it a particu-

lar concept of development defined by intellectual history, created out of the spirit of Greek 

culture by Cicero, the spiritual mediator between Hellas and Rome, and subsumed under the 

term humanitas: harmonious development of all those capacities of spirit and mind that are 

valuable for human characteristics in the service of human civilization and culture.‖
26

 Refer-

ences to der Mensch, and to its cognates such as Menschentum (humanity) or Menschlichkeit 

(humanness), could be descriptive or normative or both, depending on the circumstances. 
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The analysis of the human being conducted using the conceptual framework of Men-

schen or Menschtum overlapped with humanism, but differed from it in important ways. Ra-

ther than focusing on ideals to which human beings ought to aspire, the discourses of the 

human with which we are now concerned were anthropological. As used in this context, this 

term is not meant to denote ethnographic studies of human populations exhibiting pre-

modern modes of economic and social organization.
27

 Rather, it is intended to encompass a 

wide range of theorizing about the human that, unlike in the case of the various humanisms 

previously discussed, are not predicated on an order of value embodied in the cultural prod-

ucts of an earlier human order. It is an attempt to understand the human being on its own 

terms, to understand the interaction between human nature and environment and, in its politi-

cally engaged moments, to derive improvements and ideals for the organization of human life 

from a thorough understanding of human beings themselves. 

In the Kölner Leitsätze (Cologne Principles), a programmatic document published by 

the CDU in June 1945, the party leaders sought to address the low ebb reached by German 

culture and political conditions by reasserting the values of the Christian West: ―What alone 

can save us in this hour of need is an honest reflection on Christian and Western values of 

life, which formerly governed the German people and made them great and of good standing 

among the peoples of Europe.‖
28

 What was needed was a new culture, but one that consti-

tuted a return to that German culture that had existed before it had been hijacked by National 

Socialism. The regeneration of these values would allow the German people to rise again. 
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Nazism had transformed German culture from a civilized culture of the West to one characte-

rized by ―dictatorship and tyranny, domination and militarism.‖ In its place, ―[a] new people 

should rise again whose basic law is respect for human dignity.‖
29

 There were many in Eu-

rope and North America who might have disputed the idea that National Socialism had been 

the basis for all of the flaws of German culture, particularly militarism. The program of the 

CDU asserted both the existence of German values that were a subset of Western values and 

the need for the creation of something new, something different than what had gone before. 

In 1945, the CDU and its Bavarian sister party the Christlich-Soziale Union (CSU) were in 

the process of forming out of the remnants of the Catholic Center Party that had existed since 

the Empire. From a party whose main goal was the defense of the interests of the Catholic 

Church in German, Christian Democracy/Christian Socialism became an ecumenical move-

ment after the end of the war. The goals of this party were the uniting of Christian political 

opinion and the defense of a very moderate conservatism with tinges of liberal individualism. 

Conservative impulses within the party were subordinated to the need to make a clean and 

unequivocal break with National Socialism. The party saw itself as the defender of the rights 

and dignity of the individual against attacks from both the conservative right and the collec-

tivist left. As a party program of the CDU in the Soviet Occupation Zone, published on 26 

June 1945 demanded, ―[i]n place of the distorted image of a state run community of the Hit-

ler period, a truly democratic state should come into being, one that both takes account of the 

duty of the people to be loyal, to make sacrifices, and to do their duty, but which just as much 

based on respect for the right to personhood, honor, freedom, and human dignity.‖
30

 Terms 

such as loyalty (Treue), sacrifice (Opfer), and duty (Dienst) were of long provenance in the 
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culture of German conservatism, but they had taken on sinister associations as National So-

cialism had mapped the conservative lexicon onto its own political, social, and racial 

projects. The Nazi state had been, in the words of the platform, a distorted image (Zerrbild), 

and likewise the language of German conservatism had been distorted by the Nazis. The goal 

of the program was to repair the damage to the conservative values wrought by National So-

cialism by reconnecting those values with those of the West. 

Discussions of the human in the decade following the end of World War II often fo-

cused on the threats posed by immediate political and cultural conditions to that which was 

most essentially human. In an essay published in the Frankfurter Hefte early in 1948, the lib-

eral Catholic writer Clemens Münster identified the problem of the human being as the cen-

tral one facing the West.
31

 Humanity found itself in a historically unprecedented situation. 

The stream of history was moving with unwonted speed and violence, transforming the world 

in ways more extreme than any natural disaster. Unable to deal with the new circumstances 

in traditional ways, human culture was like a motor stuck in idle, dissipating itself in a dialec-

tic between need and greed that encompassed parties, classes, states governments, and even 

descended to the level of the family. ―In economics, in politics, and often enough in the 

churches, the needs and elementary claims of human beings have been degraded to objects of 

speculation or propaganda.‖
32

 Human beings, Münster argued, had become incapable of suc-

cessfully adjusting themselves to modern conditions: 

History is moved by a constant tension between the authentic, essential claims 

of human beings and their discontent with every satisfaction of these claims; 

between the limitations of their means and the compass of their capacity for 

adaptation, classification, and subordination with respect to the natural and 

social conditions of existence and their impulse to control these conditions 
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and as many other people as possible; between their indolence, which causes 

them to wait for unsatisfiable preconditions on a massive scale, for the con-

version of the unbelievers or the dictatorship of the proletariat or the restora-

tion of free trade, and a nearly superfluous urge to action that reduces their 

leisure to a minimum; between quivering fear and unbridled hubris; between a 

farcical flight from responsibility and a really demonic acceptance of danger-

ous games like atom bombs and new social orders; between a surfeit of theo-

retical-speculative capacities and a thoroughgoing helplessness in the face of 

the facts; in the words of Pascal: between their greatness and their misery.
33

 

 

These tensions were in evidence not only in the relationships between various groups within 

society, but also within individual human beings themselves. It was the fate of human beings 

never to be completely at home in the world because it was an element of their nature never 

to be able to satisfy their needs with any kind of finality. For Münster, a Catholic of moderate 

liberal political persuasion, it was crucial that the societies of the West retained a focus on 

the value of the human being as such, so that the conflicts attendant upon human dissatisfac-

tion would not lead to a repetition of the inhumanity of the Hitler regime. 

For liberals like Münster and his collaborators at the Frankfurter Hefte, the challenge 

was to recover values that had been aggressively pushed aside during the years of Hitler‘s 

rule. German society, still in the throes of material scarcity, had been intensely politically 

polarized in the period between the fall of the monarchy and the end of the National Socialist 

regime. It had emerged from this into political circumstances defined by another intense 

process of polarization: that of the systemic conflict of the nascent Cold War. Münster ar-

gued that the solution did not lie in programs for universal transformation, but rather in at-

tempts shaped by a particular time and place. Plans for all-encompassing change, such as the 

attempt to completely reorganize society being undertaken in the Soviet Union, were like try-
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ing to build a house roof first.
34

 What was needed first of all was the construction of political 

order that was concerned with the well-being of human beings, rather than assuming (as the 

nationalists had done) that the wellbeing the state and the wellbeing of its citizens was the 

same thing. Rather than fixing things at the level of human beings generally, it was necessary 

to approach the problems of particular groups of human beings. But this in turn required one 

to think at the level of human beings generally in order to understand what sorts of goals 

might be aimed at. The question of what was best for human beings as such had to be ans-

wered if the political and social remedies undertaken were to improve matters rather than 

merely prolong or exacerbate already existing problems. Resolution of particular crisis in-

evitably took one back to considerations of a more general nature. 

Münster saw this crisis as a result of recent historical events, but others saw the crisis 

of the human being as a result of developments in the longer term cultural history of the 

West. This was particularly true of writers in the Christian tradition, for whom National So-

cialism represented a falling away from the values that had given shape to cultures of the 

West. The Catholic poet Reinhold Schneider wrote in 1946 of the feeling of confusion 

among Germans and Europeans in the wake of the war. ―As survivors unable to grasp how, 

much less by what right, they have survived, we survey an unparalleled devastation.‖
35

 Not 

only had the physical structures of human life been destroyed, but more importantly the old 

ways of life in which humans had felt at home as well. Humanity stood before the court of 

history before which the depths of sin that human beings had recently plumbed would be ex-

amined. For Schneider, the key issue was the falling away from God that had characterized 

the culture in the modern West. The diminishing force and breadth of Christian belief had so 
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weakened the morality of Europeans that there had been too little strength available to fight 

off an obviously immoral movement such as National Socialism. In the wake of the period of 

barbarism that the Nazis had instigated,  

The Leipzig theologian Alfred Dedo Müller argued that the sources of the ―egregious 

situation‖ in which the civilization of the West found itself had its sources in ―a deep-seated 

obstruction in human nature.‖
36

 Human beings had become convinced that the power to re-

solve the human problems lay with human beings themselves. Müller traced the sources of 

this view to Goethe‘s appropriation of classical thought, in particular of the myth of Prome-

theus. In the course of the 19
th

 century, philosophy had taken up these human-centered views, 

progressively displacing Christianity‘s veritable account of the relation of human beings to 

God and to the world. In the 20
th

 century this led to a situation not only of the decline of reli-

gious belief but to its degeneration. The myth of Prometheus, which Müller claimed had been 

gaining prominence in European culture since the 18
th

 century, was emblematic of humani-

ty‘s fixation on itself and its own powers. This fixation had come at the expense of striving 

for a fuller understanding of the ways in which human beings were an expression of the mes-

sage of Jesus Christ. As the example of Goethe showed, Müller argued, ―the revival of Pro-

metheus in the last two centuries of the history of the human soul has undoubtedly been asso-

ciated with the opinion that there is no room for Christian faith in crucial questions of hu-

man-self definition and self-assertion‖
37

 

Müller‘s critique of human self-conceptions was illustrative of a major theme in 

postwar Christian thought in Germany. Müller saw the problems of humanity in the Christian 
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West as essentially linked with the thought of the Enlightenment and German romanticism. 

Others in this critical tradition saw the provenance of the crisis in the longer term. In a talk 

delivered at the inaugural Darmstädter Gespräche in July 1950, the art historian Hans Sedl-

mayr argued that the state of modern art offered clues to the endangerment of the human in 

the modern era. Sedlmayr was a polarizing and combative figure. An Austrian by birth, he 

had joined the Austrian Nazi party in 1932 while it was still illegal to do so. Sedlmayr‘s 

views were grounded in an intense and very conservative Catholicism, verging at points on 

atavism. At the end of the war, his membership in the party resulted in his dismissal from his 

position as a professor at the University of Vienna by the allied occupation authorities. In 

1948 he had published Verlust der Mitte (The Loss of the Middle), a manifesto of conserva-

tive cultural criticism. He would eventually find a position at the University of Munich, but 

he had been between positions when he was invited to speak in Darmstadt at an event com-

bining an art exhibition and a scholarly conference.  

To a great extent, Sedlmayr‘s talk paraphrased the views that he had expressed in 

Verlust der Mitte. Modern art and architecture, with their increasing rejection of formal re-

presentation and their pursuit of pure forms had abjured the proper role of orienting human 

beings and of illustrating human ideals. The representation of human beings in modern art 

highlighted the tenuousness of the human situation in modernity. Human beings were now 

―embedded in two realms…in that of the dead and that of the chaotic.‖ Death and chaos were 

foreign to the human being living in good order, but modernity had begun to break down this 

separation: ―Now, the human being – and the images of modern art have constantly illu-

strated this – is deeply embedded in the realm of the dead, of dead things, dead material, the 

lifeless, the amorphous, that which lies beneath mineral nature, and at the same time the 
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realm of the chaotic, that which is demoralized by conflicting forces, the disintegrated, the 

decayed, and so forth.‖
38

 At the same time, art itself was in crisis, retreating since the time of 

Schiller into realms of increasingly pure aestheticism. Art had lost its substance so that every 

human creation, even ships and airplanes could in some sense be considered works of art. Art 

no longer recognized the superiority of cosmic and religious values over the purely aesthetic. 

Whereas art had formerly played the role of linking European culture with the universal val-

ues (by which he meant Christian values), in recent centuries artists had become fascinated 

with mere appearance. Decoupled from Christian values, modern art now merely recorded 

the denigration of human beings in modern society, rather than acting as a conduit between 

the human and the eternal. Like modern human beings, modern art lacked an image of God 

as a foundation for values. Thus, Sedlmayr noted, ―art is both a symptom and symbol of the 

endangerment of human beings.‖
39

 

Sedlmayr‘s conservatism drew mixed responses from the audience. While the official 

text of his speech notes sporadic applause, it also records other responses. When Sedlmayr 

launched into his critique of the lack of standards in modern art people in the crowd shouted, 

―These are mere platitudes‖ and ―Give some examples.‖
 40

 The atmosphere became worse 

later on. Sedlmayr‘s claim that the intellect was inherently superior to instinctual life drew 

whistles and stamping from the crowd. ―These are completely objective claims,‖ Sedlmayr 

responded. ―Don‘t feel yourselves attacked! I believe that I take modern art more seriously 

than all the Pollyannas, against whom it must be defended.‖ This last claim drew stamping 
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and cries of ―Phooey!‖ from the crowd. One listener even shouted mockingly, ―Heil Hit-

ler!‖
41

  

Sedlmayr‘s talk illustrated the situation of an important strain of postwar German 

conservatism. Tarred with the brush of complicity with National Socialism, German conserv-

atives struggled in the late 1940s and 1950s to articulate a politics free of brown coloration. 

The conservatism of the Weimar era had been characterized by an intensely pessimistic re-

sponse to Enlightenment optimism about the perfectibility of human beings. National Social-

ism had appealed to many conservatives because it promised an unstinting defense of tradi-

tional values threatened by Enlightenment rationalism.
42

 Aggressively asserting German cul-

tural values as absolutes that trumped values grounded in human being in general had seemed 

to be an antidote to the perceived disintegration of traditional values. Conservatives related 

differently to concepts of the human than did liberals or socialists. For the latter, the human 

was the locus of universally valid claims to justice and dignity. Conservatives saw the human 

as invariably located in a particular culture and condition. Claims about the dignity of man 

only made sense in the context of an actual order of values. To argue otherwise was to rely 

on abstraction. But the concept of the human did offer a special usefulness to postwar con-

servatives. To argue about the situation of human beings in a particular historical context still 

permitted the outward appearance of universality and deflected attention from the nationalis-

tic particularism of interwar conservatism. National Socialism had taken this particularism to 
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genocidal extremes. For postwar conservatives, arguing from the standpoint of the human 

was a means of overcoming the discredit that had accrued to them in the context of the Na-

tional Socialist appropriation of their views. 

Arguing at the level of the human being offered access to the broadest level of gene-

rality, one from which the trend of historical development could be assayed. Among German 

intellectuals there was tendency to see Germany‘s immediate political conditions as an epo-

chal crisis of the human being and a concomitant crisis of the Abendland. Conservatives like 

Sedlmayr were not alone in their diagnoses. The view that mutually influential crises involv-

ing human beings and the West were the order of the day was expressed by figures repre-

senting a wide range of political traditions. Writing in the Frankfurter Hefte in June 1946, 

Walter Dirks voiced questions on the minds of many Germans in the months following the 

end of the war: ―How did we get here and what is our position? How does one explain the 

appalling reversal of life of which we were the witnesses, the victims, and the accomplic-

es?‖
43

 For Dirks, the answer lay in the fact that the Germans had been ―disloyal to the basic 

law of their development.‖ The ―basic law‖ of which Dirks spoke was the cultural unity 

which linked, or ought to have linked Germans to the other civilized peoples of Western Eu-

rope. Dirks defined it in terms which linked it unmistakably to the imperatives of the present 

day: 

The West (Abendland), that unity of Romans, Germans, and Slavs, but most 

of all the Romans and the German under the sign of antiquity and Christianity, 

is a hierarchical order of values, a variety of humanity (Menschtum), which 

grew out of the historical marriage of the Germanic peoples with baptized, ho-

ly antiquity, with Rome and Greece. In a long process of disintegration or de-

cay, whose stages were nominalism, the Reformation, absolutism, the Enligh-

tenment, the nation-state, liberalism, capitalism and materialism, imperialism 

and Bolshevism, and finally complete secularization, the result was anarchy 
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and dehumanization, in the context of which National Socialism appeared, 

naked and execrable. Salvation lies in consciousness of our actual heritage, in 

commitment to the spirit of the West.
44

 

 

There is an important distinction to be made between the account of value implicit in the 

pairing of human being and the West, as opposed to that which underlay the classical and 

Christian humanisms discussed in Chapter 1. The various manifestations of humanism share 

a commitment to the self-development of human beings, a process whose endpoint is the em-

bodiment of universal values. The centrality of the concept of Bildung for Christian and clas-

sically-based accounts of humanism illustrates the fundamental process envisioned in these 

humanisms. What was human was unfolded in the process of education. The goal of the 

process was not merely development for its own sake, but rather to bring oneself into align-

ment with ideals definitive of, and relevant to, all human beings irrespective of the contin-

gencies of birth or condition. While individual humanists fell short of the universalistic ethic 

implied in these doctrines, it was precisely this proactive universalism which gave the doc-

trines their normative force. 

In a text composed in 1949 on the role of Christianity in the nascent Cold War con-

flict, Karl Barth pointed out the centrality of ideas of the human being to the conflict. At its 

base, Barth argued, the conflict between east and west centered on ―the opposition, which 

today has become extreme, between two conceptions of the human being, and particularly of 

the social, the political-economic ordering of their lives.
45

 It was, Barth noted, ―not merely a 

harmless ‗academic‘ conflict between the proponents of two different viewpoints‖ but a sys-

temic conflict between two groupings that controlled large parts of the world. The western 
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side accused the east of having a one-sided, materialistic account of the human being that re-

duced the myriad forms of human life to questions of production and consumption. The east, 

by contrast, accused the west of promoting a disingenuous spiritual and moral account of 

human beings. From the eastern perspective, the propaganda of the west denied the signific-

ance of the economic dimension of life, while defending a social order that was premised on 

the fundamental importance of the economic in the shaping of human existence. Barth saw 

himself as promoting a political third way between the two competing blocs, one which ad-

dressed the failures of both sides to live up to the moral demands of the Christian message. 

While they might not have agreed with Barth‘s approach to the conflict, the partisans of both 

sides clearly recognized the degree to which Barth was correct in noting that accounts of the 

human being were central. In the western zones of occupation, and subsequently in West 

Germany, there was broad tacit agreement on a model of free, self-legislating individual, ex-

emplified, for instance, in Wilhelm R pke‘s concept of economic humanism. Complaints 

from the right and left fringes of the polity claimed that this account of the human being im-

plied a concept of the human detached from society and the comity of one‘s fellow men. The 

economic upturn of the mid-1950s made this Anglo-American model of economic indivi-

dualism increasingly seem the norm.
46

 

In the communist world, by contrast, the talk was of the creation of socialist human 

beings made possible by the dismantling of capitalism and the reconstruction of society along 

socialist principles. In a speech delivered at an SED party conference in July 1952, party 

chairman Walter Ulbricht spoke of the role of the arts in creating ―the new human being‖ 

who would be ―the fighter for a unified Germany, the activist, the hero of the construction of 
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socialism.‖
47

 In the new socialist order, which was still in the process of construction, artists 

would play a key role in educating human beings. The creation of new humans and a new 

society went hand in hand. One could not be created without the other. In order to better un-

derstand their task, it was necessary for the artists to study closely the best, most productive 

individuals in the current society. They should not be satisfied with looking at superficiali-

ties, but must ―carve out precisely the new character traits of human beings.‖
48

 Admittedly, 

the new socialist man had not yet been created. Ulbricht stressed the need for the artists to 

overcome the tendency to formalism and work through the organs of the party for the realiza-

tion of socialist realism and the accomplishment of creation of this new man. 

While the language of the new socialist man recurred from time to time throughout 

the 1950s, it was in the early 1960s that the idea of socialist man came to full prominence. In 

his Von der Entwicklung des sozialistischen Menschen (1964), the East German philosopher 

Wolfgang Eichhorn outlined a position emblematic of much communist writing on the topic: 

―Under the leadership of the communist and workers parties, a new world of interpersonal 

relations and a new human type are evolving in the lands of the socialist world system, em-

bodying all the noble popular struggles of our time and of the future of humanity, and shap-

ing the development of human life to an increasing degree.‖
49

 Through the efforts of the So-

cialist Unity Party, human beings in the German Democratic Republic were being educated 

to a new form of social life, one which in turn was giving rise to a new kind of human being 

that differed fundamentally from that characteristic of the capitalist world. This new type of 

human being was the result of the operationalization of Karl Marx‘s social theory. In practice 
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this meant that the development of the human being and the development of the productive 

forces of the socialist state were part of a parallel and mutually reinforcing process. 

Underlying this view of the new man created by socialist society was a conception of 

human beings in which human nature could not be conceived of in the abstract but rather had 

to be viewed (as Marx had argued in his ―Theses on Feuerbach‖) as an expression of the so-

cial relations governing society. ―If one wants to use expressions like ‗essence‘ or ‗nature‘ 

one can only really mean the relevant historical-concrete complex of lived labor and lived 

capacities, the cultural-technical level of human beings, their position in the productive and 

class relations and in other social relations, as well as the political-moral attitude of human 

beings in a particular epoch.‖
50

 On the Marxist-Leninist view, that which guided Eichhorn‘s 

work and the intellectual life of the GDR, human beings could only be conceived of socially 

and it was social labor, rather than some speculative concept of human nature, that was deci-

sive in terms of defining the human. The opponents of this worldview in West Germany re-

lied on non-scientific fantasies to define human nature, and were thus able to do so in way 

that made it seem as if liberal capitalism was an ideal, or even an acceptable, mode of human 

social organization. Marxism-Leninism, unlike the various nationally tinged ideologies that 

dominated West German cultural life, was internationalistic, seeking to encompass all human 

beings in a social order which was characterized both by a fundamental commitment to jus-

tice, and by a mode of social organization that was optimal in terms of producing human sa-

tisfaction. Socialist internationalism, Eichhorn claimed, embodied the best of all political and 

moral values, freeing workers from ―the constraints of narrow, nationalistic modes of 

thought.‖
51
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In postwar Germany, modes of analyzing the human could serve a wide range of po-

litical purposes. For conservatives like as Sedlmayr, the relevant narrative was the endan-

germent of the human, threatened by the degeneration of the Western culture that was the 

most important force shaping human life. Christian anthropologies took a similar line, ar-

guing that the human being, taken generally, was endangered by an overweening self-fixation 

that diverted attention from the true human self-conception as a product of the will of God. 

For liberals too, arguing at the fundamental level of the human was a means of conceptualiz-

ing the challenges faced by Germans in a political environment shaped by the manifest in-

humanity of National Socialism and by the increasingly intense conflict between capitalist 

and socialist modes of political and economic organization. The balance of this chapter will 

be devoted to looking more closely at systematic attempts to understand the endangered con-

dition of the human being. The work of the sociologists Alfred Weber and Arnold Gehlen 

can be seen as important, scientifically grounded attempts to conceptualize the human situa-

tion in postwar modernity and to see a way forward through the dangers facing human being 

as such. 

 

Section III. Anthropological Themes in German Sociology 

 The connections between sociology and politics in Germany had been a matter of 

contestation ever since the founding of the German Sociological Society in 1909. The ques-

tion of the role of values in sociological analysis had absorbed much energy in the early dec-

ades of the discipline‘s existence. Max Weber‘s engagement in these debates, culminating in 

his resignation from the Society in 1912, has been much discussed. With the rise of the Third 

Reich, the question of politicization was forcibly resolved, with the Society‘s integration in 
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to Nazi ideological institutions under the leadership of Hans Freyer. The Society was effec-

tively dormant after 1934. It was refounded under the leadership of Leopold von Wiese in 

1946. Wiese outlined his view of the relationship between politics and sociology in his open-

ing speech at the Society‘s first postwar conference, held in Frankfurt in September 1946. 

―Since the beginning of the First World War,‖ Wiese told his audience, ―we have entered the 

era of universal slavery (allgemeiner Sklaverei) and must bog down in it more and more.‖
52

 

Wiese did not differentiate between National Socialist and communist forms of slavery, 

speaking instead in terms of general observations. Observation of a wide range of social and 

political conditions had rendered an image of the enslaved human. This human lacked, ―the 

capacity for self-determination, for the avowal of psychological and spiritual needs; he is a 

sort of machine-made-flesh, used (and used up) in the completion of tasks inflicted upon him 

from the outside.‖
53

 The danger threatening human beings was the disappearance of the Kan-

tian self-legislating, rational individual. The task of sociology, so Wiese argued, was to use 

scientifically grounded observational techniques to generate knowledge. This knowledge 

could then be used as a tool to defend the freedom of human beings. 

 In fact, this diagnosis was not new in the intellectual history of sociology. Max We-

ber‘s analysis of the trends of modern mass societies, and of the varieties of human being that 

resulted from those societies, contained many of the same themes. But a quarter of a century 

after Weber‘s death, the world and the problems facing it had changed in important ways. 

Writers in the German sociological condition were now confronted with the need to over-

come the Nazi past, and to do so in the face of an intensifying intersystemic geopolitical con-
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flict. The remaining sections of this chapter examine two attempts to do so. It first looks at 

the work of Weber‘s younger brother Alfred, whose project was to extend his brother‘s soci-

ological analysis to the transformed historical circumstances in which he found himself. In 

particular, Alfred Weber looked at the varieties of human being that resulted from successive 

historic-political formations, drawing conclusions about the political approaches appropriate 

to the historical and sociological situation of modern society (mainly Western society) from 

an analysis of the trajectories of the history of mankind. Arnold Gehlen, by contrast, sought 

to apply the results of biological analyses of the human to the study of human societies. Geh-

len sought thereby to determine the situation of human beings in general, and to draw politi-

cal conclusions from them. 

 

A. Alfred Weber 

Alfred Weber was 77 when the Second World War ended. He was one of the best 

known sociologists in Germany. He had spent the era of the Third Reich in internal emigra-

tion, having requested early retirement from the University of Heidelberg in the wake of the 

National Socialist electoral victory in 1933. Ernst Krieck, the National Socialist rector of the 

University of Heidelberg wrote of Weber in 1938, ―[h]is scientific achievements, however 

they have been evaluated in the past, appear to me not only distant from the National Social-

ist worldview but at least in part to be opposed to it.‖
54

 Nonetheless, Weber‘s fame was such 

that the National Socialist government neither forbade him to publish nor prevented him 

from travelling abroad to attend conferences. 
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At war‘s end, Weber involved himself in political action. He had been active in the 

left liberal Deutsche Demokratische Partei. Although the party was reformed after the war as 

the Frei Demokratische Partei, Weber did not rally to it, choosing rather to associate himself 

with the moderate socialism of Kurt Schumacher‘s SPD. In a letter written by Weber to 

Theodor Heuss in 1954, Weber criticized the FDP for lacking the social liberalism of the 

prewar DDP and having abandoned the progressive liberal traditions embodied in prewar 

figures such as Friedrich Naumann, Lujo Brentano, and Max Weber. Weber thus explained 

his participation since the end of the war with the Social Democrats.
55

 Weber also took part 

in extrapolitical activities aimed at rebuilding German society and culture. With Dolf Stern-

berger he participated in the early organization of the Heidelberg section of the Kulturbund 

zur demokratischen Erneuerung Deutschlands in the spring of 1946. Although controlled by 

the German communists and their Soviet leaders, the Kulturbund was, in its early days, polit-

ically ecumenical and the Heidelberg section had little or no active contact with the more 

heavily communist controlled organization in Berlin. Weber was also active, with 

Sternberger and the psychologist Alexander Mitscherlich, in the Heidelberger Aktionsgruppe 

für Demokratie und Freien Sozialismus. The Aktionsgruppe, which existed from 1947 to 

1949, was a loose aggregation of intellectuals and figures from the major political parties 

who came together for conferences and worked to promote a ―free socialism,‖ a non-

dogmatic socialism the goals of which were avoiding bureaucratic sclerosis, the formation of 

well-rounded individuals, and rejection of the communist fixation on doctrinal orthodoxy. 
56
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In the days immediately following the end of the war, Weber published a text that he 

had been working on late 1944.
57

 Entitled Abschied von der bisherigen Geschichte (Depar-

ture from History to this Point), Weber‘s text presented an analysis of the development of the 

modern human being grounded in an historical sociology of the West. Weber‘s approach to 

historical sociology was strongly influenced by that of his more renowned brother Max. For 

the latter, the key analytical concept of historical sociology was the human being. Specifical-

ly, Max Weber‘s research had centered on the question of what sort of human beings resulted 

from the various cultural formations of the West.
58

 In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism (1905), Max Weber had examined the cultural effects of processes of economic 

and social modernization in the West in terms of the development of specific human types 

resulting from the mutual influence of ascetic Protestantism and capitalism. The rationalized 

pursuit of gain had originally meshed well with the ideology of predestinarian Protestantism. 

It provided psychological relief from the tension implicit in Calvinism and other predestina-

rian sects stemming from the inaccessibility of the certitudo salutis, the certainty that the be-

liever had achieved salvation. The rational conduct of economic life was an outgrowth of the 

rational life ordering in the pursuit of salvation. Capitalist gain became a means to manifest 

grace, thus providing relief for believers who had no way of ascertaining whether they were 

saved or condemned. 

Weber‘s Protestant Ethic is best remembered for the stark diagnosis of modernity 

with which it concluded. As the original religious motivation of the calling had fallen away 
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with the expansion of capitalist modes of social and economic organization, the rationality 

which had promised to free human beings from the uncertainty of their ultimate fate now be-

came ―a casing as hard as steel‖ (ein stahlhartes Gehäuse). The human consequences of this 

development for the West were, for Weber, quite alarming: 

No one yet knows who will live in that casing in the future. Perhaps new 

prophets will emerge, or powerful ideals and ideas will be reborn at the end of 

this monstrous development. Or perhaps – if neither of these occurs – ―Chi-

nese‖ ossification, dressed up with a kind of desperate self-importance, will 

set in. Then, however, it might be said of the ―last men‖ in this cultural devel-

opment: ―specialists without spirit, hedonists without heart, these nonentities 

imagine that they have attained a level of humanity (Menschentum) never be-

fore reached.
59

 

 

Capitalist rationalization of society and human conduct, unrestrained by the overarching val-

ue structures of the pursuit of Christian salvation, resulted in a variety of human being fun-

damentally lacking the capacity for well-rounded individualistic identity formation. Not only 

were the human beings that resulted from this cultural formation deficient, they were also 

incapable of recognizing their own deficiency. 

 Alfred Weber‘s relationship with his brother was often fraught. Somewhat ironically, 

after his brother‘s death his own intellectual reputation was somewhat overshadowed.
60

 Non-

etheless, Alfred Weber‘s approach to historical sociology shared much in terms of approach 

with that of his brother, most prominently the centrality of the concept of the human being in 

the historical analysis of cultural orders. In 1935, Weber published Kulturgeschichte als Kul-

tursoziologie. There he asked, ―Where actually do we find ourselves in the stream of history, 
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not as an individual people, but as humanity carried away on this stream?‖
61

 Max Weber had, 

at least at points, claimed that it was impossible to view matters from any but one‘s own cul-

tural historical (that is to say national) position. In his 1895 inaugural lecture in Freiburg, 

Max Weber claimed that value judgments were only possible on the basis of the particular, 

nationally conditioned strain of humanity which is our own. The attainment of an Archime-

dean position from which to evaluate was precluded by each person‘s ties to their own par-

ticular national culture. ―Often,‖ Weber argued, ―these ties are strongest precisely when we 

think we have escaped our personal limitations most completely.‖
62

 Alfred Weber‘s approach 

was more expansive than that of his brother. His view of the varieties of humanity and the 

cultural formations that underlay them were not defined at the level of the nation state. Ra-

ther, it was possible through an examination of the broad sweep of human history from its 

origins, to identify a series of four macrohistorical types of humanity.  

The first man (here Weber used the collective singular to indicate that he was desig-

nating a type of human being) was Neanderthal man, whose mode of life was characterized 

by being at the mercy of natural conditions. The second man differed from the first in occu-

pying a higher point in the evolutionary trajectory of human beings. Weber‘s description of 

the differences focused in the first instance on physiological matters such as the differences 

in the size and shape of the cranium between Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons. But there were 

also differences of a more practical nature, such as that the second man was a systematic 

hunter and fisher. Weber‘s third man, which arose some four thousand years ago, differed 

significantly from the previous two types. Its history was more intensively articulated, as 

Weber traced the rise of the ―primary high cultures‖ (Egypt, Babylon, and China) and then 
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through various human political formations down to the present day. The first and second 

men had been relatively static. The third by contrast was dynamic, encompassing numerous 

political and technological changes. Weber‘s focus increasingly shifted to the West. This is 

evident from his breakdown of what he called ―secondary cultures‖ which he breaks down 

into two tiers (divided roughly at the collapse of the Western Roman Empire), further subdi-

viding the later tier into the orient and the occident. In the period between the fall of Rome 

and 1500 the West achieved a decided advantage in dynamism on the basis of a series of in-

ternal tensions that drove processes of expansion, organization, and technological develop-

ment. These tensions included that between religious orthodoxy and heterodoxy, between 

church and state, between cities and state power, as well as the tensions resulting from the 

intermixture of internally migrating populations. After 1500, Weber‘s account shifted almost 

exclusively to the West. The figure of the mounted knight formed the basis for Weber‘s ac-

count of the third man of the modern West. The culture of the West, as personified in its most 

important antecedents by mounted armed men forming their own political units within the 

larger structures of European governance, gave rise to free, self-defining individuals. Even 

though it was not the case that all members of Western culture developed this sort of perso-

nality, it was, Weber argued, the ―average character‖ of the human being in the West. At the 

end of the 1935 edition of Kulturgeschichte als Kultursoziologie, Weber noted that this 

Western version of the human being was under threat by increasing proletarianization and the 

technological domination of nature. The rise of productive technology, which had destroyed 

the economy of production by hand, threatened to make human beings themselves super-

fluous as they were washed away in a wave of commodities. 
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After the Second World War, Weber employed his historical-sociological typology of 

human beings to cast the dangers facing human beings in the West in stark terms. His first 

major publication was the above-mentioned Abschied von der bisherigen Geschichte, written 

in 1944 but not published until the beginning of 1946. Subtitled Überwindung des Nihilism? 

(Overcoming Nihilism?), Weber‘s book was an attempt to come to terms with the situation of 

the West in the wake of the war and the rise of barbaric totalitarian systems. The West stood 

at the edge of a caesura that divided it from all preceding periods of history. The system of 

national rivalries that had shaped European history since the Carolingian period was now at 

an end, because recent history had demonstrated that it led to consequences that could de-

stroy Europe completely. It was now necessary that the national formations engage in some 

sort of co-determined governance in order to prevent the outbreak of the incredibly destruc-

tive conflicts that modern political organization and military technology made possible. What 

was needed, Weber argued, was an organization of society at the world level. At the current 

time it was not in view, but it was necessary because, under the current technological condi-

tions any new war would be a ―mutual suicide,‖ and ―extermination of heretofore unimagin-

able dimensions…possibly the elimination of all peoples.‖
63

 

The world had been made smaller by technology and the threat posed by renewed in-

terstate military conflict was universal, yet Weber‘s political and cultural interests did not 

remain at the level of the totality of human beings. In partial confirmation of his brother‘s 

discounting of universalism, it was the fate of the West that most concerned Alfred Weber. 

The West had for centuries been characterized by an intellectual and technological dynamism 

superior to that of any other regional cultural formation. But this dynamism had contradictory 
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outcomes. On the one hand, the culture of the West had given rise to strongly held values of 

humanity and freedom. On the other, the mutually influential developments of capitalism, 

modern science, the expansionistic nation state, militarism, and transformations in intellec-

tual culture (particularly the fascination with the analytical powers of mathematics) laid the 

groundwork for the disasters of the 20
th

 century. Weber devoted an extensive chapter to the 

pernicious influence of Nietzsche on European culture. Nietzsche, Weber argued, eroded the 

conception of the human by limiting full humanity to a spiritual elite, while denying it to the 

masses.  

Weber‘s program for the regeneration of Western culture had both an institutional and 

an educational dimension. The publication of Abschied occurred at the time of Weber‘s most 

extensive involvement in postwar politics (in particular his work with the Heidelberger Ak-

tionsgruppe). In the final section of Abschied, Weber wrote of the predisposition to freedom 

that the philosophy of the Enlightenment had viewed as intrinsic to the human being. The 

human being, Weber argued, was the only being that freely, artistically created itself out of 

its own conditions of existence. The capacity for self-creation was of particular importance in 

the political conditions confronting human beings in modernity. ―This problem of the man-

agement of human self-development through freedom and autonomy,‖ Weber asserted, ―ap-

peared first in its importance and gravity when it was baptized in the freedom of the 

masses.‖
64

 It had become a commonplace, Weber felt, that the masses were unfit for free-

dom. But the modern age was the age of the masses. To preserve the idea of the human re-

quired the organization of mass societies in such a way as to spread the benefits of autonom-

ous self-development in their widest possible compass. What was crucial was not to become 

fascinated by the suggestibility of that mass of men, but to focus on the ―average character 
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quality‖ of individuals.
65

 Weber‘s definition of ―character quality‖ fitted smoothly in to the 

account of well-rounded, autonomous personality characteristic of liberal anthropologies 

from Kant through that celebrated in the moment of its decline in Max Weber‘s Protestant 

Ethic. For Alfred Weber, character quality could be defined as, ―[t]he stubborn will to em-

ploy one‘s own judgment and the steadfastness to maintain this even in the face of one‘s own 

disadvantages.‖
66

 These virtues were particularly important in Germany, still reeling under 

the consequences of National Socialism. 

The positive program offered by Weber and his collaborators in Heidelberg was arti-

culated in a text published in 1946 under the title Freier Sozialismus. There Weber wrote, 

We represent a free socialism. That means: we view the totality of men and 

the individual as the two sides of a whole that complement each other and that 

influence free individual human beings in the space of action. We want to de-

velop the individual as a free personality in the context of collective solidarity 

and collective action. The highest development of the masses through the 

greatest possible material and intellectual elevation of all individuals and free 

personality in the masses bound together by humanity are thus for us the goal 

and foundation of political action. For all meaningful political action aims, in 

the last instance, to raise the level of the individual person, of all individuals.
67

 

 

The free socialism promoted by Weber and Mitscherlich differed from the socialism of the 

prewar period in its focus on the individual. They sought to combine an administered and 

planned economy with the creation of individual personalities of the type dear to the German 

liberals of the Imperial period. The program proposed in Freier Sozialismus saw a unified 

Germany as a part of a pan-European federation of states whose mutual connections would 

tamp down the tendencies toward violent interstate rivalries that had been the source of the 

disasters of the 20
th

 century. 
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 The key to the formation of free, democratic socialist societies was the creation of the 

proper sort of personality type, thus the creation of the proper sort of human being. In the so-

ciology of Max Weber, the personality types that resulted from particular cultural orders was 

not, or only in very rare circumstances, a matter that could come under human control. Ab-

sent a rebirth of new ideas, Max Weber had argued at the end of The Protestant Ethic, what 

was likely to arise was a superficial human type, lacking in the depth necessary for full intel-

lectual or ethical development: specialists focused pedantically on their particular area or he-

donists obsessed with voluptuary pursuits. In his later writings on politics, Max Weber had 

held out the prospect that participation in the proper sort of environment could train human 

beings in practices and mindsets that they might not otherwise have attained. Such was his 

analysis of the professional politician, trained through political struggle both in the ethically 

grounded pursuit of his goals, but also in the art of compromise.
68

 Alfred Weber was more 

sanguine about the prospects that education consciously undertaken to create personality 

types could reverse the patterns of influence and lead to, or confirm, alterations in the politi-

cal and cultural order. ―Education must find its belief in its power to transform; it will find it 

when it begins from the idea of the many-sidedness of human beings, consequently from the 

idea that the basis of self-responsible free action, of genuine spontaneous humanity, of calm-

ly considered sober judgment are present in every human being; that it is a matter of uncover-

ing them and placing them against other tendencies toward domination.‖
69

 This reconfigura-

tion in the approach to education was crucial if the goal of creating a new Germany and a 

new German human being was not to fail entirely. 
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 That the stakes of this educational project were higher even than this was noted by 

Weber in his diagnosis of the sort of human being that was being generated by the currently 

existing cultural order and that was likely to be produced in the future. Weber‘s diagnosis of 

the challenges facing modern man were made more explicit in an article published in Die 

Wandlung, a journal founded by Weber along with Karl Jaspers, the political scientist Dolf 

Sternberger, and the classicist Werner Krauss in 1948. Weber published an article in the third 

number entitled ―Der vierte Mensch oder der Zusammenbruch der geschichtlichen Kultur‖ 

(―The Fourth Man or the Collapse of Historical Culture‖).
70

 Once again, National Socialism 

and its influence on German and Western society were crucial elements of the context, but it 

was now of codetermining influence with the systemic conflict of the nascent Cold War. 

―The consequences of the catastrophe through which we are living are perceptible as through 

a veil behind which something new looms.‖
71

 The heretofore existing modes of human his-

torical and cultural life had come to an end. Now, two issues held human development in the 

balance: the danger posed by the atomic bomb, and the growing threat of totalitarianism. The 

atom bomb, Weber argued, was the outgrowth of the struggle of science ―to prise the last ma-

thematically calculable secrets from nature‖ coupled with its ―Doppelgänger‖: the Faustian 

drive of science toward reconfiguration and reconstruction for its own sake.
72

 This high-

lighted the degree to which, human beings had lost control of the products of human culture 

in modernity. These latter had given rise to dynamics that threatened the existence of human-

ity as a whole. Moreover, the type of human being that tended to result from the dynamics of 

these technological processes was the ―specialist without spirit‖ of Max Weber‘s Protestant 
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Ethic. Modern conditions called forth ―a completely new and different form of human being 

that is no longer a unity.‖ This new human had a split personality combining conscious cy-

nicism with an intensely idealistic worldview.
73

 ―This is no longer the ‗third man‘ whose 

most prominent feature was the bringing of concern for all mankind to the level of con-

sciousness.‖
74

 

 For Weber what was crucial was the decoupling of science from humane, morally 

grounded activity. This had been facilitated by a number of factors. Among the most signifi-

cant was the rise of universalistic social ideologies (designated by Weber as ―universal social 

religions‖). These were non-religious systems of belief that to an increasing degree shaped 

modern societies both within the West and without:  

These social religions have largely taken the place of transcendental religions; 

ideally and in terms of social structure they generate practical-dynamic revo-

lutionary forces of modern existence to an unprecedented degree. They are the 

mode of self-understanding of the Western type of the ―third man,‖ with the 

help of which [the third man], joining the ideal and social structural, is world 

revolutionary in the spiritual-intellectual sense.
75

 

 

The Soviet Union and the United States embodied two distinct social religions: the Soviet 

totalitarian and the democratic liberal. There was also a third social religion, the freedom-

socialistic, which was not linked to either of the leading powers in the systemic conflict. Ir-

respective of their justification in terms of ethics, struggles for universal human rights and 

freedom had become detached from the binding powers of their foundations in transcendental 

religions, posing intensifying challenges to existing social and political orders. These had 

brought forth ―a new epoch of universal history,‖ one whose human consequences would not 
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be limited to the West, and one which was bringing forth a new human being: the fourth 

man. 

The fourth man was a human type that was suited to, even prone to, totalitarian sys-

tems of politics. Weber‘s biographer has noted that, while his concept of the fourth man was 

originally meant to designate the so-called ―Schreibtischtäter‖ of the Third Reich, his analy-

sis was extended in the postwar period to encompass the sort of human being that developed 

under communism.
76

 Weber‘s most thorough elaboration of his ideas about this new variety 

of human being were presented in his 1953 monograph, Der dritte oder der vierte Mensch 

(1953).
77

 There, Weber began by describing the historical and cultural circumstances that had 

acted most powerfully to shape the modern age. 

Since 1800 the West had entered a period of saturation in which the cultural factors 

which underlay its dynamic development had begun to turn back upon themselves. ―The sa-

turation, simply caused by the limitations of the planet, obtains its particular, all-determining 

character through the civilizational-technical results of the scientific progress that has pro-

ceeded so rapidly since the 19
th

 century and the technology developed from it.‖
78

 Technology 

had ensconced the earth in networks of trade and information. It had facilitated great ad-

vances in hygiene and reductions in infant mortality, facilitating massive increases in human 

populations. For Weber, these were developments of universal scope in terms of the human 

experience. Although they originated in the West, their effects were felt across the globe, 

shaping societies far removed from the European core of the Western order. The outcome of 
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this process of saturation was a crisis in the West. ―All the familiar basic appearances of this 

time of crisis in which we find ourselves, most prominently the development of wars of capi-

talist imperialism into world wars with their terrible consequences, can be grasped in terms 

of this new situation.‖
79

  

Weber then spelled out what he took to be the major intellectual, civilizational, and 

spiritual consequences of the crisis. The illumination of consciousness stemming from West-

ern science had undermined the magic-mythical cohesion of non-Western cultures. This il-

lumination of consciousness had, moreover, the effect of preparing the masses for technolo-

gical mobilization steered through mass media, resulting in what Weber termed ―the revolt of 

the masses.‖ This revolt, facilitated by the spread of the totalitarian social religion (whose 

nominal guiding concept was equality), had spread through the relatively less developed 

areas of Europe (principally Russia) and throughout the non-Western mass societies (most 

prominently China). In these areas, the idea of freedom had not been integrated into concepts 

of the human being. As such, the consequence of the revolt of the masses was the destruction 

of old social orders without the moderating force of the valorization of human freedom that 

had steered the development of the West. There, by contrast, the social religions that had in-

tegrated freedom and humanity stood under threat from the totalitarian social religion of 

complete equality. It was now the case that those remaining cultures structured along less 

than totally modern lines could only by rescued from the spread of totalitarianism through 

rapid and radical internal reforms that embraced the freedom integrated view of human be-

ing. 

The postwar world, which was in Weber‘s narrative the outcome of the crisis of the 

freedom integrated human being, was shaped by the systemic conflict between the United 
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States and the Soviet Union. Writing in 1949 in the midst of the heightened systemic tensions 

of the Soviet blockade of Berlin, Weber noted that the result of the Second World War had 

been, ―[i]n the shape of Soviet Russia and the United States, two social religions that, as far 

as one can see, are spiritually irreconcilable.‖
80

 The two systems were grounded in the idea 

of human rights, but differed intensely over the question of precisely what concept of the 

human being would form the basis of such rights. The Soviet Union strove to embody the 

social religion of universal substantive equality, while the United States promoted an ideal of 

universal equality of opportunity. In point of fact, Weber argued, neither system actually 

lived up to the ideals that their respective social religions promoted. The consequence of 

these failures was that each of these societies, whose political and economic influence shaped 

those societies numbered among their clients, was generating varieties of human being not 

shaped by the integration of freedom and equality characteristic of the third man. Although 

the Soviet Union and the United States each viewed the other as a diametrically opposed sys-

tem, Weber argued that they were united in giving rise to a particularly modern social form: 

the functionary. This type, in which it is easy to see Max Weber‘s ―specialists without spirit‖ 

was the most developed form of the fourth man, the emergence of which posed a fundamen-

tal threat to the culture of the West. On the one hand, the type could clearly be seen in the 

form of the Soviet bureaucrat, but for Weber the type was also exemplified by the American 

industrial manager.
81

 Yet, for Weber, this was something in the nature of an equivocation. As 

the picture of the fourth man took shape in Weber‘s writing, it became increasingly clear that 

the American version of this type was a deviate consequence of a universalistic social reli-

gion whose premises were, to a great extent, commensurable with those of the West. 
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In his article in Europäische Zukunft, Weber seemed to suggest that there was not 

much to choose between the social forms stemming from the Soviet Union and those from 

the United States. By 1953, when his Der dritte oder der vierte Mensch went to press, Weber 

had clearly decided that the social order of the United States, while not optimal, at least em-

bodied the values of the freedom integrated human being to a much greater extent than the 

Soviet Union. The conception of human rights promulgated in the United States had much 

more in common with the values of the West than the universal social religions of equality 

found in both Russia and in the non-Western mass societies. Weber‘s earlier political com-

mitments, as illustrated by the search of the free socialists for a third way between Soviet 

communism and Anglo-American liberal capitalism, had evinced a certain agnosticism with 

regard to the systemic conflict of the nascent Cold War. By the early years of the 1950s, We-

ber had come to believe that the most salient distinction was between the West, in which the 

United States would be included even in the face of some reservations, and the non-West. It 

became increasingly clear that the thing that really distinguished the West was the conception 

of the freedom integrated human being. The social religion on which Soviet society was 

based did not promote this variety of human being, and it was thus the case that it was no 

longer truly part of the West, at least in cultural terms.  

 Weber‘s work played little direct role in the Cold War conflict. Intellectual authorities 

in the GDR were, in general, suspicious of sociology. To them, sociology was a science ded-

icated to the remediation of the contradictions of capitalism, the system that Marxism-

Leninism was committed to overthrowing.
82

 In his Die Zerstörung der Vernunft (1953), the 

philosopher Georg Lukàcs included an extensive Marxist-Leninist critiques of German soci-
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ology. Lukàcs, who had once been a member of the circle around Max Weber in Heidelberg, 

argued that sociology was intimately linked with the project of social progress, defined as the 

maintenance of the current order. ―In the beginning,‖ Lukàcs argued, ―particular among the 

founders, sociology was founded on that standpoint of social progress, and in fact it was one 

of sociology‘s main goals to facilitate this scientifically. But it was an idea of progress cha-

racteristic of the bourgeoisie in decline; it was one that led to an idealized version of capital-

ist society as the apex of human development‖
83

 The failing of sociology, as of bourgeois 

philosophy generally, was that it was complicit in the formation of an irrationalistic 

worldview, one that had formed the basis for National Socialism. Even Max Weber, who ac-

cording to Lukàcs, ―struggled against the charge of relativism,‖ had formulated a method that 

was formalistic and agonistic. ―Weberian ‗value freedom‘ in sociology, its apparent purifica-

tion from all elements of the irrational, leads only to further irrationalization of social-

historical events.‖
84

 The split between facts and values, upon which Weber‘s theory of 

science in society rested, was itself an expression of the fundamental irrationality of Webe-

rian social theory. 

 Lukàcs‘s account of the work of Alfred Weber was similarly dismissive. He did not 

engage with Weber‘s works from the 1930s (much less with those of the postwar period). 

Instead, Lukàcs limited his commentary to a critique of Alfred Weber‘s first work, Ideen zur 

Staats- und Kultursoziologie (1927), which he viewed as attempting to combine the sociolo-

gy of Max Weber with the Lebensphilosophie of Bergson and Dilthey. Nonetheless, it is not 

hard to extrapolate from Lukàcs‘s critique of Max Weber‘s sociology to that of his brother. 

For Lukàcs, Alfred Weber‘s attempt to preserve the third man as opposed to the fourth, and 
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his promotion of a non-Marxist democratic socialism could only be an expression of bour-

geois sociology‘s task of attempting to save capitalism from its own internal contradictions. 

 It is hardly surprising that Alfred Weber‘s sociological approach to the problems of 

modern society met with little approval from Lukàcs. Weber‘s attempt to identify the particu-

lar types of human being generated by modern societies, and to use this as the basis for polit-

ical and social prognoses, reflected an approach that was quite prominent in postwar sociolo-

gy. The historian Wilfried Mausbach has noted that, ―Weber‘s [Der dritte oder vierte 

Mensch] can be seen as the German counterpart to William H. Whyte‘s immensely popular 

description of The Organization Man,‖ both evoking, ―the nightmare of a technocratic class 

capable of any task and able to follow any command without moral misgivings.‖
85

 Alfred 

Weber shared his brother Max‘s ambivalence toward the effects of technological develop-

ment and its accompanying modes of rationalization on society. For Weber, the mutual influ-

ence of technology and society led to a rationalized bureaucratic order that systematically 

drained human beings of that capacity to be self-legislating, rational actors. It was the influ-

ence of this malign rationality that has formed the basis for National Socialist barbarism, no 

less than for the communist barbarism that continued to threaten the civilization of the West. 

His analysis of the dangerous interaction between technology, rationality, and society was 

both an explanation of the recent German past and a warning to the West that the origins of 

National Socialism were embedded in the trajectory of the development of the West. But 

Weber‘s jaundiced view of technology was certainly not the only one present in German. At 

the same time, an influential version of German conservatism was making itself felt in Ger-

man sociology and in German society more generally. The next section of this chapter will 
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look at the work of Arnold Gehlen, who sought to fuse a positive attitude toward technology 

with a revival of German conservatism based not on the promotion of a particular cultural or 

racial grouping but on a biologically and sociological grounded account of human being. 

 

B. Arnold Gehlen: Anthropology and Sociology 

Although it occupied a somewhat less prominent place in the public intellectual cul-

ture of Germany than either Marxism or attempts to appropriate the German cultural heritage, 

philosophical anthropology, the attempt to systematically understand human being via sys-

tematic philosophical analysis, constituted a third important mode of understand the human 

in the postwar era. Humanism, of both the Marxist and the classical variety, was predicated 

on suppositions about human nature. These suppositions were then made the basis of at-

tempts to regenerate cultural life or to found a political utopia. Philosophical anthropology 

comprised a range of intellectual projects, varying in method and political orientation. Some, 

such as Arnold Gehlen and Helmuth Plessner employed biology and sociology as tools to 

analyze the human being. Both looked back to an intellectual tradition of philosophical anal-

ysis of the human running from Kant‘s anthropology to the interwar writings of Max Scheler. 

These approaches were the subject of bitter criticism from Marxist thinkers on both sides of 

the Cold War divide. Until the late 1950s, the East German intellectual establishment viewed 

philosophical anthropology as an attempt to rationalize or disguise the repressive nature of 

capitalist society. For Marxist-Leninist thinkers, attempts to understand the situation of hu-

man beings under capitalism were superfluous, resulting only in hypostatizing the dynamic 

openness of the human essence. This attitude mellowed somewhat by the early 1960s, and 
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there were attempts in the early years of the decade to develop a Marxist-Leninist approach 

to ethics that highlighted to modes of human life made possible by socialism. 

The analysis of the Mensch shared a focus on the human with the discourses of hu-

manism of both the classical and Marxist varieties, but there were also a number of salient 

differences. Classically based humanisms were connected to the concept of Bildung as a cen-

tral element of a human project of unfolding the potentialities of the individual self. Western 

culture since the classical period was seen as providing a series of models by emulating 

which all humans could achieve higher levels of self development. Marxist humanisms on 

both sides of the Cold War divide were based on the idea that if institutions grounded in ap-

propriate social relations could be created, human beings could freely develop their own 

powers and capacities. Both approaches were shaped by utopias formally open to any human 

being irrespective of race, gender, or regional origin. Both were characterized by internal ten-

sions between the universalism of their utopian ideals and practical instantiations that fell 

short of encompassing the whole of humanity. Generally speaking, philosophical anthropolo-

gy approached the question of the human from the other direction. Rather than assuming 

knowledge of the appropriate mode of life for human beings in virtue of their humanity, phi-

losophical anthropology looked at the situation of human beings in the actual conditions of 

human life and then drew conclusions about the appropriate form of human life. 

Conservatives, such as the sociologist Arnold Gehlen and the philosopher Hans-

Georg Gadamer, differed in terms of methodology but shared a critical attitude toward mod-

ernity grounded in political and cultural conservatism.
 86

 Helmut Plessner, by contrast, 

viewed modernity with an attitude of resignation. His political liberalism was an attempt to 
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adjust the German bourgeoisie to the demands of life in a technological industrial society.
87

 

For all of these figures philosophical anthropology was a means of defending and redeeming 

the values of the West under threat from the Stalinism and post-Stalinist state capitalism in 

the one hand, and from Americanization on the other. East German thinkers clearly unders-

tood the intended political implication of West German philosophical anthropology. Al-

though the East German philosopher Wolfgang Harich showed some interest in the attempt 

to turn Gehlen‘s theory of the state to Marxist uses, the East German intellectual establish-

ment generally viewed philosophical anthropology as a vehicle for bourgeois political 

thought.
88

 

Philosophical anthropology had a heyday in the late 1920s. Three texts published in 

1928, Plessner‘s Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch (The Levels of the Organic and 

the Human Being), Max Scheler‘s Die Stellung des Menschen im Kosmos (The Place of Man 

in the Cosmos), and Martin Heidegger‘s Sein und Zeit (Being and Time), shaped anthropo-

logical philosophy for the balance of the 20
th

 century. Scheler‘s work, as one historian has 

noted, was ―written in its entirety with an anthropological intent.‖
89

 Scheler had converted to 

Catholicism as an adolescent (his mother was Jewish, his father Lutheran), and his early 

works had been marked by a pronounced Catholic spiritualism. In his Der Formalismus in 

der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik ( Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Val-

ues), published in 1921, Scheler had located the essence of human existence in the human 

heart, rather than in the transcendental ego. The relationship of human beings to the world 
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was mediated by structures of value with their foundations in emotional life. In his Die Stel-

lung des Menschen im Kosmos, Scheler posited five orders of understanding, ascending in 

abstractness from basic impulses, through instinctual and habitual behavior, full conscious-

ness, and culminating in the conception of the holy, the highest mode of human cognition. By 

doing so, he sought to locate human being in a unified and all-encompassing structure of be-

ing. Scheler argued that human beings had reached a point at which there was no generally 

agreed upon view of what a human being was. The natural sciences had examined the human 

being as analytically comparable to plants and animals. For Scheler, this reflected a failure to 

understand that there was something peculiar to the being of humans over and above what 

could be discerned by the methods of the natural sciences. Of all the living things in the 

world, only human beings had ―spirit,‖ which Scheler associated with the capacity to develop 

a self-conception that rose above one‘s immediate conditions. Helmut Plessner‘s Die Stufen 

des Organischen und der Mensch reflected a similar concern with locating human beings 

within the larger universe of living beings. But unlike Scheler, who was suspicious of biolog-

ical analyses of the human, Plessner was sympathetic to the attempt to see human beings in 

terms of the emerging scientific analysis of environment. For Plessner what defined human 

beings was the particular formation of their senses with regard to the environments in which 

they existed. 

Martin Heidegger‘s Sein und Zeit (Being and Time), originally submitted as his habi-

litationsschrift in 1927, differed explicitly from the approaches of both Scheler and Plessner 

in that Heidegger explicitly rejected the project of approaching human being in terms of phi-

losophical anthropology or of humanism. In Heidegger‘s eyes, this merely put the seal on the 

philosophical tradition leading from Plato through Descartes to Kant, which saw the human 
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as a unified, reasoning subject, capable of divorcing itself from the world and thematizing the 

latter as a separately existing entity. As far as he was concerned, this was precisely what 

needed to be analyzed. The long history of anthropology in Western thought had, according 

to Heidegger, consistently erred in having searched for a discreet human essence. Both pure-

ly philosophical and theological approaches to anthropology shared this defect. As Heidegger 

noted in Being and Time, ―the two sources which are relevant for the traditional anthropolo-

gy – the Greek definition and the clue which theology has provided – indicate that over and 

above the attempt to determine the essence of ‗man‘ as an entity, the question of his being 

has remained forgotten, and that this being is rather conceived as something obvious or ‗self-

evident‘ in the sense of the being-present-at-hand of other created things.‖
90

 Anthropology 

claimed to find what was basically human. But these assessments of human being were pre-

dicated on viewing the being of humans as self-evident. It was precisely this ostensibly self-

evident being that was in need of elucidation. 

The central concept of Heidegger‘s analysis was Dasein, the mode of being specific 

to human beings. It was necessary to gain an appropriate understanding of Dasein, and in 

particular its characteristic of being a self that could make itself an issue for itself, before any 

project like philosophical anthropology could be undertaken. Thus, Heideggerian phenome-

nology was a sort of anti-anthropology. It was an approach to philosophy that sought to nail 

down the existential structures of being in a way prior to the sorts of analysis undertaken ei-

ther by anthropologists such as Scheler and Plessner, or by Heidegger‘s own philosophical 

mentor Edmund Husserl. 
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The dissemination of Heidegger‘s philosophy had the effect of shifting the valence of 

German philosophy in the interwar period. While it was not universally accepted, it had the 

effect of framing many important questions in a way that seemed new and radical. In the ear-

ly 1930s, the prominence of Heidegger‘s philosophy was also elevated by his flirtation with 

National Socialism.
91

 In the middle of the decade it appeared possible that Heideggerian phe-

nomenology might become the official philosophy of National Socialism, Heidegger‘s hopes 

in this respect were eventually dashed by the vicissitudes of internal party politics. Heideg-

ger‘s philosophical approach to the human met with more favorable reception by National 

Socialist ideologists. Unlike many of the other figures associated with philosophical anthro-

pology (Scheler, Plessner, more loosely Husserl), Heidegger wasn‘t a Jew. More importantly, 

Heidegger‘s phenomenology connected human being to particular cultural locations, rather 

than conducting the analysis at the level of the human per se. Dasein was ―thrown‖ into a 

particular historical-cultural location and could not authentically abstract itself from this lo-

cation. On its face this comported well with the National Socialist fixation on the particulari-

ty of Germanness. Although Heidegger‘s philosophy did not have an explicit racial dimen-

sion, it was easy for those so inclined to read the ―thrownness‖ of true Germans into their 

own cultural context as a contrast to the situation of Jews who were by definition foreign and 

rootless. Heidegger‘s fall from grace within National Socialism in 1934 put paid the prospect 

that his philosophy would guide the movement. It would not be until after the fall of the Na-

tional Socialist regime that anthropology, in the sense of the analysis of human being in and 

of itself (i.e. not linked to a particular cultural or racial grouping) would again find influence 

in German intellectual life. 
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 Arnold Gehlen, the most prominent and influential representative of the tradition of 

philosophical anthropology in the postwar Germany, took up analyses of human biology and 

social structures pioneered by Scheler and Plessner in order to define what was specifically 

human and to draw from this political and institutional conclusions. Gehlen was one of the 

most well known conservative figures of the German Cold War. In a review of Gehlen‘s 

Moral und Hypermoral (1969), the Frankfurt School philosopher Jürgen Habermas described 

him as ―the most consistent proponent of counterenlightenment institutionalism.‖
92

 This is an 

apposite description of Gehlen, who was a very resolute proponent of the power of the state, 

both before and after the Second World War. Gehlen‘s anthropology, although nominally 

apolitical, was part and parcel of a conservative politics that saw the institutions of the state 

as a key means of addressing the fundamental deficiencies of the human being. Although 

Gehlen spent much of the postwar period in exile from the mainstream of German academia, 

primarily as a consequence of his membership in the Nazi Party, he was among the most 

prominent representative of a politically conservative, institutionalist sociology whose lead-

ing representatives (such as Gehlen, Hans Freyer, and Helmuth Schelsky) had all been asso-

ciated with the so-called Leipzig School during the years of the Weimar Republic. 

 Gehlen was born in Leipzig in 1904. He studied philosophy at the University of Leip-

zig between 1923 and 1927, interrupting his stay there for a semester in 1925 to study at Co-

logne under Max Scheler and Nicolai Hartmann. Gehlen was awarded a doctorate in philoso-

phy in 1930. In 1933, he was called to replace the theologian Paul Tillich at the University of 

Frankfurt after the latter had been removed by the National Socialists on grounds of political 

unreliability. The next year, Gehlen succeeded Hans Driesch at the University of Leipzig. 
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Driesch, who had been Gehlen‘s thesis advisor, had been forced out of his position by the 

Nazi authorities because he refused to renounce his openly pacifistic views. Gehlen joined 

the Nazi Party on 1 May 1933, the same day as Martin Heidegger. As in Heidegger‘s case, 

Gehlen‘s relationship to Nazism has been the subject of intense debate. The political histo-

rian Christian Graf von Krockow wrote in 1990 that Gehlen had ―formulated and perfected 

not a, but the fascist theory at the highest level of reflection that it was ever able to reach.‖
93

 

Others have argued that, although he was very conservative, Gehlen had not turned his phi-

losophy to the defense of Nazi biological racism, and that in that later in life he was critical 

of his own actions in a way that other former National Socialist intellectuals, such as Martin 

Heidegger and Carl Schmitt, never were.
94

 Gehlen‘s Der Mensch. Seine Nature und seine 

Stellung in der Welt (The Human Being. Its Nature and its Place in the World), first pub-

lished in 1940, contained positive references to the work of the Nazi ideologue Alfred Ro-

senberg (and on at least one occasion to Hitler). In the final sections of the book, Gehlen took 

up two concepts of Rosenberg‘s coinage, the Führungssystem (system of guidance) and the 

Zuchtbild (pattern of disciplinary guidance) as a means of addressing the challenges pre-

sented by modernity to social order.
95

 Systems of guidance oriented members of society to 

the world, gave them models for action, and allowed them to transcend the boundaries of 

their own powerlessness. As such, Gehlen argued in the 1940 edition of Der Mensch: 
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The construction of supreme systems of guidance is therefore a necessity of 

life, and are never lacking, and so they are the modes by which a community 

constructs and resolves the problems of its existence, how it ―fixes‖ them for 

itself and sustains them in being. For, completely open to the world, they must 

establish a relationship to the totality of that world with which they are famili-

ar, and express and ―uphold‖ it in detail: that the human being is a disciplinary 

essence never appears more clearly than in the absoluteness of the claim that 

every ―pattern of disciplinary guidance‖ (Rosenberg) must put forward.
96

 

 

Systems of guidance and discipline were at the heart of the solutions that Gehlen proposed to 

the essential deficiencies of human nature describe earlier in the work (about which more 

will be said below). This passage was excised from the first edition published after the war, 

as well all references to Alfred Rosenberg and National Socialism. 

Gehlen never deviated from his conservatism, but he did make efforts to distance 

himself from Nazi racism in a way that neither Martin Heidegger nor Carl Schmitt did.
97

 In a 

letter to Karl Löwith from 1958, Gehlen wrote: 

In the concluding section of the first edition, and of the reprints immediately 

following it, one finds…a few quite drastically national socialistically formu-

lated phrases. …I wish to suggest the possibility that these passages might be 

seen in a different light given that neither antisemitic utterances nor any 

avowal of so-called racial ideas is to be found in this book or, for that matter, 

in the whole of my quite extensive published work.
98

 

 

The words Zuchtbild and Führungssystem were used, redefined as Gehlen put it, ―in a tech-

nical sense‖ and the book itself took as a premise ―the unity of the human species‖ and com-

pletely ignored racial ideas on this topic. Gehlen‘s motives for joining the National Socialists 

seem to have been deep political conservatism and the conviction that a strong state was cru-
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cial to the survival of modern society rather than any commitment to the party‘s racial poli-

cies. Neither were the party‘s racial policies so repugnant to him as to cause him to forgo 

membership.  

In the wake of the Second World War, Gehlen was forced to the margins of German 

academic life. His academic career had profited from National Socialist rule in Germany. In 

1933 he had taken over Paul Tillich‘s chair in Frankfurt after the latter had been dismissed 

for political unreliability. In 1935 he made a similar move to Leipzig, replacing Hans Driesch 

under similar auspices. In 1940 he took up a position at the University of Vienna and in 1942 

he became the head of the German Philosophical Society. At the end of the war, having lost 

his position in Vienna when all foreigners were dismissed from Austrian universities in 1945, 

he expected a call to a major university in one of the western zones, but his past associations 

with National Socialism made potential employers leery, even after his two year long ban 

from teaching ended in 1947.
99

 In that year, he received a chair in sociology from the newly 

founded Hochschule für Verwaltungswissenschaften (School for Administrative Sciences) in 

Speyer. From 1962 to 1969 he held a chair in sociology at the Technical University of Aa-

chen. In both cases, Gehlen was offered his choice of chairs in philosophy or sociology and 

chose the latter. Neither appointment carried the weight of those that he had occupied before 

the war. Nonetheless, he managed to take an active part in the public intellectual life of Ger-

many. He contributed to debates about politics, technology, art, and sociology. He partici-

pated with figures such as Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Helmut Schelsky in the 

Nachtprogramm series on Westdeutsche Rundfunk where he often expressed his skepticism 

toward democracy as a mode of political organization. 
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Gehlen‘s anthropological turn began in the mid-1930s, taking full form in his Der 

Mensch, seine Natur und seine Stellung in der Welt, first published in 1940 and then reissued 

with revisions in the multiple editions through the 1950s. Gehlen‘s project comprised two 

interrelated elements: the human being and the institutions in which human beings lived. He 

approached the problem of human beings via an account of human deficiencies. Following 

the work of the Swiss biologist Adolf Portmann, Gehlen held that human beings were born 

months too early, before they had had a chance to fully develop.
100

 Human beings are thus in 

a peculiar position with respect to other animals in that human young need more thorough 

and extensive protection and nurturing. 

In addition to being born before they were prepared to live in the world unassisted, 

even the fully developed human was, in Gehlen‘s term, a deficient being (Mängelwesen). The 

human being as Mängelwesen was defined by three deficiencies. First, human beings lacked 

evolutionary specialization for a particular environment. Moreover, human beings lacked the 

comprehensive structure of drives, instincts, and specialized organs characteristic of other 

animals. Not only did human being not have a preprogrammed mode of dealing with their 

environment, they lacked even a fully fleshed out mode of intersubjective behavior. Human 

beings were characterized by ―openness to the world‖ (Weltoffenheit) in a way fundamentally 

dissimilar to other creatures.
101

 Gehlen‘s thinking on the relationship of human beings to 

their environment was strongly influenced by the biologist Jakob Johan von Üexküll. 

Üexküll had popularized environment as a concept in the study of biology and physiology. 

Environment in Üexküll‘s analysis designated the subjective worlds in which living beings 
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find themselves, as distinguished from their objective surroundings which he designated their 

environs (Umgebung).
102

 An animal, Üexküll claimed, cannot be understood in isolation. Ra-

ther, it must be viewed in the context of its environment. It was wrong to think of animal 

consciousness as some sort of deficient version of human consciousness. Animals tend to be 

evolutionarily equipped with specific organs and modes of behavior appropriate to their envi-

ronments. As Gehlen noted in Der Mensch, ―[t]he lack of physical specialization of the hu-

man being, its organic destitution as well as the astonishing lack of true instincts form a con-

text to which ‗world openness‘ or, what is perhaps the same thing, environmental superses-

sion (Umweltenthebung) forms an antonym‖
103

 This openness to the world was, for Gehlen, 

decisive for the definition of human beings as well as distinguishing them from all higher 

animals. 

The world-openness of human beings was a key element of what Gehlen called the 

particular position (Sonderstellung) of humans vis-à-vis other beings. Gehlen‘s anthropology 

comprised a system of concepts that further developed the implications of the Weltoffenheit, 

at the same time describing a mode of being that was characteristic of humans alone. As a 

result of their lack of specialized adaptations to their particular environment, human beings 

were subject to what Gehlen termed surplus drives (Antriebsüberschuss). This was an inter-

nal distinction between humans and animals, in a way analogous to the external distinction in 

terms of specialized organs. Humans have no pre-given impulse selection mechanisms, and 

must reduce the chaos of data from the internal world on an ad hoc basis. Only by doing so 

can humans prevent themselves from collapsing under the strain of impulse inundation 

(Reizüberflutung). ―[T]he ‗world-openness‘ of human beings is actually, biologically speak-
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ing, a negative state of affairs.‖
104

 In the consciousness of animals, that which was not per-

ceived as prey, as a sexual object, or otherwise important for life appeared only dimly, or in 

other cases in a field of perception with biologically superfluous contents only that which is 

the object of comportment is or can become meaningful in terms of drives. The human being 

is exposed to inundation of impulses and thus subject to a burden (Belastung) to which ani-

mals are not. This burdening is intensified by the increasingly complex social orders in which 

human beings have come to live. The primal horde has become differentiated into a range of 

social, political, and economic structures that, in turn, increase the pressure on the already 

deficient instinctive organization of the human being. Thus, unlike animals, human beings 

require a means of unburdening (Entlastung) in order not to be overwhelmed by stimuli.
105

 

In a letter to the philosopher Theodor Adorno in August 1964, Gehlen asserted that 

unburdening could, in terms of his work, be used as a synonym for human existence. It con-

stituted, for him, a bridge between anthropology and practical philosophy. The universal 

attribute of Entlastung is distancing from the world. The various human techniques for un-

burdening allow a hiatus to exist between human beings and their environments. Human be-

ings had three principle means of coping with their deficiencies. First, the most immediate 

form of unburdening is language, the possession of which in fully developed form further 

distinguishes human beings from animals. Instinctive life is partially stabilized through lan-

guage. The second form was technics (Technik), meaning the human capacity to create pros-

theses allowing them to cope with their physical disadvantages in comparison to other ani-
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mals.
106

 Technics is the most successful mode of unburdening in our relationship with nature. 

The third was culture, which for Gehlen also included the institutions that structure human 

life and interaction in modern mass societies. In his Sozialpsychologische Probleme in der 

industriellen Gesellschaft (1949), Gehlen defined technics as those means ―by which human 

beings make nature subservient to themselves.‖
107

 Although there was a tendency to see the 

age of modern machines as qualitatively different than the rudimentary tools and traps used 

by prehistoric humans, in fact the difference was merely one of degree. As Gehlen himself 

noted, he was unlike many conservatives in taking a decidedly positive attitude toward tech-

nics. As he argued in his Die Seele im technischen Zeitalter (1957), ―[t]he abundantly flou-

rishing cultural critical literature that has arisen since Nietzsche and Spengler seldom lacks a 

polemical tone toward technology.‖
108

 Thus, for instance, Gehlen‘s former colleague at the 

University of Leipzig Hans Freyer argued that technics had systematically transformed the 

modes of modern human thought.
109

 Technics had supplanted questions of why with ques-

tions of how, resulting in a social order geared to the accomplishment of discreet tasks rather 

than the realization of ostensibly universal ethical norms. Similarly, Martin Heidegger argued 

in his well-known essay ―Die Frage nach der Technik‖ that technical thinking involved a 

framing of questions in such a way as to insinuate the technical into all aspects of human ex-

istence. For Gehlen, these conservative attitudes toward technics were merely atavistic ex-
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pressions of the internal conflicts within a modern society engaged in ever more rapid transi-

tion, particularly in the context of the industrial revolution. 

In addition to the technical augmentation of human physical and intellectual capaci-

ties, human beings had also developed a range of cultural formations and institutions to faci-

litate human relationships to their environments and to each other. In the context of an inter-

subjective world, traditions and institutions undertake the role of detensioning our relations 

with the world. Where individual efforts at detensioning fail, institutions must step in to pre-

serve the social order. Like Hobbes, Gehlen believed that human communal life is not self 

organizing. Man needed stable institutions in order to live in society. Gehlen was an anthro-

pological pessimist and was, as such, a convinced opponent of Rousseau and Rousseauism. 

Rousseau had held that society exerted a negative influence on the natural qualities of human 

beings. Citing Rousseau‘s claims to that effect in The Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 

Gehlen objected that, ―rational scientifically formed thought, the royal road to humanity, is 

denounced as unnatural.‖
110

 In Der Mensch, Gehlen argued that the human being is ―by na-

ture a cultural being.‖
111

 There are no judgments about human beings which are independent 

of cultural specificity. The most serious problem afflicting human beings in the modern era 

was the disintegration of cultural structure. For Gehlen, it was human institutions that would 

facilitate the overcoming of the deficiencies of modern culture. 

Gehlen‘s theory of institutions was at the center of his postwar work. Gehlen held that 

the anthropologically necessary compensation for the inherent deficiencies of human beings 

could only be successfully provided in a hierarchical social order by strong institutions. Geh-
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len had already taken up the question of the state and its role in ordering human life in his 

work in the 1930s, where he employed the concept of the leading system (Führungssystem). 

In the final chapter of Der Mensch, Gehlen designated religion, world views, and moral sys-

tem as the highest leading systems (oberste Führungssysteme) of society. These systems 

functioned to give meaning to the world in general, to provide normative practical orientation 

for individuals and collectivities, and to protect the individual against mishap, sickness, and 

death. 

Gehlen backtracked on this theory in the 1950 edition of Der Mensch. He replaced it 

with a theory of institutions strongly influenced by the French institutionalist Maurice Hau-

riou, to whose work he had been introduced through his influence on Carl Schmitt.
112

 Leiti-

deen (in Hauriou‘s terms idées directrices) had to be incorporated into social institutions. 

Without such institutional integration, ideas can neither be influential, nor even continue to 

exist in the long run. Ideas must be borne by associations and parties. Institutions formed the 

bridge between leading orientations and individual human beings, not only making possible 

safety and communal life but also helping to free human beings from egoism and destructive 

questioning of meaning. It was only in the context of institutions that a right life is possible. 

They were, for Gehlen, a higher form of freedom. In Moral und Hypermoral, Gehlen‘s most 

extensive discussion of the role of mores in society, he wrote, ―To allow oneself to be con-

sumed by institutions opens the way to the dignity of all men.‖
113

 

Institutions are structures of social norms by which our actions are oriented. A nar-

rower and a broader conception of institutions could be distinguished. The state was the pa-

radigmatic institution for Gehlen (other important examples were the church and the army). 
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The system of law was the fundamental modern system. Such institutions were ―permanent 

and stationary, a comprehensive structure comprising all individuals.‖
114

 More generally, in-

stitutions could include groups of friends and colleagues, families, estates, and social classes. 

In the broadest sense, institutions could be compared to ―socially sanctioned models of beha-

vior.‖
115

 Institutions insured temporal continuity and social stability, providing a social pre-

understanding that facilitated human social life. Gehlen conceded that institutions constrain 

individual action, but held that the safety and security that they provide are the preconditions 

for successful individual and social life. In any society there are a range of institutions and 

social regulations. The overlappings and interactions among them provided a space for free 

individual life conduct. 

In a talk delivered at the University of Freiburg in 1960, Gehlen argued that industria-

lization had destroyed the institutions of society (to varying degrees in various national con-

texts, but most catastrophically in Germany).
116

 In modernity, institutions were constrained 

between organizations and superstructures. The skeleton of society is composed of social 

structure and organizations. On the other hand, modern world society is shaped by super-

structures composed of technics, natural science, and capitalism. Gehlen claims that what 

distinguishes organizations and structures from institutions is that the latter are bound by 

leading ideas (by ―Charta‖ as Schelsky put it) which constitute a normative principle. Social 

structures have no meaning, while social organizations are merely designed for purposive 

rational goals. In modernity, institutions were being replaced by ersatz structures (organiza-

tions and structures) which are unable to reproduce the achievements of institutions. Modern 
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societies are characterized both by the collapse of institutions and by a surfeit of regulations 

(which are ostensibly supposed to compensate). Organizations are characterized by purposive 

rational and ultimately egoistic modes of conduct. The collapse of institutions also leads to 

the release of impulses toward revolutionary aggression. The calling has become merely a 

job, class has become an experiential milieu, the family is also endangered. 

In his later writings, Gehlen took up Erick Rothacker‘s concept of the Kulturschwelle 

(cultural threshold), a mode of historical sociology similar to that of Alfred Weber in its at-

tempts to divide human history into macrohistorical periods. Gehlen sought to understand the 

anthropological consequences of the epochal social transformations between long-enduring 

periods of human history. There had been two unequivocal crossings of cultural thresholds. 

One was the transition in the Neolithic period to tillage and animal husbandry. The second 

was the industrial revolution. In Urmensch und Spätkultur, Gehlen suggested a third cultural 

threshold: the transition to monotheism. Among the most important consequences of the rise 

of monotheism was that ―institutions have lost their theogony and god-confirming power.‖
117

 

Lacking the gods of house and hearth, the presence of god in monotheistic societies was ab-

stract and had lost an important functionality in terms of confirming the social order and pro-

viding value guidance for human beings. 

The weakening of modern institutions via monotheism was an important element of 

Gehlen‘s diagnosis of modernity. The absolutization of moral modes of action was disrupting 

the social order. One consequence had been the setting free of social aggressiveness. The 

weakening of institutional support for common orders of value resulted in ethical polariza-

tions. As Gehlen wrote in 1969, ―those same temporal conditions that lead to the polarization 

of ethical impulses into acute conflicts also have the effect of simultaneously increasing the 
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level of aggressiveness of the divided factions.‖
118

 As a consequence, modern societies were 

characterized by what Gehlen termed ―the cruelty of pure virtue‖ resulting in figures such as 

Robespierre for whom political victory implied the extermination of one‘s enemies.
119

 Herein 

lay Gehlen‘s explanation of the horrors of National Socialism. The extreme violence of the 

regime, its drive to physically eliminate its enemies, stemmed from the weakening of social 

institutions that allowed human beings to co-exist with those whose normative orientations 

were different that one‘s own (within certain broad limits). Gehlen described the excessive 

moralization of politics as moral hypertrophy (Moralhypertrophie). These excesses of ―vir-

tue‖ create moral conditions under which murder and acts of terrorism can be committed 

with a clear conscience. Various instinctive elements function for humans as social regula-

tions. This is not a matter of moral philosophy or the grounding of norms, but rather in the 

ways that human being relate to each other factically. Every human hears in himself various 

moral voices. It is not a matter of ―indeterminate duties‖ but rather of four appeals that can be 

internally distinguished – without being able to extract from them unequivocal social norms 

or modes of action: reciprocity, physiological virtues (physical reactions that are phylogenet-

ic, such as the propensity to defend children from danger), institutional morality, and what 

Gehlen called humanitarianism. 120 Humanitarianism in Gehlen‘s sociology did not have the 

implication of an immediate commitment to the rights and dignities of human beings as such. 

Rather, humanitarianism was a sort of metaphoric sympathy for human beings built up on the 

basis of sympathy for a series of concentric subsets of humanity centered on the individual. 

The basis of humanitarianism was the clan, in which concern was extended from the imme-

diate family group to those with whom the individual has only an abstract relationship. Con-
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cern for others then spread to yet wider circles, with the potential that eventually this solici-

tude could encompass the whole of mankind.
121

 

Normally the fourfold basis of social regulations was unproblematic for human be-

ings. In times of crisis, such as during wars or the current period in which humanitarian val-

ues have come into conflict with institutional values, that ambiguity became problematic. 

The problems became more acute in modernity because of the decline of the institutions in 

the modern, industrialized world. The binding power of institutions was being weakened both 

by historical forces such as the rise of monotheistic religions and by the expansion and inten-

sification of the capitalist mode of production. Social institutions were losing their ability to 

ameliorate social conflicts, and these conflicts were becoming ever more severe as they were 

transformed into questions of principle. This was, Gehlen held, commonly a precursor to the 

sorts of zero sum struggles in which victory was the annihilation of the foe.
122

 Gehlen‘s so-

cial prognosis was very much in line with the broad trend of Hobbesian thought in postwar 

German conservatism. Similar to figures such as Reinhart Koselleck and Ernst Forsthoff, 

Gehlen saw the modern age as one of destructive conflict barely restrained by the vestiges of 

the social order of the modern West.
123

 

In addition to broader historical trends in terms of religion and economic formations, 

Gehlen also located the pathologies of modernity in more immediate factors. Two modern 

forces in particular were, for Gehlen, responsible for the weakening of the institutional struc-

tures of modern society: intellectuals and humanitarian social movements. In an article pub-
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lished in the journal Merkur in 1964, Gehlen argued that intellectuals evinced a ―humanita-

rian ethics of conviction.‖
124

 Gehlen borrowed the term from Max Weber, bringing with it 

Weber‘s implication that an ethics of conviction (as opposed to one of responsibility) pro-

duced political extremism and the unwillingness to make measured compromises. Intellec-

tuals were focused on abstract, universalistic values rather than on the immediate situation in 

which society found itself. They felt themselves to be undervalued and because of this re-

sented society. Because of this resentment, they were unwilling to take society‘s values se-

riously, or to recognize that modern societies were organized along scientific/technical rather 

the intellectual/spiritual lines. The humanitarianism of intellectuals amounted to an attempt to 

force an ethical universalism onto the social order. What held for the intellectuals was also 

true of political movements that had become widespread in West Germany with the rise of 

the extraparliamentary opposition (Außerparlementarische Opposition, or APO). For Gehlen, 

as for many Germans across the political spectrum, the role of institutions of higher educa-

tion was the acquisition of technical qualifications that would allow individuals to make a 

living and to be productive members of society. This was especially crucial in the increasing-

ly technologically developed social order of the modern industrial mass state.
125

 The political 

stylings of the student movement were simply contrary to the purposes of the institutions of 

higher learning that had become their central area of organizing. Moreover, the demand that 

the university system be subjected to critiques based on universalistic and humanitarian val-

ues merely freighted these important social institutions with ethical demands and considera-

tions that these institutions were not meant to resolve. 
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For Gehlen, this ethical universalism was simply a failure to understand the nature of 

ethics. In his last major work, Moral und Hypermoral, Gehlen fleshed out this critique, ar-

guing that the basis of social values was in particular family and clan groups.
126

Gehlen de-

scribed his approach as ―pluralistic‖ by which he meant to suggest that the attempt to specify 

universal values overlooked the basis of human value relations in specific, local social forma-

tions. The demands that society be organized along the lines of a ―humanitarian mass eude-

monistic ethic of responsibility‖ resulted in what Gehlen termed ―moral hypertrophy.‖ It was 

an outgrowth of the humanitarian ideals of the Enlightenment, but also of Christian religious 

conceptions. This distinction in the sources of the idea mattered little to Gehlen‘s analysis. 

Whether religiously or rationally based, ―[w]hoever accepts the human being purely in terms 

of its humanness and claims that this mode of being occupies that highest level of value can-

not accept any limitations on this evaluation, for on this path there is no end.‖
127

 The demand 

that all social values be subjected to the test of a universal humanitarianism was now used by 

communists, anarchists, feminists, and disaffected students. It formed the basis for attacks on 

the institutional structures of society. This was in itself intrinsically dangerous because these 

institutional structures gave form to mass society and allowed human beings to live without 

being overwhelmed by a flood of external impulses and imperfectly formed instinctual urges. 

Moral hypertrophy was a pathology of modernity, for which the vanity of the intellectuals 

was mostly to blame. The intellectuals hungered after the love of the masses and after ―an 

oceanic feeling‖ that would overcome their feelings of alienation. But the pursuit of this mass 
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eudemonistic ethic was much more likely to result in the disintegration of crucial social insti-

tutions rather than the generalization of human happiness.
128

 

 Gehlen was one of the most prominent conservative figures in West German intellec-

tual life in the first decades after the war. Unsurprisingly, his work found little favor east of 

the Cold War divide. In part this had to do with his collaboration with National Socialism, 

any taint of which was almost invariably sufficient cause for the opprobrium of the East 

German authorities. In addition, the East German attitude toward Gehlen, as toward Alfred 

Weber, was stamped by the regime‘s low opinion of sociology as an academic discipline the 

purpose of which was to attempt to resolve or to paper over the social conflicts engendered 

by the capitalist mode of production. One interesting aspect of the reception of Gehlen‘s 

work in the GDR was the ambivalent role that it played in the thought of the dissident East 

German philosopher Wolfgang Harich. Harich addressed Gehlen‘s work in an article in the 

East German cultural journal Sinn und Form where he complimented him for his ―deep and 

ingenious analysis‖ of the role of language in modern society, and for his development of the 

linguistic theory of Wilhelm von Humboldt.
129

 In a discussion of aesthetics published in Sinn 

und Form in the following year, Harich recognized Gehlen as ―the most well-known repre-

sentative of modern philosophical anthropology.‖
130

 

Harich‘s most intensive engagement with Gehlen‘s work came in the years after Ha-

rich‘s release from prison in 1964.
131

 Kept rigorously separate from other dissident intellec-

tuals in the GDR, Harich was allowed to publish, subject to strict supervision from the SED. 
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During his incarceration he had managed to forge contacts with publishers outside the 

GDR.
132

 In the wake of his release, Harich published works on literary topics through Aka-

demie Verlag, an East German publishing house that, while not under the direct control of 

the government, was still bound by the ideological limitations of the communist system. In 

1969, Harich published an article entitled ―Zur Kritik der revolutionären Ungeduld‖ (On the 

Critique of Revolutionary Impatience) in an issue of the West German leftist journal Kurs-

buch devoted to the question of anarchism in modern politics.
133

 Two years later Harich pub-

lished a volume, based on the article but much expanded, under the same title through an Ital-

ian publisher. In a letter to the Italian publisher, Harich pointed out that a pirated edition had 

already appeared through a Swiss house.
 134

 Harich‘s view at the time was that although the 

Italian publisher might want to work out the legalities with the Swiss, it was not really a mat-

ter of concern to him. ―I didn‘t write it in order to earn money from it but rather for the use of 

the APO, and am solely interested in its dissemination.‖
135

 

The main thrust of these works was to critique the political radicalism of 1968. Spe-

cifically, Harich criticized the left-radicalism of figures such as the brothers Daniel and Ga-

briel Cohn-Bendit, who had questioned the continuing relevance of communism in modern 

political struggles in their book Le Gauchisme, remède à la maladie sénile du communisme 

(1968). Harich began by attacking the traditions of late 19
th

 and 20
th

 century anarchism, 

which he argued has responded to the lack of revolutionary enthusiasm on the part of the 

                                                 
132

 In 1960 an edition of his book on the German romantic writer Jean Paul was published by Suhrkamp Verlag, 

one of the most prominent publishing houses in West Germany. On Harich‘s position in the GDR at this time 

see Walter Euchner and Helga Grebing, Geschichte der sozialen Ideen in Deutschland: Sozialismus, katholische 

Soziallehre, protestantische Sozialethik: ein Handbuch (Essen: Klartext, 2000), 536-38. See also Wolfgang 

Harich, Ahnenpass: Versuch einer Autobiographie (Berlin: Schwarzkopf & Schwarzkopf, 1999). 
133

 Wolfgang Harich, "Zur Kritik der revolutionären Ungeduld," Kursbuch 19(1969). 
134

 Wolfgang Harich, Zur Kritik der revolutionären Ungeduld: Eine Abrechnung mit dem alten und dem neuen 

Anarchismus. 
135

 Wolfgang Harich to Inge Feltrinelli 16 May 1971 in ibid., 9. 



339 

 

trade union movement with ill-considered and ―childish‖ calls for immediate revolution. In 

similarly ill-considered fashion, modern anarchists and ultra-leftists rejected the necessity of 

the dictatorship of the proletariat as a necessary step in the construction of a communist so-

ciety that would ultimately dismantle the repressive capitalist order. Anarchists (and here Ha-

rich also meant members of the non-communist left more generally) failed to understand that 

non-domination (Herrschaftslosigkeit) was also the goal of communism. In their revolutio-

nary impatience (revolutionärische Ungeduld), they insisted that ―the freedom of the individ-

ual is the highest value, and they stipulate that there can be no talk of real individual freedom 

so long as directives relying on authority and subordination persist.‖
136

 Harich was sympa-

thetic to the goals of the non-communist left because, on his view, they were the same at 

those of the communists. However, it was necessary to temper enthusiasm for the elimination 

of domination with a realistic understanding of existing social conditions. One could not 

merely declare domination to be at an end. It required a process of building a new conscious-

ness and simultaneously a new society. In the context of this building process, one could not 

merely reject the capacity of structures of subordination out of hand without first establishing 

a social order in which the population was imbued with the necessary ideology of social 

commitment and cooperation. What differentiated Marxism and anarchism was their respec-

tive approaches to the question of the state: ―The anarchists want to abolish the state imme-

diately, between today and tomorrow; the Marxists, by contrast, regard as unavoidable that a 

period of transition, designated the dictatorship of the proletariat, until the realization of 

communism in our own revolutionary state.‖
137

 It was merely wishful thinking on the part of 

the anarchists to assume that the transitional phase could be skipped, or that the creation of a 
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society free from domination could be created through a process that was itself completely 

free of political subordination. 

Harich identified the central themes of modern anarchist politics in their commitment 

to action in priority over theory. The anarchists were committed to a policy of enlightenment 

through action (Aufklärung durch Aktion), to the propaganda of the deed (Propaganda durch 

die Tat) the goal of which was to make manifest the possibility of an alternative order 

through action and thereby to destabilize the institutions of the oppressive capitalist order. 

The slogan for the latter process (Verunsichern der Institutionen) was, Harich pointed out, a 

redeployment of a terminology employed by Arnold Gehlen, ―one of the fiercest spiritual an-

tipodes of the new left.‖
138

 Harich went on to describe the concept of the oberste 

Führungssystem and its role in shaping drives and providing firm common guidelines for cul-

tural meanings. Harich‘s account of Gehlen‘s work drew on the 1940 edition of Der Mensch, 

giving extensive treatment to the concept of the Zuchtbild with its racialist connotations. 

With regard to the destabilizing of institutions, Harich pointed out that it was ironic for parti-

sans of the new left to characterize this as a goal to be sought, since in Gehlen‘s system this 

was a process that resulted in confusion and discomfort for human beings rather than the ex-

perience of liberation. 

 

Conclusion 

 The three modes of analyzing the human being discussed in this chapter can be dis-

tinguished by their fundamental premises. Weber‘s sociological anthropology was predicated 

on a dynamic relationship between human beings and the cultural orders that they inhabited. 

Human types arose out of macrohistorical cultural formations, of which the West was the de-
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finitive modern exemplar. The cultural order of the West, encompassing political and eco-

nomic structures, gave rise to a human type defined by the integration of freedom into the 

conception of the human being. This human type was threatened by the emergence of another 

type arising out of the bureaucratically structured modern state, operating in a world envi-

ronment shaped in important ways by the spread of technology. Although it had been the 

case throughout the millennia of human history that varieties of human being has arisen 

spontaneously from extant social orders, the situation in modernity called for human beings 

consciously to undertake the reformation and restructuring of their own societies in order to 

prevent the transition from one human type to another. Weber‘s participation in the move-

ment for a free (i.e. non-Marxist and non-communist) socialism was an expression of this 

need. His political action was motivated by his perception that a free socialism could take up 

the role of a universal social religion of human equality and freedom. The systemic conflict 

of the nascent Cold War was, for Weber, a fundamental conflict between two universal social 

religions that failed to properly fulfill the normative premises that underlay their respective 

ideologies. 

 Gehlen‘s version of philosophical anthropology, by contrast, viewed the human being 

in terms of qualities that were relatively stable rather than as a product of cultural, political, 

or economic structures. For Gehlen, human beings were defined by their biological qualities. 

To the extent that they were shaped from the outside this shaping was a matter of adjustment 

to environments viewed in terms of biology and comparable to the manner in which animals 

related to their environments. While Weber saw the crisis of modernity as the reduction of 

human beings to obedient cogs in a depersonalized mechanism of social domination, for 

Gehlen just the reverse was the case. The institutions of society were being increasingly 
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weakened by human beings lacking the discipline to stay within institutional boundaries. 

Both Weber and Gehlen viewed unrestrained capitalism as exerting a negative effect on hu-

man beings, but while Weber saw this as crushing out individuality for Gehlen the problem 

was one of excessive individuality resulting a moral hypertrophy. 

 Both of these examples, coupled with the discussion of various analyses of the human 

being in the earlier section of the chapter, illustrate the ways that the idea of the human being 

was powerfully shaped by the political and historical needs of Germans in the moment of in-

tersection of the Nazi past and the Cold War present. In the absence of a generally accepted 

account of what it was that defined the human being, various accounts arose specifying some 

subset of human characteristics as definitive and employing them as a means of responding 

to the immediate political needs of the day. Weber viewed humans as shaped by their cultural 

circumstances and produced warnings intended to arrest the flow of cultural change in order 

to preserve what was in his view the highest form of humanity. Gehlen, by contrast, sought 

the defining characteristics of the human in biological qualities, particularly human deficien-

cies with respect to their capacities for coping with their environments. From this he generat-

ed a conservative politics based on preserving the institutional prostheses that allowed human 

beings to live together in a condition of reasonable comfort and happiness. The communist 

view of man as a concatenation of social relations bore similarities to both approaches, but it 

was debatable whether the new man that the theorists of Marxism-Leninism sought to create 

was anything more than a justification of a policy whose roots lay in immediate politics ra-

ther than the history of human beings. 
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Conclusion 

 

Humanism and philosophical approaches grounded in conceptions of human being 

were subjected to critiques from both the left and the right of the political spectrum through-

out the postwar period. These critiques became more intense during the 1960s and 1970s. 

German and European conservatism stepped out from the shadow of fascism in the course of 

the 1960s and offered pointed critiques of the universalistic philosophical approaches based 

in Enlightenment thought. We have already seen how Arnold Gehlen combined a scientific 

analysis of human biological tendencies with increasingly intense criticism of attempts to 

make the human being in general the basis for political norms and to organize societies on 

the basis of universal principles. Gehlen was not alone in this view. Younger German con-

servatives, many of whom had been students of the revolutionary conservatives of the Wei-

mar period, became increasingly vocal in their criticism of the humanitarian postwar order in 

Germany and Europe. For conservatives such as Gehlen and Helmet Schelsky, for whom the 

increasing penetration of technology into spheres of human life was viewed in positive terms, 

humanistic universalism represented a metaphysical atavism, a longing for a value order that 

had been superseded by modes of social organization in which legitimacy was generated by 

technical processes.
1
 

Somewhat ironically, one of the most important outgrowths of Martin Heidegger‘s 

conservative critique of humanism was its adoption by structuralist and poststructuralist 

thinkers, many of whom were politically leftist in orientation. In The Order of Things (1966), 

Michel Foucault argued that Nietzsche‘s assertion of the death of God was, in fact, an ele-

                                                 
1
 C. J. Thornhill, German Political Philosophy: The Metaphysics of Law (New York, NY: Routledge, 2006), 

310. 



344 

 

ment in the process of the death of man. The struggle between God and man was one with 

multiple rounds, with the final phase being man left to his own finitude: 

Thus, the last man is at the same time older and yet younger than the death of 

God; since he has killed God, it is he himself who must answer for his own fi-

nitude; but since it is in the death of God that he speaks, thinks, and exists, his 

murder itself is doomed to die; new gods, the same gods, are already swelling 

in the future ocean; man will disappear.
 2

 

 

Looked at from the perspective of science, Foucault argued, the question of man in general 

was not primordial but had only really taken shape (at least in the case of European thought) 

in the last three centuries. Once this mode of knowing passed away, as classical thought had 

done, man would pass away ―like a face drawn in the sand at the edge of the sea.‖
3
 

 Socialist humanism had seemed to give the concept of humanism a new lease on life 

within the Marxist left, but by the mid-1960s this too was coming under attack. One interest-

ing historical sidelight of the assembling of Fromm‘s Socialist Humanism collection was 

Fromm‘s solicitation of a contribution from the prominent French communist Louis Althuss-

er.
4
 Although dubious about the project, Althusser duly submitted a text for the collection. 

But instead of exploring the possibilities of socialist humanism, Althusser‘s essay was a wi-

thering attack on the very possibility of a humanism based in Marxism. There was, Althusser 

argued, ―a striking unevenness‖ between the concepts of socialism and humanism.
5
 The 

Marxist conception of socialism was scientific, while humanism of whatever stripe was 

merely ideological: 
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When I say that the concept of humanism is an ideological concept (not a 

scientific one), I mean that while it really does designate a set of existing rela-

tions, unlike a scientific concept, it does not provide us with a means of know-

ing them. In a particular (ideological) mode, it designates some existents, but 

it does not give us their essences. If we were to confuse these two orders we 

should cut ourselves off from all knowledge, uphold a confusion, and risk fall-

ing into error.
6
 

 

Althusser then proceeded to outline the ways that the humanist conceptions of Marxism, 

based as they were on the early writings of Marx, failed to take into account the decisive 

transition in Marx‘s thinking. In 1845, Marx had experienced what Althusser termed an epis-

temological rupture (une coupure epistemologique), in which ―Marx broke radically with 

every theory that based history and politics on the essence of man.‖
7
 The rationale that Al-

thusser provided for rejecting the pairing of Marxism and humanism was, in most important 

respects, indistinguishable from that found in Lukács‘s contribution the Deutsche Zeitschrift 

für Philosophie a decade earlier. Lukács had seen the change as a process of maturation in 

which the distinction of the older from the younger version was implicit, while for Althusser 

the change was more in the nature of an explicit repudiation. In any case, Althusser‘s rejec-

tion of socialist humanism as a way forward for the left was clear and his contribution was 

apologetically rejected by Fromm. 

 Even within the ranks of those actually sympathetic to socialist humanism, questions 

were being raised. In his contribution to Fromm‘s collection, Herbert Marcuse claimed that 

the intrinsic connection between socialism and humanism that had existed in former times 

had been broken: 

The objective identity of socialism and humanism is dissolved. It was never 

an immediate identity: it was real to the extent to which the objective condi-

                                                 
6
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7
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tion was seized and transcended in the consciousness of historical subjects and 

in their historical action. This mediation is suppressed by the overwhelming 

power of technical progress welded into an instrument of totalitarian domina-

tion, operating not only through the terrifying concentration of economic and 

military power, but also through the rising standard of living under the im-

posed conditions of living.
8
 

 

Marcuse‘s pessimistic assessment of the situation of socialist humanism drew on many of the 

themes discussed in his One Dimensional Man, published the previous year. The spread of 

technology through the social and political systems of the industrialized world had changed 

the equation of human liberation. The basis of the project of Marxist socialism, the immisera-

tion of the proletariat and the completion of its historical role in the abolition of capitalist so-

cial relations, had been transformed. Technological progress had transformed society to such 

a degree that revolution was now not merely a matter of political and economic change, but 

also necessarily a transformation in the way the human beings related to technology. ―Prere-

quisite for the liberation of the humanistic content of socialism,‖ Marcuse wrote, ―would be a 

fundamental change in the direction of technical progress, a total reconstruction of the tech-

nical apparatus.‖
9
 The conquest of the mind and the soul by scientific management had, so 

Marcuse claimed, vitiated Marx‘s idea of the well-rounded individual. There was no longer a 

space for a realm of human freedom in a technologically organized society, irrespective of 

whether the organizing principle of that society was liberal capitalism or Marxism-Leninism. 

 Along with the problems for the political theory of the left presented by technology, 

there was also an increasing awareness that the old nostrums of universalizing proletarian 

socialism no longer applied. Marcuse expressed doubts about this in his last writings (his ar-

ticle on feminism published in 1974), but even before this the politics of the German left had 

                                                 
8
 Herbert Marcuse, "Socialist Humanism?," 111. 

9
 Ibid. 



347 

 

clearly shown an expanding consciousness of the problems associated with arguing at the 

level of the human being. The gender politics of the Sozialdemokratisches Studentenbund 

(SDS), the leading political organization of the left oriented student movement, illustrate this. 

The politics of the SDS, while nominally adhering to a radically leftist version of Marxism, 

had also contained a strongly patriarchal element. In a now famous speech at the 1968 SDS 

convention, Helke Sander took the organization‘s leadership to task for failing to take ac-

count of issues specifically relevant to women, concluding bitterly that the SDS was ―nothing 

more than a bloated mass of counterrevolutionary dough.‖ Beginning in the late 1960s, fe-

minists in Germany increasingly divorced themselves from the mass organizations of the left, 

choosing to form their own movements and to fight for their own agendas (most centrally the 

struggle for reproductive rights).
10

 

The growth of the environmental movement, which also split off from the mainstream 

of the radical left in the 1960s, was further evidence of a shift in priorities. The political con-

sequences of these developments were extensive, but most importantly for the purposes of 

the philosophy of the human, they reflected a move away from the universalizing discourse 

of the German left. 
11

 Neither the feminists nor the environmentalists could remain satisfied 

with the Marxist historical narrative in which the resolution of the problems facing human 

beings was put off until the overthrow of capitalism by the revolutionary proletariat. Envi-

ronmentalism, in practice at least, retained many of the concerns of humanism, particularly 

with respect to the preconditions of human flourishing. But the goal of preventing human be-

ings from being poisoned by chemicals or radiation was not the same as a positive theory of 

                                                 
10

 Hilke Schlaeger and Nancy Vedder-Schults, "The West German Women's Movement," New German Critique 

13(Winter, 1978): 62-63. 
11

 On the splitting of the environmental and feminist movements from the established organizations of the Ger-

man left, see Paul Hockenos, Joschka Fischer and the Making of the Berlin Republic: An Alternative History of 

Postwar Germany (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 139-48. 



348 

 

the human. Feminists were even less inclined to talk at this level. For them, argument at the 

level of the human merely implied the elision of issues relevant to one specific element of the 

human population. In this context, talk of humanism among German leftists was increasingly 

out of step with actual developments. 

In addition to responding to intellectual trends, philosophies of the human were 

shaped in different ways by the changing historical circumstances of the two Cold War Ger-

man states. In West Germany, where humanism had played a prominent role in the project of 

reconnecting German culture with the universal values of the West, the story was one of de-

clining cultural influence. Instances of the deployment of humanist language and cultural 

tropes decreased throughout the 1950s and 1960s. To some extent this was probably a func-

tion of the increasingly close connections forged between the Adenauer government and the 

US-led political bloc in the 1950s, particularly in the period during and after the Korean War. 

West Germany was incorporated into NATO in 1955 and this in itself was an important mo-

ment in the process of reconciliation between (West) Germany and the ―civilized‖ peoples of 

Western Europe. Inclusion in NATO, among other things, allowed the West German gov-

ernment and its supporters to claim that they were now a part of the great struggle of the civi-

lized world against communist barbarism. This linkage achieved a further connection to the 

project of overcoming the Nazi past with the growth of the comparative study of totalitarian-

ism, in which Soviet communism and fascism were often seen as sharing important commo-

nalities. In light of the shift in the geopolitical situation through the 1950s, the project of as-

sociation German culture with universal human ideals lost traction. The institutional linking 

of West Germany with the North Atlantic political bloc reflected an implicit understanding 

that this connection already existed. 
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Willy Brandt‘s initiated overtures to both East Germany and the USSR beginning in 

the late 1960s resulted in a series of bilateral treaties and a general thaw in relations between 

Germany and its communist neighbors. That this drew a relatively muted response from the 

US government is an illustration of how firmly ensconced West Germany was within the 

American-led bloc.
12

 The Luxemburg Treaty signed in 1953 paved the way for payment of 

reparations by the West German government to Jewish victims of the Holocaust. By 1971, 

these payments amounted to more than DM 41 billion. This, along with periodic expressions 

of contrition by West German political figures, the prominent trial of former Auschwitz func-

tionaries in the early 1960s, and the passage of time in the fraught political environment of 

the Cold War eased West Germany‘s passage into the comity of civilized states. The late 

1950s and 1960s were also a period of increasingly strong economic performance in the West 

German economy. GDP increased by more than 60% between 1950 and 1960.
13

 Starting in 

1955, West Germany signed a series of agreements with other nations (including Italy, 

Greece, Turkey, and Portugal) to bring in guest workers in order to ease the persistent labor 

shortages caused by rapid economic growth. Under these circumstances, the need to over-

come the Nazi past or to justify the extant political and economic order against communism, 

two of the main motivations for the prevalence of humanism in the immediate postwar pe-

riod, were felt with diminishing acuteness. 

Humanism retained an important role in cultural policy throughout the lifespan of the 

East German state. In the 1960s it remained an important element of official ideological dis-

course, although it was promoted with less vigor than it had been in the first decades of the 
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GDR. The ideological power of home grown humanism continued to be employed by East 

German intellectual and political figures, although it is unclear what purchase these ideas 

may have had on a population for whom socialism and life in the political orbit of the USSR 

were no longer novelties. The priorities of East German cultural policy shifted after the first 

Bitterfeld Conference in April 1959. The so-called Bitterfeld Way called for more extensive 

connections between artists and workers. The apparent goal was to encourage a bottom up 

approach to artistic production with more contributions from people from the ―productive 

classes.‖
14

 The focus on art that dealt with actual conditions, as opposed to more abstract 

themes, never wholly displaced the role of Weimar classicism as a means of legitimating 

East German socialism. The entries for humanism and socialist humanism in the 1970 edition 

of the officially sanctioned lexicon of political and cultural terminology were extensive and 

substantively unchanged from versions dating back into the 1950s and 1960s.
15

 The human-

ism of the German classics also continued to be the subject of intellectual production. Alex-

ander Abusch‘s Tradition und Gegenwart des socialistischen Humanismus, published in 

1971, can stand in for a range of works churned out by East German intellectuals in the early 

1970s reaffirming the connections between the culture of East German socialism and the 

broader heritage of German culture. Abusch paired figures from the German classical past, 

such as Alexander von Humboldt and Friedrich Hölderlin, with modern figures such as Jo-

hannes R. Becher and Bertolt Brecht, as a means of emphasizing the continuities in East 

Germany‘s combative humanism. 
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The humanism of East German cultural politics was the application of an available 

tool in the struggle to legitimate the new socialist order in East Germany. It met little or no 

response from West Germany, to a great extent because the attitude of West German intellec-

tuals in the era of the Hallstein Doctrine was that to engage with the east would be to give 

credence to the communism that East German intellectuals were promoting. By the time that 

this doctrine lost its force in the late 1960s, humanism no longer occupied the place of prom-

inence in West German culture that it had ten or fifteen years before. In the last decades of 

the Cold War, humanism came increasingly to designate a sort of atheist culture, but it no 

longer carried the force that it had when the cultural problems to which it responded, the her-

itage of National Socialism and the nascent Cold War, were fresh in the minds of the German 

survivors of the Second World War. 

 In a broader sense, the fate of the philosophies of the human that were employed on 

both sides of the Cold War divide, was shaped in the 1960s by fundamental changes in the 

normative structure of political and ethical discourse in Europe and North America. These 

changes can be designated in a general way under the paired rubrics of the critique of univer-

salism and the rise of identity politics. Universalism had come under increasingly stringent 

criticism as nationalist movements shifted to the political right in the late nineteenth and ear-

ly twentieth centuries. As noted above, starting in the 1960s universalism was increasingly 

subjected to critiques from the political left, as European intellectuals (particularly in France) 

took up the Heideggerian critique of Western metaphysics. The influence of Heidegger in 

Germany was muted due to the withdrawal of his teaching license due to his embrace of Naz-

ism in the 1930s. But here too the critique of universalism arose, based instead on the idio-

syncratic Marxism of the Frankfurt School. In the years immediately following the war, the 
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Frankfurt School offered young intellectuals (such as Jürgen Habermas) the opportunity ―to 

rescue the universalistic dimension embodied in the German Enlightenment in order to purge 

the country‘s traditions of its reactionary and fascist dimensions.‖
16

 By the 1960s, the work 

of the school‘s major figures, most prominently Theodor Adorno, had taken on a more ag-

gressively critical dimension in the ideological milieu of the nascent extra-parliamentary op-

position. Adorno‘s Minima Moralia, composed in exile between 1944 and 1949, was a se-

minal text for German radical students in the 1960s and Adorno‘s comment early in that 

work that ―the whole is the false‖ provided a point of orientation for a generation of young 

iconoclasts.
17

 Adorno‘s research program in the last years of his life, accentuated this dimen-

sion of his theory. The focus on the concept of the non-identical in his Negative Dialectics 

(1966) evinced a deep seated suspicion of notions of totality, among which all the notions of 

universalism discussed in this project could be numbered. 

 At the same time, distinctions based on identity, once the province of the political 

right, were increasingly taken up by the political left. Groupings centered around concepts 

such as race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation began to distance themselves from the 

universalistic politics of the Old Left. As Grant Farred noted in an analysis of the role of 

identity politics on the left: 

The diversity of political activity in the 1960s demonstrated to its 1970s and 

1980s successors how to mobilize marginalized constituencies, how to ―poli-

ticize‖ culture, and how to deploy ―difference‖ as an ideological tool in racial-

ly hegemonic societies. Having rejected the Old Left‘s narrow conception of 

politics, the New Left expanded it to include – and provide a precedent and a 

platform for – modes of oppositionality that would, in the 1980s, be construed 

as struggles over representation and identity.
18
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Rather than focusing on positive accounts of the human, or of politico-social orders ideal for 

human flourishing, movements grounded in identity politics sought the expose the repressive 

consequences of eliding particularities below the level of universal humanity. As discussed 

above, the feminist movement exerted a powerful influence on leftist politics, particularly 

after the fragmentation of the SDS at the end of the 1960s. The 1970s and 1980s also saw the 

rise of political movements in Germany representing the interests of racial minorities such as 

Turks and black Germans.
19

 

 Ironically, given Adorno‘s role in the problematizing Enlightenment universalism, it 

was the next generation of Frankfurt School scholars that mounted the most developed de-

fense of universalism in ethical and social philosophy. The most prominent figure in the re-

surgence of universalism was Jürgen Habermas. Habermas had been active in the academic 

politics of the 1960s. Originally supportive of the aims of the student movement, he was crit-

ical of the violence and anti-democratic tendencies that became increasingly prominent in the 

movement in the late 1960s. In 1967, Habermas publicly accused SDS leader Rudi Dutschke 

of ―left fascism,‖ costing him a great deal of his popularity with the student left.
20

 In the 

1970s and 1980s, after the political wave of the student movement had peaked and receded, 

Habermas took up the cudgels in defense of ethical universalism. In his Theory of Commu-

nicative Action (1981), Habermas argued that the cultural pessimism of the previous genera-

tion of the Frankfurt School had been too extreme, reducing all rationality to instrumental 
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rationality and failing to recognize the binding ethical norms implicit in all human communi-

cation.
21

 Among the most prominent features of the philosophical public from the late 1970s 

to the 1990s was the running debate between Habermas and his partisans (such as Axel Hon-

neth and Seyla Benhabib) on the one hand, and a range of critics representing poststructural-

ism (Foucault), feminism (Nancy Fraser), conservatism (Hans-Georg Gadamer), and systems 

theory (Niklas Luhmann) on the other.
22

 At the same time, a debate involving similar themes 

went in Anglo-American political theory between liberal universalists such as John Rawls 

and so-called communitarians, like Alasdair MacIntyre, Michael Sandel, and Charles Taylor, 

who viewed ethical norms as indissolubly linked to particular ethical communities.
23

 

 Since the 1990s, a new twist in the relationship between universalism and its critics 

has arisen with the emergence of renewed interest in cosmopolitanism. For much of the 20
th

 

century, cosmopolitanism has been commonly used as a term of abuse. In the argot of both 

fascism and communism, the accusation of cosmopolitanism implied an overt or thinly veiled 

antisemitism (for instance in the common Nazi reference to ―the wandering Jew‖). Fascist 

anticosmopolitanism highlighted the ties to localized ethnic, racial, and national communities 

which Jews, according the fascist ideology, lacked. Connections to the national community 

were more complex and ambivalent in communist ideology, with its commitment to interna-

tional proletarian solidarity. Nevertheless, particularly during the last years of Stalin‘s rule, 
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cosmopolitanism came to be deployed as a code word for Jewish influence.
24

 In the 1990s, 

cosmopolitanism came to be employed by ethicists, social theorists, and philosophers seeking 

a means of grounding universally inclusive norms while avoiding the perceived essentialism 

of humanistic language. One important strain of this new cosmopolitanism shares an interest 

in Kantian philosophy with Habermas and other critical theorists.
25

 A second strain of cos-

mopolitan thinking focuses on issues relating to the fragmentation and hybridization of cul-

tures in a globalized modernity.
26

 This version of cosmopolitanism sees itself as an opponent 

of resurgent nationalism in a world that is experiencing dramatic processes of reconfiguration 

caused by the spread of post-Fordist capitalism. It is, as one of its partisans has described it, 

―an ideal project and a style of consciousness that overcomes nationalist particularism.‖
27

 In 

this respect, modern cosmopolitanism involves another attempt to negotiate the binary dis-

tinction between the universal and the particular which was such a prominent feature of Eu-

ropean intellectual life in the years immediately following the Second World War. 

 The philosophies of the human that functioned so prominently in the intellectual life 

of postwar Germany were attempts to reclaim the territory of universalism in the wake of the 

radical particularism of the National Socialist regime. Their importance both a matter of the 

political necessities of the times and as elements of a longer struggle in the intellectual life of 

the West between universalism and particularism in ethical thought. The impulses of Western 
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humanism and of Marxist humanism, in the sense of respect for and defense of the inherent 

dignity of human beings were carried over into critical theory and into the Kant-influenced 

cosmopolitanism of later decades. While the critical interventions of poststructuralist stripped 

away the essentialistic residues of both Western humanism and classical Marxism, the under-

lying ethical thrust, the positing of norms that applied to all human beings irrespective of 

race, ethnicity, gender, or other particularities, remained, and remains, a crucial element of 

modern ethical philosophy. 
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