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Introduction

Purpose of This Study

A market-driven education has put the humanities under increasing pressure to
justify their relevance.' Their growing marginalization in a techno-bureaucratic
culture has provoked academics to persuade the public of the importance of a
universal ethics at a point in time when traditional humanism—in the German
context also known as Neuhumanismus (neo-humanism)—has come under
attack for its narrow Eurocentric point of view and for excluding the voices of
women, the LGBTQ community, as well as racial, religious, social, and cultural
minorities. Well-known scholars have argued that the interdisciplinary broad-
ening of literary studies to cultural studies—including visual culture, music,
gender studies, postcolonial and environmental studies—has led to a fragmen-
tation of the humanities into subdisciplines and contributed to the loss of their
common mission (Steiner, Guillory, Eagleton, Nussbaum, Said).> These schol-
ars suggest that a reinforcement of humanist values—that is values that coin-
cide with those of the Enlightenment, such as the promotion of human dignity,
self-perfection through education, religious and political tolerance, freedom of
speech, integrity, and altruism—could provide the humanities with such a com-
mon mission and counteract the technocratization of the educational system.?

While the humanist model of a broad, general education still determines
undergraduate curricula and the premise of academic freedom continues to be
favored by the vast majority of educators, socioeconomic factors have infringed
upon these principles and made them perhaps less attainable than they were
in the last three decades of the twentieth century. The steadily rising cost of
a university education, the prospect of future debt and unemployment have
prompted significant numbers of students, parents, and even university admin-
istrators to question the importance of a liberal arts education.* To them, sub-
jects of study that do not have an immediate, measurable, and practical value
toward furthering a professional career have become too costly. Dwindling
numbers of liberal arts majors and increasing enrollments in the professional
schools, such as business and journalism, bear witness to this trend.
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Nevertheless, a large contingent of educators, business leaders, and students
remain convinced of the importance of a broad education. The humanist ob-
jective of educating students to become well-rounded citizens, who can think
independently and make informed decisions, is desirable for many constit-
uents inside or outside of academia.® This volume addresses the question of
whether the humanities and their humanist ideals are still viable in a techno-
bureaucratic society that requires highly specialized knowledge. In view of the
countless studies that have lamented the deplorable disinvestment in the lib-
eral arts and emphasized their enduring significance in recent years,” it would
be redundant to offer yet another theoretical argument for literature and the
humanities as a necessary alternative to the corporatization of higher educa-
tion. What is lacking is a study that shows how humanist ideas are expressed,
adapted, undermined, and transformed in literary texts. This study intends to
do just that. My critical readings of exemplary philosophical, aesthetic, and lit-
erary texts of different periods from the Enlightenment to the twentieth cen-
tury provide insights into how social transformations and scientific innovations
have affected the literary representations of individual lives and how classical
eighteenth-century humanist assumptions have been challenged in response
to these transformations and innovations. By discussing the ways in which
these literary dramatizations and enactments of real-life situations challenge
traditional humanist ideas, the study intends to show how literature has con-
tributed to the continuing revision of the humanist discourse until it was even-
tually labeled posthumanist to distinguish it from its predecessor.

The term posthumanism became common during the last decade of the twen-
tieth century to separate the traditionalist humanist reception from a more
differentiated yet inclusive humanism that recognizes more recent sociopolit-
ical developments—such as an increasingly diverse social fabric that includes
the concerns of marginalized groups, gender and ethnicity issues, or scientific
innovations, including artificial insemination, genetic manipulation, artificial
intelligence, etc.—that challenge traditional ethical norms. The analogy to sim-
ilar coinages, such as poststructuralism, postmodernism, postcolonialism, or
post-Marxism, is no coincidence since all the post-isms share certain common
goals, in pursuit of the overcoming of binary oppositions, based on an aware-
ness of the politics of drawing arbitrary disciplinary, ethical, ethnic, and/or
social boundaries. The various posthumanist positions fluctuate between con-
tinuation and radical reformation.® While a comprehensive attempt at defining
posthumanism could be itself the topic of a book-length study and cannot be
accomplished here,’ I will discuss some of the most prevalent assumptions of
this relatively new field."

In light of the perversions of and crimes committed against humanity, de-
spite or even in the name of humanist ethics, skepticism toward universal hu-
man values is warranted. Feminist, postcolonialist, postructuralist, and other
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posthumanist approaches have rejected universalist humanism because it has
neglected, if not thwarted, the emancipation of minorities by privileging an es-
sentializing Western ethic (Said, Gilroy). Yet the fundamental values and goals
that motivate these emancipation movements are not necessarily incompatible
with humanist philosophy. Edward Said, for instance, points out that while
humanism has been received with distrust from a postmodernist perspective
because of its association with an elitist Western intellectual tradition that ig-
nored minorities and diverging points of view, “people all over the world can be
and are moved” by humanist ideals in their struggles for justice and equality

(Said 10):

I believed then, and still believe, that it is possible to be critical of humanism in
the name of humanism and that, schooled in its abuses by the experience of Eu-
rocentrism and empire, one could fashion a different kind of humanism that was
cosmopolitan and text-language-bound in ways that absorbed the great lessons
of the past...(10-11)

Said’s call for a self-critical humanism that is aware of its past ideological
assumptions could also figure under the label posthumanism. As the term im-
plies, “posthumanism occurs as a critical practice within humanism” (Hayles,
“The Human” 135). Accordingly, a posthumanist approach implies both a
continuation and a critical revision of traditional humanist values."” While it
upholds the inviolability of the rights of all human beings, it does not limit
these to a privileged Western elite, but extends them to minorities and margin-
alized groups that have been ignored in traditional humanist thought. In other
words, posthumanist critiques of traditional bourgeois values do not simply
reject humanism out of hand but dislodge Idealist concepts of wholeness and
replace them with a multiperspectival view of a continuously changing human
consciousness. As a literary practice and critique, posthumanist approaches
attempt to dismantle humanist master narratives and reveal their ideological
underpinnings. For instance, they aspire to debunk the German Idealist as-
sumption of the duality of body and mind as a fiction of the Cartesian tradi-
tion—a fiction that attempted to uphold the superiority of the spirit over the
flesh. They no longer view the human subject as master of his own destiny
but as a historically determined cultural construct that acknowledges larger
contexts, such as evolution, technological progress, or ecology (Badmington,
Haraway, Hayles, Herbrechter, Landgraf et al.).

In spite of all the criticisms of humanism’s historically proven ideological
corruptibility and discriminatory practices in its name, there are undeniable
reasons for discussing iconic works of the German humanist tradition. Not
least of the reasons is that it is impossible to completely evade the grasp of
the long-lasting and wide-ranging tradition that thoroughly influenced the en-
tire Western educational system during the past 250 years.'* Neil Badmington
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pointed this out, citing Jacques Derrida’s call for deconstructive approaches “to
repeat what is implicit in the founding concepts and the original problematic”
(Badmington, “Theorizing” 15). Of course, this does not mean that repeti-
tion is a mere reinforcement of humanism’s premises but rather functions as
a dislocation by revealing its inadequacies. In Derrida’s words, the goal is to
“lodg[e] oneself within traditional conceptuality in order to destroy it” (Der-
rida, “Violence” 111). Rather than “destroying” humanism, however, the goal
of this volume is to reveal its inadequate assumptions and to point out aspects
that are worth preserving. This implies, of course, that humanism has by no
means achieved its emancipatory goals, but the integration of posthuman-
ist critiques will both advance and revitalize its progression. This study will
therefore undertake careful and critical readings of canonical texts by eminent
German writers in the humanist tradition in order to reveal that the borders
between what is deemed humanist and posthumanist are not clear-cut and
that the polysemy of many eighteenth-century texts undermines certain foun-
dational humanist premises.

While numerous studies discuss the pros and cons of a humanist universal
ethics (Badiou, Eagleton, Guillory, Scholes, Said), few of these studies explore
them in the context of the German intellectual heritage of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.”After all, the humanities and their premise of academic
freedom, which is still valued today, are intrinsically tied to the emancipation of
the middle classes at the end of the eighteenth century and to the fundamentals
of German Idealist philosophy.’* Education was central to the task of liberat-
ing bourgeois individuals from their willing submission to the authoritarian
dogmatism of church and the absolutist state. It was seen as a transformative
experience that could lead to the enlightenment of middle-class citizens and
ultimately of society as a whole. While the Enlightenment idea that all humans,
regardless of social and economic standing, are entitled to an education reso-
nated all over Europe, the implementation of a more egalitarian school system
that aimed at providing a general education to a broad segment of the popula-
tion became particularly pronounced in German culture.”” The development of
a standard curriculum for the Gymnasien (secondary schools) and the German
states’ funding of “schools staffed by university graduates” led to “the world’s
first comprehensive system of universal, public, compulsory education” (Mc-
Neely 165). This systematic approach with its humanist agenda, “now imitated
from Boston to Beijing” (ibid.), contributed not only to making impoverished
Germany one of the most “advanced civilizations” but also to the dissemination
of a humanist ethics that included the inviolability of human dignity, individual
autonomy, self-tutelage, political and legal equality, and religious and political
tolerance. In view of the declining enrollments in the humanities, it is import-
ant to stress the significance of these values for Western civilization and its
educational system as well as for human rights discussions in general.

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Introduction *~ 5

By examining the controversy surrounding the development of a humanist
ethics against the background of concrete examples from texts advocating a
humanist agenda in German philosophy, cultural history, and literature, I will
argue that humanism has in recent years not always been given due consid-
eration because of past transgressions allegedly carried out in its name.'® For
instance, writers and intellectuals on the left of the political spectrum reacted
to the glorification of the “timeless classics” after World War II by pointing out
National Socialism’s assimilation of aspects of the humanist tradition, such as
its esteem of Greek and Roman antiquity. The implication was that of a com-
mon affinity to authoritarianism—an implication that was promoted by the
Frankfurter Schule (Frankfurt School) and its neo-Marxist followers of the
student rebellion of the 1960s and 1970s. Accordingly, the planned elimination
of the Jews was based not only on a populist ideology that appealed to irratio-
nal nationalist sentiments with roots in the Romantic tradition but also on a
pseudoscientific and rationally justified discrimination of a minority that could
be traced as far back as the Enlightenment."” In other words, the separation of
“subhuman” or “nonhuman” species from the “Nordic” image of “Man” received
support from a purposive rationalism that suppressed foreign, non-European
characteristics in the name of the advances of an enlightened civilization. Ac-
cording to this critique, the pseudoscientific discrimination of non-Western
races was only the beginning of a progressing ostracism of all social groups,
nations, races, and ethnicities that did not conform to the German, patriarchal,
bourgeois hierarchy.'®

However, critical readings of literary and theoretical texts that engage with
the humanist discourse undermine straightforward designations of cause and
effect. Even the following examples, which have been widely regarded as pro-
totypes for a humanist ideology, contain ambiguities that reject humanism’s
alleged repressive discrimination against deviations from Eurocentric norms.
For instance, texts like Lessing’s Nathan der Weise (Nathan the Wise), Goethe’s
Iphigenie, or Schiller’s Don Karlos did not advocate a repressive rationalism
under the guise of a universal humanism. While Lessing’s Nathan certainly
embodies the ideal of the enlightened bourgeois patriarch and assimilated Jew,
one cannot ignore that the play first and foremost promotes tolerance, even re-
spect toward minorities and representatives of other religions or ethnic groups.
In addition, Lessing’s drama strongly condemns Christian dogmatism and its
prejudices and calls for a constant reexamination of ingrained religious and
intellectual truisms." In other words, the literary texts under investigation
in this volume allow much more differentiated insights into “human nature”
than the alleged promotion of a Eurocentric identity politics gives them credit
for. While the discrimination against “uncivilized” groups and their sensual
instincts has been an implicit or explicit topic in many theoretical texts that
promulgate humanist ideas, literary enactments of human behavior often un-
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dermine and contest dogmatic forms of humanism.” The examples under con-
sideration problematize abstract ethical concepts and ideals by casting them in
familiar situations and connecting them to our most intimate self-knowledge
as human beings at the sensory and emotional level. Therefore, this study aims
at demonstrating how texts that appeal to the imagination can represent life
in more tangible and comprehensive ways than abstract theoretical discourses
can. What better way of exhibiting the purchase of the humanities than by per-
forming what humanists do in their quests of eliciting meaning from texts?
The interpretations in this volume will elucidate how poetic imagery, meta-
phors, and allegories can subvert normative anthropological, social, and moral
assumptions and illustrate, even anticipate scientific concepts, such as human
evolution or the unconscious.

Defining Posthumanism

I use posthumanist in a broader sense than some theoreticians who claim that
humans have adopted characteristics of cyborgs or machines (Hayles, How
We Became Posthuman; Haraway, “Manifesto”). In contrast to these studies,
this volume focuses on humanist and posthumanist discourses rather than on
the technological innovations that lead these theoreticians to conceptualize
contemporary human life as posthuman. Posthumanism can perhaps be best
described in analogy to the other “post-isms,” such as postmodernism, post-
structuralism, postcolonialism, etc. As a working definition that by no means
claims to do justice to all the possible posthumanist approaches, the following
proposition shall suffice: posthumanism contests the premises of humanist
ideas that presume the unity and autonomy of the individual and the impli-
cations that are connected to these assumptions, such as the privileging and
universalizing of the Western male subject, by exposing the Eurocentrism of
humanist ideology as historically, geographically, racially, and socially biased
(Braidotti, The Posthuman, 28-30, 169-85; Haraway, “Manifesto”; Halliwell,
174-75; Herbrechter 149).*' Yet, posthumanism can be viewed as a continu-
ation of humanism as it aims to extend individual rights to all human beings
regardless of race, nationality, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religious
belief, or social standing by questioning the presumptions of more traditional,
Eurocentric forms of humanism.

In view of the acknowledgment of the sociopolitical, scientific, and ideolog-
ical factors that have transformed definitions of what is human over the past
two hundred years, posthumanist critics would agree with philosopher and
feminist theoretician Rosi Braidotti’s assertion that the human of humanism
is “a historical construct that became a social convention about ‘human nature”
(The Posthuman 26). Poststructuralist objections to such normative notions
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of a“unitary subject”—starting with Foucault and postmodernist feminism—
targeted the ideal of “Man” precisely because it takes the male European bour-
geois citizen as a role model and neglects or even excludes socially, racially, and
gender-related divergences from this norm. The generalizing, allegedly objec-
tive, and speculative nature of universalist definitions of human subjectivity
raises the question of whether one should do away with notions of human
agency or selthood, as some posthumanist approaches have suggested (Braidotti
23-24, 26-29). Braidotti for instance agrees with systems theoreticians and
other posthumanist, poststructuralist, and feminist theoreticians that “subjec-
tivity is rather a process of auto-poiesis or self-styling, which involves complex
and continuous negotiations with dominant norms and values and hence also
multiple forms of culpability” (Braidotti 35, 43; Nayar 36—42). Judith Butler
argues in a similar vein by stressing that a subject is conditioned or “given over
to a world in which [it] is formed even as it acts or brings something new into
being” (Senses 6). For Butler the formation of the subject is never complete.
It is an ongoing process that involves the subject to some extent but is never
fully self-forming (ibid.). This does not mean that one can disregard the human
subject as a politically and socially responsible entity. Rather than upholding
the unitary, rational, autonomous individual of traditional humanism, post-
humanist theories view the subject as “constituted in and by multiplicity, that
is to say a subject that works across differences and is also internally differen-
tiated, but still grounded and accountable” (Braidotti 49). As a socially, politi-
cally, and economically embedded entity that has to negotiate time and again its
continually changing relationship to the outside world, the posthuman subject
is much more in flux than its humanist predecessor.?

Posthumanism not only borrowed from the neo-Marxist and feminist move-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s, it also integrated the agenda of postcolonialist
theory, which confronted humanist norms because “all Humanisms, until now,
have been imperial,” as John Davies put it (141). As Edward Said stated already
in the 1970s, traditional humanist ideas that originated during the Enlighten-
ment neither prevented the domination and exploitation of colonized nations
nor of all those who do not have a recognized minority status (Orientalism).
The Martiniquan activist, poet, and statesman Aimé Césaire was the first to
point out that fascism was a form of colonialist racism with eighteenth-century
roots in humanist ideology. In his groundbreaking essay “Discours sur le colo-
nialisme,” which appeared in 1955 and inspired an entire generation of postco-
lonialist/-humanist thinkers such as Frantz Fanon (Young, Postcolonialism 2),
Césaire mentions numerous examples from the Enlightenment tradition that
testify to the discrimination, exploitation, and torture of non-European civili-
zations in the name of Western humanist values. For Césaire, the practice of
colonization “works to decivilize the colonizer, to brutalize him” with the result
that the barbaric mistreatment of the indigenous people in non-Western cul-
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tures comes home to haunt Western civilization in the form of Nazism (Césaire
35-36).” Thus humanism’s professed goal of contesting “the humiliation of man
as such,” was not perceived as incompatible with the suppression of “primitive”
nonwhite races; to the contrary, the oppression of these“savage cultures” has of-
ten been portrayed as a sign of progress on the way to a universally enlightened
humanity (Schiller, Kant). Only with “the humiliation of the white man” do the
racist underpinnings of the traditional Western “pseudo-humanism” become
apparent to “Eurocentric hypocrites” according to Césaire (36—37).*

Another aspect of posthumanist thought that criticizes classical humanism’s
anthropocentrism concerns the human/animal boundary and the maltreatment
of animals. Traditional humanism has viewed the human subject as exceptional
and insists on a clearly defined human/animal distinction.” In contrast, post-
humanist thinkers, including Donna Haraway, Cary Wolfe, Cora Diamond,
Jacques Derrida, and others, argue in favor of the “decentering of the humanist’
subject,” which means they demand an awareness of trans-individual ecological
systems as well as of the discursive networks and information systems, such as
the new communication technologies and new media that inform the human
consciousness (Sopet, “Humanism” 369). Posthumanist thought attempts to
take into account the complexities and exigencies of these global megastruc-
tures that limit and determine human agency. In light of these limitations,
posthumanists no longer grant an exceptional status to the human subject, but
view it as a part of the trans-individual context in which it is placed.?

Posthumanism, Canonical Texts,
and the Neglect of Literary Analysis

How can we explain the contradiction between the call for a humanist edu-
cation that produces worldly-wise leaders and the tendency to regard a hu-
manist education as elitist and obsolete? While scholars have argued that the
continual revision of ideas is part and parcel of the spirit of the Enlightenment
from which the German humanist concept of Bildung originates (McCarthy,
Crossing Boundaries 79, Israel, etc.), it is also true that humanism has often
been associated with an old-fashioned, elitist education that upholds the some-
what unworldly reverence for Greek antiquity and has ignored more recent
scientific, social, political, and cultural phenomena (Israel 22—23). The intran-
sigent reverence for classical antiquity is based on the Enlightenment/human-
ist notion of an unchanging, essential human nature that is “independent of
any particular historical, ethnic or cultural circumstances” (McCarthy, Crossing
Boundaries 79). This notion is incompatible, however, with the posthumanist
assumption of a human nature that depends on its social, historical, and cul-
tural conditioning, and therefore is subject to change.”” I am arguing that the
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distinction between humanism and posthumanism is useful in order to differ-
entiate an immutable Eurocentric form of humanism that originated during
the Enlightenment from a posthumanism that reflects on the social, economic,
and scientific transformations of modern human existence and thus keeps the
emancipatory spirit of the humanist agenda alive. In other words, humanism in
my usage refers to a set of ideas that was created at a specific time period, rang-
ing roughly from the 1770s to the late nineteenth century, during which the
eighteenth-century humanist ideals were conceived and implemented in the
German school system. Posthumanism, on the other hand, refers to the open-
ended process that attempts to extend the humanist emancipatory agenda of
equal opportunity and the right to a comprehensive education to all of those
underprivileged groups that had been previously excluded. Therefore post-
humanism is a continuing process in pursuit of its ideal of a dignified, just, and
self-governing existence for all members of society.

As mentioned above, critical reappraisals of the humanities reflect the fact
that scientific, ethical, and social assumptions about the human condition have
been deviating from the anthropological or philosophical views of German
neo-humanist thinkers, such as Kant, Herder, Schiller, Humboldt, Fichte, and
Hegel. These eighteenth- and nineteenth-century philosophers promoted the
humanist agenda that shaped the Western educational systems based on “ren-
ditions of classical Antiquity and Italian Renaissance ideals” (Braidotti, The
Posthuman 13; see also McNeely 165). Their goal was to educate the growing
middle class both ethically and intellectually and to create a more democratic
and egalitarian society consisting of mature, responsible, and enlightened cit-
izens. Their vision of what it meant to be human was based on the idea of
self-perfection and had profound consequences as a civilizational model for
the entire Western hemisphere. Yet as Kant's, Fichte’s, and Humboldt’s anthro-
pological views show, the ability to reason and the right to self-determination
were perceived as natural privileges of the male sex.”®

As we will see later, even eatly literary representations of and reactions to
eighteenth-century humanist ideas challenge, differentiate, and/or subvert var-
ious aspects of a programmatic humanism by putting them to the test in spe-
cific life-imitating situations. However, these texts do not explicitly question its
patriarchal, Eurocentric bias.” For that reason and other assumptions, such as
individual autonomy, they cannot be called posthumanist in the sense of the
critics who introduced the term (Badmington, Hayles, Herbrechter, Wolfe et
al.). Yet my study intends to demonstrate how such well-known literary texts
from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth century already reveal some
posthumanist qualities.

One may rightfully ask why the selection of canonical texts in this volume
centers on texts by male authors. This group of educated middle-class men
authored the vast majority of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century canonical
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texts that are still read in schools and universities, performed in theaters, and
considered exemplary for the humanist tradition.* Idealist thinkers from Kant
to Humboldt to Fichte and Hegel, and many others, not only attempted to
define the “Bestimmung des Menschen” (vocation of Man) as well as his duties
and rights but also to determine whether the sexes have different functions in
“nature” and society.’’ In other words, humanist discourses were conceived and
shaped by white European men of a privileged elite. Publications by women
authors, on the other hand, were relatively rare, received much less critical
attention, and often addressed a female audience. In view of the undisputed
patriarchal dominance in both the public and the private sphere, which de-
nied women the status of individual autonomy, the discourse about “die Be-
stimmung des Weibes” (the vocation of Woman) was first and foremost a male
discourse, in which women raised their voices only infrequently and with hes-
itancy (Lange 423).%? Thus it is not surprising that women make up only a
third of the authors in Sigrid Lange’s collection of eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century philosophical and anthropological essays on the “nature,” “vocation,”
and status of Woman. Lange provides a host of reasons for this gender im-
balance. Perhaps the most striking example for the subordination of women is
that it was still debated, in the words of Lange, “ .. ob die Weiber Menschen
sind” (whether women should be regarded as human beings at all).”> Not only
were women punished, even executed, for their public advocacy of equal rights,
such as Olympe de Gouges in 1793, they were not granted property rights
or independent legal rights (Lange 416—18). Another major obstacle toward
women’s emancipation was the “naturalization” of the inequality of the sexes.
As many eighteenth-century dramas show, bourgeois ethics, which the middle
classes used to justify their struggle against courtly depravity and libertinage,
was carried out at the expense of female independence. Women were tied to the
home and subject to the “natural” rule of the father.* As independent women
were often regarded as either unnatural or immoral, many women writers
were careful to respect the repressive bourgeois code of honor to avoid tar-
nishing their reputation (Kontje 235). This may explain why many of the texts
authored by women, such as Sophie von La Roche’s novel of Bildungsroman
(novel of education) Geschichte des Friuleins Sternheim (History of Lady Stern-
heim) (1771), echo the masculinist gender norms of the time. While Sophie
von La Roche (1730-1807), Susanne von Bandemer (1751-1828), and Betty
Gleim (1781-1827) emphasize a woman’s right to an education, these women
writers tread very carefully to avoid overstepping the boundaries of their tradi-
tionally subordinate role.”” For instance, 2 woman’s education was not intended
to make her independent but to enable her “to become a better wife, mother
and homemaker” (Fiero 364). Todd Kontje examined a selection of female
Bildungsromane—a genre that reflects the limitations of the humanist dis-
course during the Enlightenment—by prominent women authors of this time:
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Sophie von La Roche’s Die Geschichte des Friuleins von Sternbeim, Caroline von
Wolzogen's Agnes von Lilien (1798), Friederike Helene Unger’s Julchen Griin-
thal (1784/98), and Therese Huber’s Die Familie Seldorf (The Seldorf Family)
(1795/96). He summarized his findings with a quote from the Dialectic of the
Enlightenment that deplores eighteenth-century women’s compulsion “to buy’
into an ideology of female subservience” (Kontje, “Socialization” 235). Yet in
spite of the women authors’ conformity to dominant social expectations out of
fear of social ostracism, their narratives “open up a discursive space ... in which
their primarily female readers can explore both the possibilities and limitations
of the gender roles set forth in the many didactic treatises of the period” (ibid.
236). This last statement is particularly noteworthy in the context of this study
because it emphasizes the equivocal polysemy of fictional texts that allows us
to examine their ambiguities in innovative interpretations. This is precisely the
task of the humanities and their posthumanist mission.

Yet in view of the institutional and social constraints that prevented women
writers from advocating a revision of the existing gender norms, it is perhaps
just as, if not more, meaningful to examine canonized literary works that do
undermine the prevailing sexism and the privileging of the male intellect. Ca-
nonical texts like Goethe's Iphigenie or Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe (Intrigue and
Love) (1784) have had a continuous critical resonance that reveals the gen-
der biases of traditional neo-humanist ideals and the attempts to revise them.
The long and extensive reception of such canonized works allows us to trace
the modification that foundational humanist values underwent from neo-
humanism to anti-humanism to posthumanism, which is the undetlying focus
of this volume. The critical preservation and continuous refashioning of a set
of canonized works through innovative interpretations can show us to which
extent this core mission of the humanities has been carried out in the past and
what it might look like from a posthumanist perspective. The humanities can
survive only if there is a common, albeit always changing, ground for what their
core values are and which works best represent these values.

This volume’s emphasis on canonical humanist texts arises from concerns
about the loss of a common archive as well as“the loss of the knowledge on how
to read” (Caruth 1087).5 In the afterword to the 2010 PMLA issue on “Liter-
ary Criticism for the Twenty-First Century,” Cathy Caruth suggests that “criti-
cal language and theoretical language both repeat and differ from the language
of literature” and in this sense signal the erasure of the literary work. Thus, she
claims, literary works are not only superseded by their criticism but also survive
because of the critical attention they receive (Caruth1091). Caruth refers to
an essay by Ankhi Mukherjee in the same issue that emphasizes the ghostly
afterlife of classical works. Rather than viewing a classical work as a beacon of
timeless essential quality or as a stable pillar of transhistorical values, a can-
onized literary work deserves the attribute of a classic because it is still alive
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and capable of capturing conflicts that are of intense interest to posthumanist
audiences—or as J. M. Coetze expressed it, a work that “generations of people
cannot afford to let go of ... and hold on to at all costs” (cited in Mukherjee
1034).”” Thus the “postness” of classics that outlive the age of their creation in
critical reflections defies widespread denunciations of the humanities as out-
moded and irrelevant. In other words, canonical works have become classics
not simply because of their timelessness but also because of their timeliness.
As the analyses of the selected texts will show, their continuing relevance can
be attributed to their engagement with humanist values and to their in-depth
explorations of these values that reveal their ambiguities and contradictions.
After all, these texts owe much of their critical attention to their polysemous
nuances. Moreover, canonical texts can illustrate the changing views and mod-
ifications to which traditional eighteenth-century humanism has been sub-
jected over time.

In light of continuous reassessments of literary texts, the humanities are
often accused of lacking objective scientific criteria and not producing reliable,
applicable research results. Because many humanities research projects have
no easily recognizable practical value, outside funding is relatively rare.’® Given
these perceived shortcomings, it is not surprising that university administrators
tend to consider the humanities less relevant than the sciences.’® Although a
clear “distinction of a disciplinary dichotomy between nature and culture, mat-
ter and spirit” may be neither justifiable nor desirable in light of the coinciding
methodologies of the various disciplines, I will maintain this distinction be-
cause it continues to exist at the institutional level of higher education. The di-
vide between applicable research with marketable results, generally associated
with the natural and social sciences, and interpretive scholarship that is based
on historical, social, and cultural variables continues to determine the value
attached to specific disciplines and professions. As a response to this custom-
ary privileging of the sciences at the institutional and professional levels, many
humanities disciplines have attempted to broaden their appeal by making their
curricula interdisciplinary. For instance, literary studies have frequently been
replaced by cultural studies that focus on more contemporary social, political,
and cultural developments. The inclusion of subdisciplines, such as gender and
film studies, also contributed to reduced emphasis on literary interpretation.
German-American scholar Paul Michael Liitzeler is not alone when he ex-
presses his astonishment at “how little is said about the specific qualities of lit-
erature in ... volumes that are devoted to German Studies” (Liitzeler,“The Role
of Literature” 514). As a tireless promoter of German studies for well over four
decades, Liitzeler has good reasons based on facts and data when he deplores
“that we [scholars of literature] have remained silent about the intellectual and
emotional joy we derive from reading and discussing literature, and we have
failed to mention the imagination and fantasy this sets in motion .. " (ibid.).*°
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In this context it is important to point out that the interpretive and commu-
nicative skills commonly practiced and acquired in the humanities are also of
practical value. This volume argues that these skills of reading, evaluating, and
interpreting literary texts not only sharpen our social sensibilities and our abil-
ity to communicate with others successfully but also enable us to question our
own prejudices. Literary works of all ages, and especially those of lasting rele-
vance, can teach us these skills. My readings seek to prove that classical literary
works survive because they can provide—in Ottmar Ette’s terms— “knowledge
for living” (Ette 983-93). Ette’s plea for reorienting the humanities “as sciences
for living” supports my intention to demonstrate literature’s distinctive quali-
ties in a climate that seems to favor the universal “objectivity” of the sciences
over literature’s representations of particular and subjective experiences in spe-
cific environments. For Ette, the use and “swift dissemination of the term life
sciences,” which has become associated exclusively with the biosciences, illus-
trates the marginalization of the humanities.*' Disputing that knowledge of life
could be obtained exclusively through scientific exploration, Ette emphasizes
the value of literature as transmitting “knowledge for the living gained through
concrete experiences in immediate life contexts ...” (Ette 986).

The textual analyses that follow this introduction will show how literature
represents concrete experiences, determined by a multitude of complex sit-
uations, contexts, and interactions, and cannot be reduced “to a single logic”
(ibid.). In this sense, the literary examples in this volume will also distinguish
themselves from the philosophical and aesthetic discourses of the same period.
This distinction between aesthetic or philosophical writings, on the one hand,
and literary representations that “can translate life knowledge into experiential
knowledge ..., unfettered from the discipline-bound rules of academic dis-
course,” will become clear (ibid.).

On the History of Humanism and Its German Reception

The following condensed history of humanism is meant to provide a brief
chronological background to contribute to a better understanding of the roots
of the humanist tradition in classical antiquity. It highlights the neo-humanist
intentions to liberate the individual from its dependence on religious dogmas
and absolutist worldly hierarchies. In addition to providing a historical per-
spective, this overview of the humanist tradition seeks to reveal the ideological
uses and abuses that were carried out in its name. While this volume focuses
on neo-humanist concepts from the Enlightenment to the twentieth century,
there are certain core principles that the German neo-humanism of the late
eighteenth century inherited from Renaissance humanism. The “belief in the
power of the human intellect to bring about institutional and moral improve-
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ment,” the admiration of classical Greek and Roman culture, the “conviction of
the importance of the rational faculties of man,” the emphasis on “ethics rather
than theology” as well as the curiosity about the nature of “Man” are quali-
ties that describe eighteenth- and nineteenth-century humanism as well as its
sixteenth-century predecessor (Gilmore 205-6). Back then, the quest for new
horizons had led to European expeditions to foreign lands. The discovery of
the new world and the encounter with its “savage” population both asserted
and questioned the superiority of European civilization before eighteenth-
century neo-humanism. While “the travellers’ accounts [often] sought in the
new lands a confirmation of what the ancient texts had mentioned, fictionally
or mythically,” such as the Argonaut myth, the encounters with “savages” living
together in harmony also challenged the Christian belief in original sin and
post-lapsarian corruption: “The image of savages being good, without being
compelled to be so by force of law was insulting to the Christian conscience of
Western man ..." (Scaglione 66—67). Echoes of this aversion to notions that
challenged the belief in the superiority of Christian ethics and Western civili-
zation can still be found in the anthropological views of Enlightenment figures,
such as the universal histories of Kant and Schiller. Yet the confrontation with
different cultures also inspired self-critical reflections not only on Western val-
ues but also on human nature. One could even argue that self-interrogation is
always already implicit in the humanist quest for knowledge, as the subject’s
point of view is challenged in the encounter with the Other.*> The need to
define the role of the human being in an expanding universe on the one hand
raised doubts about the “natural” superiority of Western Man, and on the other
hand provided an opportunity to export Western civilization to the rest of the
world, or in the words of Myron Gilmore, “Europe was in a position to take a
view of the wortld, and this perspective was not to be closed” (31).

While humanism’s reliance on Greek and Roman sources and its focus on
the individual challenged religious dogmas and metaphysics, it also borrowed
ideas from Christian ethics, such as neighborly love and empathy. Christian
influences are particularly strong in the German tradition because of the Ref-
ormation. For instance, the Lutheran questioning of the church hierarchy
and the personalization of the relationship to God can be regarded as both
a derivative and substitution of humanist ideas. While Luther deviated from
the humanist concept of free will by declaring humans entirely dependent on
salvation, the Protestant internalization of religious authority and reliance on
introspection can be viewed as a step toward the individual’s self-empowerment.
The classics and Christian ethics continued to serve as an inspiration for the
civilizational model of eighteenth-century neo-humanism. The belief in social
progress through education manifested itself in far-reaching educational im-
provements. The founding fathers of the humanities and of the German edu-
cational system, Friedrich Philipp Immanuel Niethammer (1766-1848), and
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Wilhelm von Humboldt, sought to defend the study of the classical languages,
the humaniora, in view of the growing significance of the natural sciences and
modern languages, the realia (Schauer). Their educational reform for schools
and universities advocated a broad rather than specialized education (HuGS
1:282-87). The academic purpose was to educate the middle class in an aes-
thetic, intellectual, and moral sense. The aesthetic and moral categories of the
true, the good, and the beautiful were derived from Greek antiquity of kalos kai
agathos, the ideal of physical and moral perfection.” The humanist curriculum,
promoted by Niethammer and Humboldt (1767-1836), comprised ancient
Greek, Latin, literature, and history. It was designed to promote and develop all
intellectual and emotional faculties in order to achieve perfect harmony of the
internal and external capacities of “Man."* The neoclassical writings of Winck-
elmann, Humboldt, Schiller, Goethe, Hélderlin, and others upheld a Hellenic
ideal that was not just a matter of the past but also a goal worth striving for.
The aim was the formation of a morally supreme, universally educated, auton-
omous (male) individual, an individual who was independent and in command
of his life.*” These ideals were meant to break down the existing aristocratic
class hierarchy by allowing the public to have access to a general education.
By teaching individual self-reliance rather than focusing on profession-specific
knowledge, this humanist education aimed at avoiding the perpetuation of ex-
isting professional hierarchies in a future bourgeois society (Benner 180, 198).

Yet despite the emancipatory trajectory of the neoclassical program that
resonated with the ideals of the French Revolution and the American Bill of
Rights, the political dimension of the German humanist agenda remained con-
fined to the realm of the private, or spiritual, sphere. It has been argued that
the autonomous realm of art promoted by classicist and Romantic aesthetics
helped compensate for the lack of the political rights and freedom of the in-
dividual (Biirger, Mathis). The reasons for the so-called German Sonderweg
are too diverse and complex to be discussed here, ranging from the Lutheran
belief in inner freedom and obedience toward authority, German provincialism
and lack of a national identity, to the Kantian separation of the spiritual and
material world.* Both the tendency toward Innerlichkeit (introspection) of Pi-
etist autobiographies, the Romantic Weltabgewandtheit (detachment from the
world), and the elitism of dominant figures of German arts and letters may
have contributed to an institutionalized humanist education that was accessi-
ble only to the intellectual elite. This intellectual elitism developed regardless
of the premises of the Enlightenment that intended to make education avail-
able to a broad spectrum of citizens. The empowerment of the individual was
stopped short in its tracks, however, by the reinstatement of the old aristocratic
order after the Vienna Congress (1815) and by the censorship during the Met-
ternich era. This political development sustained the apolitical if not conserva-
tive trajectory of humanist education.
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The fact that humanist ideals, such as individual autonomy, became even
more illusive during the nineteenth century in the wake of industrialization
and urbanization can explain the growing skepticism toward their premises in
fin-de-siécle literature. The dire social reality of the majority of working-class
people, the alienating conditions of industrialized production, the anonymity of
urban life, and the realization that human beings were much more determined
by instinctual drives as well as social and economic constraints than their al-
leged spiritual freedom discredited the humanist ideal of individual autonomy.
The dominant late nineteenth-century worldview was no longer compatible
with the Romantic and Idealist values of the early nineteenth century. Thus the
paradigm shift from the dominance of Idealist to materialist and vitalist per-
spectives can be attributed to far-reaching socioeconomic, scientific, and demo-
graphic developments that had a deep impact on peoples prospects, ideals, and
attitudes toward life. Under the influence of the Darwinian model of evolution,
Nietzsche and Freud initiated attacks against the neo-humanist Idealism in
the philosophical realm. Their reflections sought to debunk the false glorifica-
tion of the intellectual and spiritual capacities of “Man” and demonstrated their
dependence on the physical and emotional conditions of the body. The fin-
de-siécle “Umwertung aller Werte” (revaluation of values) had deeply rooted
causes—causes that were connected to a widespread existential reorientation.

As areaction to the alienating conditions, many literary works that appeared
before and after World War I deal with the precipitous transformations from a
nineteenth-century class-based society to a modern mass society with its anon-
ymous bureaucratic networks and lack of binding values. Authors like Arthur
Schnitzler, Lou-Andreas Salomé, Stephan Zweig, Frank Wedekind, Franz
Kaftka, Hermann Hesse, and Thomas Mann, to name just a few, all depicted
the impact of these changes on the psyche of bourgeois individuals. In view of
the fundamental socioeconomic, demographic, and political changes, the sci-
entific discoveries that radically transformed our understanding of the world
and “human nature,” it might seem surprising that humanist ideals survived
two world wars and are still providing moral and legal guidance when it comes
to deciding how one should live ethically. One could certainly argue that these
ideals had already been utopian, even at the time of their inception at the end
of the eighteenth century, and were far from being realized. The writers who
upheld these ideals in their literary works were fully aware that they projected
an Idealist foil to which they could compare a less-than-perfect reality. Values
like integrity, empathy, tolerance, generosity, truthfulness, loyalty, responsibil-
ity, and self-improvement persisted precisely because they are in themselves not
subject to historical changes but are meant to be beacons of hope for human-
ity and a better world. In this sense, humanist values have assumed a quasi-
religious status. Classicist works like Goethe’s Iphigenie or Schiller’s Don Kar-
los already foregrounded the idealization of their dramatizations. These plays
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are not meant to represent the empirical reality of their day and age, although
their characters bear universal human traits that let us recognize familiar be-
havior and empathize with them. Their endurance as canonized classics can be
attributed to the distance they create between their audiences and the plays’
temporally and socially removed settings and their highly artificial language.
Relying on mythical or historical sources of the distant past and representing
them in classical meter, they purge the action from all unnecessary empirical
detail to direct the focus on the essence of human interaction. Yet, in spite of
or because of these distancing formal elements and the universality of their
themes, classical works can over time become formulaic, lacking specificity and
urgency. For instance, classical plays have very little to say about social prob-
lems, such as poverty, unemployment, prostitution, and the abuse of women
and children. This is why modern productions of classical plays often try to
relate them to contemporary events. Another shortcoming of the generalizing
nature of humanist values is their flexibility that makes them vulnerable to
ideological (mis)representation, which is particularly obvious in humanism’s
twentieth-century reception.

The political upheavals after World War I and the disorienting social,
economic, and cultural transformations during the first three decades of the
twentieth century led to a yearning for the restoration of an autocratic, even
authoritarian state. The anxieties of a modern, technological age—an age that
resulted in alternative lifestyles and the decline of the traditional patriarchal
family, the emancipation of sexual minorities, and the demand for gender
equality—and the nostalgic longing for an authoritarian nationalistic state that
could compensate for the loss of a binding order were exploited by the National
Socialists. Political advocates of the left and the right—conservative monar-
chists, nationalists, as well as advocates of a modern democracy—appropriated
and instrumentalized the humanist legacy for political purposes (Benda, Die
Bildung des Dritten Reiches; Hesse's and Thomas Mann's speeches). In view of
the loss of individual autonomy in an industrialized, technology-driven mass
society that supposedly diminished the value of the individual life, humanism
was now often invoked to deplore this loss. It could serve as a conservative
reactionary ideology that attempted to turn the clock back in search of an un-
alienated form of existence, an imagined life in tune not only with one’s own
desires and aspirations but also with a Volksgemeinschaft (national or ethnic
community) that provided a sense of Heimat (home).

However, humanism was also used in opposition to its instrumentalization
as a ‘rein traditionelle, lebensfeindlich-reaktionire Geisteshaltung” (purely
traditional, life-negating reactionary disposition), even before and during
the Nazis' rise to power (Maier 3). The term “Der dritte Humanismus” (“the
Third Humanism”) was coined by philosopher Eduard Spranger and popu-
larized by classical philologist Werner Jaeger. Like eighteenth-century Wei-
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mar classicism, the movement modeled the Bildungsideal (ideal of education)
on the spirit of Hellenic antiquity, yet it also intended to distinguish itself
from previous humanist movements by adapting it to modern culture and life
(Spranger, Geisteswissenschaften 7).’ In fact, the “Third Humanism” was far
from reactionary, and even considered itself as revolutionary (Maier 4). It was
open to include Nietzschean and Freudian ideas as well as those of twentieth-
century writers, such as Stefan George and Thomas Mann. The movement also
viewed itself as part of the European tradition in contrast to conservative and
nationalist groups that attempted to claim the humanist legacy for themselves
(Maier 4).

The instrumentalization of humanism for the reinterpretation of German
history is also obvious after 1945. While the Nazis used aspects of neoclassical
aesthetics to show the superiority of the “Aryan” race as represented in Greek
sculpture (Breker statues), the restorative humanism of the postwar years at-
tempted to resume the democratic legacy of the Weimar Republic.* Human-
ism was invoked again during the reconstruction after World War II to remind
the world that there was an ethical Germany that adhered to the humanist
principles of Greek antiquity. After the division of Germany in 1949, both
the FRG and the GDR claimed to be the true heirs of the humanist legacy.*
Since the reception of humanism was more variegated in the Federal Republic,
my focus will be on West Germany. The revival of the humanist tradition is
understandable because many of its representatives, such as Eduard Spranger
(1882-1963), Karl Jaspers (1883-69), Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Ernst
Robert Curtius (1886—1956), Max Rychner (1897-1965), Friedrich Sieburg
(1893-1964), and Benno von Wiese (1903—87), had already been active
during the Weimar Republic and were well established. They exerted a great
deal of influence on postwar cultural politics. While many of these intellectuals
had been opposed to the emergence of fascism, there were also some who had
collaborated with the Nazis, such as Heidegger, Sieburg, and von Wiese. What
all these philosophers and literary critics had in common was the admiration
of Goethe and the Hellenistic tradition. Humanism provided a welcome op-
portunity to improve Germany's badly damaged reputation by pointing out
its cultural achievements. After both world wars the adulation of the eigh-
teenth-century classics emphasized the arts’ independence from political and
economic instability. The privileging of the classics upheld a static high culture
with ostensibly universally and eternally binding human values that diverted
attention away from Germany’s recent national past and toward a common
Western culture, of which Germany also wanted to be a part after its “reemer-
gence” from Nazi tyranny.”

While the admiration of the classics and their humanist ontology prevailed
in both literary and philosophical discourses during the postwar years, there
were also differing points of view that advocated either humanism’s radical

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Introduction ~ 19

transformation or even its expulsion. Karl Jaspers, for instance, declared “that
postwar Germany was permanently separated from all previous traditions” and
that it was therefore impossible to simply revive its cultural legacies (Brock-
mann 127). Nevertheless, he proposed a new type of humanism, one that
“can no longer unfold in private” and “is made subject to political conditions”
(Jaspers 79). Jaspers condemned as deceptive all forms of “despotism” includ-
ing Marxism (ibid.) and other ideologies that appeal to the masses, such as
psychoanalysis. Instead he promoted a humble devotion to God (73), indi-
vidual independence (93), and responsibility (77). Despite his call for a “new”
humanism, he was very committed to humanism’s “Greek sources”—especially
the idea of paideia (education)—and convinced that Western humanism had
“the most venerable tradition” (85). While it was conceivable for Jaspers that
“a coming humanism [could be] based on the Western reception of Chinese
and Hindu foundations of humanity,” he was also concerned about “the end
of Western man,” which was bound to happen if humanity chose to deny its
tradition (87-88). It is not very hard to see why these notions of humanism
would be considered inadequate today. The myopic focus on Western Man and
the implied marginalization of all other human beings—which was typical of
the German postwar discourse—made this brand of humanism untenable by
the end of the 1960s.>!

Growing numbers of the postwar generation had now come of age and were
admitted to the universities, although the educational system was still elitist
and inaccessible to many underprivileged groups. The call for a more radical
democratization of society came from the universities. The students also re-
belled against the remnants of fascist authoritarianism, which could still be
found in the legal system as well as in the political and educational institutions.
For them, post-Marxist ideology of the so-called Frankfurter Schule became a
natural ally, because their representatives, such as Theodor W. Adorno (1903—
69), Max Horkheimer (1895-1973), Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979), and
Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), were decidedly antifascist during the Weimar
Republic and suffered from political persecution during the Nazi era. In addi-
tion, they also advocated a more socially just society and vociferously opposed
late capitalism and its consumerism. The student movement adopted and re-
vived many ideas from their neo-Marxist approach, which had emerged already
during the 1920s, such as the criticism of mass culture and the political ma-
nipulation of the mass media, as well as the skepticism toward the instrumen-
talization of reason and technological progress. Because their agenda shares
nonetheless many goals with humanism—and adopted Kantian and Hegelian
ideas—it might be more appropriate to call the values that emerged during the
rebellious 1960s posthumanist rather than anti-humanist, although the term
was a later invention. Yet one could argue that the leftwing political movement
of the 1960s did not include important aspects of the posthumanist discourse.
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For instance, the feminist as well as the gay and lesbian movements emerged
precisely because the early student movement displayed a lack of awareness of
gender issues (Kraushaar 226—-33; Sanders; Koenen 233-56).

During the rebellious decades of the 1960s and 1970s, intellectuals of the
postwar generation began to question the values that were espoused by their
parents. They accused the established politicians, many of whom had served
in political positions during the Nazi era, of using the humanist discourse for
opportunistic reasons and for washing themselves clean of their fascist past.
They were highly suspicious of a humanist rhetoric, which, under the guise
of universal equality, discriminated against all groups that did not conform to
the Western European, male, patriarchal norm. In their view, a discourse that
had been used to justify authoritarian, nationalist, and antidemocratic politics
was indefensible. It only served to justify the status quo and legitimize those
who held power. The extraparliamentary opposition on the left as well as the
emerging feminist movement identified traditional humanist ideology with a
corrupt patriarchal establishment. Like the left-wing activists of the post-1968
generation in the United States, the German student movement attacked “the
core of a liberal individualistic view of the subject, which defined perfectibility
in terms of autonomy and self-determination” (Braidotti, The Posthuman 23)
because it did not correspond to the lived reality of the average middle- or
working-class individual.**

And yet, despite their aversion to the “eternal values” of traditional human-
ism, which “continued to define the subject of European thought as unitary and
hegemonic” (ibid.), the rebellious postwar generation promoted emancipatory
ideals, which one might call humanist. For instance, the idea of giving minori-
ties a voice, the criticism of patriarchy, the critical questioning of traditional
values and institutions, the contestation of hierarchical power structures, the
opposition to fascist and other authoritarian regimes, the fight against the dis-
proportionate distribution of wealth in capitalism, the push for a reform of the
elitist education and justice systems, and the fight for world peace and against
the resurgence of nationalism, imperialism, and militarism are all part of a hu-
manist agenda, albeit from a socialist point of view. These demands aimed at
a more just and equal society that granted more rights to the socially and eco-
nomically disadvantaged.

The Humanities and the Sciences
While the humanities have a long record of successfully counteracting the
fragmentation of human existence by giving meaning to the wealth of seem-

ingly unrelated aspects of scientific knowledge, the increasing specialization of
the scientific disciplines during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries raises
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doubts about their integrative powers. Their waning importance can be at-
tributed to the erosion of universal belief systems that were founded on the
privileging of the human mind and the distinction of Man as a thinking ani-
mal. While the significance of the sciences has been continually on the rise in
view of their practical applicability and immediate benefits to technological,
social, medical, and economic progress, they lack the ability to address ethical
questions and depict subjective sensations. As mentioned previously, the hu-
manities and their humanist ideals have survived scientific innovations through
hundreds of years because they can address these questions from a subjective,
internal point of view. Literary imagination enables us to divulge universal
human experiences and confronts us with the consequences of complex sci-
entific processes and other historical, external events and constellations in a
comprehensible manner. In the following I will discuss how literary imagery
and metaphorical language are able to personalize and universalize scientific
phenomena, as well as stimulate their exploration.

Already at the end of the eighteenth century, German writers like Herder,
Humboldt, Schiller, and Goethe deplored the fragmentation of the sciences.
In their view, the specialization of knowledge threatened a holistic worldview,
which was the prerequisite for the development of a comprehensively educated,
autonomous personality.” The neo-humanist curriculum can be considered as
an attempt to respond to the specialization of knowledge and the lack of a
coherent worldview. The scientific diversification at the time was contrasted
to a comprehensive understanding of nature in an idealized ancient Greece
that allegedly knew no fragmentation of the self and the world. The goal of
the humaniora was to overcome the disorienting pace of specialization and the
neglect of ethical considerations in scientific advances. With the development
of empiricist methods and materialist assumptions during the Enlightenment,
German philosophers and writers launched a counterattack against what they
perceived as an instrumental reason that neglected the divine, spiritual nature
of humankind. Immanuel Kant, his student Johann Gottfried Herder, and
Friedrich Schiller, for instance, attempted—with different emphases—to hold
on to the spiritual freedom of “Man” in spite of or perhaps even because of the
growing body of empirical scientific research that threatened to undermine hu-
man autonomy.>* Kant's Idee zu einer Idee einer allgemeinen Geschichte in welt-
biirgerlicher Absicht (Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose)
(1784), for instance, deliberately projects an underlying metaphysical intention
and chiliastic trajectory onto world history in order to provide a “trdstende
Aussicht in die Zukunft” (consoling perspective) and guidance in furthering
the progress toward a more enlightened human civilization (KW 11:47-49).
During this period, advances in the emerging life sciences boosted the interest
in the question of what is human from a scientific point of view and superseded
Cartesian assumptions about the “nature of Man.””> Empirical studies and sci-
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entific experimentation contested metaphysical and religious explanations and
had the advantage of being verifiable. In the nineteenth century, Darwinism
and the emergence of evolutionary biology based on genetics challenged the
binary model of Idealist thinking and the claim of the supremacy of the hu-
man mind (Whimster 174; Braidotti, The Posthuman 146).>° On a closer look,
however, one can see that scientific reasoning was not entirely devoid of meta-
physical underpinnings. After all, literary and visual symbols facilitate the com-
munication of scientific knowledge and make it comprehensible to the human
imagination.”

Charles Darwin’s or Ernst Haeckel’s genealogical trees present an image of
life that reminds us in many ways of Platos and Aristotle’s scala naturae or
Jean Baptiste Lamarck's Great Chain of Being. Do the scientific uses of the
tree metaphor that visually captures evolution and the hierarchical order of
the species not suggest that science often relies on anthropomorphic imagery
and is frequently informed by figments of the human imagination? In other
words, the recurrence of the tree metaphor in scientific discourses seems to im-
ply that knowledge is often based on sensory experiences and ideas. To be sure,
it would not be difficult to point out the countless scientific discoveries that
have successfully revised human misperceptions or flights of fancy. Yet, the con-
tinual revisions of scientific knowledge throughout history suggest that human
understanding is tied to its epistemological limitations and their sociocultural
contexts. For instance, who could seriously doubt that a human being who lived
a few hundred years ago in central Africa had a different understanding of time,
distance, and ethical conduct from a contemporary inhabitant of an advanced
Western society?*®

In light of such culturally conditioned sensations, emotions, and percep-
tions, it is hardly a surprise that scientific knowledge is linked to projections
of the human imagination and must be expressed in metaphorical form to
be tangible. For instance, human states of emotion, like fear or love, can be
rendered in scientific terms. However, their sensory experience may be much
more effectively communicated in poetic language. Scientific theories, albeit
rationally understandable, often remain obscure to a general audience. With-
out relating scientific data to phenomena of the human experience through
metaphorical representation, science would be incomprehensible to a lay au-
dience, as Goethe’s dictum “Gray is all science, and green is the golden tree of
life” so vividly expresses (HA 3.1: 2038-39); or in the words of Stephen Toul-
min, “Human life does not lend itself to abstract generalizations” (Cosmopo-
lis 33). Metaphors are, of course, for the most part represented in language,
which leads Edward Said to a broad definition of humanism as“the exertion of
one’s faculties in language in order to understand, reinterpret, and grapple
with the products of language in history, other languages and other histories”

(Said 28).
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In order to make the increasing body of knowledge accessible to a general
audience, Enlightenment writers took advantage of a wide range of literary
forms and genres. Fables, essays, dramas, and all kinds of poetry and narrative
prose engaged with scientific, philosophical, anthropological, psychological,
and ethical concepts and successfully made abstract ideas not only intellec-
tually but also emotionally comprehensible. For instance, Goethe wrote Die
Metamorphose der Pflanzen first as a botanical essay (1790) and later trans-
formed it into an elegy (1799). Likewise, the pedagogical intention of making
abstract moral concepts more tangible can be detected in Lessing’s fables or,
for instance, his drama Nathan der Weise. In opposition to empiricist scientific
treatises that generally do not reflect on the subjective perception of the observ-
ing subject, poetic renditions of abstract concepts often present the subject in
a dialogical situation with nature or another object that renders the dynamic
reciprocity of the subject-object relations. The observing subject does not as-
sume an unassailable, ‘objective” position—taking stock of natural phenomena
or pontificating a moral truth—but is presented as part of nature, in a dialogic
exchange, and often confronted with a moral dilemma. In other words, belle
letters are capable of recreating sensory experiences or thought processes from
an internal or subjective point of view. This rendition of immediacy allows the
author to evoke firsthand impressions by putting the recipients in the protag-
onists’ shoes. In contrast, scientific discourses generally strive to distance the
reader from individually distorted perceptions by “objective” descriptions from
a neutral, external point of view.

George Lakoft and Mark Johnson's Metaphors We Live By (1980) provides
a plethora of examples of how our everyday speech is pervaded by metaphors.
Accordingly, the metaphorical use of language is derived from anthropologic
experiences, such as spatial and temporal orientation, and is deeply embed-
ded in human culture (Lakoff and Johnson 22). Metaphorical expressions and
especially “spatialization metaphors are rooted in physical and cultural experi-
ence” (ibid. 18). For instance, the idea that “more” often means“up” and “less” is
associated with “down” or “happy” is “up” and “good” is “up” and vice versa is an
indication that human emotions are surreptitiously associated with universal
physical proficiencies, such as the sense of direction, and conceptualized met-
aphorically according to ingrained ways of perceiving the world. While these
metaphorical concepts are culturally determined, they are tangible and easily
comprehensible for members of the same culture. Even for members of a differ-
ent culture, they may be understandable because they can be based on universal
physical phenomena, such as gravity. Metaphors are often used because they
are able to render abstract concepts in terms of familiar experiences. It is there-
fore not hard to see why metaphoric language is generally much more captivat-
ing than technical jargon. While we associate metaphor with poetic language,
we often forget that metaphors are very much part of our everyday speech, even

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

24 «: Beyond Humanism

of descriptions of scientific processes. Lakoff and Johnson propose that “[the]
intuitive appeal of a scientific theory has to do with how well its metaphors fit
one’s experience” (19). If this is true, one could even pose the question whether
the human imagination, its conceptual orientation, and apperception prede-
termine our epistemological orientation and therefore our cognitive interest.
Consequently, the humanities and the study of language, their verbal illustra-
tions of universally physical and cultural experiences, are able to yield insights
into the anthropocentric conditioning of scientific theories. Yet, empiricist and
positivist methodologies are deemed to be objective and tend to exclude ancil-
lary, nonmeasurable factors or cultural predispositions that may influence the
scientific approach.”® The hermeneutic examination of empirical and rational
methods in the context of their cultural conditioning can reveal the limitations
and ideological prejudices of certain scientific inquiries.” Interdisciplinary col-
laborations between scientists in the natural and human sciences can be mutu-
ally beneficial as they can elicit connections between sentient and intellectual
faculties as well as contextualize empirical processes and make them compre-
hensible for a broader audience.

Outline of Chapters

The concern with the question of what is human is evident in the great histor-
ical narratives that appeared during the late eighteenth century, called Univer-
salgeschichte (universal history). Fueled by the growing interest in the evolution
of humanity, these accounts link history to genealogy. Chapters 1 and 2 of this
study examine examples of such narratives that center on the question of how
to educate humanity effectively. The chapters discuss the use of poetic language
in theoretical discourses since these histories of humankind transcend disci-
plinary boundaries and rely heavily on allegories, metaphors, and imagery as
pedagogical tools. Chapter 1 focuses on Gottfried Ephraim Lessing’s Die Er-
ziehung des Menschengeschlechts (The Education of the Human Race) (1780); the
second chapter examines Friedrich Schiller’s“Was heift und zu welchem Ende
studiert man Universalgeschichte?” (“What Is and to What End Do We Study
Universal History?”) (1789) and “Die Sendung Moses” (“The Legation of Mo-
ses”) (1789). Chapters 1 and 2 discuss the following questions: Why did these
historical accounts become popular during the second half of the eighteenth
century? To what extent do these narratives represent and disseminate human-
ist ideas? Which narrative strategies and rhetorical devices do the authors use
to educate their audiences? The chapters problematize Enlightenment teleol-
ogy by presenting history from subjective points of view that challenge seem-
ingly objective accounts and truth claims.
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“The Sublime as an Objectivist Strategy” (chapter 3) suggests that the aes-
thetic category of the sublime helped objectify an essentially subjectivist aes-
thetics. The chapter presents the Kantian sublime as an aesthetic category that
effectively promotes freedom and individuality. The sublime thus serves to pre-
serve the idea of the human as a spiritual being that is capable of liberating
itself from its bodily confinements. While Schiller follows Kant in deriding
the sensual aspects of human nature as egotistical and amoral, his dramas also
challenge some of the Kantian premises. When Schiller’s protagonists sacrifice
lives in the service of ethical ideas, the sublime’s oppressive spirit reveals itself.
The discussion of Schiller’s dramas demonstrates how literary fiction, that is
the nuanced representation of imagined interactions of fictional characters in
hypothetical but concrete situations, can challenge, differentiate, and correct
generalizing philosophical and scientific claims.

Chapter 4,“The Importance of Herder’'s Humanism and the Posthumanist
Challenge” examines Johann Gottfried Herder’s significance for the human-
ities. Herder’s humanism can serve as a prime example for how the humanities
should refocus their central mission of addressing universal, humanist objec-
tives (universalism) without neglecting cultural diversity (particularism). By
contrasting Herder's eighteenth-century humanist philosophy with contempo-
rary ideas by German philosopher Thomas Metzinger, the chapter proposes
that Herder’s humanism preempts some of the posthumanist assumptions
about Idealist humanism. A close reading of Herder’s essay “Vom Erkennen
und Empfinden der menschlichen Seele” (“On Cognition and Sensation of the
Human Soul”) (1778) reveals how Herder uses poetic descriptions of sen-
sory experiences and emotions to render human states of consciousness more
tangible than purely scientific discourses. Moreover, a contrastive analysis of
textual passages reveals that contemporary philosophers like Metzinger resort
to culturally mediated metaphors of the humanist tradition to illustrate their
posthumanist ideas.

Chapter 5 examines Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's dramas Iphigenie
(1779-86) and Torquato Tasso (1790), which have been characterized as ca-
nonical literary manifestations of humanism in the German tradition. With
reference to philosopher Mark Johnson's The Meaning of the Body, the interpre-
tation ties into my underlying argument that literary explorations express the
significance of sensory aspects of human nature through metaphoric imagery.
Johnson's investigation that is based on recent research in cognitive neurosci-
ence reaffirms Herder's claim that meaning is grounded in our bodily experi-
ence. A close reading of select passages demonstrates how both Iphigenie and
Tasso problematize and acknowledge—long before Freud and Nietzsche—the
powers of a subconscious human nature. Both texts undermine a humanism
that presumes the subject’s control over his/her animalistic drives. While
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Goethe’s plays uphold humanist principles, they also expose their rhetorical
invocation to cover up ulterior motives.

Chapter 6,“Incorporating Change: The Role of Science in Goethe’s and Catl
Gustav Carus's Humanist Aesthetics,” focuses on the similarities and differ-
ences of Goethe’s and Carl Gustav Carus’s (1789-1869) aesthetics as examples
of a Romantic humanist worldview. Analyses of select passages from Goethe’s
and Carus'’s aesthetic, literary, and scientific writings show how these writers
promote the concept of Bildung (education) by intermingling anthropomor-
phic image making with theoretical discourses. The chapter situates their amal-
gamations of scientific, literary, and aesthetic discourses in the context of their
indebtedness to Romantic Naturphilosophie, which strove to unite the sciences
and arts by viewing nature as an all-encompassing monistic system. My reading
of Goethe’s “Metamorphose der Pflanzen” (“The Metamorphosis of Plants”)
(1798) and Carus's Briefe iiber Landschaftsmalerei (Letters on Landscape Paint-
ing) (1831-35) and Briefe iiber das Erdenleben (Letters on Earthly Life) (1841)
demonstrates how both writers express in these works the philosophical prin-
ciples that underlie their aesthetics: the tension between the unchanging laws
of Nature and its constant Dauer im Wechsel (dynamic transformation) as well
as Einbeit des Mannigfaltigen (unity of the manifold). The chapter also reveals
how Carus’s scientific and philosophical pursuits resulted in taxonomic hierar-
chies that aimed at preserving the superiority of the “white” race and the West-
ern male scientist.

Chapter 7 interprets Gottfried Keller's novella “Kleider machen Leute”
(“Clothes Make People”) (1874) against the background of the materialist
philosophies of Ludwig Feuerbach and Karl Marx. The chapter presents Keller's
engagement with key concepts, such as alienation, objectification, idealization,
and nostalgia, in the context of bourgeois society’s growing consumerism and
depletion of spiritual values. It analyzes Kellet’s novella in view of the trans-
formative changes that a capitalist economy brought to rural communities
and their inhabitants during the second half of the nineteenth century. While
Keller’s story reveals how socioeconomic conditions influence human behavior,
it also portrays fundamental, all-too-human character traits with ironic empathy.

Chapter 8, “The End of Pathos and of Humanist Illusions,” reads Arthur
Schnitzler’s Liebelei as a fin-de-siécle response to the Schillerian concept of pa-
thos. More specifically, the chapter discusses how the spiritualization and glori-
fication of romantic love became untenable at the end of the nineteenth century,
when sexuality was recognized as an instinctual force and bourgeois morality
was unmasked as a smokescreen that served to conceal sexual instincts. While
Schnitzler’s late nineteenth-century drama is a disillusioning critique of some
of Schiller’s key assumptions about human nature and the hyperbolic idealiza-
tion of romantic love, truth, and faithfulness, the play also reveals a melancholy
regret over the loss of humanist ideals.
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Chapter 9, “Blurring the Human/Animal Boundary: Hofmannsthal's An-
dreas,” can be read as a probing critique of the Bildungsroman and the Idealist
mind-body dualism. The chapter shows how progress in the life sciences in-
fluenced the representation of human nature in fiction and thus undermined
the mind-body dualism and the humanist concept of Bildung. By revealing the
protagonist’s suppression of animalistic instincts, embodied in the figure of the
Knecht (groom), Hugo von Hofmannsthal's text exposes the humanist ideal of
self-perfection as a self-deluding belief that leads the protagonist on a path to
self-alienation. The Knecht is presented as a subhuman species between human
and animal. The beastly servant can be interpreted as refractions of the protag-
onist’s self-image that expose the gap between his bourgeois aspirations and his
animal instincts.

Chapter 10, “Weimar and the Invocation of the Humanist Legacy,” focuses
on Thomas Mann’s political essays with reference to Tonio Kriger (1903) and
Der Zauberberg (The Magic Mountain) (1924). The chapter describes Mann’s
development from his antidemocratic nationalist views before and during
World War I to his antifascist humanism during the 1920s. An in-depth ex-
amination of biographical, fictional, and essayistic sources seeks to reveal the
dialectics between Mann's aesthetics and ideological transformation. The ref-
erences to Tonio Kréger and Der Zauberberg show how his probing vacillations
between two antagonistic points of view informed both his essayistic and fic-
tional works and allowed him to mobilize his humanist background in defense
of the Weimar democracy.

Chapter 11 interprets Hesse's novel Steppenwolf (1927) as the precursor of a
posthumanist novel. It is posthumanist in a temporal sense because it engages
with the nineteenth-century humanist legacy from a twentieth-century per-
spective. The novel’s brazen critique of traditional bourgeois values does not
simply reject traditional humanism and its philosophy of individual autonomy.
It dislodges Idealist concepts of wholeness and self-perfection and replaces
them with a multiperspectival view of a continuously changing human con-
sciousness, an open-ended process toward self-awareness. Hesse’s novel depicts
the protagonist’s gradual disillusionment with this Idealist worldview by giv-
ing a detailed account of the deconstruction of his personality—a personality
that, as it turns out, does not consist of a spiritual essence but dissolves into an
accumulation of acquired conventions, habits, cultural and philosophical tradi-
tions, even specific historical events and constellations. Hesse's attempt to go
beyond a mere negation of humanist values implies transcending the humanist
paradigm in every respect, including its form. Rather than presenting a linear
narrative, Hesse chooses three different viewpoints, which contribute to the
novel’s multiperspectivity.

The conclusion discusses the dialectic between the emergence of the human-
ist, anti-humanist, and posthumanist constructs of human nature and more
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recent humanitarian and scientific developments. By referring to posthumanist
texts by writer and philosopher J. M. Coetzee (The Lives of Animals, 1999)
and Peter Sloterdijk (Regeln fiir den Menschenpark [Rules for the Human Zoo),
1999), the chapter discusses how these posthumanist texts position themselves
in relation to traditional eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anthropological
models. Based on this investigation, the chapter reflects on the validity and value
of the humanist paradigm—whether it might still have purchase, whether a re-
covery of the humanities is possible, and, if so, whether it is desirable.

Notes

1. See, for instance, Stanley Fish, “The Crisis of the Humanities Officially Arrives,” New
York Times, October 2010, https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/10/11/
the-crisis-of-the-humanities-officially-arrives/ (accessed 14 August 2018).

2. In his“Presidential Address 2004: The Humanities in a Posthumanist World,” Robert
Scholes refers to George Steiner’s“The Muses' Farewell” (2002), Terry Eagleton’s After
Theory (2003), and John Guillory’s Cultural Capital (1993). The reference to Martha
Nussbaum refers to both Cultivating Humanity (1999) and Not for Profit (2010); the
reference to Edward Said refers to Humanism and Democratic Criticism (2004).

3. It is easy to see that these values coincide with Enlightenment ideals. John McCarthy,
for instance, argues that “enlightenment is the means of perfecting humanity (=goal of
humanism), and not identical to humanism itself, [as] the ideals of humanism can-
not be realized without true enlightenment” (Crossing Boundaries 79). Citing Johann
Gottfried Herder’s Letters on the Advancement of Humanity (1793-97), McCarthy as-
serts that true enlightenment is the “destiny of humanity, [and that] like nature itself,
(it] is essentially unchanging and independent of any particular historical, ethnic, or
cultural circumstances that might tend to favor or obstruct its fulfillment in the indi-
vidual” The editors of Posthumanism in the Age of Humanism (2019) call “the German
cultural sphere, the specifically German Enlightenment classically humanist” (4). Post-
humanism deviates from the Enlightenment claim of an unchanging human nature,
however. Moreover, Ian Hunter’s Rival Enlightenments: Civil and Metaphysical Philoso-
phy in Early Modern Germany (2001) contests the thesis of a common monolithic En-
lightenment discourse by showing that the early Enlightenment goals and concerns at
the end of the seventeenth century were very different from those of the late eighteenth
century.

4. Although the liberal arts cannot be equated with a nineteenth-century humanist ed-
ucation since their emphasis is not necessarily on the Greek and Roman classics, they
share some common goals with the humanist idea of providing a broad general educa-
tion that permits their constituents to become well-rounded citizens.

5. For a more detailed analysis of the declining enrollments of humanities majors in
American colleges, see Jeffrey Selingo, As Humanities Majors Decline, Colleges Tty to
Hype Up Their Programs,” The Atlantic, 1 November 2018, https://www.theatlantic
.com/education/archive/2018/11/colleges-studying-humanities-promotion/574
621/ (accessed 4 November 2018).

6. For more information about the popularity and challenges of the Humanities, see
AACE&U News (August 2017), hetps://www.aacu.org/aacu-news/newsletter/2017/
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august/perspectives; also https://www.aacu.org/aacu-news/newsletter/2017/august/
facts-figures; https://www.aacu.org/blog/value-of-and-challenges-for-humanities (all
accessed 29 August 2018).

. Among them are Mark Edmundson, “On the Uses of a Liberal Education” (Harper’s

Magazine [September 1997]: 39-59); National Endowment for the Arts, “Reading
at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America” (Washington DC, 2004), https://
www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/RaRExec_0.pdf; Don Michael Randel, “The Public
Good: Knowledge as the Foundation for a Democratic Society” (Daedalus 138, no.
1 [Winter 2009]: 8—12); Michael Bérubé, Hester Blum, Christopher Castiglia, and
Julia Spicher Kasdorf, “Community Reading and Social Imagination” (PMLA 125,
no. 2 [March 2010]: 418-25); Mark W. Roche, Why Choose the Liberal Arts? (Notre
Dame, IN: Notre Dame UP, 2010); Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, Academically
Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses (Chicago, IL: U of Chicago P, 2011);
Ottmar Ette,“Literature as Knowledge for Living—Literary Studies as Science for Liv-
ing” (PMLA 125, no. 4 [October 2010]: 977-93); Werner Hammacher, “95 Theses
on Philology” (excerpt in PMLA 125, no. 4 [October 2010]: 1087-95); Paul Jay, The
Humanities in “Crisis” and the Future of Literary Studies (New York: Palgrave, 2014);
William Deresiewicz, “The Neoliberal Arts: How College Sold Its Soul to the Market”
(Harper’s Magazine [September 2015]: 25-32); Excellent Sheep: The Miseducation of
the American Elite and the Way to a Meaningful Life (New York: Free Press, 2015);
Charles Bernstein “95 Theses” (Profession, 4 October 2016).

. The editors of Posthumanism in the Age of Humanism (Landgraf, Trop, Weatherby) also

point to a “lack of a methodological agreement among posthumanists” (2).

. See, for instance, Cary Wolfe, What Is Posthumanism? (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P,

2010); Katherine N. Hayles. How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics,
Literature, and Informatics (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1999).

Feminist theoretician Rosi Braidotti, for instance, argues that the posthuman condition
requires an entirely new concept of human agency that rejects the long-established idea
of an implied Eurocentric identity on which humanist ideology rests (The Posthuman
37-39, 149). The introduction to Human, All Too (Post)Human, a collection of essays
that challenges posthumanism from a Marxist perspective, views the prevalent usage
of the notion as “decentering the human in favor of a turn toward the nonhuman™
against “speciesism’ of the Anthropocene.” This characterization is, however, some-
what misleading since the term is not primarily employed to announce “the advent of
the nonhuman common,” as the authors (Jennifer Cotter et al.) imply, but includes the
human, while contesting its dominance over all the other species (1). The authors cite
Richard A. Grusin, The Nonhuman Turn (U of Minnesota P, 2015) in support of their
argument.

The editors of Posthumanism in the Age of Humanism (Bloomsbury, 2019) emphasize
that “the prefix ‘post’ always implies continuation. Anytime a past is used as a negative
foil it continues to shape the ‘post’ in some way” (2).

Landgraf, Trop, and Weatherby even suggest that “any future posthumanism will have
to avow a complex relation to the quasi-humanist modernity that arose in the German-
speaking countries around 1800” (4).

Among the studies that deal with the reception and critique of the German humanist
tradition are Theodor Litt, Dietrich Spitta, Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, and
Peter Sloterdijk. Their evaluations of German humanism will be discussed later in the

book.
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14. In this regard I deviate from Jonathan Israel’s point of view that rejects the idea that

15
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17

18

19

the Enlightenment could be tied socioeconomic shifts. While it is true that “leading
representatives of Enlightenment thought came from aristocratic, bourgeois, and ar-
tisan backgrounds and the Enlightenment movement itself always remained socially
heterogeneous and non-class specific, in terms of its spokesmen, objectives, and socio-
economic consequences” (Israel 33), it is also true that in many works of German liter-
ature bourgeois ethical values were contrasted to the immoral courtly society.
Wilhelm von Humboldt was appointed head of the section for ecclesiastic affairs
and education in the ministry of the interior of Prussia in 1808. Soon after, between
1809 and 1810, he implemented a radical reform of the entire Prussian education sys-
tem, based on the principle of a free and common education from elementary school
through high school. His idea of combining both teaching and research would become
the institutional model for research universities throughout Germany and in most
Western countries.

In this regard, the focus of my study differs from that of Posthumanism in the Age of Hu-
manism. While the collection of essays also takes a historical approach and examines
the challenges that modern scientific discourses after Kant pose for the philosophical
and humanist tradition (4), my study investigates literary, philosophical, and scientific
discourses from the Enlightenment to the eatly twenty-first century in the context of
social, ideological, and cultural contexts. By reflecting on the epistemological changes in
which period-specific humanist, anti-humanist, and quasi-posthumanist literary texts
engage with traditional humanist premises, it reveals the emancipatory trajectory that
all humanisms have in common. In addition, it interrogates the distinctions between
literary, philosophical, and scientific discourses and makes a case for the humanities
and the practice of literary analysis. In spite of their different foci, both volumes com-
plement each other as they are both based on the assumption that the critical responses
to traditional humanist thought anticipate aspects of posthumanist thought, and vice-
versa that posthumanist discourses must be considered as expansions on humanist
ideas.

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s Dialectic of the Enlightenment is, of course,
the most prominent example of this argument. Numerous scholars, such as John Mec-
Carthy, Daniel Wilson, and Robert Holub, reassessed their critique as a somewhat
jaundiced yet understandable reaction the fascist appropriation of purposive reason.
See Daniel Wilson and Robert Holub, eds. Impure Reason, 1993.

Richard Gray’s monograph About Face describes the history of racial discrimination in
the German tradition from the earliest attempts to establish physiognomy as a scien-
tific discipline (Lavater) to the chauvinist and racist ideologies of the late nineteenth
and eatly twentieth centuries as a linear development. Paul Gilroy’s Against Race also
points out the connections between eighteenth-century German anthropology and
philosophy and twentieth-century racism. I will discuss these connections in chapter 6.
Likewise, Goethe's Iphigenie is far too complex a figure to be called a mouthpiece for a
monolithic humanist ideology. Her actions to deceive her benefactor not only render
her “verteufelt human” (deviously human) according to Goethe’s own judgment but
also question the assumption of a stable, homogenous subject. Schiller’s Don Karlos
can be read as a critique of purposive reason as well. Marquis Posa, the character who
fights for a more humane and enlightened state in an authoritarian system, becomes a
manipulative schemer who betrays his best friend, albeit with good intentions, to fulfill
his political goals. Thus, the text reflects on the danger of a latent dogmatism in an en-
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lightened rationality that supposedly rejects the unquestioned adherence to dogmatic
principles.

Examples for this dogmatic rationality that privileges the European white educated
male and views eighteenth-century Western civilization as superior to all others are
numerous and can be found in the anthropological writings of, for instance, Kant,
Schiller, Fichte, Lavater, Humboldt, Carus, among many others. I will refer to several
of these texts during the ensuing analyses.

See Jonathan Israel quoting John Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: “Post-
modernist theorists urge us to forget the Enlightenment’s quest for universal moral and
political foundations, claiming different cultures should be left to determine their own
priorities and goals without our discriminating politically or morally between them™
(1-2). Landgraf, Trop, and Weatherby define posthumanism “as an attempt to criti-
cally interrogate the status of the human as exceptional, as autonomous, as standing
outside of a web of relations, or even as a subject or object of knowledge corresponding
to a determinate set of practices” (1).

Braidotti, for instance, introduces the term “nomadic subjectivity” to account for the
subject’s instability and “vulnerability” that does not have to be viewed as frightening,
however, but rather as an“interconnection between self and others” that fosters a“global
sense of inter-connection between the human and the non-human environment in the
face of common threats” (The Posthuman 50).

Césaire goes even further by claiming that “the very distinguished, very humanistic,
very Christian bourgeois of the twentieth century . .. has a Hitler inside him” (36).
Judith Butler also provides an example of how the postcolonialist discourse permits
insights into the parochial universalism of traditional humanism. She shows how
Jean-Paul Sartre’s preface to the first edition of Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth
(1963) hands the white reader “dislocation and rejection” by addressing an audience
for which the book has not been written. By recommending to the European elite a
volume that is not intended for them but for Fanon’s black brethren, Sartre attempts
to put his white readers in the uncomfortable position of “the socially excluded and
effaced” (Butler 174). Thus the white reader is excluded from a discourse among black
brethren whose fathers had been humiliated and treated with “that very indifference
(that] has been taken up and returned to its sender in new form” (ibid.). By placing his
readers in the position of the outsider, Sartre subjects them to social annihilation and
forces them to feel the shame and rage of the colonized (Butler 177). Sartre’s recre-
ation of this emotional experience makes it difficult for the European liberal to oppose
the suffering of the colonized in a noncommittal way and to maintain the aloofness
“that outsources its violence to preserve its spuriously humanist self-definition” (ibid.
179). Sartre’s direct address to his European readers can also be read as a critique of
a universal humanist discourse that maintains the status quo by paying lip service to
a nonviolent humanism of Western origin demanding no further involvement. It was
this type of ontological discourse that focused on the “Human Condition” in gen-
eral without making any distinction between oppressors and oppressed, Western and
non-Western cultures, etc., that became the target of criticism of the left in the late
1960s.

Patrick Fortmann confirms such attempts by German naturalists Herder, Soemmer-
ring, and Gall to defend the distinction between the human and the animal. While
these naturalists “cannot help but acknowledge common features in the brains and
minds of humans and nonhuman animals,” Fortmann shows that their “species-
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transcending frameworks [nevertheless attempt] to redeem human exclusivity” (Fort-
mann 52).

Maurice Metleau-Ponty’s philosophy—albeit created prior to posthumanist theory—
is an example that does not privilege human beings over other living organisms but
regards them as codependent on their natural environment. I am only briefly summa-
rizing the main points of his phenomenological approach in view of its posthumanist
characteristics. For Merleau-Ponty “there is no essence, no idea, that does not adhere to
a domain of history and of geography” (Metleau-Ponty, Visible 114—15). Attempting
“to define a middle ground between the dualistic extremes of intellectualism (idealism)
and empiricism (realism),” Metleau-Ponty’s phenomenology “wants to emphasize the
particularities of the relations to the world of different kinds of organisms, their spe-
cific kinds of embodiment, and their different environments” (Westling 17; see also
Moran 417). What makes phenomenology attractive is its consideration of a human
perspective that predetermines seemingly objective scientific approaches. Whereas
empiricist and positivist methodologies focus on factual details and tend to neglect
the ethical, ecological, and spiritual implications of scientific discoveries that affect hu-
man well-being, the integrative powers of humanism and the humanities address these
questions of meaning. For a more extensive discussion of his philosophy’s development
and its deviations from Husserl's and Heidegger’s phenomenological approaches, see
Louise Westling, The Logos of the Living World: Merleau-Ponty, Animals, and Language
(New York: Fordham UP, 2014).

One could even argue that posthumanism takes the Enlightenment/neo-humanist as-
sumption of an unfinished process of enlightenment as the destiny of humanity more
seriously than the Enlightenment itself, by declaring human nature subject to perfec-
tion as well.

See Wilhelm von Humboldt, “Uber den Geschlechtsunterschied und dessen Einfluss
auf die organische Natur” (“On the Difference of the Sexes and Its Influence on Hu-
man Nature”), in“Ob die Weiber Menschen sind . . .,” ed. Sigrid Lange, 284-308; Johann
Gorttlieb Fichte, “Grundriss des Familienrechts” (“Outline of Family Law”) (excerpt), in
Lange 362—410; Immanuel Kant, “Der Charakeer des Geschlechts” (“The Character
of the Sexes”), in Kant, Schriften zur Anthropologie, Geschichtsphilosophie, Politik und
Pidagogik: Werkausgabe, 12:648-58.

Barbara Becker-Cantarino asserts, “Patriarchy is deeply ingrained in German Enlight-
enment discourse. ..."” Becker-Cantarino, “Patriarchy and German Enlightenment
Discourse: From Goethe's Wilhelm Meister to Horkkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic of
Enlightenment,” in Wilson and Holub, Impure Reason, 48.

See, for instance, Manfred Kluge und Rudolf Radler, eds., Hauptwerke der deutschen
Literatur: Einzeldarstellungen und Interpretationen (Munich: Kindler, 1995); see also
the required readings in German literature of the high school exit exams for 2019-20,
http://www.deutsch-unterrichtsmaterialien.de/Deutsch-Landesabitur-Inhaltliche-
Schwerpunkte.html (accessed 25 October 2018); see also the book list of the German
weekly Die Zeit, https://www.fabelhafte-buecher.de/buecher/die-wichtigsten-bucher-
der-weltliteratur-aus-westlicher-sicht/die-100-besten-bucher-nur-die-liste/ (accessed
25 October 2018); as an example of required texts for the master’s exam in German,
see the Literary History Reading List at Washington University in Saint Louis of
2005, https://germanics.washington.edu/sites/germanics/files/documents/grad/lith
istmalist.pdf (accessed 25 October 2018).
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Johann Gottlieb Fichte's (1762—1814) Die Bestimmung des Menschen (1800) and Jo-
hann Joachim Spalding’s (1714—1804) Betrachtunge iiber die Bestimmung des Menschen
(Reflections on the Vocation of Man) (1748) are the most renowned publications with
this title. Bestimmung has also been translated as “determination.”

For instance, women authors like Betty Gleim were influenced by neo-humanist re-
formers and also advocated the importance of education, yet they “opposed their full in-
tegration into the workforce, claiming that to open the public sphere to women would
turn the world upside down” (Fiero 364).

Ob die Weiber Menschen sind . . .: Geschlechterdebatten um 1800 is also the title of Sigrid
Lange’s collection of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century philosophical and anthropo-
logical texts that illustrate the most pertinent gender debates at the time.

The most striking example is Lessing’s Emilia Galotti (1772), whose heroine begs her
father to kill her because she does not want to violate patriarchal bourgeois ethics.
These texts are part of Lange’s anthology: Sophie von La Roche, “Uber meine Biicher”
("About My Books”), 6-13; Susanne von Bandemer, “Zufillige Gedanken iiber die
Bestimmung des Weibes und einige Vorschlige, dieselbe zu beférdern” (“Random
Thoughts Concerning the Destiny of Women and Some Suggestions to Promote It”),
14-21; Betty Gleim, “aus: Uber die Bildung der Frauen und die Behauptung ihrer
Wiirde in den wichtigsten Verhiltnissen des Lebens” (“from: On the Education of
Women and the Defense of their Dignity in the Most Important Relations of Their Lives”),
86-110. Gleim replicates the male gender discourse by deferring to the presumed
natural intellectual superiority of men, warning their female readers not to use their
education to contradict their husbands or to show off their erudition in social sit-
uations. She also blames women for their husbands’ loss of interest in them during
marriage (92-93) and for unduly provoking their husbands’ anger by contradicting
them.

A detailed analysis of Cathy Caruth’s, Ankhi Mukherjee’s, and Ottmar Ette's argu-
ments is not possible within the framework of this investigation. I have chosen to focus
only on those points that are relevant for the discussion of my methodology. Their
essays are included in PMLA 125, no. 4 (2010).

In Caruth's opinion, Mukherjee suggests that “the concern with literature’s survival in
the classic as a thinking humanity . . . at risk of erasing its own traces” engenders liter-
ature’s subsistence (1090).

Fish: “If your criteria are productivity, efficiency and consumer satisfaction, it makes
perfect sense to withdraw funds and material support from the humanities—which do
not earn their keep and often draw the ire of a public suspicious of what humanities
teachers do in the classroom—and leave standing programs that have a more obvious
relationship to a state’s economic prosperity and produce results the man or woman
in the street can recognize and appreciate.” “The Crisis of the Humanities Officially
Arrives,” New York Times, October 2010.

The divide between science and culture, summarized by C. P. Snow in 1959, has, of
course, a history of academic disciplinary practice that goes back much further. The
study of literature, philology, linguistics, musicology, art history, and philosophical
ethics, commonly associated with the humanities, had existed a long time before the
terms were created. Scholars have argued that Snow’s concept of two distinct cultures,
the Geisteswissenschaften and the Naturwissenschaften, was artificial since the activities
and methods of the scholars on both sides overlapped. See, for instance, Jens Bod and
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Julia Kursell, “Introduction: The Humanities and the Sciences,” Isis 106, no. 2 (2015):
337-40.

See also Sarah Colvin, “Leaning In: Why and How Should I Still Study the German,”
German Life and Letters 69, no. 1 (2016): 123-41. Colvin makes a similar argument in
favor of reading literature: “In a context where literary studies risks disappearing from
some curricula altogether, I make the case for literature as one of our most astonishing
resources, not only aesthetically but ethically, because it models the humane and intel-
lectually stimulating practice of ‘leaning in’ to the lived experience of others.”

“Literary scholars should know better than to risk relinquishing the term life and allow-
ing it to function in such a limited way” (PMLA 125, no. 4: 985).

Thus the “discovery” of the “noble savage” on the American continent, prevalent in the
French intellectual tradition “from Montaigne to Rousseau,” may have already antici-
pated a posthumanist Enlightenment critique by inspiring a subjectivist relativism that
threatened to dissolve the boundaries of the Western subject (Scaglione 68).

For a more in-depth discussion of these developments, see Buck 376-91.

“Studia humanitatis . . . umfassen alles, wodurch rein menschliche Bildung und Er-
héhung aller Geistes- und Gemiitskrifte zu einer schonen Harmonie des inneren
und dufleren Menschen beférdert wird.” Friedrich August Wolf, Darstellung der Alter-
tumswissenschaft nach Begriff, Umfang, Zweck und Wert, Nachdruck der Ausgabe 1807
(Weinheim: Acta Humaniora, 1986): 45. (Studie humanitatis . . . comprise everything
that promotes purely human formation and the elevation of all mental and emotional
powers for the purpose of achieving the inner and outer human being’s beautiful har-
mony [translation mine].)

“Der wahre Zweck des Menschen—,nicht der, welchen die wechselnde Neigung,
sondern welche die ewig unverinderliche Vernunft ihm vorschreibt—ist die héchste
und proportionitlichste Bildung seiner Krifte zu einem Ganzen. Zu dieser Bildung ist
Freiheit die erste, und unerlissliche Bedingung” (HuGS 1:106). (The true purpose of
Man—not the one that is prescribed by changing inclinations but the one that is deter-
mined by unchanging reason—is the highest and most proportional formation of his
powers to a whole. Freedom is the first and indispensable condition of this formation
[translation mine].)

For a discussion of these developments, see Jonathan Israel, Enlightenment Contested:
Philosophy, Modernity, and the Emancipation of Man 1670-1752 (New York: Oxford
UP, 2006).

“Aber ein Unterschied unseres Humanismus, den man den dritten nennen kénnte ge-
geniiber jenem zweiten, liegt in der Weite des Suchens und des Verstehens, das wir
Modernen aufzubringen vermdgen” (But one distinction between our humanism,
which one could call the third one as opposed to the second one, lies in the breadth
of the search and the understanding that we modern ones can muster) (Spranger,
Geisteswissenschaften 7).

After all, the name of the young Weimar democracy was a reminder of the humanist
tradition.

For a detailed investigation of humanism in the GDR, see Horst Groschopp, Der
Ganze Mensch: Die DDR und der Humanismus; Ein Beitrag zur deutschen Kulturges-
chichte (Marburg: Tectum, 2013). Andreas Agocs traces the utilization of the humanist
tradition by antifascist circles of émigrés during the 1930s to the GDR's official claims
“to represent the antifascist other Germany,” which lasted until German unification
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in 1989: Antifascist Humanism and the Politics of Cultural Renewal in Germany (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge UP, 2017).

Ernst Robert Curtius's Europdische Literatur und lateinisches Mittelalter, for instance,
was such an attempt to link Germany’s culture to the Western tradition. For Cur-
tius and other literary scholars of this period, such as Reinhard Buchwald, Goethe
was a poet of the highest rank and of universal significance, comparable to Homer,
Dante, and Shakespeare, poetic geniuses who succeeded in transcending the limits of
time and space (Buchwald 289-91; Brockmann 116). Robert Mandelkow confirms
the exaggerated elevation of Goethe in the postwar reception that celebrated him as
the representative not just of a humanist Germany but of the entire Christian sphere
of influence (Brockmann 134). In analogy to Goethe, humanism could be invoked to
point out great literature’s imperviousness to political instability because it allegedly
dealt with eternally valid questions concerning the essence of human nature (ibid. 119).
By emphasizing humanism’s apolitical universality as a corrective of Germany’s fas-
cist degeneracy, it ironically obtained an exculpatory function that belied its alleged
time-transcendent neutrality.

Antifascist and progressive thinkers on the left (Adorno/Horkheimer, Demetz, Dur-
zak, Hermand, Hinderer, Schonauer, Vormweg) inadvertently furthered the skepti-
cism toward humanism by showing how the Nazis glorified the classics and coopted
aspects of the humanist tradition to serve their own ends. In view of such misappro-
priations, many West German postwar intellectuals shunned humanism’s reaction-
ary aura. Some attempted to construe a trajectory from German Idealism to fascism
(Sloterdijk, Agamben). Additional examples for the utilization of humanist ideals for
political purposes include the GDR's attempt to present itself as the true inheritor of
the divided nation’s classical humanist legacy.

I will refer repeatedly to Rosi Braidotti’s The Posthuman because her study focuses ex-
tensively on posthumanist developments with regard to the German context.

“Der Mathematiker, der Naturforscher, der Kiinstler, ja selbst der Philosoph beginnen
nicht nur jetzt gewdhnlich ihr Geschift, ohne seine eigentliche Natur zu kennen und
es in seiner Vollstindigkeit zu iibersehen, sondern auch nur wenige erheben sich selbst
spiterhin zu diesem héheren Standpunke und dieser allgemeinen Ubersicht” (HuW
1:234) (The mathematician, the natural scientist, the artist, even the philosopher gen-
erally begin their endeavor just without knowing and comprehending it in its entirety
now. Only a few of them rise to this higher point of view and general comprehension
even later [translation mine]).

Kant’s, Herder’s, and Schiller’s assumption of a morally and spiritually free subject that
can preserve its freedom over and against all physical and worldly constraints is the
foundation of their Idealist philosophies.

A more recent collection of essays that deals with the question of what is human in the
context of the so-called Lebenskraft-Debatte can be found in John A. McCarthy et al.,
eds., The Early History of Embodied Cognition, 1740—1920: The Lebenskraft-Debate and
Radical Reality in German Science, Music, and Literature (Leiden: Brill, 2016).

Unlike the phenomenological approaches of Hussetl and Metleau-Ponty, which at-
tempt to reduce the infinite expansion of the scientific universe to a system that can be
understood on a human scale, the open-endedness of newer postmodernist theories
attempt to avoid any kind of anthropocentrist utilitarianism. Some scholars are critical
of postmodernist influences and their effect on the humanities, however. Terry Eagle-
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ton, John Guillory, Masao Miyoshi, and Robert Scholes, for instance, claim that post-
modernist approaches have contributed to the waning importance of the humanities.
Scholes attributes this decline to attempts “to bring the humanities in alignment with
an increasingly technobureaucratic culture” in order to appear “more useful” and regain
their lost value “in the cultural marketplace” (Scholes 726).

Examples of poetic representations of scientifically informed observations can be
found in Brockes’s Irdisches Vergniigen in Gott (1680—-1747); Erasmus Darwin’s “The
Loves of Plants” (1789); Herder’s “Vom Erkennen und Empfinden der menschlichen
Seele” (1778), or all the metaphorical depictions of the evolution of humankind in the
various chains of being or genealogies in tree form. The use of anthropomorphisms
and anthropocentric metaphors is by no means limited to eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century science but is still common in neuroscientific research of today (Metzinger). In
fact, one of my main contentions is that scientific concepts in the so-called life sciences
are often based on bodily and sensory human experiences. For this very reason, popular
scientific research that relies on anthropomorphic imagery is able to convey scientific
processes more comprehensibly than purely scientific discourses.

The first philosopher who linked idiosyncrasies among different cultures, races, and
nationalities to anthropological, geographical, and historical distinctions was Johann
Gottfried Herder. Although Herder attempted to reject the superiority of his own cul-
ture and time over other cultures and ages, he was still indebted to Eurocentric and
racial biases. Schiller’s universal history, on the other hand, still adheres to an Enlight-
enment trajectory that privileges eighteenth-century Western civilization over previous
ages and more primitive cultures, yet it reveals an awareness of the historicity of human
characteristics and its genealogy.

For a detailed study on the history of “Objectivity,” see Lorraine Daston and Peter
Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007).

Judith Butler argues in a similar vein by bringing to bear the phenomenology of Mau-
rice Metleau-Ponty (1908-61) on the French philosopher Nicolas Malebranche
(1638-1715). Malebranche’s “notion that self-understanding is grounded in a neces-
sary obscurity” (60) resonates remarkably well with Merleau-Ponty’s inquiry into sen-
tience, which illustrates the chiasmic relationship between touch and being touched.
Based on Malebranche’s dictum “I can feel only what touches me,” Butler problematizes
the ontology of the emergence of the“],” which arises from a preconscious state of being
touched. This passive sentience of which the “I” is borne through feeling (46) happens
“prior to the emergence of the ‘I.” The experience of the touch can be narrated only
from hindsight because the “I” has not emerged at the moment of sentience. In the
words of Butler, the “T’ can begin to tell its story only after this inauguration has taken
place” (ibid.). This is why, for “Merleau-Ponty reading Malebranche, sentience not only
preconditions knowing, but gains its certainty of the outside at the very moment that
it feels” (47). The postsentient emergence of the “I” also means that the formation of
our selves is subject to outside influences. However, such preconscious influences that
“pervade the horizon of consciousness” (60) reaffirm Lakoff and Johnson's supposition
that metaphorical concepts, especially those based on physical, bodily experiences, may
precondition rational thought processes.
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CHAPTER 1

Signs and Wonders

The Humanist Pedagogy of Eighteenth-Century
Universal Histories of Mankind

Was Thr den Geist der Zeiten heifSt, —
Das ist im Grund der Herren eigner Geist,
In dem die Zeiten sich bespiegeln
—]Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust

Introduction

During the last part of the eighteenth century, the European intellectual elites
created and promoted an ideal that represented the moral standards and val-
ues of the rising middle classes. The self-determined bourgeois individual
was male and became the universal norm for humanity. The popular genre of
Universalgeschichte (universal history) provided a historical and philosophical
foundation that supported the bourgeois individual’s legitimacy. It offered hy-
pothetical explanations for the phylogeny of humanity from its biblical begin-
nings to what was now considered the most civilized and accomplished stage
of human development. Universal histories lent moral guidance and to some
extent took on the function of theodicy by conjuring up a past that suggested a
trajectory toward salvation.

A literary examination of universal histories can yield insights into the hu-
manist paradigm because the narratives of this genre make exemplary assump-
tions about what a human being is, where it came from, and what it should
strive for. While these histories reveal a new historical awareness of human
evolution by giving accounts of the species’ behavioral transformations during
the course of civilization, their trans-historical claims about human nature
go beyond the representation of historical events. The texts under discussion
here—Lessing’s Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts (Education of the Human
Race) (1780) and Schiller’s “Was heifit und zu welchem Ende studiert man
Universalgeschichte?” (“What Is and to What End Do We Study Universal
History?”) (1789)—exhibit a high degree of self-reflection, fueled by the sci-
entific thinking of the Age of Reason. Their main focus lies on education in
a broader sense than its contemporary meaning suggests. Their concept of
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Bildung (literally: formation) is not limited to an education toward a specific
professional goal but is rather perceived as an education that comprises the
cultivation of the entire personality approaching the ideal of the well-rounded
autonomous individual. In addition, Bildung in the life sciences refers to the
development of biological organisms. With the advances in the life sciences—
that is what later became the disciplines of biology, zootomy, anatomy, bot-
any, and genetics—the dynamic and holistic dimensions of living organisms
began to be recognized and started to supersede prevailing mechanistic views
(Zammito, Gestation 223—39, 245-85). Ironically, the scientific acknowledg-
ment of the physiological and emotional aspects of life began to challenge the
unmitigated belief in reason. The authors of Universalgeschichten utilized this
heightened awareness of subconscious, nonrational sensory processes in their
texts by appealing to their recipients’ emotional and sensory sensibilities. Al-
though the emphasis on the faculties of perception ostensibly serves a rational
goal—the education of the individual—these histories do not lecture or impart
factual knowledge in discipline-specific jargon. Instead, they perform their lit-
erary pedagogy by stimulating their recipients’ participation through literary
devices such as allegories, parables, and metaphors that are often inspired by
biblical sources. The literary polysemy of these texts encourages their readers
to think for themselves and search for meaning: the prerequisite of a humanist
education.!

While the authors of these historical narratives are influenced by the dis-
course of reason, they also question seemingly objective factual accounts and
contradict rationalist or empiricist truth claims, as the analyses of the texts
under consideration will show. The critical examination of “correct,” “objective,’
or authorized readings regardless of their religious, historical, or scientific na-
ture is central for my argument, which regards Universal-Historie as a fusion of
history and philosophy. This hybrid genre not only challenges existing dogmas
but also demonstrates how literary imagination can complement both histori-
cal and philosophical discourses. By transcending fixed disciplinary boundaries
and imbuing theoretical texts with poetic imagery, these narratives make his-
tory more vivid and comprehensible. They also include poetological reflections
on why fiction can communicate abstract problems more effectively than pu-
tatively theoretical philosophies and factual historical accounts. Ultimately the
communicative inadequacy of abstract, rational discourse provides the motiva-
tion for the poetic imagery that saturates these universal histories.”

The fusion of history, philosophy, and literature was fairly common until the
end of the eighteenth century and attempted to provide some practical orien-
tation and moral guidance for the general public. However, the emerging disci-
pline of history as science, which separates history from literature, attempted to
purge the new academic discipline from all ideological, philosophical, and po-
litical concerns during the course of the nineteenth century. Historian Hayden
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White deplores the increasing specialization of the discipline, which focused
exclusively on “the historical past” without taking into account the past’s rele-
vance for the present:

The historical past is a theoretically motivated construction, existing only in the
books and articles published by professional historians; it is constructed as an
end in itself, possesses little or no value for understanding or explaining the pres-
ent, and provides no guidelines for acting in the present or foreseeing the future.

(White, Practical 9)

Unlike the specialized academic “historical past,” the “practical past’—a term
that White took from political philosopher Michael Oakeshott—concerns it-
self with notions “which all of us carry around with us in our daily lives and
which we draw upon ... for information, ideals, models, formulas, and strate-
gies for solving all the practical problems” (ibid.) In other words, the “practical
past” would look at history in terms of its effect on the present and possibly
on the future. For instance, Hegelian or Marxist representations of history be-
long to this category, and so do the universal histories by Lessing, Herder, and
Schiller.

The authors of universal histories were aware that their accounts were to
some degree hypothetical and subjective. Nevertheless, they questioned ac-
cepted mythical or religious narratives and examined them through rational
inquiry. After all, inductive reasoning became prevalent during the eighteenth
century with the emergence of hermeneutics, allowing enlightened philoso-
phers, historians, and literati to challenge unsustainable biblical and mytho-
logical claims of the genesis of humankind by supporting their assertions with
historical evidence’ Despite their scientifically motivated skepticism toward
religious myths, the authors relied to various degrees on biblical events to sup-
port their arguments. In short, many universal histories attempted to recon-
cile traditional religious beliefs and modern secular views based on scientific
knowledge by rationalizing accepted biblical truths. These histories included
speculations about eatly stages of the human species, which had remained in
the dark for lack of scientific explanation and written documentation. The ab-
sence of scientific evidence, however, stimulated imaginative hypotheses about
early human history. Moreover, the authors’ awareness of their narratives’ hy-
pothetical nature resulted in philosophical reflections on historiography.

In the following I will examine Lessing's Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts
in the context of the debate on Vernunftreligion—that is, religion that complies
with the laws of reason—and the role of divine revelation through miracles in
biblical accounts. This contextualization is necessary because it sheds light on
the connection of Lessing’s didactic intentions and his aesthetics: Erziehung
durch Offenbarung (education through revelation). The allegorical function
of miracles is central in light of the growing importance of subjective sensory
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perception and the communicative efliciency of poetic discourse. An in-depth
analysis of selected textual metaphors and allegories will demonstrate the di-
dactic efficacy of Lessings aesthetics. My interpretation will also show how the
formal structure of the text supports its educational intention. Chapter 2 will
discuss Schiller’s universal histories, especially his programmatic “Was heift
und zu welchem Ende studiert man Universalgeschichte?” (“What Is and to
What End Do We Study Universal History?”) and, more briefly, “Die Sen-
dung Moses” (“The Legation of Moses”) (1790). Read together, chapters 1 and
2 will provide a comparative analysis of the many literary commonalities and
differing aspects of Lessing’s and Schiller’s historical narratives. The chapters
will conclude with some reflections on Enlightenment anthropology from a
posthumanist perspective.

Lessing’s Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts

Lessing's Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts* is less concerned with histor-
ical facts than with the adaptation of biblical accounts of the early history of
mankind for a contemporary audience.’ Like many universal histories, Less-
ing’s Erziehung equates the history of the human race with the development
of an individual.® It concentrates on biblical sources, such as the Egyptian
captivity and Legation of Moses, as well as the appearance of Christ. These
biblical stories are called upon to illustrate the relationship between God and
humankind, the distinctions between divine revelation and human education
through rational inquiry, as well as between sensory experience and intellec-
tual understanding. While the narrative deviates from traditional histories of
salvation because of its hypothetical nature and open-ended structure, it nev-
ertheless follows the conventional trajectory from life in sin toward redemp-
tion (LW 10:690).7

The text has a three-part structure. Beginning with the Old Testament, the
narrative focuses on the education of the Hebrew people. It stands for the ed-
ucation of mankind, and their unification under an almighty single God who
punishes the Hebrew people for their sins and rewards them for their good
deeds (§1-53). In part 2, which captures the period of the New Testament,
God no longer rewards or punishes humans during their lifetime because
Christ has taught them that they will be rewarded in the afterlife (§54-76).
In the third part, humans would be enlightened enough to lead virtuous lives
without the promise of a reward. The third part extends into the future be-
cause humankind has not achieved this state of perfection (§77-100). This
part ends with speculations and questions about the possibility of an afterlife
or metempsychosis (§97—100). Lessing’s text is particularly concerned with the
fundamental question: how is divine revelation related to reason? As an exam-
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ple of Vernunftreligion, Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts applies rational
argumentation to explain a deistic world order. It addresses the question why
God created imperfect human beings and allowed them to lead immoral lives
without being punished in this life (§28—29). The answer to that question is
embedded in Enlightenment pedagogy, namely that humans can only become
autonomous individuals if they are permitted to discover their own errors.

The friction between traditional religious dogma that demanded the un-
conditional belief in biblical miracles and a deist position of a rationally orga-
nized universe is reflected in the so-called Fragmentenstreit (1777-79), which
surrounded the creation of the Erziehung. This tension is apparent on several
levels and throughout the text.® Therefore it is important to provide some nec-
essary background information. The Fragmentenstreit followed Lessing’s pub-
lication of excerpts of Samuel Reimarus’s “Apologie oder Schutzschrift fiir die
verniinftigen Verehrer Gottes” (1774-78), a polemic against the fundamental
dogmas of orthodox Christianity and their insistence on the verbatim verac-
ity of the Bible.” Lessing criticized, above all, that Reimarus did not take into
consideration that perceptions of reality keep changing through the ages.”® In
other words, Lessing objected to Reimarus's ahistorical point of view, which
disputed the credibility of miraculous revelations in general. For Lessing, these
biblical revelations have a different function other than showing God’s om-
nipotence and ability to make miracles happen. He suggests that enlightened
recipients could interpret the depiction of miracles in multiple ways if they take
into account the continuously changing epistemological horizon."

Lessing originally figured only as editor but not as author of Die Erziehung
des Menschengeschlechts.'> The editor alerts the reader to the author’s limited
and provisional point of view. In his “Vorbericht” (preface) he presents the au-
thor as someone who addresses his audience from an elevated position on a
hill with a commanding view that allows him to believe (italics mine) to see
“beyond his projected path” (LW 10:74)." By separating editor from author
and creating a fictitious narrator, Lessing emphasizes the text’s fictional tenor,
which undermines any claim to objectivity."* Thus he lets the text speak for
itself with the modest hope that readers may recognize the illuminating as-
pect of religion. Many of the author’s crucial suppositions are expressed in
the form of questions or obvious speculations, adding to the texts polysemy
(Eibl 247)." By exhibiting inconsistencies, contradictions, poetic imagery, and
equivocal open-endedness, Lessing stresses the text's pedagogical function over
and against its historical truth claims. In other words, he creates an evidently
fictitious story of the development of humanity in analogy to its biblical ac-
counts (Eibl 249) in order to shift the attention from the focus of the veracity
of historical events to readings that ask for the “inner truths” of metaphors, al-
legories, and images. By encouraging the readers to find answers for themselves,
Lessing stimulates the recipients to become self-reliant.
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Lessing's endorsement of divine revelation in the Erziehung seems paradox-
ical in view of his refusal to accept the historical veracity of biblical miracles.
His defense of divine intervention becomes understandable, however, if one
considers that he supports the depiction of miracles as poetic expressions of
universal truths and not as actual events that happened at a specific time and
place. For Lessing, the use of biblical miracles is meaningful only if it teaches
the readers to become autonomous human beings who act according to a hu-
manist ethics. Biblical miracles can be compatible with reason because of their
pedagogical effectiveness.'® In short, Lessing’s aesthetics takes advantage of
the correspondences between the literary and religious imagination and their
common evocation of allegorical and metaphorical imagery for educational
purposes.

The text's numerous ambiguities also should be seen as a deliberate authorial
strategy. The citation from Augustinus’s soliloquies that prefaces Lessing's text
supports this assumption and can be regarded as its motto: “Haec omnia inde
esse in quibusdam vera, unde in quibusdam falsa sunt” (‘This is all true in a cer-
tain respect, from which it is also wrong in a certain respect) (LW 10:73). The
oxymoron addresses a problem that pertains to all artistic depictions, namely
that representations are generally based on dissimulation. Norbert Altenhofer
reveals many references to Augustinus’s Soliloquia throughout Lessing’s text
and demonstrates that they were an influential source with regard to both
content and dialogical form. Whereas Augustinus stresses art’s dissimulating
disguise in order to proclaim the unique integrity of Christian faith, Lessing
employs his poetic depictions to show that poetic “disguises” in the form of
analogies, images, metaphors, etc., are able to reveal an“inner truth” that cannot
be expressed literally (LW 10:864—65, Schilson). He defends the depiction of
biblical revelations as long as we recognize their parabolic or symbolic quali-
ties (Hayden-Roy 400-401). Thus, Lessing acknowledges biblical revelations
in the “Vorbericht des Herausgebers” (editor’s foreword) to Die Erziehung des
Menschengeschlechts because they can enhance human understanding.

This brings us back to the frequently discussed question of why Lessing
introduces an editor to preface the Erziehung."” Both the editor and the author
of the treatise remain anonymous, which caused some confusion among the
first recipients about the actual author’s identity, especially since Lessing never
identified himself as the author and even tried to divert the attention away
from himself by suggesting other possible authors (Schilson, LW 10:795-900;
Nisbet, Lessing 572-73).'® Altenhofer and other reviewers point out that the
persona of the editor enables the author to distance himself from the contents
of the treatise (Altenhofer 29; Schilson, LW 10:860)."” According to this ar-
gument, the editorial introduction suggests that the treatise lays no claim to
universality. This suggestion seems plausible if one considers the conspicuous
hesitation with which the editor expresses his introductory remarks:
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Der Verfasser hat sich [in seinem Aufsatz] auf einen Hiigel gestellt, von
welchem er etwas mehr, als den vorgeschriebenen Weg seines heutigen Tages zu
iibersehen glaubt.. . . Er verlangt nicht, dafd die Aussicht, die ihn entziicket, auch
jedes andere Auge entziicken miisse.

Wenn er aus der unermefilichen Ferne, die ein sanftes Abendrot seinem Blicke
weder ganz verhiillt noch ganz entdeckt, nun gar einen Fingerzeig mitbrichte,
um den ich oft verlegen gewesen!

Ich meine diesen.—Warum wollen wir in allen positiven Religionen nicht
lieber weiter nichts, als den Gang erblicken, nach welchem sich der menschli-
che Verstand jedes Orts einzig und allein entwickeln kénnen, und noch ferner
entwickeln soll; als iiber eine derselben entweder licheln, oder ziirnen? Diesen
Hohn, diesen unsern Unwillen verdiente in der besten Welt nichts: und nur die
Religionen sollten ihn verdienen? (LW 10:74)

(The author of the essay has taken an elevated position on a hill, from which he
believes to see somewhat farther than today’s prescribed route. ... He does not
demand that the view, which delights him, has to delight all other eyes.

If only he were to provide a hint from the immeasurable distance, which to his
eye is neither entirely veiled nor entirely disclosed by a soft afterglow—a hint,
which has often eluded me!

I mean this one.—Why don't we want to simply see in all positive religions
the mere course according to which the human mind of each place can develop
all by itself and shall continue to develop, rather than to ridicule or deride them?
Nothing in the best world shall deserve our mockery or scorn: and yet only reli-
gions are supposed to deserve it?)?°

The editor’s equation of the author with a wanderer who assumes an el-
evated position emphasizes the subjectivity and the uncertainty of his point
of view. The editor leaves it up to the readers to form their own opinion. This
technique allows him to express his hopes that the author will perhaps provide
a “Fingerzeig” (pointer), which calls our attention to the allegorical meaning of
religions and their function of providing a sense of direction.” Significantly,
the “Vorbericht des Herausgebers” (“Foreword of the Editor”) ends with the
rhetorical question: “Gott hitte seine Hand bei allem im Spiele: nur bei un-
seren Irrtiimern nicht?” (God had allegedly his hand in everything except in
our errors?) (LW 10:74), which resonates with the text's underlying tenor that
error is intrinsic to learning and self-improvement.

The abundance of poetic images is striking and calls attention to the text’s
metaphors in general, which sets the tone for the following discussion of the
differences between revelation and reason (Althaus 171). The pointing finger
is a sign of revelation and marker of orientation in an immeasurable distance
that is neither completely veiled nor unveiled by a faint afterglow of the sunset.
While the hint embodied by the finger cannot adequately represent the infinite
distance to which it refers, it serves nevertheless as a palpable visual image that
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points to the transcendence of infinity. Infinity itself can only be detected be-
cause the faint glow of the sunset illuminates it, but cannot unveil it. The image
of the pointing finger induces an analogy to the ensuing history of mankind. In
this narrative the recipients have to detect their own signs of revelation, which
serve as markers of orientation and will point them to the transcendent truth
that is partially hidden and partially unveiled during the process of civilization.
Altenhofer demonstrates that Lessing follows Augustinus also with regard
to the latter’s doubts about the truth-value of the sciences. Accordingly, the
sciences can express the truth only through signs that mediate the truth. In
fact, the mediating discourse of seemingly objective signs prevents the insight
into the truth because the signs themselves become fetishes that overshadow
the hidden inner truth that they are supposed to reveal (Altenhofer 29). In
contrast, Lessing wants to engage the readers in a dialectical process of self-
interrogation that resonates with the textual ambiguities of both revealing and
concealing a truth that can only be depicted indirectly (Schilson, LW 10:855,
860). As this truth is incommensurable and goes beyond the recipients’ intel-
lectual comprehension, the author has to convey the divine inner truth meta-
phorically in analogy to biblical revelation.

The dialectic between secrecy and revelation was influenced by Lessing’s in-
terest and expertise in Freimaurerei (Freemasonry).?? The poetic disguise of an
inner truth was part of the rituals at the secret societies of the Freimaurer, which
became very popular among German intellectual circles during the 1770s and
1780s (Assmann, Moses 140). The Freemasons were a product of the European
Enlightenment. In Germany they mainly consisted of members of the educated
bourgeoisie. They rejected the hierarchical structures of absolutism and sought
ways to implement a republican state, based on the laws of reason (Diilmen
15-20). They promoted the democratization of society according to humanist
ideals. Their goal was to establish a free and equal cosmopolitan society con-
sisting of emancipated, responsible individuals. Formation and self-cultivation
were necessary to achieve this goal. The group’s members disagreed with tradi-
tional Christian dogmas and favored pantheist ideas. While Lessing’s humanist
points of view influenced this group, he was not initiated and did not become
a member (Schilson, LW 10:705).”? However, he remained a loyal supporter
of Freemasonry and agreed in principle with the secret society’s philosophical
orientation. Lessing’s attempts to become a member, his admitted fondness of
Spinoza’s pantheism (Assmann, Moses 139), his “dialogues for freemasons” ti-
tled Ernst und Falk (1779), as well as his reference to the Anglican theologian
William Warburton (1698-1779) (§24), suggest that he was familiar with the
latter’s The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated on the Principles of a Reli-
gious Deist—a foundational text of Freemasonry that had already been trans-
lated into German in 1751-53.
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In order to explain the Masonic influence on Lessing’s aesthetics, I will
have to briefly sketch out Warburton’s dialectic of concealment and revela-
tion. Warburton contributed to the dissemination of the widespread legend
that monotheism originated in Egypt, evoking parallels between an absolute
truth in Freemasonry and in the Egyptian religion from which the Israelites,
as a less-educated people, copied monotheism. Warburton’s text also led to the
common assumption that “the ‘Symbolic script . . . was developed for the pur-
pose of secrecy” (Assmann, Moses 107).* According to this belief, the esoteric
symbolism was necessary to protect the “truth” from misunderstanding and
abuse by the uneducated masses. Likewise, the secret society of the Freemasons
claimed that the Egyptian caste of priests had to conceal the esoteric concept
of monotheism from the uninitiated and uneducated because they were un-
able to understand such abstract concepts or were likely to misinterpret them
(Assmann, Moses 102). To avoid the premature initiation of the unenlightened
public, Warburton distinguished between “lesser” and “greater mysteries” (ibid.
97). The lesser mysteries were represented “through symbolic icons, sensual
rituals, and sacred animals.” Although they addressed a larger audience, only
those who proved able to understand the symbolism became aware of their
secret meaning (97). The “greater mysteries” were reserved for those who had
been initiated or those who were deemed to withstand the disillusioning reali-
zation that polytheism was a lie.

In this context, it is important to bring into play the author’s assertion that
education, which is tantamount to revelation (Erziehung §2), can teach human
beings nothing that they could not detect by themselves through reason, except
that revelation accelerates the process of learning®® This assertion seemingly
undermines the alleged importance of revelations or depictions of miraculous
events. Why would an enlightened individual give up his autonomy to blindly
trust such stories if he could discover the truth by relying on his own intel-
lectual capabilities? The author explains, however, that miracles are suitable
for a certain age in the development of a human being, and likewise in the de-
velopment of an entire people. Similarly, the initiated cast of priests in Egypt,
described above, had to resort to symbolic and allegorical depictions that were
comprehensible to people who were not educated enough to comprehend the
underlying abstract truth of an omnipotent single God (§23, §34). Only after
the Jewish people had been introduced to monotheism “by the wise Persians”
during the Babylonian captivity were they ready to grasp intellectually what
the concept of monotheism means (Erziehung §35). This radical change from
a people that idolizes the concrete pictorial representations of a multiplicity of
local gods to one that worships an omnipotent universal deity who cannot and
must not be visually represented constitutes an intellectual leap that reverses
the dialectics of revelation and reason according to Lessing’s text. Whereas at
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an eatlier stage of human development revelation informed reason, from now
on reason guides revelation (Erziehung §36). The fact that reason becomes
more dominant and former revelations become seemingly superfluous in the
progression toward self-perfection does not mean, however, that revelations in
general have become insignificant. After all, the process of self-perfection is by
no means accomplished, as the text’s open-ended structure demonstrates.

Likewise, in his preface the editor is still hoping that he might detect a vis-
ible sign of orientation and that the wanderer on the hill “aus der unermessli-
chen Ferne ... gar einen Fingerzeig mitbrichte” (would convey a signal from
the infinite distance) (LW 10:74). The image places the expectant wanderer
in the realm of an inexplicable infinity, whose tender afterglow evokes expecta-
tions because of its partial concealment. This seductive image exemplifies the
message of §77, in which the narrator suggests that religion might be able to
provide more adequate notions “of the divine being, of our own nature, of our
relations with God, than human reason.” It also implies the perpetual need of
revelations or poetic allusions. This passage apparently contradicts §4, cited
above, which claims that revelations could not teach anything that human rea-
son could not discover on its own. While there have been numerous scholarly
contributions that attempted to solve this problem,” I would argue that the
contradiction is deliberate and emphasizes the existential uncertainty—an un-
certainty that continues into the future as long as humankind has not achieved
the utopian goal of being completely enlightened (see also Altenhofer 32).
Moreover, the passage underlines the distinction between poetic and theoret-
ical discourse, which is crucial to Lessing’s aesthetics and its representation in
the Erziehung. While theoretical representations of abstract concepts speak to
the intellect, their poetic enactments appeal to the senses and emotions and
thus are more palpable. This is precisely the point that Lessing pursues in his
essay, and this is also why the unbridgeable distinction between revelation and
reason manifests itself in the poetic evocation of images, contradictions, alle-
gories, and Socratic questions throughout the text. It may well be true that
revelations cannot teach us anything that human reason cannot discover on its
own; however, the assumption does not deny that these poetic representations
might provide a more tangible and comprehensible perspective. Moreover, the
ambiguity leaves it open for the recipient to decide, which is in keeping with
Lessing’s pedagogy.”®

Lessing's Erziehung applies this Socratic technique to the entire human
race: “Was die Erziehung bei dem einzeln Menschen ist, ist die Offenbarung
bei dem ganzen Menschengeschlechte” (That which enlightenment is to the
individual, revelation is to the entire human species) (Erziehung §1). The au-
thor uses the people of Israel as an example to demonstrate their progressive
enlightenment from ignorance to civilization because God chose them as the
“roheste” (crudest) and “verwildertste” (most savaged) people in order to start
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from the very beginning: “. .. um mit ihm ganz von vorne anfangen zu kénnen”
(Erziehung §8). The Erziehung follows the premises laid out in the editor’s fore-
word by presenting an open-ended development in analogy to the wanderer
who has not reached his goal. While the author is able to observe the past of
the human race from his vantage point, he can only guess what the future has in
store (see also Thielicke 44).” The “Fingerzeig” that the editor hopes to glean
from the author’s depiction of human history corresponds to God’s revelations
for the cultivation of the Israelites. Because of their inability to comprehend ab-
stract concepts like monotheism, God teaches the uncivilized Israeli people his
omnipotence through miracles (Erziehung §12). Yet, God applies the dialectic
of revelation and disguise and lets the human race discover for themselves the
meaning of these miracles (Erziehung §28,44—47). This discovery, which is also
a self-discovery, is essential for God’s education of the Israelites as he intends
them to become the future teachers of other peoples. After all, only a people
taught in this fashion of self-discovery can truly understand what enlighten-
ment means. Another example for this dialectic of disguise and revelation can
be detected in God’s refusal to reward virtue and punish vice in this life. Only
because God veils his eternal justice does the Israeli people discover the idea
of a beyond where justice will be eventually served (Erziehung §28). In other
words, the deficiencies of this life stimulate the idea of transcendence.

The discovery of transcendence is portrayed as a defining moment in the de-
velopment of the chosen people, when revelation no longer guides reason, but
reason guides revelation (Erziehung §36).*° This turning point both constitutes
the internalization of authority and enables a people to take responsibility for
its own conduct. For instance, when confronted with more civilized people, the
Israelites no longer blame Offenbarung (divine revelation) but themselves for
their shortcomings (Erziehung §38).

The role of literature in this formation of the individual is analogous to that
of biblical revelation, namely to provide a Fingerzeig or sensory stimulus point-
ing to a truth that the recipient has not been able to deduce by means of reason.
This sensory stimulus in form of an image, analogy, or parable is supposed to
inspire the recipient to fill in the gaps of the partially concealed object of cog-
nition and thus construe an inner truth or Vernunftwabrheit by means of rea-
sonable inference. The narrator also mentions specific examples of allegorical
representation or “Einkleidung” in the Old Testament, such as “creation in the
image of the dawn of day; the source of evil in the narration of the forbidden
tree; the origin of multiple languages in the story of the tower Babel, etc” (Er-
ziehung §48). The polysemy or ambiguity of such “Einkleidungen” that can be
“einfiltig” (simplistic), poetic, or even full of tautologies provoke the intellect
(“den Scharfsinn iiben”) “by seemingly saying something different, but actually
saying the same or, vice versa, claiming to say the same but meaning some-
thing else” (Erziehung §49). Poetic or metaphoric language inspires the desire
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to comprehend because it is equivocal, even confusing, and opens up a variety
of possible meanings. In analogy to the divine clues of biblical miracles that
prompt revelations, Nathan the Wise replaces the divine authority by creating
hypothetical situations or clues that stimulate empathy and self-reflection, and
responsible action. Although these situations are fictional, perhaps even mi-
raculous, their clues must be concrete, be easily comprehensible, and appeal to
human emotions or senses. For Lessing, revelation provides the intuition and
trajectory toward the goal of self-perfection.

The temporal aspect in comparing revelation and reason is of significance
insofar that it allows insights into the author’s ideas of what it means to be
human:

Erziehung giebt dem Menschen nichts, was er nicht auch aus sich selbst ha-
ben kénnte: sie giebt ihm das, was er aus sich selber haben konnte, nur geschwinder
und leichter. Also giebt auch die Offenbarung dem Menschengeschlechte nichts,
worauf die menschliche Vernunft, sich selbst iiberlassen, nicht kommen wiirde:
sondern sie gab und giebt ihm die wichtigsten dieser Dinge, nur friiher. (LW 10:75;
italics mine)

(Education does not offer a human being anything that he could not figure out
for himself: it provides what he could figure out for himself, only faster and more
easily. Thus revelation does not offer humankind anything, which human reason
left to itself could not fathom: but it has been offering the most important of
these things, only earlier.)

Sensory comprehension generally precedes intellectual understanding, Images,
metaphors, and analogies affect emotions and can convey phenomena with
much greater immediacy than rational discourse. Poetic imagery is particu-
larly compelling if it conveys bodily experiences or emotions that are phys-
ically comprehensible.”’ While the immediacy of emotions and their artistic
expression gain momentum during this period, reason is equally important for
the formation for the self-empowerment of the bourgeois individual. The nar-
rator mentions explicitly the interdependence of reason and revelation or their
“mutual service” (Erziehung §37), or, as Nisbet succinctly puts it, “Revelation is
the historical vehicle of reason, and reason is the necessary content of revela-
tion” (Lessing 575). Without reason, an individual would not be able to link a
physical experience like suffering to a moral imperative in order to avoid future
suffering in others and oneself. The subject would thus not be able to grow be-
yond a state of awe, joy, admiration, sadness, etc. Likewise, as the Education of
the Human Race demonstrates by example of the biblical history of the Israeli
people, if it were not for reason, the human species would not progress from
its ignorance to self-awareness and would not be able to comprehend abstract
concepts, such as the eternal life of the soul or the notion of the Holy Trinity
(Erziehung §71-73).3
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Although the development toward a higher intellectual awareness suggests
that reason is superior to the sensory faculties, the latter are often indispens-
able stimuli of the intellect. For instance, the emotion of empathy is crucial for
an ethical awareness. While the narrator claims that metaphoric or allegoric
depictions are no longer necessary once the revelations have become rationally
grounded “Vernunftwahrheiten” (rational truths), he also emphasizes that the
“Fingerzeige,” "Anspielungen” (allusions), or “Voriibungen” (preparatory exer-
cises) can lead to a greater awareness in hindsight.”* Despite all these revela-
tions, God leaves it to humans to discover the truth for themselves because the
discovery belongs to the transformative process of self-tutelage (§76).

Finally, the author’s speculations about the future remain open-ended be-
cause the human species has not achieved the state of perfection (see also Thiel-
icke 44). The fact that the last nine paragraphs end with a question undetlines
the author’s seemingly superior, but ultimately humble and limited perspective,
a perspective that can only attempt to discover a Fingerzeig. After all, the text
begins with a reflection on the author’s search for a clue in the infinite vastness
of nature, and it returns to the concept of infinity, this time temporal infin-
ity: eternal life.’* The narrator’s speculations about metempsychosis have to be
seen in this context. While Lessing’s ideas about metempsychosis are purely
speculative, for the narrator speculations are “die schicklichsten Ubungen des
Verstandes iiberhaupt” (the most appropriate exercises of the intellect) (Er-
ziehung §79). Speculations are “Voriibungen” that eventually lead to rational
comprehension. Metempsychosis itself could be seen as a kind of revelation
that points to an afterlife, albeit in a different form.”

The dialectic of revelation and reason implicitly acknowledges the increased
significance of sensate representations or the “untere Wahrnehmungskrifte”
(lower capacities of cognition) during the late Enlightenment. Lessing’s Erzie-
hung no longer considers sensory representations as inferior to rational anal-
ysis but as addressing a separate cognitive capacity. Consequently the sensory
faculties are capable of providing a different perspective that “makes a percep-
tion lively” and has a “painterly’ form of clarity [‘eine malende’] ... that con-
sists in richness of imagery rather than analytical clarity” (Baumgarten §393,
p. 119). The second aspect that gives sensory representations an advantage
over rational discourse is their ability to mediate various sensory perceptions
simultaneously. Although the Erziehung asserts that all revelations or sensate
representations are simply “Voriibungen” (Erziehung §43) that comply with
the laws of reason and can eventually be formulated as Vernunftwabrbeiten, the
parallel existence of sensate and rational cognition seem at times incompatible
and may well constitute the reason for the text’s abundance of unsolved am-
biguities. Lessing's pedagogical aesthetics of disguising abstract concepts with
metaphoric polysemies and unveiling different aspects of these concepts intend
to empower the recipient and to evoke speculations about the future. Lessing’s
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hermeneutic model has left a legacy that laid the groundwork for phenomeno-
logical as well as reader-response approaches reaching into the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries.

Notes

1. On the literariness of such forms as essay, sermon, dialogue, and other short prose
forms, see McCarthy, Crossing Boundaries (1989).

2. Lessing's Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts (The Education of the Human Species)
(1780), Kant’s Idee zu einer Geschichte in weltbiirgerlicher Absicht (Idea for a Universal
History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View) and Mutmasslicher Anfang der Menschheits-
geschichte (Speculative Beginning of Human History) (1786), Schiller’s “Was heifit und
zu welchem Ende studiert man Universalgeschichte” (“What Is, and to What End do
We Study Universal History”) (1789) and Etwas dber die erste Menschengesellschaft
nach dem Leitfaden der Mosaischen Urkunde (Some Thoughts on the First Human So-
ciety Following the Guiding Thread of the Mosaic Documents) (1790), Herder’s Ideen
zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Reflections on the Philosophie of the His-
tory of Mankind) (1784-91) are only a few examples of this genre that attracted eigh-
teenth-century historians, philosophers, and authors of belles lettres. At the time when
the examples mentioned above appeared, Universalgeschichte had already been an es-
tablished term, as Herder indicates in the title of his essay Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit ('This Too a Philosophy of History for the Formation
of Humanity) (1774).

3. While the term “hermeneutics” has already “been part of common language from the
beginning of the 17th century” and has been practiced in the form of biblical exegesis
since the Middle Ages, the awareness that the understanding of texts cannot be sepa-
rated from their historical horizons and the subjects who read them was new (http://
plato.stanford.edu/entries/hermeneutics, publ. 9 November 2005).

4. On the sources of this text, see Arno Schilson’s commentary to Die Erziehung des Men-
schengeschlechts in Arno Schilson and Axel Schmitt, eds., Gotthold Ephraim Lessing
Werke 1778-1781 (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 2001): 10:794—
816. All future references to this volume will be cited parenthetically in the text as LW.
Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts will henceforth be cited as Erziehung. References
to the body of this text will simply be quoted as § numbers. Among the most influential
sources, Schilson mentions Spinoza and Leibniz, as well as, according to Lessing's own
words, the “Kirchenviter der ersten vier Jahrhunderte” (the church’s elders of the first
four centuries). With regard to the text’s triadic structure—OIld Testament, New Tes-
tament, and a new age of an“Ewigen Evangelium” (eternal gospel)—Schilson mentions
a direct influence of Joachim Fiore, a medieval monk and scholar (LW 10:803). In ad-
dition to these older sources, Schilson names more recent works, such as John Locke’s
The Reasonableness of Christianity (1695), John Toland’s Christianity Not Mysterious
(1696), and Adam Ferguson's An Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767), as well as
the so-called Neologen—a group of Lutheran theologians who attempted to do justice
to the Enlightenment spirit during the second half of the eighteenth century. Among
the works that represent the phylogeny of the human race, Schilson cites Herder's Auch
eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit (1774), and Charles Bonnet's
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(1720-93) La palingénésie philosophique, ou idées sur létat passé et sur létat future des
étres vivans (1769).

. Several critics (Althaus, Michel, Eibl) emphasize the hypothetical character of his Erzie-

hung des Menschengeschlechts. In a letter to Johann Albert Heinrich Reimarus of April 6,
1778, Lessing himself called his text a“Hypothese” (hypothesis) (LW 10:810, 841, 848).

. Remarkably, this perspective of comparing the development of an individual to that of

the entire race comes almost one hundred years before Ernst Haeckel's (1834-1919)
discovery that the growth of an individual organism (ontogeny) recapitulates the evo-
lutionary history (phylogeny) of its species. For a better understanding of Lessing’s
sources, see also Klaus Bohnen'’s short contribution on “Lessings ‘Erziehung des Men-
schengeschlechts’ und Charles Bonnets ‘Palingenesie,” Germanisch-Romanische Mona-
tsschrift 62 (1981): 362-65. British literary scholar H. B. Nisbet points out that “the
analogy between the development of mankind and the education of the individual has
a long history ..." He mentions Clement of Alexandria, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Ter-
tullian, and Origen as possible forerunners (Nisbet, Lessing 573).

. All references to Lessing's Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts are taken from G. E. Less-

ing, Werke und Briefe, vol. 10, ed. Arno Schilson und Axel Schmitt (Frankfurt am
Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 2001). Subsequent references will be documented
parenthetically in the text as LW including volume and page numbers.

. For a thorough and informative discussion of the Fragmentenstreit, see Arno Schilson’s

enlightening commentary in LW 9:913-86 and LW 10:710-803. The concern with
religious questions was of particular interest to Lessing in view of his involvement in
this debate, which I will not discuss in detail since Priscilla Hayden-Roy has provided a
comprehensive account of the Erziehung's publishing history in regard to the Fragmen-
tenstreit (Hayden-Roy 393-95). Hayden-Roy contrasts Samuel Reimarus’s Fragmente
to Lessing’s position in the Erziehung, which he wrote in response to the fourth Frag-
ment. Her remarks connected to Lessing’s criticism of Reimarus's lack of a historical
perspective are significant for this interpretation because Lessing bases his aesthetics
on the assumption of a historically conditioned reception or what Hegel later called the

Zeitgeist (ibid. 395-99).

. Reimarus argued from a deist point of view, interpreting the biblical message according

to the premises of reason. While Lessing concurred with Reimarus in doubting the
literal veracity of miraculous biblical revelations, he disapproved of Reimarus’s ahis-
torical perspective. As a response, Lessing offered his critical comments to each of the
five Fragmente in his five Gegensitze zu Reimarus. The first fifty-three paragraphs of
the Erziehung appeared as an appendix to the fourth Gegensatz. Thus one could argue
that Lessing’s universal history is the result of his attempt to clarify his own position in
response to that of Reimarus.

For instance, Reimarus argued that the Old Testament could not be regarded as a“se-
ligmachende Religion” (beatifying religion) because it lacked three concepts that were
a condition for this type of religion: the immortality of the soul, the reward or punish-
ment in the afterlife, and the eventual union with God (Hayden-Roy 396). Lessing, on
the other hand, argued that these concepts might not have been comprehensible to the
Israelite people at the point of their revelation because humans of biblical times were
unlikely to think in abstractions (ibid.).

I agree with Priscilla Hayden-Roy that the dynamic hermeneutics laid out in the Er-
ziehung have far-ranging implications that go beyond differences in the representa-
tion of history (396-97). However, my analysis will not examine the Erziehung in the
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.
21.
22,

23.

24.

25.
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context of the influences of its aesthetic predecessors (Christian Wolff and Alexander
Baumgarten).

Future references to Lessing's Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts will be abbreviated in
the text as Erziehung. Specific passages (excluding the “Vorbericht des Herausgebers”)
will be quoted as § and number.

For Karl Eibl, for instance, the separation of author and editor is “ein eindeutiger Akt
der Fiktionalisierung des ganzen Texts” (an obvious fictionalization of the entire text)
(“Lauter Bilder” 250).

In the Fragmentenstreit, Lessing was held accountable for the publication of Reimarus’s
polemic and banned from publishing further writings on religion, although his position
as editor deviated in significant aspects from that of Reimarus. The editor’s gestures of
humility and feigned ignorance in the Erziehung are perhaps intended to distance him
from the content of the published materials making him thus unassailable.

The text’s ambiguities can be read as an authorial strategy, shifting the emphasis from
the opinionated prose of Lessing’s eatlier debate with the theologian Melchior Goeze
(1717-86) to a more ambiguous treatment of the topic that leaves it to the recipient to
take a stand.

After all, Lessing had already justified the use of miraculous elements, such as speaking
animals, for educational purposes in his Abhandlungen iiber die Fabel (1759).

Schilson and several other critics have pointed out the significance of this“Vorbericht
des Herausgebers” for the understanding of the entire text (Schilson, LW 10:852).
Schilson also mentions Inge Strohschneider-Kohrs, Vernunft als Weisheit, and Thomas
Althaus, Das Uneigentliche ist das Eigentliche.

In aletter to the younger Reimarus of 6 April 1778, Lessing describes it as the work of
“a good friend.” See also Nisbet, Lessing 572.

Altenhofer makes the compelling argument that the separation between editor and au-
thor constitutes a dramatic monologue or conversation with the self that reflects on its
own discourse. Consequently, Lessing works in the tradition of Augustinus for whom
the splitting of the self allows the author to reflect openly without the reservations that
a dialogue with a different interlocutor may cause (Altenhofer 26-27).

If not indicated otherwise, all translations from the German are mine.

A positive religion is a religion that has an identifiable founder.

For more information on Lessing’s connection to the Freemasons, also in the context
of his “Gespriche fiir Freimiurer, titled “Ernst and Falk,” see Nisbet, Lessing 585-99
passim.

For more details on Lessings failed attempts to join the Freemasons, see Nisbet's biog-
raphy of Lessing (Lessing 586—87).

Warburton's Devine Legation of Moses actually refuted the commonly accepted legend
“that Egyptians invented their hieroglyphs solely to express the mysteries of their re-
ligion and theology, so that they might be concealed from the prophane vulgar™ (Ass-
mann, Moses 104).

It is not surprising that Lessing’s Erziehung was informed by these ideas, especially
since Warburton was—like Lessing—also focusing on the distinction of revelation and
reason (Assmann, Moses 102). The pedagogical strategy of addressing the audience at
an appropriate level involves an awareness of the effect that the teachings might have.
As a dramatist who introduced Wirkungsdsthetik to the German stage and established
a theory on affecting spectators through “Mitleidstheorie” (empathy) in the Hamburger
Dmmaturgie, Lessing was, of course, an expert in the hermeneutics of representation.
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Yet his late writings, like Nathan the Wise and Erziebung, add a new dimension that
probes into the mediation of truth and the significance that the distinction between
fiction and nonfiction has for his aesthetics.

“Also giebt auch die Offenbarung dem Menschengeschlechte nichts, worauf die mensch-
liche Vernuntft, sich selbst iibetlassen, nicht auch kommen wiirde: sondern sie gab und
giebt ihm die wichtigsten dieser Dinge nur frither” (§4).

I agree with Nisbet that “it makes little difference whether the contradiction (between
§4 and §77) are resolved or not” (Lessing 575), in fact I would even go further and
claim that trying to solve this incongruity would contradict Lessing’s point because
both statements are not mutually exclusive. While the first statement makes a general
claim, the second statement describes a more nuanced distinction of quality within the
first statement.

In this respect, Lessing’s aesthetics parallels Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of Male-
branche’s anthropological assumptions, according to which conscious human acts are
predisposed by unconscious sensory stimuli “that form the basis for sentience” (Butler
41). Butler’s reading of Metleau-Ponty goes even further in stating that these uncon-
scious sensory impressions constitute “a certain passivity as the condition of freedom”
(ibid. 61). In other words, our openness to sensory stimuli provides an impetus for a
subjective free agency. Lessing’s plea to recognize the pedagogical value of religion in
the “Vorbericht des Herausgebers” is a classical example of instructing the reader in the
form of rhetorical questioning. His Socratic technique bears resemblance to a scene in
Nathan der Weise (1779) where Nathan teaches his stepdaughter Recha by persistently
questioning her with the intent to make her realize that recourse to a miraculous inter-
vention deprives humans of their ability to act ethically (LW 9:491-97). While Nathan
instructs Recha about the dangers of indulging in Schwirmerei (religious phantasies),
the introduction to the Erziehung emphasizes the didactic efficacy of religious revelation.
Yet both texts emphasize that the belief in miracles is both frivolous and harmful, unless
it serves an educational purpose. For instance, Nathan carefully instructs his stepdaugh-
ter that, contrary to her belief, she was not rescued by a “real” angel but by an angelic
human being who risked his life to safe her from the fire. Nathan does not reject the
existence of miraculous deeds. In his opinion, the rescuer’s action of saving Rechas life
can be called a “miracle” (LW 9:492). This miracle has a moral purpose as it reinforces
the belief in the goodness of human beings who help strangers out of empathy. In his
capacity as an educator who figures as a spokesperson for the author, Nathan assumes
the role of author himself by reiterating the significance of the metaphorical depictions
that can enlighten those who cannot comprehend abstract concepts. Nathan also takes
advantage of the powers of allegorical fiction as he uses the parable of the three rings to
convince the Sultan that the three major religions each deserve respect and the right to
coexist. Like in the other examples above, Nathan never addresses his audience directly
and tells them what to do but always lets them discover the “truth” for themselves.
“Zwar befindet er [Lessing] sich—wie der"Vorbericht des Herausgebers'. . . meldet—
auf einem ‘Hiigel, ‘von welchem er etwas mehr als den vorgeschriebenen Weg seines
heutigen Tages zu iibersehen glaubt. Aber damit steht er noch keineswegs am Ende
der Entwicklung. . .. Auch fiir ihn liegt das Ziel noch in undendlicher Ferne, wohl im
Ahnen erfafibar, aber nicht deutlich zu sehen” (Thielicke 44).

“Die Offenbarung hatte seine [des Volkes Israel] Vernunft geleitet, und nun erhellte
die Vernunft auf einmal seine Offenbarung” (Revelation had guided its [the Israelites’]
reason, and now reason suddenly enlightened its revelation).
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31. Nisbet points out that revelation evokes ‘obscure feelings” and that these “obscure

32

33

34

perceptions (perceptions insensibles) and confused feelings” are “precursors of rational
knowledge.” These “obscure impressions” are indebted to Leibniz's epistemology as
outlined in his Nouveaux Essais (Lessing 576). This reading corresponds to Maurice
Metleau-Ponty’s reading of Malebranche, according to which sentience preconditions
knowing (Butler 47). Hayden-Roy makes a similar claim in tracing the trajectory of the
Erziehung and demonstrating its indebtedness to the Wolffian model that progresses
from sensuous (sinnlich) and “below the threshold of rational . .. cognition” to “distinct”
(deutlich) representations (401-2). What these obscure sentiments and sensate im-
pressions gain in clarity and distinctness during the process of rationalization they lose
in richness of meaning or polysemy. Hayden-Roy argues that the “polysemic richness of
[Lessing’s] metaphorical, sensate language’ allows him to assume the role of ‘one of the
privileged souls’ who by means of a more highly developed faculty of reason, are able
to see ‘the greater light' more cleatly than their contemporaries” (404). Yet neither the
author nor the editor speak from a superior position, given their hesitation and careful
probing stance in this admittedly hypothetical sketch of human history.

The narrative shows the entire trajectory from a primitive to a highly civilized human
state of development and divides this progression into several phases: the state of ig-
norance or infancy, which requires both divine intervention to make the omnipotence
of monotheism known and an education that punishes the morally bad and rewards
the morally good in this life (§1-53); the internalization of moral categories that no
longer require God’s intervention and the assumption of divine justice in the afterlife;
the arrival of Jesus and the concept of eternal life (§54—72); the use of human reason,
which allows mature human beings to recognize the affinities of revelations and ra-
tional truths (§75-77) as well as to speculate about the future and metempsychosis
(§79-100).

For instance, in the process of reviewing former Elementarbiicher (primers), a people
may have to acknowledge that the reception rather than the representation of mira-
cles has led to stagnation. In other words, the blame for a belated comprehension of
such metaphoric insinuations or “Fingerzeige” lies not with the text but with the ini-
tially limited understanding of the recipient (§38). The author also explicitly warns the
reader not to feel self-satisfied once he has mastered an Elementarbuch and advises him
to check whether he has overlooked hidden messages (§68—69).

Nisbet quotes Jacobi, who reports, “Lessing could not come to terms with the idea of
a personal and absolutely infinite being in the unchanging enjoyment of its supreme
perfection. He associated it with such an impression of infinite boredom that it caused
him pain and anxiety.”

35. Jeffrey Librett points out that Lessing “turns, as the Education of the Human Race nears

its conclusion, toward an affirmation of a synthesis of Jewish and Christian—which
he [Lessing] understands as a synthesis of sensuous and spiritual ways of being and of
time and eternity ... in the form of transmigration” (247). Transmigration promises,
on the one hand, liberation from the body and, on the other hand, reincarnation in a
transcendent eternal realm. Once the goal of enlightenment has been achieved, the pro-
cess of education is still not completed, however, but extends into an endless repetition.
The paradox of a spiritual physicality in eternity finds expression in the form of a circle.
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o
Religion, Anthropology, and

the Mission of Literature
in Schillet’s Universalgeschichte

“Was heif3t und zu welchem Ende studiert
man Universalgeschichte?” (1789)

Schiller’s and Lessing’s historical methodologies are similar in many respects.
Both writers follow the conventional model of Universalgeschichte, which at-
tempts to detect an underlying teleology in world history based on contextual
inferences by studying the cause and effects of events (SNA 17:373).! This
method is particularly advantageous for examining the early history of human-
kind, for which no written sources exist (SNA 17:371). According to Schiller,
world history is full of gaps, and the historian has to fill in the blank spaces
by creating a coherent narrative that bridges them (SNA 17:372).? Schiller
explicitly states in his inaugural public lecture as a professor of history at the
University of Jena, titled “Was heifit und zu welchem Ende studiert man Uni-
versalgeschichte?” (“What Is and to What End Do We Study Universal His-
tory?”) (1789), that the historian’s task is to impose order on what appears
to be an overwhelming amount of fragmented historical data (“ein Aggregat
von Bruchstiicken”) (SNA 17:373).? Schiller’s universal historian brings order
into the seemingly chaotic accumulation of facts by selecting those events " ..
welche auf die heutige Gestalt der Welt und den Zustand der jetzt lebenden
Generation einen wesentlichen und leicht zu verfolgenden Einflufl gehabt ha-
ben” (... that have had a relevant, significant, and easily traceable influence on
the current state of affairs and the contemporary generation) (SNA 17:371;
Alt, “Natur” 534-35). Surprisingly, this order is the creation of the historian’s
imagination (SNA 17:373; see also Alt, “Natur” 536). The historian takes the
harmonious order, which he finds within himself, and projects it onto the out-
side and arranges it into a meaningful order of things: “Er nimmt also diese

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

56 «~: Beyond Humanism

Harmonie aus sich selbst heraus, und verpflanzt sie ausser sich in die Ordnung
der Dinge d.i. er bringt einen verniinftigen Zweck in den Gang der Welt und
ein teleologisches Prinzip in die Weltgeschichte” (SNA 17:374). It is easy to see
that Schiller’s historian is very closely affiliated to a writer of fiction (Hofmann,
Epoche 79—-83; see also Alt, “Natur” 541). The implication that narrative texts
in general are fictitious did not become fully accepted by many historians for a
long time to come:

Wo der Brotgelehrte trennt, vereinigt der philosophische Geist. Frithe hat er
sich iiberzeugt, daf$ im Gebiet des Verstandes, wie in der Sinnenwelt, alles inein-
ander greife, und sein reger Trieb nach Ubereinstimmung kann sich mit Bruch-
stiicken nicht begniigen. Alle seine Bestrebungen sind auf Vollendung seines
Wissens gerichtet; seine edle Ungeduld kann nicht ruhen, bis alle Begriffe zu
einem harmonischen Ganzen sich geordnet haben, bis er im Mittelpunkt seiner
Kunst, seiner Wissenschaft steht und von hier aus ihr Gebiet mit befriedigtem

Blick iiberschauet. (SNA 17:362)

(Whereas the Brotgelebrte [scholar whose professional goal is primarily to make
a living] dissects, the philosophical mind unites. He has convinced himself early
on that everything is connected in both the intellectual realm and the realm of
the senses, and his lively ambition to achieve harmonious agreement cannot be
satisfied with fragments of knowledge. All his motivations are directed toward
the completion of his knowledge; his dignified impatience cannot rest until all
terms have formed a harmonious whole, until he is in the center of his art and
his science and overlooks its realm from this vantage point with satisfaction.*)

The distinctly subjective perspective of Schiller’s universal historian re-
sembles that of Lessing’s wanderer, who orients himself by standing on a hill
from which he can overlook his path. Lessing and Schiller also concur in their
attempt to bridge the gap between the senses and the intellect. The universal
historian is capable of creating a totality that speaks to the entire human being
by appealing equally to the intellectual and sensory faculties. The historian’s
fictitious totality corresponds to the recipient’s desire for coherence and order.
This harmonious totality is based on the assumption that human nature is in
essence universal despite the cultural differences that have evolved during the
long process of human civilization, which Schiller depicts in graphic language.
While the assumption of a universal human nature is biased and modeled on
the archetype of the Western male philosophical mind, Schiller’s and Lessing’s
implied notion that universal history is tantamount to the historian’s subjec-
tive interpretation seems astonishingly modern considering the dominance
of empiricist scholarship during the nineteenth century. Schiller’s reasons for
rejecting claims of objectivity appear also quite progressive by taking into ac-
count the unreliability of historical sources and the personal biases of their
interpreters.’
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However, these historical projections—which Schiller also calls “Gemilde”
(paintings)—are not arbitrary. They must follow the laws of reason, be coher-
ent and meaningful. Schiller’s historian has to connect the events in a methodi-
cal way. In order to establish a cause-and-effect relationship, the historian must
slowly go back in history from the present to the origin of things, always look-
ing for the preceding causes of later events. Once he has established a cause-
and-effect relationship, he can then develop a continuous historical narrative
(SNA 17:371-74). In short, world history according to Schiller is the histo-
rian’s freedom to give meaning to an arbitrary and chaotic reality. Yet, how can
one call truth what is in fact the historian’s poetic illusion? Schiller’s vision
could not claim to be true were it not for an assumed inner correspondence that
links the historian to his recipient. They share a common belief in “Wahrheit,
Sittlichkeit und Freiheit” (truth, morality, and freedom), which governs the
meaningful order that underlies Schiller’s claim to universalism. Schiller sees
the justification for his belief in a “reasonable totality” and in the continuous
and unchangeable unity of human nature that constitutes the basis for the
similarities between ancient and modern-day events (SNA 17:375). In other
words, understanding human nature is for Schiller the key to understanding
human history. And history is only relevant as long as it sheds light on the dark
recesses of the human soul.

Although these universal histories are speculative rather than empirical in
nature, they concur with significant Enlightenment premises. For one thing,
they stress the value of a comprehensive education; they encourage the indi-
vidual historian to question historical events and recreate history according
to his own rational abilities rather than accepting factual truth claims. Yet, as
we have already seen in Lessing’s case, they intend to educate their audiences
by conveying ethical, inner truths that affect the recipients’ moral convictions
and behavior. While the emphasis on the historian’s subjective point of view
seems self-deprecating and possibly harmful to his scientific credibility, these
universal histories encourage the creation of alternative accounts. They exem-
plify the different missions of “die schénen Wissenschaften” (the arts) and the
empirical sciences by viewing history in allegorical or metaphorical instead of
factual terms. This does not mean, however, that universal history should ig-
nore empirical knowledge but rather use this knowledge to shed light on the
purpose and destiny of human nature. Instead of separating the sciences and
the “schénen Wissenschaften,” Schiller envisions a synthesis or totality of both.
By emphasizing the need for an interdisciplinary approach to history, Schiller’s
lecture speaks to the overspecialization of academic disciplines. Thus it can be
interpreted as a plea for the mission of the humanities to provide a broad gen-
eral education that prepares students to become well-rounded cosmopolitan
citizens.® In this respect Schiller’s philosophy of history influenced Humboldt's
humanist ideal of a university education (Hofmann, Epoche 79).”
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At first glance, Schiller’s introductory lecture reveals all the typical biases
of Enlightenment historicism. By depicting almost every narrated event in the
starkest, most vivid colors, the author applies his hyperbolic pathos to his the-
oretical and historical texts. His proclivity for portraying every constellation
in antagonistic dualisms, such as the distinction between the so-called Brot-
gelebrte (pragmatic scholar) and philosophische Kopf (philosophical mind), his
contrastive comparison between the less-developed societies of ancient times
and other continents, and the “edlere Freyheit” (gentler freedom) of human be-
ings in civilized societies is meant to justify the superiority of European civili-
zation and to celebrate the enlightened autonomous individual (SNA 17:366).
Schiller calls these depictions of human development “vom ungeselligen Héh-
lenbewohner — zum geistreichen Denker” (from antisocial cave dweller to
ingenious thinker) “entgegengesetzte Gemilde” (contrasting pictures), which
exhibit in graphic detail how far humanity has evolved.

Like Lessing, Schiller makes extensive use of visual metaphors. Schiller’s
inaugural lecture portrays history as continuous progression toward Enlight-
enment, extolling his own era as the pinnacle of human civilization. The author
not only looks back with pity on the less enlightened eras from the vantage
point of the late eighteenth century, he also looks down on the “primitive civ-
ilizations” of his own time. He regards them as remnants of the dark days of
a violent, barbaric age, and he disdains the “bondage,” “stupidity,” and “super-
stition” that plague the so-called savage tribes of Africa (SNA 17:365). He
demonstratively compares what he views as a miserable life in the primitive
societies to life in a free, prosperous, enlightened Europe in order to let his au-
dience know how infinitely more refined and civilized humankind has become
over the course of history.

In order to describe human nature, Schiller goes back in history to pre-
literary times when he believes the animalistic side of man was still dominant
and easy to detect (SNA 17:364). The more barbarous and violent “Man’s” an-
cestors are depicted, the more moral strength is necessary to civilize them and
the more heroic humanity’s victory over its animal nature would appear. In
Schiller’s words, civilized Man “has sacrificed the freedom of the predator to
preserve the gentler freedom of the human being” (SNA 17:366). Yet in spite
of his moralistic tone, Schiller is fascinated with the depiction of uncontrolla-
ble outbursts of the senses because it highlights the intensity of humans’ inner
struggle for control over the instincts. This is why for Schiller moral freedom
can only be represented “through the most vivid representation of suffering”
(SNA 20:196). The tension between divine history, which starts with Edenic
perfection, on the one hand, and human history, which starts with a state of
uncontrolled barbarity and progresses during the process of civilization toward
perfection, is endemic to Schiller’s literary works and can be traced to his early
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anthropological writings as well as to his indebtedness to Kantian historiogra-
phy (Alt, “Kommentar,” SchW 4:1057).

Kant's essays “Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbiirgerlicher Ab-
sicht” (“Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim”) (1784) and
“Mutmaflicher Anfang der Menschengeschichte” (“Presumed Beginning of the
History of Humans”) (1786) resonate with Schiller’s philosophy of history.?
While both Kant’s and Schiller’s narratives are indebted to the continuum of a
progressive improvement of civilization, they also acknowledge Rousseau’s cri-
tique of civilization's degenerate influences (KW 11:93). They reconcile these
seemingly contradictory views by portraying human imperfection as preferable
to the paradisiac state of innocence. Both justify their preference of human
imperfection and its progressing civilization by making freedom the decisive
quality of human existence. “Man’s” freedom to trade that paradisiacal state of
blissful ignorance for knowledge is what makes us human (KW 11:88-92;
SNA 17:398). If “Man” had not dared to challenge the divine order to eat from
the tree of knowledge, he would never have transcended the limited conscious-
ness of an animal:“ .. aus der Vormundschaft des Naturtriebs wire er niemals
getreten, frey und also moralisch wiren seine Handlungen niemals geworden,
tiber die Grinze der Tierheit wire er niemals gestiegen (SNA 17:398-99). In
other words, the expulsion from paradise, or what Peter-André Alt has termed
the “Sturz ins BewufStsein” (fall into consciousness), distinguishes humans from
other species (Alt, “Kommentar,” SchW 4:1057). Another analogy between
Kant's and Schiller’s philosophies of history is the aim to regain the unity with
nature at a higher, conscious level through culture and reason (SNA 17:399). In
both narratives the struggle of culture versus nature can be overcome when art
and human culture are perfected to the extent that they become identical with
nature: " .. bis vollkommene Kunst wieder Natur wird: als welches das letzte
Ziel der sittlichen Bestimmung der Menschengattung ist” (. .. until perfect art
reverts to nature, which is the telos of humankind’s moral destiny) (KW 11:95).

What Kant calls the telos and moral destiny of the human species finds
expression in neoclassical art: the conformity of nature and civilization. While
Schiller’s tendency to present world history in extreme dramatic tensions
seems to contradict the category of the neoclassical ideal of beauty as natural
harmony, the dramatic conflicts can be overcome through a seemingly unre-
strained, and therefore graceful, self-control in the face of adversity. By show-
ing the tension between human desire and moral duty leading to the eventual
overcoming of the instinctual forces, Schiller’s dramatic conflicts illustrate the
civilizational progress of human nature from its animal origins to its sublime
renunciation of its selfish drives.’

Schiller’s anthropological views, especially his emphasis on the dramatic
representation of the emotional and instinctual powers as well as his awareness
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of the mind-body dialectic, are informed by the concept of the ganze Mensch
(entire human being). Medical advances and the discovery of the nervous
system induced this holistic philosophy that was disseminated by the philoso-
phische Arzte, a group of physicians that rejected the separation of physiology
and philosophy (Riedel, Anthropologie 14—16). Their scientific interest, the in-
terrelations between body and soul, coincides with Ernst Platner’s assumption
that “the human being is neither body nor soul by itself; it is its harmonious
unity” (Riedel, Anthropologie 16) and demanded an interdisciplinary approach
(Zelle,“Sinnlichkeit” 5-8). As has already been suggested, the anthropological
assumptions of late eighteenth-century Popularphilosophie (empirical philoso-
phy) prepared the fertile ground for the humanist concept of Bildung (forma-
tion, education) that requires the cultivation of all human faculties, including
physical and emotional capacities. Lessing’s and Schiller’s universal histories
can be regarded as exemplary in showing why these two authors resorted to
biblical accounts and favored poetic narratives, parables, and metaphors over
summaries of events and empirical facts.

Schiller’s aesthetic philosophy presumes that the striving for individual
autonomy is an essential human quality and carries trans-historical validity,
although it is said to have evolved and progressed over time. Yet, the tension
between humanity’s destiny of self-determination and its instinctual animal
nature is very much part of the human psyche in all his works. Schiller’s an-
thropological views date back to his education at the “Hohe Karlsschule” His
teacher Jakob Friedrich Abel (1751-1821) introduced him to current medical
and philosophical trends, with particular attention to the mutual influence of
body and mind (Riedel, Anthropologie 18, 27, 91-93, 173-75). Schiller’s an-
thropological views on the dialectic relationship between the sensual and spit-
itual faculties, depicted in his medical-philosophical dissertations (1779-80),
resonate with his aesthetic theory. For instance, the overcoming of the mind-
body dualism in the ideal of the “ganze Mensch” comprises both the sittliche
(moral) and sinnliche (sensory) nature of the human being and constitutes the
utopian background of his entire dramatic oeuvre (ibid. 112—13).

Rousseau’s and Herder's skepticism toward the dominance of civilizing
reason are also noticeable in Schiller’s historiography. In their view the exi-
gencies of modern existence restrict the formation of well-rounded personali-
ties by putting too much emphasis on the intellectual faculties at the expense
of the so-called “untere Erkenntnisvermdgen” (lower cognitive faculties) and
emotions (Baumgarten, Zelle). For Schiller, art is a means to restore the lost
equilibrium because it appeals to both intellect and emotions. Already Schil-
ler’s early essay “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubiihnge eigentlich wirken?”
(“What Can a Good Permanent Stage Really Achieve?”) (1784) lauds drama
as a genre that engages “alle Krifte der Seele, des Geistes und des Herzens” (all
faculties of the soul, the mind, and the heart) (SNA 20:89). As a synaesthetic
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form of art, it has the capacity of restoring the spectator’s “mittleren Zustand”
(inner equilibrium) by harmonizing the tension between his exhausted physi-
cal and mental powers (SNA 20:90). Like Lessing, Schiller finds poetic inspi-
ration in the evocative imagery of biblical stories as they incorporate tropes and
metaphors that appeal to the senses rather than the intellect. The stage takes on
the legacy of religion and captivates the human mind with greater power than
secular laws because of its “Gemihlde der Phantasie, Rizel ohne Auflosung,
Schreckbilder und Lockungen aus der Ferne” (fantasy imagery, its riddles with-
out solution, its horror visions, and allures from afar) (SNA 20:91).

In analogy to the narrator of Lessings Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts,
Schiller interprets the Bible in terms of a Vernunftreligion—religion based on
reason—that can be read on two levels. I would call these two perspectives (a)
the allegorical level and (b) the philosophical level. While the allegorical point
of view provides moral guidance by illustrating Man’s fall from innocence, the
philosophical perspective recognizes the enormous significance of freedom and
the opportunities that the fall from innocence creates for the human destiny.
Although the human being has become what Hegel later called “ein ungliick-
liches Bewufitsein” (an unhappy consciousness) in view of its alienation from
its original identity with divine nature, the prospect that Man can accomplish
this desired reunification on his own makes his present state as an imperfect
but autonomous individual preferable to his previous state of happy ignorance.
Schiller’s dual perspective can also be linked to his aesthetic theory. While he
did not articulate the connection between the aesthetic, spiritual, and moral
categories in his Universalgeschichte, a connection that became the center of his
aesthetic theory, the associations are latently present. When he describes the
fall from grace that transforms the human being“from a happy tool [of nature]
to an unhappy artist” (SNA 17:400), he implies that artistic impulses originate
in the recognition of moral imperfections.

“Die Sendung Moses” (1789)

Schiller’s second lecture that he presented as a newly appointed professor of
history at the University of Jena has the very same focus as Lessing's Erziehung.
“Die Sendung Moses” (“The Legation of Moses”), published in 1790, deals
with the origin of monotheism and the civilization of the “Hebrew people.”
Both texts share some of the same sources, especially William Warburton’s
(1698-1779) The Divine Legation of Moses (1737), which was widely known
among German literati and “came to substantiate the views of the free-thinkers
and Freemasons ...” (Assmann, Moses 102)."° Schiller became familiar with
Warburton through philosopher Karl Leonhard Reinhold (1757-1825), who

published a masonic treatise under the pseudonym Bruder Decius titled Die

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

62 «: Beyond Humanism

Hebrdischen Mysterien oder die dlteste religiose Freymaurerey (The Hebrew Mys-
teries, or the Oldest Religious Freemasonry) (ibid. 115-16)." Both texts were
based on the assumption that monotheism originated in Egypt and that Moses
had the privilege of being educated among an elitist group of priests who were
privy to the secrets of their religious practices. In Warburton's account, Mo-
ses adopted the secretive rituals of the Egyptians and their strategy of build-
ing religion around a “nucleus of original wisdom” for his mission to unite the
Hebrew people after their exit from Egypt (ibid. 102). Thus Moses translated
“the Egyptian premises of monotheism into revealed truth” (ibid.). Lessing and
Schiller depict God and his representative Moses as teachers who must con-
vince their uneducated audience to believe in abstract ideas that they are not
prepared to comprehend, such as monotheism or the Holy Spirit. For them,
God and Moses serve as exemplary vehicles for the authors’ reflections on their
mission as writers. As we have seen in Lessing's Erziehung, God figures as the
author’s alter ego in his role of pedagogue who reveals incommensurable truths
by providing clues in the form of images, metaphors, and analogies. Likewise,
Schiller’s Moses resorts to the creation of miracles/revelations and stories to
unite the Hebrews under monotheism (SNA 17:394-95). One could argue
that Schiller expands on Lessing's Wirkungsdsthetik (aesthetics of effect) by us-
ing similar literary strategies that appeal to the recipient’s senses.

Schiller calls Moses a “Volkslehrer” (teacher of the people) who provides
moral instruction (SNA 17:400). He uses the book of Moses as an example
for universal history. As the first people with a monotheist religion, the Jews
became a people of universal importance according to Schiller. He concurs
with Lessing that the Bible is capable of teaching universal truth because it
makes the truth fascinating to a general audience. How was Moses able to
convince his people to believe in one God instead of in the many natural gods
that they worshiped? Schiller attributes Moses's success in founding a new re-
ligion to the deceptive demagoguery that he had learned from the Egyptians.
His Egyptian teachers, the so-called Epoptoi, had invented various techniques
to conceal the truth from the broad masses of the uninitiated who would not
be able to comprehend it in its pure and abstract form. In order to effectively
convert and convince nonbelievers, they used signification techniques to make
the “truth” sensually attractive (SNA 17:384). Schiller mentions the hiero-
glyphs as an example of a pictorial language that concealed the naked truth
from the uninitiated and yet stimulated their curiosity (ibid.)."”* The priests
also aroused their disciples’ passions during their initiation rites to prepare
them for facing the truth. According to Schiller, these seductive rituals taught
Moses how to convert his own people. In order to win them over to mono-
theism, he invents a personalized God with supernatural powers who is able
to protect the Hebrew people from its enemies. This is Schiller’s explanation
of how religion became “die stirkste und unenbehtlichste Stiitze aller Ver-
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fassung” (the most powerful and indispensable buttress of any constitution)
(SNA 17:396).

Moses, of course, bears many similarities to Schiller. In analogy to Moses
who learned from his Egyptian teachers how to convince his people of the truth
by appealing to their senses, Schiller learned from Lessing's Education of the
Human Race. Lessing had already viewed the Bible as an allegorical revelation
of the truth that can be grasped before reason can explain it. Just as Moses
uses illusion to convert his people to monotheism, so does Schiller use theat-
rical deception in the service of “truth.” The question, however, of what exactly
“truth” is remains open for both Schiller as well as for Lessing. For them, “truth”
is a totality that still exceeds human comprehension. This is why “truth” cannot
be represented in rational discourse. The author, embodied by Moses, has to
resort to symbolism in order to express his prophetic vision, a vision whose
realization is incommensurable and which eludes human understanding, Man’s
fall from grace necessitated a perpetual quest for salvation through incremental
apprehensions of the “truth.” While metaphorical or poetic representations are
inadequate to depict “truth” in its entirety, they provide partial insights and in-
spire the search for it by stimulating the rational faculties. This explains why art
is at home in both the physical and spiritual domains. The artifact thus points
to the restoration of the lost unity of self and world by mediating between body
and mind. As in Lessing’s text, sensual perception precedes and inspires human
understanding. Likewise, revelation is given as a manifestation of nature, which
then inspires human motivation to overcome the mind-body schism and thus
restore the lost identity of self and world:

... so thut man ganz recht, das Schéne, objektiv, auf lauter Naturbedingungen
einzuschrinken und es fiir einen blofen Effekt der Sinnenwelt zu erkliren. Weil
aber doch—auf der andern Seite—die Vernunft von diesem Effekt der bloflen
Sinnenwelt einen transzendenten Gebrauch macht und ihm dadurch, dafl sie
ihm eine hohere Bedeutung leiht, gleichsam ihren Stempel aufdriicke, so hat
man ebenfalls recht, das Schone, subjektiv, in die intelligible Welt zu versetzen.
Die Schénheit ist daher als die Biirgerin zweier Welten anzusehen, deren einer
sie durch Geburt, der andern durch Adoption angehért; sie empfingt ihre Exis-
tenz in der sinnlichen Natur und erlangt in der Vernunftwelt das Biirgerrecht.

(SNA 20:260)

(... and we are absolutely correct to limit Beauty objectively to mere natural con-
ditions and to explain it as a mere effect of the world of the senses. But since—
on the other hand—Reason makes a transcendental use of this effect of the mere
world of the senses and presses its stamp on it by endowing it with a higher
significance, we are also correct to place Beauty subjectively into the intelligible
world. Beauty is therefore to be viewed as a citizen of two worlds, belonging to
the one by birth, and to the other by adoption; she receives her existence in sensu-
ous nature and attains the right of citizenship in the world of reason.)
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The literary dimension of Friedrich Schiller’s portrayal of Moses has not
received much scholatly attention. This seemingly ancillary text is nonetheless
key to central aspects of its author’s philosophical and aesthetic positions be-
cause it encapsulates his views on both the relationship between religion and
aesthetics and—perhaps even more pertinent—on human nature in general. In
fact, Schiller’s text is less about the historical figure of Moses than about what
it means to be human.

Most of the scholarship on this particular lecture examines its significance
in the context of either eighteenth-century historiography or Schiller’s use of
literary sources (Wiibben 125-26)." Schiller’s reference to Karl Leonhard
Reinhold’s Die hebrdischen Mysterien (The Hebrew Mysteries) contributed to the
scholarly preoccupation with the complex history of Schiller’s sources (SNA
17:397)."* This somewhat narrow research focus has resulted in the assump-
tion that Schiller mainly paraphrases Reinhold’s essay (Hartwich 30)."* While
my analysis builds on this research in order to provide necessary background
information on the intellectual climate in which Schiller’s “Die Sendung Mo-
ses” was written, I will read the text in light of the author’s anthropological and
poetological assumptions.'® Of particular interest is the question of whether
it is possible to preserve the rights of the individual in a society that is guided
by abstract principles of truth. This question ties into the larger debate about
the dialectic of the Enlightenment that—as some would argue—already began
during Schiller’s time and continues to this day: namely, whether the pursuit
of Enlightenment ideas could lead to a tyranny of reason and the perversion of
ethical principles, such as freedom, truth, and honor (Borchmeyer, “Marquis
Posa” 130)."” Adherence to universal ethical concepts often prohibits or re-
strains individual human needs, which have generally been associated with the
biological nature of the human species. Schiller, in accordance with Kant, con-
sidered egotistical instincts subordinate to the higher moral values that would
lead to the perfection of the human species.“Die Sendung Moses” is one of the
author’s numerous attempts at defining a human nature that, on the one hand,
justifies his artistic utilization of the senses and, on the other, devalues them in
the name of a higher universal truth. In Schiller’s reinterpretation of Moses's
life, Moses becomes the archetypical poet/writer who, like Schiller himself,
was committed to converting his audience to “truth” by appealing to their base
instincts and ingrained habits. Schiller relies on a widely known biblical source
to reinterpret the beginnings of monotheist religion in a way that supports his
Enlightenment anthropology. The question is whether Schiller’s elevation of
reason to the status of a Vernunftreligion prepares the path for the tyranny of
reason, and whether his concomitant devaluation of “bare life” (Agamben 15—
16)—that is, of a creaturely, instinctual life without higher meaning—paves
the way for a political theology that legitimates the manipulation of a people in
the name of ethical ideals.
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Figure 2.1. Peter Anton von Verschaffelt (1710-93), Statue des Moses von Michelangelo (after
1737). Wikiedia Commons, public domain.
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Beginning in the 1780s there is an intense debate among different factions
of the Freemasons about whether Moses's monotheism originated from Egyp-
tian mythology and to what extent Moses deliberately embellished this mysti-
cism to further his political and theological goals (Wiibben 127).!® Some deist
thinkers doubted the miraculous stories of the Bible and contrasted the scien-
tific methods of the Enlightenment to what they considered to be the obscu-
rantist political strategies of the Mosaic religion (Hartwich 22-23)." Yet not
all Enlightenment thinkers concurred with such indiscriminate condemnation
of the Old Testament. Others like Lessing and Schiller recognized the sensu-
ous appeal of biblical stories and used them in the service of reason as a vehicle
to further Enlightenment goals. While Schiller gives the story of Moses his
own spin, his text still echoes the debate.

Schiller’s “Die Sendung Moses” reflects a certain ambiguity about the de-
bate’s central issue of whether Moses was a divine messenger or an impostor
by presenting Moses as both a shrewd ideologue and yet a person with moral
integrity. The question of whether Moses's creation of a poetic illusion in the
name of truth by telling stories of miracles is legitimate, even morally desirable,
or whether it results in political demagoguery is also significant in the context
of the so-called Illuminatendebatte. My analysis, which highlights the resem-
blance between Schiller’s Moses and some of his most well-known dramatic
heroes and Machiavellian villains, such as Franz Moor, Fiesco, Don Carlos, and
Wallenstein, will, however, show that Schiller addressed the despotic abuse of
Enlightenment ideals even before the Illuminatendebatte

According to Hans Jiirgen Schings, the debate over whether the Illuminati’s
clandestine pursuit of Enlightenment ideals has to be viewed as a deceptive
manipulation marks a new level of awareness as its participants discover the di-
alectic of the Enlightenment for themselves (Briider 164). Schings and others?!
generally examine Schiller’s connections to the Freimaurer Logen and to the
[luminati in the context of Don Karlos (1787) and his Briefe iiber den Don Kar-
los (Letters on Don Karlos) (1788). At the beginning of the tenth letter Schiller
explicitly states that he is“weder Illuminat noch Maurer” (neither a member of
the Illuminati nor a Freemason) (SNA 22:168) and distances himself from the
pursuit of political schemes in the name of universal ideals in his eleventh letter
(SNA 22:170-71). In light of these letters and passages taken from Don Kar-
los and Die Geschichte des Abfalls der Vereinigten Niederlande von der spanischen
Regierung (The History of the Revolt of the United Netherlands against Spanish
Rule) (1788), Schings concludes that Schiller was without doubt directing his
criticism against the despotism of the Enlightenment whose universalist ideals
tended to disregard human nature and the rights of the individual (Schings,
Posa 163—65; Borchmeyer, “Marquis Posa” 130).

The principles that Schiller laid out in his lecture on universal history,
however—one year after his letters on Don Karlos—reveal the historian’s/
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dramatist’s fundamental and deliberate dependence on universal abstractions.
Without the ability to generalize individual human characteristics and project
them onto the larger canvas of world history, history would remain limited to
recording empirical data. Schiller’s universal historian is not nearly as inter-
ested in what happened as in how and why it happened. The uncertainty of
how Moses was able to convert and unite an entire people under monotheism
provides Schiller with the opportunity to fill in the gaps and to create a mean-
ingful totality from a compilation of historical fragments (SNA 17:373).2 Just
as writers like Lessing, Gellert, and others took advantage of the genre of the
fable to teach the uneducated, so did Schiller, Herder, and others exploit the
allure of biblical myths to convey abstract moral concepts in the form of il-
lustrious examples that would captivate the imagination of an unenlightened
audience. Schiller’s distinction between an illusory surface appearance and an
inner truthful core in “Die Sendung Moses” shows his commitment to search
for meaning beneath empirical reality.”’

Schiller’s elevation of reason to the status of a Vernunftreligion is accompa-
nied by his contempt of creaturely life, such as the diseased, degenerate, and
utterly pitiful existence of the “pre-monotheistic” Hebrew people who were
“durch eine solange anhaltende Dummbheit endlich fast bis zum Thier herunter
gestoflen” (eventually pushed down, almost to the state of the animal by such
an enduring stupidity) (SNA 17:380).** In his essay on the Schaubiibne, his
lecture on universal history, and “Die Sendung Moses,” Schiller stresses the
beneficial powers of the Enlightenment by contrasting it to the “uncivilized”
societies in the distant past and in distant locations (SNA 17:364—67) or by
equating “der Pobel” (the rabble) of his own time to animals (SNA 20:100).
Schiller excludes all those groups or aspects of life from humanity because in
his view they lack a spiritual dimension that would enable them to recognize
truth. Not only does he degrade uncivilized societies but also human needs
that are essential to bare survival. A corollary to this idea would be his admi-
ration for the “heroic” decision to sacrifice one’s material existence in order to
uphold a universal ideal, which one can find throughout his work.”

The exclusion and sacrifice of all those particular aspects of life that cannot
be controlled by reason is, of course, where enlightenment becomes its tyran-
nical other. Is Schillet’s conspicuous distinction between a human Moses and
animalistic Hebrews a rhetorical exaggeration that intends to extend the power
of reason to all civilizations? Does his exclusionary definition of the human
contradict such intentions? Does the author attempt to impose his ideological
view onto what he considers a barbaric group under the guise of brotherly love?
By depicting the Hebrew people as uncivilized, he coerces his audience to iden-
tify with Moses, the exception, rather than with the Hebrews.

Schiller portrays Moses as a leader who transformed the highly philosophi-

cal and abstract mysticism of an elitist Egyptian circle of priests into a national
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religion. Establishing an inner correspondence with Moses allows the author
to understand and rationalize his protagonist’s actions from his own, personal
point of view. Schiller literally follows the premise laid out in his lecture on
universal history: namely to take the harmony that he finds within himself and
project it onto the external order of things (SNA 17:374). He projects his own
points of view onto historical figures like Moses to make them more under-
standable to his eighteenth-century audience.

Schiller psychologically motivates Moses’s extraordinary accomplishment
of liberating and uniting the Hebrew people under an entirely new religion.
Accordingly, Moses was predestined to unite his people under the banner of
monotheism because he was neither a born Egyptian nor a “mere Hebrew”:
“Einem gebohrnen Egypter fehlte es ... an dem Nationalinteresse fiir die
Ebrier, um sich zu ihrem Erretter aufzuwerfen. Einem bloflen Ebrier mufite
es an Kraft und Geist zu dieser Unternehmung gebrechen” (A born Egyptian
lacked . .. the passion for the Hebrew people in order to emerge as their savior.
A mere Hebrew had to lack the power and spirit for this undertaking) (SNA
17:381). Schiller stresses that Moses’s Hebrew mother managed to raise him
under a false identity as his “nurse,” and that she probably did not forget “ein
recht rithrendes Bild des allgemeinen Elends [seiner Nation] in seine zarte
Seele zu pflanzen” (to instill in her son’s tender soul a thoroughly moving im-
pression of the general misery [of his nation]) (SNA 17:382). The mother’s
visual depiction of the mistreatment of the Hebrew people at the hand of the
Egyptians conditions young Moses to always remember his Hebrew descent.”
His “tender soul” is receptive to sensory impressions that have a lasting effect
on his moral disposition and affect his personality more deeply than his Egyp-
tian education, so much that he identifies with the Hebrew people and harbors
feelings of revenge against the Egyptian oppressors (SNA 17:388). His anger
against the Egyptians is reinforced whenever he remembers the injustice of
slavery. The continuous discrimination of his people fosters his hatred and fi-
nally provokes him to murder an Egyptian whom he witnesses abuse a fellow
Hebrew. Moses becomes an outlaw and flees into the Arabian Desert, and his
political instincts are awakened by the humiliation he has to experience.

Schiller puts himself in Moses’s shoes to depict the emotional turmoil of an
aspiring political leader whose tragic fall and deep disappointment over the loss
of all his hopes fuse his personal fate with the fate of his oppressed fellow He-
brews: “Seine Phantasie, durch Einsamkeit und Stille entziindet, ergreift was
ihr am nichsten liegt, die Partey der Unterdriickten. Gleiche Empfindungen
suchen einander, und der Ungliickliche wird sich am liebsten auf des Ungliick-
lichen Seite schlagen” (Inflamed by loneliness and silence, his fantasy takes
sides for those who are dearest to him: the oppressed. Similar emotions attract
each other and the unfortunate one will preferably side with the unfortunate)
(SNA 17:389). Once again, the inner emotional correspondence gives Moses
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the ability to connect with his fellow Hebrews, despite their different cultural
backgrounds of education. Compassion forms an invisible bond among all hu-
mans regardless of their different social standing.”’

Moses would not have been able to convert his uncivilized, pagan people to
monotheism without his ability to think in abstract terms, an ability he owes
to his Egyptian education. Neither Hebrew nor Egyptian, only an exception
like Moses is capable of transcending the limits of his assumed identity and of
forming a unifying bond. In “Die Sendung Moses” Schiller presents Moses as
an innovator who is capable of preserving and promoting the ideal through the
power of reason. While Schiller’s Moses, like the elitist priests who taught him,
uses his intellectual superiority to manipulate the Hebrew people, he differs
from the Egyptian elite because he has actually suffered the hardship of his
people and therefore is able to identify with them. Moses is not simply privy
to a universal truth, he has also developed a particular identity as a Hebrew.
The fate of the outcast in the Arabian desert makes him aware of the common
bond that he shares with his people. Moses has the advantage of understand-
ing the full impact of social discrimination against his fellow Hebrews because
he can see the difference between his former privileged existence as a “Men-
schenherrscher” (ruler of the people) and his later existence in the desert as a
“Lohnknecht eines Nomaden” (slave to a nomad) (SNA 17:389).

Nevertheless his intellectual superiority as well as his ability to adapt his vi-
sion to the imagination of his uneducated fellow Hebrews endows him with an
instinct for power that is more fully fleshed out in the political leaders of Schil-
ler’s dramas, such as Fiesco, Posa, and Wallenstein (Alt, Schiller 1:455). Moses
shares with these larger-than-life figures the potential to exploit his leadership
skills for opportunistic goals. And Schiller himself presents the precarious
proximity of idealist altruism and opportunist despotism as an inherently hu-
man trait by emphasizing in his eleventh letter on Don Karlos

daf der uneigenniitzigste, reinste und edelste Mensch aus enthusiastischer An-
hinglichkeit an seine Vorstellung von Tugend und hervorzubringendem Gliick
sehr oft ausgesetzt ist, ebenso willkiirlich mit den Individuen zu schalten, als
nur immer der selbstsiichtigste Despot, weil der Gegenstand von beider Bestre-
bungen in ihnen nicht aufler ihnen wohnt, und weil jener, der seine Handlun-
gen nach seinem innern Geistesbilde modelt, mit der Freiheit anderer beinahe
ebenso im Streit liegt als dieser, dessen letztes Ziel sein eigenes Ich ist. (SNA
22:170)

(that the most selfless, purest, and noblest human being is just as prone to ma-
nipulate individuals out of his enthusiastic commitment to his idea of virtue and
the creation of happiness as the most selfish despot because the object of their
ambitions does not reside outside [but within] them, and because the former
who models his actions according to his inner ideal is just as much in disagree-
ment with the liberty of others as the one whose goal is his own ego.)
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While Schiller’s tragic heroes often fail because of their personal ambitions,
Moses successfully manages to reconcile his personal aspirations with a univer-
sal ethics.”® For him, religion promises to recover his lost national identity as
well as guarantee the human dignity of his entire people by letting them be part
of a universal ethics. Moses’s calling “humanizes” his people as Schiller wishes
his writings would do for his society. Moses’s growing awareness of his own
“true” identity as a Hebrew goes hand in hand with his calling to instill national
sentiments in his fellow Hebrews. Religion helps Moses transform his people’s
negative self-image as outcasts of Egyptian society into a positive identity. In
a sense, Moses makes up for his disregard of the Hebrews' right to individual
self-determination by providing them with a specific national pride that they
had lacked.

Ironically, Moses not only brings about the unity of his people but also
entices them into believing in a national myth and miraculous stories of an
omnipotent God. Yet for Schiller the creation of myth is not plain deception
because it works in the service of a higher ideal and ultimately in the service
of “truth.” Schiller’s emphasis on Moses’s need for “Einsamkeit” (solitude) and
“Stille” (tranquility) in order to be inspired underlines the parallels between
himself, the writer, and Moses who, like himself, needs an aesthetic strategy
to win over his audience. Moses’s idea, “seinen wahren Gott auf eine fabelhafte
Art zu verkiinden” (to announce his true God in a miraculous fashion) (SNA
17:392), is designed to convince his unenlightened audience of a God who is
neither comprehensible nor attractive nor useful to them (SNA 17:390-91).
Moses is well aware that his “true” God is unable to fight for the Hebrews and
help them in a miraculous way (SNA 17:391); nevertheless, he feels justified
to present him as omnipotent. In other words, Schiller/Moses creates a poetic
illusion that advances the “truth” and calls his theology a “Vernunftreligion,” a
religion in the service of reason.

How was Moses able to convince his people to believe in one God instead of
in the many natural gods that they worshiped? Schiller attributes Moses's suc-
cess in founding a new religion to the mythmaking technique that he learned
from the Egyptians. He mentions the hieroglyphs as an example of a pictorial
language that concealed the naked truth from the uninitiated and yet stimu-
lated their curiosity (SNA 17:384). Paradoxically, the hieroglyphs and cere-
monies assumed the opposite function, as their mystique began to appeal to
increasing numbers of nonbelievers and were eventually taken as symbols for
truth itself. This dual function of the sign as veil and revelation is at the heart
of Moses's/Schiller’s pedagogical genius (SNA 17:384). The priests aroused
their disciples’ passions during initiation rites to prepare them for facing the
truth. Yet Moses cannot copy the hieroglyphs and ceremonies because his peo-
ple would not have been able to understand them. His goals are also different
from those of the Egyptians. While the elitist order of priests that trained him
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originally intended to protect the “truth” from the uninitiated, Moses aims at
attracting a following and therefore has to adapt his stories to the intellectual
abilities of his audience. Moses learned from the Egyptians to take advantage
of the contradiction between “essential truth” and “surface appearance” and the
tendency of the uneducated to mistake the latter for the former.

Ironically, Moses benefits from a technique that resulted in the profaniza-
tion of religion while Moses's aesthetic utilization of the senses has the oppo-
site effect and serves the reclamation of the spiritual with the establishment
of monotheism. In Schiller’s text—which was written before the hieroglyphs
had been deciphered—the hieroglyphs are represented as a secret code that
has no other function than to protect the truth from the uneducated and pre-
pare uninitiated members for “the truth.” Yet as more inapt members pushed
themselves into the circle of the initiated because they felt attracted by the cul-
tural rites, the religious leaders saw themselves compelled to make the truth
less accessible by inventing more theatrical gimmicks (SNA 17:387). As a
consequence, the rituals gradually lost their original meaning of purifying re-
ligion from superstition. Eventually these hieroglyphs—with the help of the
priesthood who felt they had to mislead the people for opportunistic reasons—
assumed the powers of divine truth (SNA 17:382). Thus the attraction of the
obscure caused the unenlightened people to take signs for wonders. Their idol-
atry makes Moses aware of the psychology of the “uncivilized” state of mind,
which is enticed by the sensual presence of the mysterious. By fusing monothe-
ism with the foundational myth of the Hebrew nation and embellishing it with
miraculous stories, Moses manipulates his fellow Hebrews and makes them
receptive to monotheism, which, according to Schiller, brings them closer to
the truth (SNA 17:383-84; 392; 396).

Monotheism opens the door to freedom because in monotheism it is up to
the individuals to decide whether they want to live according to God’s com-
mandments, and—needless to say—it is freedom that matters to Schiller. Only
through the freedom of choosing a moral life over and against nature can the
individual live a godly life. This is Schillet’s explanation of how religion became
“die stirkste und unenbehrlichste Stiitze aller Verfassung” (the strongest and
most indispensable support of the constitution) (SNA 17:396). Schiller ex-
plains this in his lecture, “Etwas iiber die erste Menschengesellschaft nach dem
Leitfaden der mosaischen Urkunde” (“Some Thoughts about the First Human
Society According to the Mosaic Document”), which appeared in November
1790 in the journal Thalia, two months after “Die Sendung Moses.” Here he
depicts human development from prehistoric paradisiac innocence to the be-
ginnings of an ethical existence. Accordingly, the fall from paradise is an advan-
tage because it grants humans the freedom to become masters of their own fate.
Humans have emancipated themselves from animal-like blissful ignorance, and
reason allows them to regain a state of innocence without divine control. Schil-
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ler argues just as Lessing in Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts in claiming that
individual autonomy is only possible if human beings can decide for themselves
between Good and Evil.

While reason enables human beings freedom of choice to live a moral life,
it also permits the simulation of so-called natural signs, signs whose subject
matter is grounded in the very properties of what is designated. Tears, for in-
stance, are generally considered a natural sign of sadness. In primitive societies
nature is often understood as the language of the gods. In contrast to these
natural signs, which render the truth apparent, the Egyptian Epoptoi invented
the hieroglyphs as a hermetic system of symbols in their attempt to protect
the sacred truth of their religion from the uninitiated. Just as Moses invents
miraculous stories to wean his people from their polytheistic superstitions and
prepare them for the abstract truth of monotheism, so does Schiller create a
counter illusion in his dramas that unveils surface reality as false and conveys
an inner, universal truth. Yet Schiller goes one step further than Moses by mak-
ing the deceptive use of signs transparent.” Schiller’s use of biblical imagery
to reveal deception is apparent in his first drama Die Rduber (The Robbers)
(1782). Franz Moor fabricates the story of his brother’s death to distort the
truth. Like the dramatist himself, Franz creates a dramatic illusion by produc-
ing a forged letter and reenacting his brother’s last words. However, Old Moor
uncovers the deception by having Amalia read the analogous biblical story of
the fraudulent production of Joseph's bloodstained cloak (SNA 3:51-52). In
these scenes Schiller uses dramatic enactment to reveal a fraud just as Moses
repeats the technique of deception to convert his fellow Hebrews to monothe-
ism, which brings the Hebrews closer to the “truth” or “einzige hochste Ursache
aller Dinge” (singular highest origin of all things) (SNA 17:385). Significantly,
he repeats the Epoptoi’s illusive signification practices to correct the deception
caused by their artificial production of hieroglyphs, ceremonies, and rituals.

Although there are obvious parallels between Moses and the playwright
who both use fiction in the service of the truth, there is still a certain ambi-
guity as to whether Moses's actions are ethically commendable according to
neo-humanist standards. While Schiller clearly presents Egyptian civilization
as superior to Hebrew culture and therefore tends to favor reason over faith,
the final sentences of “Die Sendung Moses” leave open whether Moses uses
his superior intellectual abilities to impose a premature way of thinking on the
Hebrew people: “Die Epopten erkannten die Wahrheit durch ihre Vernunft,
die Hebrier konnten hochstens nur blind daran glauben” (The Epoptoi knew
the Truth by force of reason, the Hebrews could only believe blindly in it)
(SNA 17:397). On the one hand, Moses's political theology unites the Hebrew
people and thus preserves their national identity, yet his calculated manipula-
tion is reminiscent of Schiller’s Machiavellian protagonists. The ambiguity of
these tragic leaders is an expression of Schiller’s dialogue with the dialectic of
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the Enlightenment. Schiller’s texts illustrate inconsistencies in Enlightenment
thought that are still relevant for present-day skepticism about the compati-
bility of the optimistic belief in reason, progress, and human perfection on the
one hand and human nature on the other. For one thing,“Die Sendung Moses”
makes clear that reason can take on the function that religion once had as a
tool to exert power over others. Although reason can bring humanity closer to
the “truth,” Schiller often connects it to exceptional figures who, like Moses's
“despotic brothers” Franz Moor, Fiesco, Posa, and Wallenstein, use it for op-
portunistic reasons. To be sure, Schiller’s fascination with such larger-than-life
figures is partially motivated by the search for suitable biographies for his trag-
edies. Yet one could also ask whether the admiration of human superiority is a
necessary precondition of enlightenment, as Schiller’s text suggests indeed that
progress depends on an intellectual elite or superior mentor figures.

Although Schiller’s narrator claims that Moses’s fictitious account is not
based on“Betrug” (deception) (SNA 17:391), the narrative perspective empha-
sizes that Moses considers his fictitious account as a legitimate means “seinen
wahren Gott auf eine fabelhafte Art zu verkiinden” (to announce his God in a
miraculous fashion) (SNA 17:392). For Moses, the truth simply needs to be
mediated in such a fashion that the Hebrew people will accept it. Moses accom-
plishes this by inventing a national myth and making his God the Nationalgott
of the Hebrew people (ibid.).

Schiller’s plea for Vernunftreligion can be associated with the “tyranny of
Reason” because it excuses demagoguery for the purpose of starting a nation-
alist movement. Moses’s masterful use of propaganda is based on mass ma-
nipulation. After all, the text presents the Hebrew people as blind followers of
Moses'’s ideology. The fact that Schiller’s psychological insights justify Moses's
actions by emphasizing the commonalities between Moses and the author sug-
gests that Schiller admires Moses's political skills because in his opinion “[er]
143t eine ganze Nation an einer Wahrheit Theil nehmen, die bis jetzt nur das
Eigenthum weniger Weisen war” (he lets an entire nation participate in a truth
that has been the exclusive property of a few until now) (SNA 17:397). The
birth of the Hebrew nation thus can be seen as both emancipation and sub-
mission. While the Hebrew people are liberated from their status of a discrim-
inated minority under Egyptian rule, they submit to their new leader and his
political theology. For them, the conversion to monotheism means liberation
for the nation but not necessarily for the individual. Schiller’s promotion of
national unification over the emancipation of the individual points to Schiller’s
own struggle with rationalism’s coercive potential.

“Die Sendung Moses” exposes the psychological processes that undetlie the
formation of national and cultural identities and shows how these processes
can be exploited for political purposes. Yet the text undermines Schiller’s pos-
itive depiction of Moses by revealing how the author degrades and distances
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himself from the animal aspects within man and projects them onto “the slave,
the barbarian, the foreigner as figures of an animal in human form” in order to
construe the Western human being as a superior, spiritual, civilized, and rea-
sonable being (Agamben 37). This kind of reading would be in keeping with
Giorgio Agamben’s suggestion that “man must recognize himself in a non-man
in order to be human” (ibid. 27). One could infer that shame about their sen-
sual nature may have caused eighteenth-century German elitist thinkers like
the Illuminati to distance themselves from the masses in order to confirm their
human superiority. It could also explain Schiller’s ambivalent attitude toward
the senses: of both detesting them and at the same time having enormous re-
spect for their power, a power that he tried to take advantage of in his theatrical
mission. “Die Sendung Moses” not only reveals how artful manipulation can
be applied toward progress but also how it can be used to create a hierarchy
of human beings based on reason in order to assert a more privileged position.

The texts similarities to Lessing's Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts, dis-
cussed in chapter 1, are striking. Both texts refer to the education of the“unciv-
ilized” Hebrews to depict the development of humankind from “superstitious
polytheism” to a more enlightened monotheism. The ability of thinking in ab-
stractions allows the enlightened reader not only to discover the inner truths of
literary signs, images, or metaphors but also to grapple with the ethical justifi-
cation of literary fantasies, which is at the core of both Lessing’s and Schiller’s
aesthetics. While both writers use biblical stories as sources of inspiration that
can convey an inner truth that lies beneath the surface of allegorical and met-
aphorical signification, they differ in the degree of endorsing the production
of literary imagery for the purpose of advancing the civilization of the human
race. Although both writers are aware that sensory stimuli often precede and
shape intellectual reflection—this is why Lessing called revelations or sensate
representation Voriibungen (preliminary exercises)—Schiller puts more em-
phasis on the danger of the manipulative abuse of others in the service of an
ideology. Both Lessing’s Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts and Schiller’s
“Die Sendung Moses” stress the ambiguities and polysemy of literary texts,
which give the recipients the freedom of thought that is necessary for their
progress toward individual autonomy. Whereas in Lessing’s text God or Christ
acts as the ultimate authority that produces revelations to guide the people of
Israel toward enlightenment, Schiller chooses Moses, a human being, to repre-
sent the divine idea of monotheism. Although Moses acts in God's interest, he
carries the stigma of being fallible, and Schiller’s text emphasizes this human
trait by narrating Moses’s rage-filled murder of an Egyptian. Yet, there is no
doubt that Schiller presents Moses as one of the great role models who suc-
cessfully worked for the advancement of a more humane society. Perhaps one
could say that Schiller’s text problematizes the conflict between the Kantian
categorical imperative, which prohibits the manipulative use of other human
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beings for another purpose, and his idea that there will always be a few people,
even among the institutional “guardians,” who think for themselves.

Notes

Parts of this chapter were published previously as “Faith and Reason: Schiller’s ‘Die Send-
ung Moses,” in German Quarterly 81, no. 3 (2008): 283-301.

1. Future references to Schiller’s texts are taken from Friedrich Schiller: Werke; Nation-
alausgabe, ed. Julius Petersen and Gerhard Fricke (Weimar: Bohlaus Nachfolger,
1943-). The references are cited parenthetically as SNA followed by volume and page
number.

2. 'The chapter focuses on what Hayden White has termed the “practical past by address-
ing ethical and aesthetic questions.” As mentioned in the introduction, Universalge-
schichte is less concerned with the veracity of facts than with their consequences for the
present and possibly the future of humanity.

3. Peter-André Alt notes that Schiller points out that August Ludwig Schlézer had used
the terms “Aggregat” and “System” to distinguish “Spezial- und Universalhistorie.” Ac-
cordingly, Schlozer used the latter for Universalbistorie that had been integrated into an
overarching system of causal relationships, whereas "Aggregat” was used for a mere ac-
cumulation of empirical facts without assigning them a specific place in an overarching
historical point of view (Alt,“Natur” 534; see also August Ludwig Schlézer, Vorstellung
seiner Universal-Historie (1772/1773), edited and introduced by Horst Walter Blank
(Hagen, 1990), 46-50. Alt also points out that, contrary to Schlézer, Schiller is not
interested in the empirical relationship between “Spezial- und Universalhistorie” but in
the methodological distinction between the historiographic perspective of the accumu-
lation of events and a universal point of view, which reveals the teleology of historical
processes through causal and consequential evidence (Alt, “Natur” 535).

4, If not indicated otherwise, all translations from the German are mine.

5. “Das Mistrauen erwacht bey dem iltesten historischen Denkmal, und es vetlifit uns
nicht einmal bey einer Chronik des heutigen Tages” (Suspicion arises regarding the
oldest historical monument, and it does not even leave us when we consider the chron-
icle of today’s events) (SNA 17:371).

6. Schiller’s disregard for factual knowledge also has a personal motivation. As an un-
trained historian who had received his academic appointment through Goethe’s in-
tervention, Schiller was most likely lacking the knowledge of historical details. The
preparation of his lectures took more time than expected.

7. See also Peter Hanns Reill, “Science and the Construction of the Cultural Sciences
in Late Enlightenment Germany: The Case of Wilhelm von Humboldt,” History and
Theory 33, no. 3 (1994): 345-66. Reill shows how Wilhelm von Humboldt attempted
to overcome the mind-body dualism under the influence of current anthropological
vitalist ideas by Blumenbach, Schiller, and Bouffon (353, 357).

8. Both texts pursue a very similar goal: namely to reveal a Leitfaden (red thread) in world
history that is analogous to the natural laws in the sciences (KW 11:33-34).

9. Many of Schiller’s heroes or heroines are willing to renounce their egotistical ambitions
at the plays’ cathartic climaxes (see, for instance, Karl Moor, Marquis Posa, Mary Stu-
art, among others).
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10.

11.

12,

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

“The deists and Spinozists of the eighteenth century looked to Egypt as the origin
and homeland of their concept of God and they drew their evidence from Warburton”
(Assmann, Moses 100). Assmann provides an in-depth study of Warburton’s sources
as well as of the reception of his widely known book in Moses the Egyptian (96—-143).
Not all of Lessing’s sources, other than Warburton, are known. Assmann suggests that
Lessing’s study of Spinoza and William Cudworth’s True Intellectual System of the Uni-
verse (1678) was Lessing’s original inspiration. After all, Lessing adopted the Greek
formula of Hen Kai Pan (one and all), the very same expression that “Cudworth chose
to characterize Egypt’s arcane theology,” which triggered the so-called pantheism de-
bate (Assmann, Moses 80—81; 140).“On August 15, 1780, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing
wrote the words Hen kai pan (“One-and-All") in Greek characters on the wall paper
of Gleim's garden house ..." (Assmann, ibid. 139). .. Hen kai pan ... immediately
became a motto, appearing in the writings of Herder, Holdetlin, Goethe, Schelling, and
others (many of them, Freemasons)” (ibid. 140).

Another example is animal symbols like the sphinx that represent divinity by embody-
ing the combined powers of the mightiest animals and humans (SNA 17:386).

A faitly extensive body of research covers this aspect of Schiller’s essay. See, for in-
stance, Janflen; Buchwald 288; Schieder,“Schiller als Historiker”; KH Jahn; Engelberg;
Sharpe; Hahn; Weimer; Malter; Stifimann 41.

See, for instance, Assmann, “Nachwort”; Hartwich 20—49; Wiibben.

Scholars have suggested that he simply emphasizes those aspects of Reinhold’s treatise
that appear particularly important to him without adding any new arguments (Ass-
mann, “Nachwort” 184). Yvonne Wiibben also pointed this out in her investigation of
Schiller’s use of sources (125-26).

Unless Schiller contradicts his own premises laid out in his well-known lecture on
universal history “Was heifft und zu welchem Ende studiert man Universalgeschichte?”
(1789), one can assume that the author is not interested in summarizing his sources
but in recreating history according to his own point of view (SNA 17:377-97).
Dieter Borchmeyer uses Schiller’s friend Kérner as a source to substantiate his claim
that Schiller’s letters on Don Carlos “explizieren eine ‘Dialektik der Aufklirung’ (vom
‘Despotismus der Aufklirung redet schon Korner in seinem Brief an Schiller vom
18. September 1787), die sich aus dem Drama selber, aus der Handlungsweise des
Marquis Posa ableiten lifit” (explain a dialectic of the Enlightenment’ [Kérner already
speaks of the despotism of the Enlightenment’ in his letter to Schiller of 18 September
1787], which can be deduced from the drama itself and from Marquis Posa’s behavior)
(130).

Schiller must have been aware of this debate (Wiibben; Schings). Several radical athe-
ist Enlightenment thinkers regarded the founding of the Jewish religion as a deceptive
invention by religious leaders for political purposes. For them, Mosaic monotheism
became a symbol of religious fanaticism, which contradicted Enlightenment ideas.
The idea of religious imposture was not new, however. Wiep van Bunge traces “some of
the ways in which the idea of religious imposture was passed down from the early six-
teenth to the early eighteenth century. .. For instance, Paul Thiery d’'Holbach claimed
that Moses led the Jewish people into the desert in order to brainwash them and make
them blindly obedient (Hartwich 22).

Seealso, Kurt Walfel, “Machiavellische Spuren in Schillers Dramatik”; Peter Michelsen,
“Schiller’s Fiesko: Freiheitsheld und Tyrann”; Wolfgang Wittkowski, “Héfische Intrige

fiir die gute Sache: Marquis Posa und Octavio Piccolomini.”
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. See also Walter Miiller-Seidel’s introduction to Die Weimarer Klassik und ibre Geheim-
biinde (21-26) and Wolfgang Riedel’s essay on “Aufklirung und Macht” (107-25) in
the same volume,

Schiller in particular mentions in his lecture that the origin of Christianity, albeit most
important for the history of the wotld, has never found a satisfying explanation (SNA
17:372-73).

According to Schings, Schiller followed his friend Kérner in regarding the Illuminaten
as responsible for the “despotism” of the Enlightenment (164-65).

Schiller uses the animal metaphor in a variety of contexts. In his dramas Die Riuber
and Kabale und Liebe, villains like Franz Moor or Sekretir Wurm are compared to
low and often dirty forms of creaturely life (SNA 3:21, NA 5:114). The conspiring,
dishonest Sekretir Wurm is characterized as the spineless, despicable character that
his name suggests.

Most of Schiller’s tragic heroes and heroines, such as Karl Moor, Luise Miller, Marquis
Posa, Wallenstein, and Maria Stuart, share this willingness to sacrifice their lives for
their ideals.

Schiller already formulated this idea of enhancing pedagogical instruction by sensory
stimulation in his essay “Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubiihne eigentlich wirken?”
(1784), probably referring to Johann Georg Sulzer’s Betrachtungen diber die Niitzlichkeit
der dramatischen Dichtkunst (1760) (Alt, Schiller 1:380).

The common bond that supposedly unites all individuals in humanity informs Schil-
ler’s anthropological and ideological views. Schiller learned about the idea of a chain
of beings from Abel, who taught the doctrines of French biologist and philosopher
Charles Bonnet (1720-93) at the Hohe Katlsschule. Although Schiller sharply criti-
cizes Bonnet’s hypothesis on how mechanical stimuli are transformed into sensory per-
ceptions in his first doctoral dissertation, “Philosophie der Physiologie” (SNA 20:22),
he was influenced by Bonnet’s emphasis of the body’s impact on the mind as well as by
his theory of attention (Safranski 81; Riedel, “Introduction” 438—39; see also McCar-
thy, The Early History of Embodied Cognition).

Fiesco and Posa illustrate that progressive and Macchiavellist politics are far from sep-
arate but can be interrelated in the most precarious ways (Alt, Schiller 1:465). In Fiesco
and Posa, the well-intended striving for a better society is overshadowed by personal
ambition and hunger for power. Fiesco, whose conspiracy initially aims at the liberation
of the Republic of Genova from the despotic Andreas Doria, turns into a despotic
leader himself. Similar to Moses, who invents miraculous stories, Fiesco wins the sup-
port of the representatives of the people by telling them a fable. Yet while Moses in-
tends to convince his audience of “the Truth,” Fiesco convinces his credulous audience
of the need for a strong leader, like himself, by equating human society with the animal
kingdom (SNA 4:49-50). He implies that the inequality of the animal kingdom is
natural and therefore must also be accepted in human society. The strong leader—em-
bodied in the figure of the lion—is of course no one but himself. Fiesco shares with
Moses the opinion that the masses are intellectually inferior and in need of guidance.
Just as in“Die Sendung Moses,” the people appear simply as the mob (Michelsen 343;
SNA 4:46). Schiller created a whole string of Machiavellian figures, whose abilities
in manipulating others can make them devious, and it is difficult to overlook their
affinities to certain aspects of Schiller’s Moses. Wallenstein, for example, shares with
Schiller’s earlier tragic heroes, such as Fiesco and Posa, an enigmatic, mysterious qual-
ity that leads to both an air of charisma and inscrutability (Alt, Schiller 2:438). Wallen-
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stein promotes this image of deceitfulness as part of his political strategy (Alt, Schiller
2:442). Like Moses, Posa, and Fiesco, he disregards the opinions of his fellow humans
by using them for his political objectives. For instance, he intends to marry his daughter
against her wishes to one of the European rulers in order to increase his own status and
power (SNA 9:242-43),

29. See“On the Main Principles of the Fine Arts and Sciences” in Mendelssohn, Philosoph-
ical Writings, trans. Danliel O. Dahlstrom, 177-78.
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CHAPTER 3
oo
The Sublime as
an Objectivist Strategy

Introduction

Carsten Zelle attributes the emergence of the sublime to what he calls “Emo-
tionalisierung der Kunsttheorie” (the infusion of art theory with emotions)
(Angenebmes Grauen, 58). Accordingly, the sublime is not so much an object
but rather an experience that takes place in an observer/recipient in view of
an object that exceeds the observer’s comprehension. The shift from a norma-
tive aesthetics that concentrated on the adherence to classicist form—such as
structural uniformity, order, harmony of proportion—to one that focused on
the artifact’s emotional effect on the recipient took hold at the beginning of the
eighteenth century in France (Zelle, Angenehmes Grauen 58—59). An increas-
ing number of scientific studies that dealt with the human subject’s emotional
sensibilities examined and articulated the interest in the recipient’s affective
reactions.!

Yet what does this infusion of art theory with emotions have to do with
the emerging distinction between “objective,” scientific approaches and creative
subjectivity that has been attributed to the liberal arts or humanities?* In fact,
the preoccupation with the self and the awareness of literature as metaphorical
representation of subjective experiences and impressions—particularly obvious
during the Sturm und Drang and Empfindsamkei’—went hand in hand with
the emergence of hermeneutics.* This literary methodology defines itself in op-
position to the positivist approaches that prevailed in the sciences. While the
latter sought to establish factual knowledge and universal natural laws, herme-
neutics tried to account for the changing historical, social, and cultural condi-
tions that affected both the production and the reception of a work of art. In
other words, hermeneutic methods distinguished themselves from the sciences
by forgoing claims of objectivity in favor of contextualization.” In contrast to
the natural sciences that explain phenomena in isolation, the human sciences
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describe and investigate human experiences or phenomena in the context of
their historical, ethical, and psychological effects on human life. This does not
mean, however, that hermeneutic analyses abandon all rationalist principles, as
they are still based on scientific reasoning. Yet with the emergence of the bour-
geois individual as both the creator and recipient of art, it became necessary to
consider this heightened self-awareness in a scientific methodology.

While the preoccupation with the self is present in all facets of late eigh-
teenth-century literary production, it was at the same time frowned upon and
often criticized as vanity.* Many literary works of all genres drew on writers’
personal experiences in portraying characters that aspired to live according to
bourgeois ethical standards and ideals. These ideals were incompatible with
lingering antiquated values and traditions that prevented the emancipation of
the individual.” Such obstacles arose both from social pressures and from in-
grained residues of autocratic power structures. For instance, the paradoxical
demand that proper self-examination had to be exercised without vanity or
self-centeredness can be viewed as a remnant of Christian morals. Neopla-
tonism helped foster the idea of a selfless self-contemplation by promising a
spiritual progress or inner transformation of the self as an ascent “from matter
to Soul to Spirit to the One” (Hadot 2). A self-indulging complacency, how-
ever, would allow the soul to be fascinated by its corporeal reflection (ibid. 10).
Narcissists remain preoccupied with their particular individual existence and
therefore are unable to partake in the spiritual universe, which requires dis-
tance from the self.

The sublime, on the other hand—according to German philosophers Im-
manuel Kant (1722-1802) and Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805)—is a state
of mind that accomplishes what narcissism prevents: the independence from
forces that threaten to obstruct a human being’s spiritual autonomy (KU 161).8
Although narcissism denotes dependence on the body and the sublime indepen-
dence from the body, both concepts have in common a deep reverence for the
self. While Kant and Schiller claim that the subject with a sublime disposition
is devoid of individual self-interest and acts solely at the behest of universal
moral laws, one could still argue that the freedom from egotistical desires is in
the interest of individual autonomy. In fact, the merging of the self with higher
universal principles could be regarded as objectivist idealization of the self in
order to avoid the allegation of narcissism, commonly understood as excessive
preoccupation with the self.

This chapter will explore how Kant and Schiller used the sublime to aes-
theticize narcissistic impulses by creating a male inner self and protecting it
from the stigma of vanity. I propose that their use of this aesthetic category
helped objectify an essentially subjectivist aesthetics. Yet while Schiller fol-
lows Kant in degrading the sensual aspects of human nature as egotistical and
amoral, Schiller’s dramas also challenge some of the Kantian premises. When
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Schiller’s protagonists sacrifice lives in the service of ethical ideas, the sublime’s
repressive spirit reveals itself. Moreover, the protagonists “unselfish” identifica-
tion with moral principles or ideologies is problematic because what appears
to be a pursuit of justice can inadvertently become a matter of personal ambi-
tion, as shown in the previous chapter. Schiller’s tragedies not only present the
sublime as otherworldly, they also question the Kantian gender dualism that
attributes moral strength exclusively to male characters. In the larger context
of this volume, the analysis of Schiller’s dramas exemplifies how the polysemy
of literary texts can aptly challenge broad aesthetic and philosophical claims
by exposing their ideological biases. My analysis will focus on the correlation
between narcissism and the sublime in the context of Schiller’s aesthetic essays
“Vom Erhabenen” (“Of the Sublime”) (1793) and “Uber das Erhabene” (“On
the Sublime”) (1794-96) with reference to his dramas Die Rauber (The Rob-
bers) (1782), and Don Karlos (1787/1805).

The Sublime

The emergence of the sublime marks an aesthetic shift favoring emotion over
beauty (Zelle, Angenehmes Grauen 58-59). A new experience of nature was
responsible for this shift. John Dennis (1657-1734) described this experience
when crossing the Alps as“a delightful Horrour, a terrible Joy, and at the same
time, that I was infinitely pleasd, I trembled” (Dennis 2:380). Apparently the
sublime involves a mixed emotion, a delightful shock in view of an unexpected,
unsettling experience that either exceeds human comprehension or imagina-
tion (KU 144).° The mountain peaks of the Alps, the immense force of break-
ers in the stormy sea, the infinite and bleak vastness of the desert, and other
objects that instill a sense of awe in the spectator are considered suitable for
evoking the sublime. The object’s unprecedented vastness, its irregular, often
threatening features that defy classicist norms of beauty cause an emotional
disturbance that can be overcome once the observer recoils from the over-
whelming sensory impression and manages to gain some distance from na-
ture’s imminent threat.

The sublime emerges precisely at this point when, as a result of the growing
awareness of the self’s sensibilities, aesthetic experience is endowed with emo-
tions. “Zwischen Grenzerfahrung und Gréflenwahn” (“Between Liminal Ex-
perience and Megalomania”) is the subtitle of a noteworthy collection of essays
that analyze the sublime’s impact on aesthetic theory during the past two hun-
dred years (Pries). This characterization of the sublime as an experience that
is both self-limiting and self-enhancing could, however, just as well describe
narcissism. Both concepts refer to a subjective engagement with an Other, and
both concepts involve an intense if not illusory perception of the self. While
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the object that evokes the sublime is obviously different from the object of nar-
cissistic self-reflection, both the sublime and the narcissistic experience make
the subject aware of its limitations and, at the same time, provoke a desire to
transcend them.!® For instance, Kant’s idea that the sublime is an inner capacity
that allows the subject to withstand the allure of the senses is reminiscent of the
Protestant tendency to defy all worldly desires. In contrast to beauty in nature,
which appears harmonious and meaningful, the sublime is both terrifying and
liberating. The infinite power of nature confronts the subject with its mortality
and in the moment of terror, as in a revelation, makes the subject aware of its
own internal infinite powers. Feminist philosopher Bonnie Mann reminds us
of the narcissistic nature of the sublime by claiming that “the Kantian subject
uses what most approximates the sublime in nature as a mirror, which allows
him to experience his own might and magnitude as sublime” (B. Mann 46).
One must add here, however, that the mirror is not a mimetic representation of
the sublime. The sublime can by definition not be represented adequately. For
the representation of nature’s overwhelming powers is in itself not sublime, but
only evokes the spirit of the sublime in the observing subject:

Das Erhabene kann in keiner sinnlichen Form enthalten sein, sondern trifft
nur Ideen der Vernunft: welche, obgleich keine ihnen angemessene Darstellung
méglich ist, eben durch diese Unangemessenheit, welche sich sinnlich darstellen
14t rege gemacht und ins Gemiit gerufen werden. (KU 136)

(The sublime cannot be contained in a perceptible form, but only meets ideas
of reason: which, even though they cannot be adequately represented, can be
evoked and called to mind precisely through this presentable inadequacy.)

Because the sublime transcends the capacity of our senses, it cannot be
depicted. Images of threatening thunderclouds, majestic mountaintops, or
fear-instilling breakers conjure up the inner faculty of reason that surpasses the
power of imagination. We recall that reason is, according to Kant, completely
separate from the realm of the senses. This separation, reminiscent of the Lu-
theran separation of flesh and spirit, is the basis for the freedom of the individ-
ual. Consequently, the individual is free only if it overcomes the dependence on
the senses. Nevertheless, the Kantian subject relies on sensory impressions of
nature’s powers by mentally internalizing them and withstanding them. Rea-
son rejects the dependence on nature as the sublime induces a sense of supe-
riority over nature. In other words, the subject recognizes an ideal version of
himself through the appropriation and subjection of nature."

Mann succinctly summarizes Kant's clandestine appropriation of individual
autonomy, also called “subreption”: “Kant cuts the subject loose from the natu-
ral world and reverses the order of dependence so that the world is dependent
on the autonomous subject” (B. Mann 47). In contrast to the sublime that per-
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mits the subject to become aware of its spiritual capacity as a human being, nar-
cissism leaves the subject fixated on surface appearances that create its sensual
desire to merge with an idealized self. While narcissism’s “immoral selfishness”
is fixated on surface appearance, the sublime’s foremost ethical quality is its
selflessness, or overcoming of the physical self. It serves therefore as a suitable
antidote to a vain preoccupation with the self. In other words, the sublime has
been used as a tool that allows the subject to transcend the limitations of the
empirical subject by pointing to its infinite inner potential. The creation of this
inner potential promotes the empowerment of the subject in the name of in-
dividual autonomy. Contrary to narcissism, which entails the creation of an
idealized self and failure to merge with this ideal, the sublime is a triumphant
overcoming of human limitations. And yet both the sublime and narcissism
share the common trajectory toward self-expansion by merging with an ideal
that is greater than the empirical self. Even though the experience of the sub-
lime claims to be selfless, the question remains who experiences the sublime
if not an expanded self. In short, one could view the sublime as a spiritualized
form of narcissism in that it allows the subject to recognize its physical limita-
tions and yet intuit its infinite spiritual capacity.

Kant's juxtaposition of the sublime and the beautiful can be read as an at-
tempt to endow art with a deeper meaning—a meaning that addresses the ethi-
cal dimension of human nature (KU 168-69). The Kantian sublime underlines
human independence from nature by showing that the subject possesses a su-
perior inner capacity capable of withstanding the adverse conditions of nature,
no matter how powerful they are (KU 161-62). This empowerment, however,
is preceded by a feeling of self-annihilation in view of the overwhelming power
of nature. The independence from nature has to be acquired at the price of a
willingness to sacrifice one’s life in order to partake of the higher ideals of hu-
manity. Both Cornelia Klinger and Bonnie Mann emphasize that the indepen-
dence from and dominion over nature inherent in the sublime is a privilege of
the male subject (Klinger 198, B. Mann 45). As a gendered concept advocating
male individual autonomy, the Kantian sublime is indeed more closely related
to male narcissism than to an objective universal truth. The sublime seems to
be motivated by a desire for power over nature, or perhaps even a desire for an
idealized, divine self. For Kant, even war has sublime qualities because it can
only be waged if a nation is willing to sacrifice lives for an idea:

Selbst der Krieg, wenn er mit Ordnung und Heiligachtung der biirgerlichen
Rechte gefiihrt wird, hat etwas Erhabenes an sich, und macht zugleich die Den-
kungsart des Volks, welches ihn auf diese Art fithrt, nur um desto erhabener, je
mehreren Gefahren es ausgesetzt war, und sich mutig darunter hat behaupten
konnen: da hingegen ein langer Frieden den bloflen Handelsgeist, mit ihm aber
den niedrigen Eigennutz, Feigheit und Weichlichkeit herrschend zu machen,
und die Denkungsart des Volks zu erniedrigen pflegt. (KU 163)
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(Even war, if waged in an orderly fashion and with observation of all civil rights,
harbors something of the sublime, and makes the way of thinking of the people
who is waging it all the more sublime the more it is exposed to danger and was
able to prove its courage; whereas a long peace usually leads to mere mercantil-
ism, which reinstates base egotism, cowardice, and effeminacy and degrades the

spirit of the people.)

In the following, I will use examples from Schiller’s literary works to show
how Schiller follows Kant in degrading the sensual aspects of human nature in
his attempt to uphold the autonomy of the spirit of “Man.” According to Kant
and Schiller after him, this sublime victory over the body distinguishes “Man”
as a reasonable being and liberates him from the constraints of the senses. Art
has a humanizing function in that it advances the transition from the sensual to
the spiritual realm and thus promotes mankind’s spiritual independence from
nature (SNA 20:175). Yet, as we will see later, the enactment of the sublime
in Schiller’s dramas also reveals its despotic nature. As the sublime has to be
achieved at such high cost, it can undermine the very humanist aims that it is
supposed to serve.

Schiller’s Dramas

The following examples from Schiller’s Die Riuber and Don Karlos suggest that
the literary enactment of the sublime is more complex than the Kantian prem-
ises suggest. Schiller is enough of a Kantian, even in his pre-Kantian phase,
that his characters inhabit both an ideal and a real sphere and fail in their
attempts of reconciling them. The sublime is most apparent when the hero/
heroine keeps his/her composure in the face of death. It is therefore presented
as spiritual victory in view of a tragic failure. Yet the heroic sacrifice that the
sublime exacts seems so excessive that one may ask whether the relentless
pursuit of moral principles over and against personal inclinations may cause
greater suffering than a less self-castigating disposition. While Schiller’s dra-
mas on the one hand uphold the moral ideal in view of a corrupt nature/reality
in order to improve and civilize human nature, they at the same time expose
repressive aspects of these moral principles. Moreover, Schiller’s enactments
of the sublime reveal that the boundaries between selfish and unselfish ethical
motivations become easily blurred as the achievements of the moral good are
taken over by narcissistic ambition.

Although Schiller’s Die Riuber was written long before the author studied
Kant, the play seems to build up to a conflict that dramatizes Karl Moor’s as-
cent from a horrific, albeit noble-minded, Riuberhauptmann (leader of a band
of robbers) to a sublime hero. Moor sacrifices his one-and-only love, Amalia, to
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Figure 3.1. Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840), Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (1817). Wiki-

media Commons, public domain.

keep an oath that he has sworn to his fellow robbers (SNA 3:160). In Kantian
terms, this action would characterize Moor as a sublime hero as he decides in
favor of the moral principle of keeping his promise over and against his incli-
nation to make his beloved Amalia happy. In a scene of unrestrained pathos,
Moor takes fate into his own hands and kills Amalia before his fellow robbers
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can kill her (SNA 3:232-34). What seems to be motivated also as mercy kill-
ing raises questions about whether Karl’s emotional reaction to preempt his
fellow robbers should be interpreted as an act that shows his sublime strength.
For instance, Karl's emotional agitation and egotistical desire to have control
over Amalia’s life strongly discredit his “sublime” action. Traditional readings,
however, accept Schiller’s efforts to present Karl as a man who honors his
moral obligations toward his fellow robbers and who liberates himself from
all earthly commitments by bringing the ultimate sacrifice through this mercy
killing of Amalia (Hofmann, Epoche 48).'? The play’s ending, which shows Karl
as an autonomous human being who turns himself in to be judged by a higher
judge, seems to support such a reading, After all, Schiller compares Moor to
Plutarch’s “erhabene Verbrecher” (sublime criminals) in his anonymous review
of Die Riuber (SNA 22:118).

Yet the author also emphasizes Katl's monstrous character traits (SNA
22:120). Karl's impulsive behavior certainly does not suggest that he has sub-
lime control over his emotions (SNA 3:158-61; 217-19; 233). Schiller cre-
ated such an ambiguous figure to depict the full range of human emotions and
to intensify the play’s dramatic effect (SNA 22:118). Nevertheless, he feels
compelled to explain Karl’s shocking and unexpected killing of Amalia because
it appears utterly unnecessary (SNA 22:127)." This killing, on which Karl
comments with the words “Ich habe Euch einen Engel geschlachtet. Bandi-
ten! Wir sind quitt—Uber dieser Leiche liegt meine Handschrift zerrissen—
Euch schenk ich die eurige” (I have slaughtered an angel for you. Bandits! We
are even—my signature lies torn over this corpse—I spare you yours) (SNA
3:234), initiates his inner sublimation that makes him a free man. Moor’s pro-
nouncement, according to which he must be free in order to be great, could also
be taken as the play’s message: “Frei muss Moor sein, wenn er grof$ sein will”
(Free must Moor be, if he wants to be great) (SNA 3:234). Moor becomes
autonomous by killing Amalia because he is no longer bound by any “worldly”
commitment, neither by the oath he had sworn to the robbers, nor by the vow
of love to Amalia. The sublime depends in the end on the exclusion of every-
thing that does not correspond to an idealized image of the autonomous male
individual. Schiller acknowledges that Amalia may be underrepresented as “die
einzige Reprisentantin ihres ganzen Geschlechts” (the only representative of
her gender) (SNA 22:124). She serves exclusively to confirm Karl's ascent to a
sublime human being.'* Schiller leaves it open as to whether Moor is able to re-
deem himself by sacrificing the person he loved. While the play excuses Moor’s
lack of respect for Amalia’s life by stressing his male protagonist’s struggle for
individual autonomy; it also reveals the tyranny that ideals, however noble, can
exert over individual lives. Karl's brother Franz Moor, as the extreme case of
someone who subordinates all human emotions to reason, exemplifies Schil-
ler’s awareness of the potential dangers of abstract principles. Even though Karl
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is not a cold-hearted, inhumane schemer like Franz, he nevertheless shares
with his counterpart a willingness to sacrifice his fellow humans for what he
deems “grander” rationales.

The problem of whether the end justifies the means becomes even more
central in Don Karlos. Here the dubiousness of the sublime is personified in the
character of Marquis von Posa. Schiller clearly shows Posa as an idealist who is
not afraid to risk his life for the idea of individual freedom. By contrasting him
to Don Karlos, who at the beginning of the play has abandoned his political
aspirations for his personal love interests, Schiller underlines Posa’s seemingly
unselfish struggle for the liberation of his country from absolutism that culmi-
nates in his bold admonition to the king to grant his people Gedankenfreibeit
(freedom of thought) (SNA 7.1:301). Yet, despite his sublime willingness to
sacrifice his life for the noble cause of freedom, Posa reveals a lack of consider-
ation for those who are not prepared—Ilike his best friend Karlos—to forfeit
their personal interests for his political cause. Ironically, it is Posa’s determi-
nation to put his ideals above all personal inclinations that raises questions
about the “unselfishness” of the sublime. When Posa, in an act of betrayal, risks
Karlos’s life to accomplish his political goals, he makes decisions for his friend
and thus violates the premise of individual autonomy for which he supposedly
fights. Posa resembles Karl Moor in his disregard for the lives of others. Al-
though Posa seems sublime because his struggle for freedom serves his coun-
try and not his self-interest, his intrigue, which plays off the king against Don
Karlos, exposes a manipulative streak that makes his altruism questionable. In
this regard Posa resembles Schiller’s other deceitful yet heroic protagonists,
such as Karl Moor, Fiesco, Wallenstein, Elizabeth, and Maria Stuart. In view of
reviewers’ strong reactions to Posa’s duplicitous actions, Schiller felt compelled
to defend his character in his Briefe iiber Don Karlos (1787), where he points
to the aflinity of narcissism and idealism in great leaders. He also explains how
enthusiasm and inner conviction can lead the most virtuous and unselfish per-
son to despotic, selfish behavior (SNA 22:170).

Schiller makes the general claim that in order to defend a moral principle
with conviction, one must identify with this principle. Once the subject inter-
nalizes his idea of virtue it becomes his personal ambition, and his inner con-
viction becomes so compelling that it is no longer possible for him to respect
the freedom of others. Schiller’s claim seems to differ from the Kantian as-
sumption of an “objective” moral law because in his opinion all ethical principles
become part of subjective human actions and as such are far from impartial.
What appears to be Posa’s selfless pursuit of noble political ideals becomes a
narcissistic striving for power, albeit in the name of a higher moral principle.
Posa’s action loses its sublime quality as soon as the pursuit of his moral prin-
ciples is tied to his personal ambition. Schiller considers motivations that are
derived from ideals of moral perfection “nicht natiirlich im Menschenherzen”
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(not natural in the human heart) (SNA 22:171). In his view these motiva-
tions are “dufSerst gefihrlich in [menschlichen] Hiinden” (extremely dangerous
in human hands) because individuals with a limited perspective tend to treat
them as if they were universally true (ibid.). It is even more dangerous if certain
passions, such as hunger for power, egotism, and pride, play a role in the pursuit
of these ideals of moral perfection, which seems almost inevitable according to
Schiller (ibid.).

This is why the effect of the sublime has to be represented as a purely spir-
itual conquest of one’s egotistical desire to live in the presence of an existential
defeat. Posa’s taking responsibility for his intrigue by sacrificing himself for the
idea of freedom would be an example that reveals a sublime frame of mind:
“..um fiir sein . .. Ideal alles zu tun und zu geben, was ein Mensch fiir etwas
tun und geben kann, das ihm das Teuerste ist” (. .. to do anything for his ideal,
and to offer everything what a human being can possibly offer for what is dear-
est to him) (SNA 22:174).” By portraying Posa’s actions as the result of his
less-than-perfect personality, Schiller makes him appear more human but less
sublime. The more Schiller fleshes out Posa’s character, the more his actions
appear selfish. In contrast to maintaining a measured and reasonable attitude
in the face of danger, which the sublime requires, Posa follows his spontaneous
inclination “sich durch eine auferordentliche Tat, durch eine augenblickliche
Erhohung seines Wesens bei sich selbst wieder in Achtung zu setzen” (to re-
gain his self-respect through an exceptional deed or an instantaneous aggran-
dizement of his very being) (SNA 22:176). Consequently Posa’s actions are
motivated less by the “selfless” sacrifice for his political ideals than by his desire
to preserve his self-image. Posa’s like-minded brothers, Karl Moor and Fiesco,
whose sublime character traits also become overshadowed by their political
ambitions, illustrate the difficulty—if not impossibility—of separating self-
interest from abstract moral principles. As soon as these protagonists identify
with their political causes, they no longer act only in the interest of mankind
but also in the interest of their own personal aspirations. This is when lofty
ideals suddenly become political instruments that serve the narcissistic goals
of their purveyors.

Schiller, who, on the one hand, follows in Kant's footsteps by maintaining a
moral distinction between selfish and unselfish actions, exposes, on the other
hand, this distinction between narcissistic and sublime motivations as a con-
struct that is unsustainable in life. The tragedy in Schiller’s dramas is that the
effort to realize the ideal is bound to fail. Some of Schiller’s heroes and hero-
ines, such as Karl Moor, Marquis Posa, Maria Stuart, and Joan of Arc, accept
their tragic fate, however, with great dignity, which leaves the audience with the
impression of a sublime inner strength that does not falter in the face of death
(SNA 3:235; SNA 6:297-99; SNA 9:153; SNA 9:314-15). Neither the sub-

lime nor narcissism is represented as gender specific in Schiller’s dramas. Just
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as it would be inaccurate to consider the sublime as limited to Schiller’s male
heroes, it would be just as inaccurate to associate narcissism with his women
figures. However, one could argue that Schiller represents Kant’s essentially
male Idealism by enacting the desired sublimation of emotions in his dramas.

Yet Schiller’s presentations of the sublime reveal both its potentially repres-
sive nature as well as its affinity to personal ambition. Schiller’s art depends
on the sublime because it is capable of expressing the tension between the two
antagonistic spheres of human existence: the existential fear of death and the
spiritual ability to overcome it. Schiller’s explorations of the sublime then re-
veal that even the noblest ideals are in danger of being compromised by selfish
motivations. The disclosure of the sublime’s susceptibility to these motivations
necessitates a widening of the gap between art and life to a point where art
exposes its own artificiality, an artificiality that threatens to transform the sub-
lime into irony.

In the overall context of this study, the Kantian sublime can be seen as an
aesthetic concept that extends the lasting impact of the Idealist legacy well into
the nineteenth century. The internal capacity to reason allowed the human
subject to transcend empirical reality and partake in universally valid, “objec-
tive” laws that extended to the realms of ethics and aesthetics. The Kantian
assumption of an “objective,” universal “science of the mind” degraded empir-
icist scientific knowledge because it was subject to fallible human perception
(Daston and Galison 262). While ethical and aesthetic norms are no longer
considered “objective” or universal, the privileging of a philosophy and science
based on reason over a philosophy and science based on experience resonates
with later positivist attempts to exclude the fallibility of human perception in
scientific experiments. The division between “objective” science that focuses on
universally valid laws and principles of select external phenomena and “sub-
jective” literature that explores human sensations and perceptions of particu-
lar experiences from an internal point of view informed Dilthey’s distinction
of Naturwissenschaft (science) and Geisteswissenschaft (human sciences). This
distinction does not fully coincide with the Kantian premises. In contrast to
Dilthey, “[f Jor Kant the line between the objective and the subjective generally
runs between universal and particular, not between world and mind” (Das-
ton and Galison 30). Kants neo-platonic assumption that ideas, beliefs, and
thoughts can be “objective,” as long as they are universally valid, conflicted with
the commonplace notion of the subjective as individual and the objective as
factual and therefore universally true. In the course of the nineteenth century,
empiricist methods became more predominant, and the Kantian distinction
of subjective and objective depended now on “whether the will could change
a perception or not” (ibid. 214). Nevertheless, Kant’s influence persists in the
continuing attempts to minimize or eliminate subjective interferences from sci-
entific experimentation (ibid. 253-73).
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The attempts to eliminate the researchers’ own sensations and ideas in favor
of universally recognizable formal structures resulted in a formulaic language
that “abandoned representations altogether” (ibid. 259). While the abstrac-
tion from empirical processes through numbers and symbols lent the research
greater generality and objectivity, it also made it less concrete and communi-
cable (ibid. 266-73). The growing abstraction of scientific language as well
as the concentration on small segments of empirical reality confirm Dilthey’s
claim that the natural sciences succeeded in discovering causal laws of nature
because they focus on processes in isolation from their natural environment:
“Ihe conditions sought by the mechanistic explanation of nature explain only
part of the contents of external reality” (SW 203; italics in original). For Dilthey,
the human sciences, on the other hand, deal with more complex human inter-
actions and lived experiences in the historical world. Understanding (Verste-
hen) the real world differs from mere intellectual understanding by involving all
human faculties, including sensations, emotions, and perceptions. The human
sciences and literature in particular aim to comprehend, interpret, and evaluate
representations of lived experiences. Dilthey believes that human beings can
empathize with others only if they have similar or the same experiences. Im-
itating (Nachbildung) or reliving (Nacherleben) enables us to connect our own
experiences to those of others. For Dilthey, this dialogue with the represented
wotld of the text and the self is open-ended and follows a hermeneutic process
that deduces the understanding of the whole from the particular and vice versa.

Schiller’s Die Riuber and Don Karlos preceded Kant's theoretical explana-
tion of the sublime and Dilthey’s definition of Geisteswissenschaften (the hu-
man sciences). His plays exemplify these aesthetic theories avant la lettre. For
one thing, Schiller’s dramas illustrate the protagonists’ sublime overcoming of
sensual desires and at the same time problematize the willful suppression of
emotions in the service of an abstract ideal. The enactments of insoluble dilem-
mas of true-to-life conflicts also epitomize Dilthey’s description of the human
sciences as discourses that focus on human interactions engaging all human
faculties.

Notes

Parts of this chapter were previously published as “Keeping Narcissism at Bay: Kant and
Schiller on the Sublime,” Konturen 3 (2010): http://konturen.uoregon.edu/vol3_Mathas
heml/.

1. In the German context, one could mention the writings of Kant, Herder, Moses Men-
delssohn, Ernst Platner, Karl-Philip Moritz, and Schiller, among others, all of which
betray an intense interest in human psychology and anthropology. Zelle points out that
the exploration of the self had already been announced in René Descartes’s study of the
human passions (Traité des passions de Iime).
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2. Kant’s usage of “objective” and “subjective” differed considerably from post-Kantian

use after the first half of the nineteenth century. “Kant’s ‘objective validity’ (objektive
Giiltigkeit) referred not to external objects (Gegenstinde) but to the forms of sensibil-
ity’ (time, space, causality) that are the preconditions of experience” (Daston, Galison
30). Mere empirical sensations, like anger, fear, and pleasure, on the other hand, are
subjective. The sublime is not just a subjective feeling because the mixed sensation of
beauty and terror shocks the observer and induces him to distance himself and reflect
on his subjective emotions. This self-distance objectifies the aesthetic category because
it involves both sensation and reason.

. The late eighteenth-century convention that relied on exaggerated emotions was also

called the “cult of sensibility.”

. While the origins of textual analysis or hermeneutics reach as far back as antiquity,

Johann Conrad Dannhauer coined the term “hermeneutics” in the seventeenth century.
Kant's Kritik der reinen Vernunft, which pointed to the limitations of the human capac-
ity of understanding, contributed to the awareness of the interpreter’s subjective point
of view. Friedrich Ast (1778-1841), a student of Schelling, introduced the hermeneu-
tic circle. As in Schelling’s philosophical writings, the whole is also contained in each
part of an organism or work of art. The work of art is an expression of the spirit of the
era of its production. Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) developed hermeneutics
as a methodology, turning it into an Allgemeine Kunstlehre (general science of the arts)
or aesthetics. Here the interpreter attempts to empathize with the spirit of the time of
the artifact’s creation as well as with its author. The interpreter recreates the work of art
by what has been called einleben, or by experiencing it from an internal point of view.

. In fact, the methodological separation between the Geisteswissenschaften (humanities)

and Naturwissenschaften was not fully expressed until Dilthey formulated the distinc-
tion. Rudolf Makkreel summarizes Dilthey’s distinction between Geisteswissenschaften
and Naturwissenschaften in his entry of the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy:“Whereas
the main task of the natural sciences is to atrive at law-based causal explanations, the
core task of the human sciences is the understanding of the organizational structures of
human and historical life.” Rudolf Makkreel, “Wilhelm Dilthey,” The Stanford Encyclo-
pedia of Philosophy (Fall 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford
.edu/archives/fall2016/entries/dilthey/. The human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften)
encompass both the humanities and the social sciences. They range from disciplines
like philology, literary and cultural studies, religion and psychology, to political science
and economics. The Geisteswissenschaften according to Dilthey “consist of three classes
of statements: “facts, theorems, value judgments and rules” (SW 78). Dilthey implies
that mechanistic explanations of nature have been successful because of their “precision
of quantitative determinations” of sense impressions and their ability to predict “future
impressions” (SW 203). Yet, he also points out that such causal explanations abstract
from the full scope of the external world and therefore can explain only part of the con-
tents of external reality (ibid 203).

. Karl Philipp Moritz's novel Anton Reiser depicts the protagonist's difficulty to distin-

guish serious preoccupation with the self from mere self-indulgence.

. Here are just a few examples among many others: Karl Philipp Moritz's Anton Reiser

(1785-90), Johann Heinrich Jung-Stilling’s Lebensgeschichte (Story of His Life) (1777—
1817), Ulrich Briker’s Lebensgeschichte und Ebenteuer des armen Mannes im Tockenburg
(Life Story and Adventures of the Poor Man in Tockenburg) (1789), Jacob Michael Rein-
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
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hold Lenz's Der Hofmeister oder Vorteile der Privaterziehung (The Tutor or Advantages
of Private Education) (1774), and Goethe’s Torquato Tasso (1790) and his early poetry
of the 1770s.

. See Kant, "Analytik des Erhabenen,” Kritik der Urteilskraft, ed. Gerhard Lehmann

(Stuttgart: Reclam, 1986), 161. Future references to this source will be cited paren-
thetically in the text as KU; see also Schiller, “Vom Erhabenen,” Schillers Werke: Na-
tionalausgabe (Weimar: Hermann Béhlaus Nachfolger, 1962), 20:184-85. Future ref-
erences to this source will be cited parenthetically in the text as SNA 20.

. “Erhaben ist, was auch nur denken zu kdnnen ein Vermdgen des Gemiits beweiset,

das jeden Maf3stab der Sinne iibertrifft” (The sublime proves the human soul’s ability
to think beyond any capacity of the senses). If not indicated otherwise, all translations
from the German are mine.

Narcissus wants to merge with an idealized image of himself that is never quite attain-
able. See Mathis 13.

Although Kant makes every effort to distinguish the sublime from any self-serving
interest, his description of the sublime comes close to admitting to the sublime’s under-
lying narcissism: “Also ist das Gefiihl des Erhabenen in der Natur Achtung fiir unsere
eigene Bestimmung, die wir einem Objekte der Natur durch eine gewisse Subreption
(Verwechslung einer Achtung fiir das Objeke statt der fiir die Idee der Menschheit in
unserm Subjekte) beweisen, welches uns die Uberlegenheit der Vernunftbestimmung
unserer Erkenntnisvermégen iiber das grofite Vermdgen der Sinnlichkeit gleichsam
anschaulich macht” (Therefore the feeling of the sublime in nature is respect for our
own vocation, which we attribute to an object of nature through a certain subreption
[substitution of respect for the object of nature instead for the idea of humanity in our
own self—the subject]; and this feeling renders, as it were, apparent the supremacy of
our rational faculties over the greatest faculty of sensibility) (KU 154).

Walter Hinderer offers a deviating interpretation by analyzing the characters’ citation
of literary sources. Accordingly, Schiller’s figures identify with illustrious characters
from the Bible or Greek and Roman myths while the action of the play contradicts
their wishful thinking (Hinderer 57). In Hinderer’s opinion, Schiller’s multifaceted
representation of the characters also shows their illusory perception of the world and
themselves. One could read Karl's murder of Amalia as the deed of an idealist who has
lost touch with reality and no longer feels bound by secular justice.

Schiller cites technical reasons in justifying Karl's murder of Amalia. He stresses that
if Amalia had simply acquiesced to a life without Karl, “dann hitte sie nie geliebt” (she
would have never loved) (SNA 22:127). Yet the author also characterizes the “zwei-
deutige Katastrophe” (the ambiguous catastrophe) as the pinnacle of the entire play:
“Offenbar krént diese Wendung das ganze Stiick” (obviously this turning point crowns
the entire play) (SNA 22:128).

Schillet’s concession that he did not know “was das Midchen will, oder was der Dichter
mit dem Midchen gewollt hat” (what the girl wants, or what the poet intended with
her) (SNA 22:125) highlights the author’s identification with the male characters.
This action cannot be considered entirely selfless, however, because it is motivated by
the intention to leave a lasting impression on others, as Schiller explains, citing the
example of Lykurgus and the Spartans (SNA 22:174). Schiller de-emphasizes Posa’s
sublimity by attributing his self-sacrifice to his emotional disposition. He cites Posa’s
impetuous decision to rid himself of the guilt feelings over jeopardizing his best friend’s
life (SNA 22:176-77).
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CHAPTER 4
o
The Importance of

Herder’s Humanism and
the Posthumanist Challenge

Introduction

This chapter will highlight Johann Gottfried Herder’s (1744—1803) signifi-
cance for the humanist cause and the humanities in general. Herder’s contri-
butions are momentous because he recognized early on that the mind-body
dualism of traditional Enlightenment philosophy had erected an arbitrary
boundary between the faculties of feeling and thinking, between imagining
and reasoning. For Herder, such a dissection of the human organism ignored
the interrelatedness of all the sensory and intellectual faculties that support
and constitute a human being. In short, the mind-body duality failed to view
the human being in its entirety. Although Herder had enormous influence on
the literary, aesthetic, historicist, and philosophical discourses of German Ide-
alism, his philosophical contributions are often overlooked and overshadowed
by his teacher Kant. The lack of attention toward Herder’s philosophy can be
partially attributed to the fact that many of his works rely on empirical, anthro-
pological, as well as historical knowledge and are conceptually less stringent
than Kant’s critiques.

Philosopher Mark Johnson addresses this issue of the Enlightenment phi-
losophy’s adherence to the qualitative distinction between the mind and body.
Not surprisingly, this mind-body dualism favored thought over sensory per-
ception and thus explains the disciplinary contempt of Popularphilosophie or
positivist empiricism. Johnson refers to Kant's Critique of Judgment as a main
source that contributed to the “derogation of the aesthetic” in philosophical
discourse. Kant complied with the prevailing mind-body dualism that resulted
in his differentiation between the “higher,” intellectual cognitive faculties and
the “lower,” or sensory, faculties (Johnson, Meaning 211). The Kantian legacy
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of devaluing the practical, ethical, and political engagements with art “persisted
most forcefully into the twentieth century” (ibid. 212). As Johnson lucidly ar-
gues, Kant's preferential treatment of form over content resonates with his at-
tempt to develop a universally valid norm for judgments of taste that do not
depend on private sensations and feelings. According to Kantian aesthetics,
formal concepts are decisive in the aesthetic experience because they initiate a
dialectic between our imagination and understanding that allows us to perceive
the harmony of form and content as aesthetically pleasing (ibid. 217). Art be-
comes a stylized expression that idealizes nature/reality by depicting or insinu-
ating a harmonious ideal as if it were natural. Notwithstanding this attempt to
objectify aesthetic experience, Johnson argues, Kant persisted in distinguishing
“the aesthetic” as a partially sensory experience and as such “subjective and non-
conceptual” (ibid. 218). Precisely because of the assumption that the aesthetic
experience involves a noncognitive, albeit “refined, intellectual kind of feel-
ing,” aesthetics could never “be the basis for universal concepts, propositions,
or knowledge” (ibid.). This is also why, according to Johnson, the mainstream
view of philosophy has privileged epistemology, logic, and metaphysics over
and against “value fields” such as “ethics, social and political philosophy, and
aesthetics” (ibid. 213).

Johnson argues against the conventional exemption of aesthetics from the
process of generating “cognitive” meaning by claiming that “all meaning is em-
bodied” (ibid. 222). His interpretation of literary passages illustrates this point
and demonstrates that embodied meaning is inherent in both aesthetic experi-
ences as well as philosophical universalisms. Yet one did not have to wait until
recently to find opposition to Kant’s dualist thinking, Kant's student Herder
already emphasized the importance of the sensory faculties and the unity of
mind and body.

While his approach included a wealth of empirical facts, he was acutely
aware that empirical science alone was inadequate for capturing the totality
of the human experience. Rather than imitating the sciences, Herder and af-
ter him many other writers, philosophers, and scientists of his time—such as
Goethe, Alexander von Humboldt, Lorenz Oken, Novalis, Friedrich Wilhelm
Joseph Schelling, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, and Carl Gustav Carus—
conceived nature as an organic totality with an inner purpose or life force and
attempted to integrate scientific knowledge into a universal human ethics.!

Herder's philosophical legacy distinguishes him as a central figure in Ger-
man and European arts and letters who strove to define what it means to be
human in a physiological, intellectual, and ethical sense.> With his attempts to
resist the separation of human knowledge into more narrowly defined disci-
plines, Herder could indeed be regarded as an early proponent of interdisci-
plinary studies.” Herder’s goal was to work against social fragmentation and
contribute to restoring the human being to its “original unity,” which comprised
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more than the sum of its individual parts. The universal ideals he helped to
promote, such as freedom, equality, moral justice, and compassion, influence
today’s moral values. Whether these universal values can still have a justifica-
tion in a racially, culturally, ethnically, and socially diverse society with a plural-
ist mix of lifestyles ties into the more fundamental question of whether these
values are compatible with present attempts to define human nature. In light
of discoveries in neuroscientific research and recent debates about the moral
implications of genetic manipulation, the question of what it means to be hu-
man has gained new relevance.* This analysis discusses to what extent Herder's
eighteenth-century humanism provides justifications for linking specialized
scientific discourses to today’s questions of human ethics and by extension for
revitalizing the humanities.

After all, eighteenth-century philosophers like Herder attempted to defend
the rights of the individual against the threat of an instrumental reason that
viewed the human subject only as a means to an end, a threat that continues to
this day. Progress in the natural sciences resulted in more specialized research
areas and thus had consequences for a redefinition of disciplinary boundaries.
Herder—albeit open to new empiricist approaches—was concerned about the
increasing specialization as it, in his view, contributed to the human subject’s
fragmentation. As this analysis will show, he attempted to maintain human
sovereignty by subordinating scientific progress to a humanist ethics, without
neglecting the particular discoveries in the emerging fields of empirical philos-
ophy, psychology, anthropology, and medicine.

As mentioned in the introduction to this volume, both humanism’s dimin-
ished credibility and new findings in neurobiological research have caused
contemporary philosophers to question some of the most fundamental as-
sumptions of what a human being is and consequently some humanist pre-
rogatives. The German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, for instance, argues in his
1999 essay “Regeln fiir den Menschenpark” (“Rules for the Human Zoo”) that
humanism is based on repression. He even insinuates that the unsuccessful
domestication of human instincts may have culminated in fascism (Sloterdijk,
Regeln). Sloterdijk implies that the biogenetic revolution of our time could
provide an opportunity to liberate mankind from its self-imposed repression
and offer an alternative to humanism (ibid. 17, 30-31, 39, 46—47). Sloter-
dijk’s essay came in the wake of humanists’ growing preoccupation with the
consequences of the Human Genome Project. Far from welcoming its promise
of unlocking the human genetic makeup, some scholars have expressed res-
ervations regarding the project. Catherine Waldby, for instance, warns us of
the project’s ideological assumption that humans are a “stable, knowable ‘spe-
cies, an organic integrity whose limits can be positively specified.” Yet other
theorists—who could be described as posthumanist feminist thinkers, such
as Donna Haraway, Teresa de Lauretis, and Sadie Plant—perceive biogenetics
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as an opportunity to challenge the myth of biological humanism and liberate
women from their traditional role as “a deficient version of humanity which is
already male” (Plant 266).

Recent discoveries in the cognitive neurosciences and consciousness research
have led German philosopher Thomas Metzinger to claim that there “is a new
image of man emerging, an image that will dramatically contradict almost all
traditional images man has made of himself in the course of his cultural his-
tory” (Metzinger, “Introduction” 6). Metzinger bases this claim of “a radically
new understanding of what it means to be human” on recent scientific research,
“since about 1990,” that supposedly has enabled scientists “to learn more about
the human brain than in the three preceding centuries” (ibid.). Metzinger, a
philosophy professor at Johannes Gutenberg University in Mainz, claims “that
no such things as selves exist in the world.”® According to his theory, subjects
perceive themselves as subjects due to misrepresentations or simulations of
brain signals. These simulations appear as real due to an inherent blind spot
that does not allow humans to grasp the constructed character of phenomenal
reality. Subjects experience themselves as being someone because the system
mistakes the internal model of itself for an actual conscious self or, in Metzing-
er’s words, “The phenomenal property of selthood as such is a representational
construct; it truly is phenomenal property in terms of being an appearance only”
(563).

I am introducing Metzinger’s self-model here because it stands in opposition
to Herder's idea of the human self. Contrary to Herder, who takes the self for
granted and describes sensations from the perspective of the perceiving subject,
Metzinger approaches the self from an external position that aims at avoiding
the fallacies of a distorted, subjective point of view. And yet, while Metzinger
uses an abundance of empirical data to substantiate his claims, his theory can-
not explain how a subject with an independent self-awareness appears, or “how
the body that sits presently in front of my computer, gives rise to me as a subject
with a first-person point of view that is unique” (Himma).” Even though Herd-
er’s philosophy cannot explain the mind-body problem—and it is questionable
whether any philosophy will be able to establish how brain activities constitute
a unique self—his approach of depicting subjective sensory experiences from
a first-person point of view is in many ways more tangible than Metzinger’s
phenomenological account.

This chapter will show how Herder uses poetic descriptions of sensory ex-
periences and emotions, which render human states of consciousness more
vividly and cleatly than Metzinger’s scientific discourse on electrochemical pro-
cesses of our brain. Since this analysis, however, is not based on neuroscientific
expertise, its focus will be limited to the ethical implications and possible rami-
fications of these discoveries for understanding Herder’s humanist views. After
all, Herder addresses ethical problems connected to freedom, individual au-
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tonomy, and subjectivity that over two hundred years later have arisen again in
connection with such bioethical issues as cloning. While Herder’s views about
human nature contain metaphysical assumptions regarding the autonomy of
the human self that would not be acceptable to many contemporary neurosci-
entists and posthumanists, one can still justifiably ask whether his interdisci-
plinary method of synthesizing scientific and poetic discourses could serve as
a model for conveying human experiences that purely scientific discourses are
unable to convey. Related to this issue is the question whether scientific stan-
dards can adequately judge Herder’s poetic and emotionally charged discourse
and whether the knowledge we gain from it transcends the scientific purview.

In light of the challenges to universally acceptable humanist core values that
are often associated with Western culture, such as reason, freedom, virtue, the
pursuit of happiness, tolerance, religion, education, culture, truth, and beauty,
the proposition of a reinvigoration of the humanities through humanism seems
daunting.® Yet while one has to refrain from overstating analogies between cur-
rent and late eighteenth-century notions of humanism, one could speculate
that current trepidations about the fragmentation of the humanities are still
symptomatic of more deep-seated concerns about the loss of the value of the
human. The widespread use of humanist ideals for diverse political agendas
suggests their broad significance, for it addresses not only ethical and spiritual
standards of human existence but also its physical and emotional dimensions.
Herder'’s philosophical writings attempt to appeal to the envisioned totality
of human existence by employing a language rich in metaphors and imagery
that replicates human emotions and feelings from an internal point of view.
Naturally this type of poetic language differs from the distanced or seemingly
objective description of conventional scientific discourses. In contrast to such
seemingly objective scientific discourses that examine natural phenomena in
isolation, Herder’s descriptions aim at rendering a totality of sensual impres-
sions from a first-person perspective by integrating emotional, physiological,
and spiritual experiences.” My analysis of excerpts from Herder's “Auch eine
Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit” (“This Too a Philos-
ophy of History on the Formation of Humanity”) (1774),“Uber den Ursprung
der Sprache” (“Treatise on the Origin of Language”) (1772), and “Uber das
Erkennen und Empfinden der menschlichen Seele” (“On Cognition and Sen-
sation of the Human Soul”) (1778) seeks to demonstrate how Herder rises to
the challenge of investing a growing body of scientific discoveries with universal
meaning. By showing how Herder integrates scientific knowledge into his liter-
ary descriptions of concrete sensual and physical experiences, this investigation
will point out techniques that allowed him to traverse disciplinary boundaries
and thus open the doors for viewing the human in a new light.

In contrast to those philosophers who reject the benefits of a humanist edu-
cation or who dispute the notion of individual autonomy or the subject’s agency
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altogether in view of the latest biogenetic research, German philosopher Man-
fred Frank has defended the subjective position of philosophical and literary
discourses against the threat of privileging the seeming objectivity of brain re-
search.'’ In an interview with the German weekly Die Zeit, Frank argued that
brain research is unable to account for the fact that humans have an emotional
understanding or feeling for themselves before they can express it. Subjective
self-knowledge and the ability to have empathy for other human beings permit
individuals to make ethical decisions and remain the domain of the humanities
(Frank). For Herder, the freedom to decide liberates humans from the reign of
instinctual forces and allows them to act according to moral principles (HW
6:144)."" In contrast, philosophies like Metzinger’s attribute human actions to
biological processes and reject the subject’s freedom to make decisions.

Yet there are epistemic analogies between eighteenth-century goals of hu-
manist thought and current efforts at revitalizing the humanities. After all, to-
day’s calls for a renewal of the humanities can be linked to trepidations about
the loss of universal human values. Such fears were also germane for Herder's
philosophy, which can be interpreted as an attempt to give meaning to a grow-
ing body of scientific knowledge and empirical facts. After an introduction to
Herder’s unique philosophical ideas within the context of eighteenth-century
Enlightenment discourse, I will analyze a passage from “Uber das Erkennen
und Empfinden der menschlichen Seele” to illustrate how Herder uses poetic
language to integrate the latest empirical knowledge of his day and age in his
humanist philosophy. The third part of this chapter will contrast Metzinger’s
philosophical model to that of Herder in order to underline the significance of
the humanities in today’s academic environment.

Herder’s Anthropological Views

Herder distinguished himself from the rationalist metaphysics of the Wolff-
Leibniz tradition as well as from the newly emerging empiricist approaches,
the so-called Popularphilosphie.'* The fact that Herder’s approach stands in
contrast to a number of established scholarly discourses has a historical expla-
nation. During the late Enlightenment, dogmatic metaphysical philosophies
prevailed because empiricist scientific approaches were unable to provide all-
inclusive explanations of the universe and its development.”” Herder's philos-
ophy of history can be understood as a response to the inadequacy of con-
ventional metaphysical models of explanation in light of a growing body of
empirical knowledge. His unique position comes to the fore in his philosophy
of history, especially in his essay “Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bil-
dung der Menschheit.” Emphasizing how specific geographical, climatic, and so-
cial differences account for physical and cultural characteristics, he rejects both
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the Idealist standpoint that bases human knowledge on innate ideas (Descartes,
Leibniz) and mechanistic concepts of human life (La Mettrie, Ernst Platner).
Yet in the very first sentence of his essay, Herder subordinates the study of his-
torical and cultural particularities to the discovery of the human species’ com-
mon origin: “Je weiter hin es sich in Untersuchung der iltesten Weltgeschichte,
ihrer Volkerwanderungen, Sprachen, Sitten, Erfindungen und Traditionen
aufklirt: desto wahrscheinlicher wird mit jeder neuen Entdeckung auch der
Ursprung des ganzen Geschlechts von Einem” (HW 4:11) (“The further illumi-
nation advances in the investigation of the ancient world history, its migrations
of peoples, its languages, ethics, inventions, and traditions, the more probable
becomes, with each new discovery, the origination of the whole species from a
single man as well” [Forster 272]).! In spite of his awareness of the empirical
differences that shape cultural diversity, Herder adheres to a pantheistic idea
of nature that unfolds its divine destiny in history. He attempts to integrate
cultural, social, and geophysical particularities by claiming an underlying cor-
respondence between the spirit of history and a divine inner human nature.”
Herder’s seemingly paradoxical attempt at combining empiricist and pan-
theistic views reflects the desire to reconcile the increasingly disparate body of
knowledge with a philosophy that was still indebted to an overall purpose. As
the ushering in of the modern scientific age undermined the divine cosmic order,
in which each living creature had its place and meaning, the philosophers of the
Enlightenment attempted to compensate for the uncertainty of a purely secular
perspective by investing the new scientific outlook with meaning. Establishing
analogies between human existence and the cosmic order, understanding na-
ture in allegorical, mathematical, or geometrical correspondence expressing a
universal harmony, or reading the universe as a book are just a few examples of
such anthropocentric projections that aimed at providing existential comfort in
a rapidly changing outlook on the world. Hans Dietrich Irmscher pointed out
that the analogies in Herder’s thought establish relationships between totalities
and structures. In his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Ideas
on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind) (1784-91), Herder attempts to
capture the essence of what is human by drawing analogies to plant and animal
life (Irmscher, “Beobachtungen” 68). In “Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte
zur Bildung der Menschheit,” Herder confronts the great philosophers of the
age of Enlightenment by telling them that human understanding has not been
able to make sense of the enormous changes of wotld history (HW 4:57). Even
though he concludes that everything in history is “Schicksal! von Menschen
uniiberdacht, ungehofft, unbewiirkt” (fate! unreflected, undesired, unaffected by
man) (HW 4:58) and that human beings are just like little ants crawling on the
big wheels of fate, he is absolutely convinced that history has a divine purpose.
Instead of imposing a rational system on historical events, Herder respects the
increasing body of empirical facts about seemingly unrelated cultural develop-

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

100 «~: Beyond Humanism

ments and incidents. His method trusts in the observation of individual devel-
opments that in his view are part of a cosmic order and divine nature, as they
belong to “dem groflen Buche Gottes” (to the great book of God) (HW 4:106).

In spite of its rejection of the metaphysical rationalism of the Wolff-Leibniz
school, Herder’s own discourse is replete with associative analogies and relies
on metaphors that suggest a different kind of metaphysics.'® In book fifteen of
the Ideas, Herder still clings to a notion of reason that is capable of uniting the
incongruities of natural phenomena, thus permitting humans to create order
out of chaos (HW 6:649). In light of such claims about an inexplicable presence
of an underlying ordering principle, Kant’s criticism of Herder’s unscientific
methodology, which accuses the Ideas on the Philosophy of the History Man-
kind of falling prey to the very metaphysical speculations that he is claiming to
avoid, is well taken, indeed (Menges 53). However, if one were to judge Herd-
er’s philosophy according to Kantian principles, one would hardly do justice
to the inner logic of Herder’s philosophical thinking. Herder’s philosophy is
based on assumptions that are radically different from those of Kant “concern-
ing the very idea of science, its purpose and status within culture as a whole,
its standards of rationality, methods of inquiry and verification, and—last but
not least—its proper use of language” (Knodt 1). Katherine Arens exposes the
Kantian attack on Herder’s scientific method as an attempt to present philoso-
phy as “the queen of the sciences . . ., while essentially rejecting the humanities
as anything but arts, as tradition or critique instead of scientific interpretation”
(109). In contrast to Herder, who bases his philosophy of history on empiri-
cal evidence, Kant rejects all knowledge obtained through human experience
as nonphilosophical. Consequently, “Kant designates historical (or perhaps,
practical) knowledge as second rate, as knowledge ex datis, not ex principiis”
(ibid. 108). Kantian philosophy “privileges the mind over empirical data” and
focuses on “the relation of all knowledge to the essential ends of human reason”
(ibid.). Likewise, one could argue, as Arens does, that the Kantian privileging
of conceptual reasoning anticipates the later denigration of the humanities as
second-class faculties.'” While Herder has been in the shadow of Kant, one
often neglects his immense legacy for the humanities and the arts—a legacy
that addresses a wide range of historical, anthropological, linguistic, ethical,
and aesthetic questions that Kant ignored. It would therefore be unsuitable to
judge Herder’s philosophy according to Kant's standard, as he deliberately con-
sidered the adherence to abstract principles as an obstruction to the realization
of a human beings fullest potential.

Herder's awareness of the heterogeneity of cultural and historical develop-
ments is counterbalanced by his all-pervasive attempt to make sense of a rap-
idly growing body of knowledge. By comparing the course of world history to
different ages of an individual human life, he imposes an organic, anthropocen-
tric order on an otherwise disjointed accumulation of events that allows him
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to discover meaning in world history.’* While this anthropocentrism gives the
historian a superior point of view that overlooks the entire course of history,
Herder de-emphasizes the claim to universality by stressing that his philoso-
phy is only one among many other possible accounts—as the title of his essay
“Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit” suggests.
The title of his more comprehensive Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheit (1782—91) also refers to the open-ended sketchiness of his sys-
tem." This duality between Herder’s belief in an undetlying universal order
and reliance on empirical knowledge pervades his entire philosophy.

For Herder, humans constitute themselves as human by creating their indi-
vidual image of the world through the production of language.”® This assump-
tion makes Herder’s philosophy unique and provides another opportunity to
bridge the gap between the empirical and the spiritual world, between body
and mind, between the particular and the universal.*! Herder’s theory of lan-
guage anticipates poststructuralist theories as it views human existence embed-
ded in preexisting language structures (Menges 59). For Herder, it is language
and not consciousness that constitutes human existence. As the first sentence
of Herder’s Abhandlung iiber den Ursprung der Sprache indicates—"“Schon als
Tier, bat der Mensch Sprache” (italics in original) (HW 1:697) (“Already as an
animal, the human being has language” [Forster 65])—language is embodied in
the human being’s physical or animal existence. It transcends the limits of hu-
man consciousness as an a priori structure and at the same time constitutes the
individual human being in a dialogic process of interaction. Herder emphasizes
the reciprocity of reception and production in the creation of speech, which
allows humans to define and recognize themselves as individuals. Jiirgen Tra-
bant made this clear by pointing to Herder’s privileging of the spoken sound
over the written word. Accordingly, Herder favors the spoken word because it
lets the subject experience its own production of sound through the medium
of the ear: “Hearing guarantees the reflexivity of the sound movements and
hence their production. ... Through the ear wo/man experiences her/himself
as a maker, as a poet ..." (Trabant 16). As an all-pervasive medium that con-
nects the human to the nonhuman and the body to the mind, language also
transcends all disciplinary boundaries. What constitutes human beings is their
ability to create themselves through the production of language (Irmscher,
HW 7:817-19).

Every human being is an artist because of the ability to express individual
sensory impressions of nature. The individualized representation of sensory
impressions is key to human existence. Without this creative activity, humans
would not distinguish themselves from other living beings. Artistic represen-
tation is the calling and purpose of human nature. The senses play a very im-
portant role because they allow the subject to see, feel, and hear in an original
fashion, making the subject aware of his/her unique individuality. By repre-
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senting their own particular nature in relation to nature at large, human beings
become godlike as they recreate their image in the image of nature. Similarly,
language as medium of this artistic self-representation aims at expressing an
utterance that is both characteristic and at the same time universal as it can
communicate a subjective experience to the human community at large.

Herder’s proclaimed coexistence of the universal and the particular permits
him to define the human according to what it lacks versus an all-encompassing
meaningful totality. In his essay “On Cognition and Sensation of the Human
Soul,” Herder characterizes humans as composed of an outer and inner senso-
rium that are intertwined, and recognition always builds on sensation. In this
essay Herder develops the fundamental principles of his theory of cognition,
which affects all aspects of his cultural historicism. Accordingly, we can recog-
nize only what we first grasp with our senses.” Humans create the universe
in analogy to the unity of the human body. Herder’s poetic imagery illustrates
how particular stimuli become synthesized into sensations and how language
can reflect the totality of the sensual and spiritual convergence of the human
faculties. The subjective and poetic quality of his language aims at synthesizing
the complex diversity of sensory experience into a meaningful totality.” Scien-
tific language, on the other hand, is analytical and therefore concerned with the
particular.** The following citation is an example of Herder’s poetic depiction
of the dialectic interaction between the physical and spiritual, between auto-
matic stimulus and conscious sensation:

Die Natur hat tausend kleine lebendige Stricke in tausendfachem Kampf, in
ein so vielfaches Beriihren und Widerstreben verflochten: sie kiirzen und lingen
sich mit innerer Kraft, nehmen am Spiele des Muskels, jeder auf seine Weise,
Teil, dadurch trigt und ziehet jener. Hat man je etwas Wunderbareres gesehen
als ein schlagendes Herz mit seinem unerschopflichen Reize? Ein Abgrund in-
nerer dunkeln Krifte, das wahre Bild der organischen Allmacht, die vielleicht
inniger ist, als der Schwung der Sonnen und Erden.—Und nun breitet sich aus
diesem unerschépflichen Brunnen und Abgrunde der Reiz durch unser ganzes
Ich aus, belebt jede kleine spielende Fiber—alles nach Einartigem einfachen
Gesetze. Wenn wir uns wohl befinden, ist unsere Brust weit, das Herz schligt
gesund, jede Fiber verrichtet ihr Amt im Spiele. Da fihrt Schrecken auf uns
zu; und siehe als erste Bewegung, noch ohne Gedanken von Furcht und Wider-
stinde, tritt unser reizbares Ich auf seinen Mittelpunkt zuriick, das Blut zum
Herzen, die Fiber, selbst das Haar, starrt empor, gleichsam ein organischer Bote

zur Gegenwehr, die Wache steht fertig. (HW 4:332)

(Nature has woven together a thousand little living strings into a thousand fold
fight, into such a manifold touching and resisting; they make themselves shorter
and longer with inner force, participate in the play of the muscle, each one in its
own way—that is what makes the muscle carry and pull. Has anything more
wonderful ever been seen than a beating heart with its inexhaustible irritation?

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

The Importance of Herder’s Humanism i~ 103

An abyss of inner obscure forces, the true image of the organic almighty, which is
perhaps deeper than the motion of suns and earths,—And now irritation spreads
out from this inexhaustible fount and abyss through our whole I, enlivens each
little playing fiber—all according to a single-formed simple law. If we are in good
health, our chest is broad, the heart beats healthily, each fiber performs its duty in
the play. Then fright storms upon us, and behold, as our first movement, without
yet any thought of fear or resistance, our irritable I retreats to its center, our blood
to our heart, our fiber, even our hair, stands on end—so to speak, an organic mes-
senger ready for counterattack, the guard stands ready. [Forster 189-90])

For Herder, the human heart serves as a microcosm that mirrors the spirit
of nature. The human body exemplifies nature’s universal laws as each part of
the human organism follows the same unanimous principle. The metaphor of
“verflechten” (weaving) stresses the intricate diversity and complexity of the
human organism, which had become apparent with the discovery of the nerve
system as a mediator between body and mind.”® Herder emphasizes organic
nature’s dynamism, which is driven by an all-pervasive inner force or energy
that is reminiscent of pantheist and vitalist philosophies.”® Empirical observa-
tions of biological processes, such as the interrelatedness of physical and men-
tal sensations, made it necessary to explain the mutual stimulations of body
and mind or the continuity of matter and spirit (Zammito, Kant 317). Herd-
er’s metaphorical, emotionally charged language effectively recalls the totality
of the human body’s psychophysical processes.

The first part of “Vom Erkennen und Empfinden der menschlichen Seele,’
from which the passage above is taken, is titled “Vom Reiz” (“Of Irritation”).
Here Herder refers to Albrecht von Haller’s (1708-77) physiological experi-
ments with nerve tissues. Simon Richter has shown how Herder deliberately
misinterpreted the Swiss physiologists usage of “Reiz” for his own purposes:
“Wo der Physiologe [Haller] strikt zwischen ‘reizbar’ und ‘empfindlich” unter-
schied, erzwang Herder eine Verbindung” (where the physiologist [Haller]
distinguished between excitable and sensitive, Herder forged a connection) (S.
Richter 89). In the passage above, Herder uses“Reiz” not only in a medical sense
as “Reizbarkeit” (irritability) but also in an aesthetic sense as “reizend” (appeal-
ing or attractive).“Hat man je etwas Wunderbareres gesehen als ein schlagendes
Herz mit seinem unerschépflichen Reize?” denotes also the aesthetically appeal-
ing effect that this heart has on its observer, a meaning of “Reiz” that became
part of the eighteenth-century aesthetic discourse (Richter 84-86). While “un-
erschopflichen Reize” is a direct translation of Haller's “perpetua irritatio” (HW
4:1130), Herder does not limit it to the medical sense in which Haller uses it
but consciously applies it to the semantic field of sensibility and affect (HW
4:1085). Herder's broader usage of “Reiz” connects the physiological with the
emotional and aesthetic dimension of the term and thus supports his underlying
argument that life is permeated by an energy that links all organic processes to a
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meaningful totality. In other words, Herder implicitly criticizes Haller’s strictly
empiricist method that separates organic parts from living organisms and bases
its scientific conclusions on what Herder must view as artificial mutilations of
organic entities: “Wer ist nun, der den Gang der Analogie, den groflen Gang
der Schépfung mit seinem Federmesserchen hier plotzlich abschneide?” (HW
4:337) (“Who would suddenly here cut off the course of analogy, the great
course of creation, with his pocket knife?” [Forster 194]). In fact, Haller derived
his insight that nerve tissue itself was not excitable from countless experiments
with living animals.”” Since excitability occurs in organs that have been separated
from their link to the brain, for instance in decapitated chickens, Haller con-
cluded that “Reiz” was not connected to the soul and therefore had nothing to
do with life. In contrast to Haller, Herder views “Reiz” as “die Triebfeder unseres
Daseins” (the origin of life) (HW 4:360). He uses “Reiz” as a focal point for his
inquiry into the human soul as he regards it as an expression of the life force that
no philosophy has been able to explain (HW 4:337). Although Herder believes
that this force is ultimately inexplicable and simply has to be geglaubt (believed),
all human beings can nevertheless feel this life-giving energy both within them-
selves and through their affinity to all other living organisms (HW 4:335).

For Herder, the life-giving force can be perceived in the living organism’s
interaction with its environment. This is why Herder, unlike Haller and the
French materialists, is not interested in the analysis of isolated body parts but
rather in the effect of outside influences on the entire human organism. In the
passage above, Herder’s narrator does not give a distanced scientific description
but an emotionally charged eyewitness account of an oncoming panic attack.
Herder’s reenactment of this emotional reaction blends the “objective” scientific
terminology of empiricist observation with “subjective” expressions of amaze-
ment. By directly addressing his audience through a rhetorical question and
shifting the point of view from that of scientific observer to that of a person-
ally stimulated spectator, the narrator imparts the intensity of the emotional
effect on the reader. The sudden interruption of the descriptive mode conveys
the abruptness of an overwhelming thrust of fear and puts the readers in the
shoes of the experiencing I, having his readers live through the panic attack in
the present from the inside perspective of the affected body. He resorts to this
technique in order to stress the common bond between the narrative voice and
its audience and to illustrate the mutual relationship between body and mind.
Significantly, the body’s effect on the mind happens in a pre-conscious state.
The fact that sensual perception is guided by nature’s divine spirit before the I
can reflect resonates with Herder’s idea that life progresses from simple organic
plant life to more complex processes in animals to the human organism as the
highest form of existence. Accordingly, human consciousness is always a reac-
tion to a previously existing “life energy” or “Reiz.”
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Herder’s intermixing of different discourses is a deliberate choice of style
that serves to support his claims about the dialectic interrelations of life and
its environment (HW 4:1085). Herder’s fusion of poetic and scientific dis-
course was by no means always considered successful. In his review of the Ideen
zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, Kant questioned the validity of
Herder’s “Gewebe von kithnen Metaphern, poetischen Bildern, mythologi-
schen Anspielungen” (canvas of bold metaphors, poetic images, mythologi-
cal insinuations) because he felt it veiled his ideas rather than revealing them
(Kant, Geschichtsphilosophie 60). Kant criticizes the lack of “logical accuracy”
and “precise definitions” in what he calls Herder's idiosyncratic method, which
reveals sweeping analogies and bold imagination rather than cool judgment
(ibid. 40-41).28

While Kant separates the spiritual from the material world and aims at es-
tablishing an absolute a priori truth that transcends worldly experience, Herder
integrates the spiritual with the material world in his attempt to account for
the totality of human experience. Ironically Herder, expresses his thoughts
in more concrete terms than Kant who resorts to philosophical abstractions.
Herder clearly stated already in 1775—nine years before Kant's critical re-
view of Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit—that he
is hardly concerned about “the superterrestrial abstraction which places itself
beyond everything that is called circle of our thinking and sensing’ onto I know
not what throne of divinity, creates there words of worlds, and passes judgment
on everything possible and actual” (Forster 188).

Herder’s invectives were directed against the discourse of Wolfhan Schul-
philosophie (dogmatism), with its rationalist generalizations and tautological
explanations.”” Kant, albeit also opposed to the assumptions of Schulphiloso-
phie, nevertheless follows this tradition insofar as he attempts to establish a
universal truth that he can formulate in abstract, general terms.** While both
make human experience the mother of all knowledge, Herder also believes
in a divine, rational order of the universe that can be discovered through the
senses. This divine order reveals itself in the analogies between human nature
and nature in general (HW 4:338). Although the human subject has a certain
freedom from nature, it is also part of nature and generates its meaning and
purpose from within by force of an inner power. This inner power or life force
permeates all of nature and cannot be comprehended by reason alone.* It must
first be perceived by the senses, and only then can the human subject try to
understand it by using reason. This is why, for Herder, reason is a secondary
human faculty that attempts to rationalize the sensory impressions, with which
the inner power or “Reiz” of nature makes itself known to all living beings.
Contrary to animals, humans have the ability of understanding nature’s inner
power by reflecting on it.
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Language illustrates this process of reflection, a process that also marks the
beginning of human self-awareness. For Herder, humans distinguish them-
selves from all other living organisms through their freedom to be creative and
reflect this freedom from nature in human language. In other words, language

is the self-reflection of the human soul (HW 1:715-22):

Der empfindende Mensch fiihlt sich in Alles, fiihlt Alles aus sich heraus und
druckt darauf sein Bild, sein Geprige. ... Wie unsere ganze Psychologie aus
Bildwértern bestehet, so wars meistens Ein neues Bild, Eine Analogie, Ein auf-

fallendes Gleichnis, das die gréfiten Theorien geboren. (HW 4:330)

(The sensing human being feels his way into everything, feels everything from
out of himself, and imprints it with his image, his impress. ... Just as our whole
psychology consists of figurative terms, for the most part it was a single new
image, a single analogy, a single striking metaphor that gave birth to the greatest
and boldest theories. [Forster 188])

Language is the mirror in which the human subject can define itself over and
against the rest of nature. Yet before humans can express themselves, they have
to feel nature’s “Reiz” or power through their senses. In contrast to animals,
which respond to nature’s call instinctively, humans define themselves in oppo-
sition to nature by translating the imprint of nature’s call into their own idiom
(HW 1:716). While animals react to pain, hunger, and other physical emo-
tions by making undifferentiated sounds characteristic of their species, humans
have the ability of responding to sensory impressions by impregnating their
reactions with their own individual mark. This is why language is essentially
different from animal sounds. Although human language is a less direct answer
to the calls of nature than the sound of an animal, it gives humans the freedom
of defining themselves in relation to nature by recreating nature on a human
scale in the medium of language. Abstract language expresses the distance to
nature to the extent that it loses sight of the human element. Metaphorical or
poetic language is capable of portraying the human in relation to nature by
building bridges between the self and nature. Whereas traditional philosophy
and science are interested in analyzing objects by taking them apart, Herd-
er’s goal is to provide an account of how human life is connected to natural
phenomena. For Herder, all human knowledge is based on subjective experi-
ence and therefore on a comparison of the self with the outside world: “Was
wir wissen, wissen wir nur aus Analogie, von der Kreatur zu uns und von uns
zum Schépfer” (HW 4:330) (“What we know we know only through analogy,
from the creation to us and from us to the Creator” [Forster 188]). Conse-
quently the predominant rhetorical feature that allows humans to develop
self-consciousness is analogy.** Poetic images, metaphors, anthropomorphisms,
and onomatopoeias, for instance, permit Herder to illustrate the relationship
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between nature’s powers and the human. The truth is guaranteed by the sub-
ject's candid self-examination in light of personal experiences:

Die stille Ahnlichkeit, die ich im Ganzen meiner Schépfung, meiner Seele und
meines Lebens empfinde und ahnde: der grofe Geist, der mich anwehet und mir
im Kleinen und Grofen, in der sichtbaren und unsichtbaren Welt Einen Gang,

Einerlei Gesetze zeiget: der ist mein Siegel der Wahrheit. (HW 4:330-31)

(This quiet similarity which I sense and intuit in the whole of my creation, my
soul, and my life; the great spirit [Geist] that breathes upon me and shows me a
single course, a single sort of laws, in what is small and what is large, in the visible
world and the invisible world—this is my seal of truth. [Forster 188-89])

Herder emphasizes the mutual dependence of body and mind and the inter-
relatedness of all organisms in order to render human experience in its totality.
His language intends to render aspects of human experience that lie beyond
the scope of scientific discourse. By reenacting from an inside perspective sen-
sory experiences that are also subject to new scientific discoveries, such as the
transmission of nervous impulses, through literary descriptions of the affects
that accompany these bodily phenomena, Herder makes sensory experience
come alive. His synthesis of anthropological, religious, philosophical, and po-
etic discourses depicts a broader horizon and, in many instances, more concrete
rendition of human sensory experience than Kantian philosophy or Haller’s
scientific writings. In this regard, Herder’s humanism points to the humanities’
broader mission of connecting the outside world to human life and looking at
the impact of the sciences from a human perspective.

Herder vs. Metzinger

From a posthumanist point of view, Herder’s philosophy includes metaphysi-
cal conjectures about the human subject that are unverifiable. For instance, his
assumption that human reason permits human beings to participate in divine
reason and presupposes an essential human nature distinct from all other living
creatures is, of course, incompatible with anti- and posthumanist perspectives.
These philosophies from Nietzsche to Heidegger to the deconstructionists
and the contemporary posthumanist approaches informed by recent biotech-
nological and neurosientific developments view human beings in terms of a
process rather than an essence.”® Yet, as Hans Adler pointed out, Herder also
“moves away from the traditional type of concept [of Humanitit] defined by
its ‘substance’ and conceives of his new type of concept in terms of function
and relationship” (Adler, “Herder’s Concept” 106). While Herder still upholds

the notion of individual autonomy (HW 6:630), he also envisions human be-
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ings as part of a nature that changes through history (HW 6:627). In this
respect Herder’s philosophy resembles posthumanist approaches that imag-
ine the human determined by historical, social, and cultural phenomena (HW
6:671). Herder’s tautological definition of what is human suggests that human
nature is continuously evolving according to divine laws: “Humanitit ist der
Zweck des Menschen—Natur und Gott hat unserem Geschlecht mit diesem
Zweck sein eigenes Schicksal in die Hinde gegeben” (Humanity is the purpose
of the human being—with this purpose Nature and God put our own fate
into our hands) (HW 6:630; translation mine). This seeming contradiction
allows Herder to view the development of the human species as a process while
the undetlying laws of nature, including human nature, remain essentially the
same: “Die Natur des Menschen bleibt immer dieselbe” (Human nature always
remains the same) (HW 6:628; translation mine).

Philosopher Thomas Metzinger’s Being No One could serve as an example of
a contemporary posthumanist discourse that in some respects follows Herder’s
spirit. However, there are fundamental differences between Metzinger’s and
Herder's approach. While Herder attempts to preserve the unity of the human
subject as a metaphysical entity, Metzinger aims at exposing this very unit as a
construct that prevents higher levels of self-knowledge. Although Metzinger’s
differentiated model of human consciousness that draws heavily on neurosci-
entific research makes no mention of Herder, his study does make an effort to
build “a better bridge between the humanities and cognitive neuroscience” to
achieve “a philosophically interesting growth of knowledge” (Metzinger, Being
3). Like Herder, Metzinger resorts to metaphorical descriptions, albeit more
technical, to depict his self-model theory of subjectivity (SMT), which aims
at providing “a general outline for a theory of consciousness, the phenomenal
self, and the first-person perspective” (ibid. 547). This phenomenal self is an
inner representation. In this respect it resembles Herder’s assumption of an
inner stable self. While Herder’s inner self is a“true” self because it corresponds
to the underlying divine and essential laws of nature, Metzinger’s phenomenal
self model (PSM) is a virtual apparition that represents not only the external
world but also the phenomenal body’s interactions with it with a deceptive con-
sistency so that the self-model is mistaken for an actual autonomous subject.
Metzinger uses Plato’s famous parable of the cave dwellers to illustrate the in-
ternal makeup of human consciousness. In contrast to Plato, Metzinger equates
the entire cave to “the physical organism as a whole, in particular its brain”
(ibid. 548). The shadows on the cave’s walls are “phenomenal mental models”
or “low-dimensional projections of internal or external objects in the conscious
state” (ibid.). The fire that causes the flickering shadows of consciousness “is
the incessant, self-regulating flow of neural information processing, constantly
perturbed by sensory and cognitive input” (ibid. 549). Metzinger’s cave model
is another attempt to depict how physiological stimuli become transformed
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into subjective perceptions. Like Herder, whose poetic analogies served to em-
phasize the interconnectedness of mind and body, Metzinger also stresses that
“the wall and the fire are not separate entities: they are two aspects of one and
the same process” (549). In other words, the brain and its neurological activi-
ties constitute human consciousness, which are an ongoing activity and not a
thing or image of the self. In fact, in Metzinger’s model “the cave itself is empty,”
which means that the projection of the self does not exist as a thing but only
as a process.

In contrast to Herder, who attempts to find the “true” self by moving in-
ward to the deep recesses of the soul—as expressed in his poem “Selbst” (HW
3:830-34)—Metzinger compares the inner self to a dungeon that keeps hu-
man beings in a state of deception tied to the mistaken belief in such an auton-
omous inner self. Metzinger’s model negates Herder’s metaphysics by claiming
that the inner self is an illusion. This illusion is created by a complex system
of neurological processes in the brain that provide a first-person perspective.
Metzinger introduces a “representational metaphor” that equates the mind to
a virtual city map to illustrate how the self is situated in the world.** The phe-
nomenal self does not recognize the system as such because the data that create
the first-person perspective are constantly updated and surreptitiously change
the perspective of the phenomenal self in accordance to the changes of its posi-
tion in the outside world. In other words, whereas an external city map leaves
the traveler with a choice to identify with the position of the arrow, the virtual
city map conceals the fact that the phenomenal self is the product of a system
and not an autonomous self (Metzinger, Being 552).

Metzinger likens this fully immersed state of mind to the first-person expe-
rience created by a flight simulator. Just as these complex devices let student pi-
lots experience a virtual reality as close as possible to actual real-life situations,
the brain creates through this all-encompassing subjective experience a subjec-
tive reality (ibid. 557). Metzinger concedes, however, that the human brain has
creative and introspective capabilities that a flight simulator lacks. In addition,
human subjectivity has the capacity of not only experiencing the world from a
first-person point of view but also “of mentally ‘ascribing’ this act of reference to
oneself while it is taking place” (ibid. 574). These additional resources make his
model come close to the idea of self-determination that he denies (ibid. 556—
57). In contrast to traditional Neoplatonic models, Metzinger emphasizes that
there “is no homunculus in the system” but that the subject’s ability to control
itself grew over time with the process of both ontogenetic and phylogenetic
evolution. Thus, it is the brain and its neurological processes that activate the
pilot or subject in charge and not vice versa.

This idea of neurological stimuli that always precede human agency is, how-
ever, not very different from Herder’s notion of “Reiz.” In his illustration of an
oncoming panic attack, Herder also emphasizes that the subject only reacts to
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sensory stimuli and that sensual perception necessarily happens before the I can
reflect. Metzinger’s claim that the subject is born into a virtual reality from the
beginning and only gradually develops both phylogenetically and ontogeneti-
cally into a more complex system that is capable of self-reflection resonates with
Herder's idea that life evolves from simple organic plant life to more complex
processes in animals to the human organism as the highest form of existence.

Metzinger’s assertion that “[subjectivity] is not a thing, but a property of
complex representational processes” finds a parallel in Herder’s description of
the oncoming panic attack that also presents the human organism as a dy-
namic, constantly changing system that responds to its ceaseless exposure to
sensual stimuli. As mentioned eatlier, the historical and developmental dynam-
ics in Herder’s historical and anthropological writings are counterbalanced by
an underlying ideal human nature that is in agreement with the eternal laws of
nature (HW 6:628-36). As Herder states in book fifteen of his Ideen, human
beings have access to these laws through their God-given, natural predisposi-
tion to be reasonable and fair. It is against the metaphysics of such universal
laws that Metzinger launches his posthumanist theory.

Metzinger attributes the attraction of “the integrity and stability of the self-
model” to the fact that humans like to view themselves as independent of their
physical bodies and can overcome death (Being 597). Herder certainly suggests
the possibility of a continuing existence after death, or so-called palingenesis,
in his religiously informed Ideen, which was one of Kant's major criticisms in
his review (Kant, Geschichtsphilosophie 50). Metzinger concedes that the belief
in a stable inner self is most likely beneficial for an individual’s mental health.
He attributes the human awareness of mortality to a relatively recent trans-
formation in human evolution, awareness that he considers responsible for
the continuing dependence on ‘essentialist fantasies” (Being 597). However,
Metzinger’s goal is to minimize the “lack of introspective self-knowledge” by
destroying such fantasies (italics in original) (ibid. 564). He expects that the
realization about the self’s fictitious nature will liberate human beings from
their Neoplatonic dungeon and open the path to higher forms of consciousness
and to a new ethics.’® This new type of ethics would be bold enough to make
use of neuroscience in order to transcend the limitations biological evolution
has prescribed for us.

The ethical problem arises when the quest for self-knowledge is in conflict
with the drive for self-preservation; for instance, if scientific investigation would
threaten the very existence of the human being as we know it. Metzinger’s call
on the human subject to emancipate itself from the false assumption that the
phenomenal self as such is a knowable entity—or in Metzinger’s words, “an
epistemically justified form of mental content’—culminates in an emphatic
plea to mankind to “wake up from biological history” in order “to define its own
goals, and become autonomous” (ibid. 634). Here Metzinger positions himself
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squarely in the Enlightenment tradition by attempting to achieve domination
over nature and transform both the self and eventually the entire universe ac-
cording to the laws of reason. He could not deviate further from Herder in this
regard, who wants to restore the lost connection to nature by integrating the
rational faculties with the irrational nature of man. One may wonder, however,
whether Metzinger reintroduces a transcendentalist aspect to his model by as-
suming that it is possible to overcome the human dependence on biological na-
ture? After all, Metzinger's reliance on neuroscientific research, which serves to
refute the human acceptance of selthood as a natural given, resembles Herder’s
integration of empirical scientific knowledge to minimize the dependence on
transcendental assumptions promoted by the so-called Schulphilosophie.
Although Herder’s model is less differentiated than that of Metzinger, one
could argue that it is both sensuously more comprehensible and human(e)
than Metzinger’s. While Herder’s model reveals the fundamental contradic-
tion of a human being that is both whole and yet divided, both spiritually sta-
ble and yet subject to constant transformation, it respects biological history of
the human species as an integral part of human progress toward humanism.
Metzinger, on the other hand, rejects Herder's belief in a sensory-cognitive
continuum or in knowledge that can be immediately obtained through the
senses. Yet his denial of any “epistemically immediate contact to reality” (ibid.
599) comes at the price of suppressing the rationally unknowable, sensual side
of human nature. Metzinger is aware of this and concedes “that there may be
phenomenal immediacy” at particular moments, such as when two individuals
are “catching each other in the act of falling in love” (italics in original) (ibid.
603). Yet his explanation seems to evade the problem that there are sensual
experiences that cannot be adequately represented by a scientific discourse
(ibid. 603). Metzinger declares sensory perceptions as invalid because the un-
consciously selective processes that render them provide an incomplete picture
of the complex nature of human consciousness. In other words, the very idea
of a first-person perspective or personhood is in Metzinger’s view a construct
that prevents self-knowledge. Metzinger’s suggestion “that there are no such
things as selves” poses a phenomenological dilemma: it cannot account for the
fact that someone must act as agent and someone as recipient (ibid. 627-28).
Who is coming up with Metzinger’s idea and who is its recipient if it is not a
particular human subject? Although Metzinger is aware of this problem, he
still defends the radical dismantling of human subjectivity in the service of a
“higher degree of consciousness,” which humans will in his view inevitably ar-
rive at if they pursue the path of reason (ibid. 630). This categorical appeal in
favor of progress poses the ethical question whether the striving for such an
allegedly “higher degree of consciousness” could result in a new hierarchical
taxonomy of knowledge that would devalue all forms of experience that are
considered inferior—a possibility that Metzinger neglects to discuss. Even
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though Metzinger bases his research on concrete physiological evidence, the
trajectory of his philosophy aims at overcoming bodily constraints. His model
therefore seems to replicate the “erasure of embodiment” that is typical of En-
lightenment constructions of subjectivity that Katherine Hayles has also de-
tected in the “cybernetic construction of the posthuman” (Hayles 4). Herder,
on the other hand, did not view the body simply as an object for control and
mastery but integrated it very effectively in his holistic philosophy and aesthet-
ics, as the discussion of the textual passage “Vom Erkennen und Empfinden
der menschlichen Seele” has shown. In this respect, Herder’s philosophy can
serve as a model that provides an “opportunity to put back into the picture the
flesh that continues to be erased in contemporary discussions about cybernetic
subjects” (ibid. 5).

Undoubtedly, posthumanist approaches like Metzinger’s are useful in ac-
counting for recent scientific and epistemic developments that address the
question of what it means to be human today. These approaches are invaluable
for revealing the ideological biases and historicity of normative premises, such
as individual autonomy and the metaphysics of subjectivity with its universal-
ization of an inner, essential spiritual self, modeled in accordance with the core
values of male Western Enlightenment thinkers. Even though Herder’s phi-
losophy still follows the eighteenth-century premise of individual autonomy; it
anticipates the significance of historical, local, and social factors as well as the
significance of language for the constitution of identity.

Is it fair to say that Herder's depictions of sensory experience from a first-
person, inside perspective do not yield any valid insights into human nature
and possibly even prevent self-knowledge? Should one consider the possibility
that poetic and literary depictions of human nature may yield knowledge about
certain aspects of human consciousness that scientific discourse is unable to
render adequately?

For philosopher Manfred Frank, scientific discourses are unable to explain
how conscious mental states of mind are connected to physical processes.
According to Frank, they will never be able to explain the mind or soul “weil
die Lebenswelt zu vielgestaltig und das neuronale Geschehen zu komplex ist”
(because the lived world is too diverse and neural processes are too complex)
(Frank, interview; translation mine). Scientific discourses are only capable of
treating human conditions “objectively,” that is from an external perspective.
The description of emotional states requires a different vocabulary, however.
As my analysis has shown, it is one of Herder’s major accomplishments to
translate scientific processes into a vocabulary that is capable of describing the
subjective effects of these processes on a human being’s mental and emotional
states. Herder's language is ripe with images and metaphors that can evoke and
recall universal human experiences and human emotions as well as illustrate
inner processes. Such appeals to the senses are inspirational because the sub-
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jective experience of mental and emotional states is of a different quality from
“objective” observations. Love, fear, and joy, for instance, can be expressed and
perceived in more diverse and meaningful manners in poetic language than in
scientific descriptions. A philosophy that tries to render the subjective expe-
rience in purely scientific discourse would be reductive and ignore the evoca-
tive qualities of the human imagination. The fact that the language of Herder,
Goethe and other late eighteenth-century writers had such a long-lasting and
profound impact on the development of German literature can be attributed to
their ability to mediate subjective experiences.

Humanism and its focus on the human subject have remained of such im-
portance over the past two hundred years because they deal with ethical issues
and discuss how individuals can contribute to a better humanity. Such ethical
questions would not be addressed in a philosophy that explains all humans
in terms of genetic dispositions or neuronal processes. Just as the emerging
empirical sciences were inadequate for providing ethical guidance in Herder’s
age, so is today’s neurobiology unfit to answer questions that deal with moral
issues. By connecting poetic imagery with the anthropological discourse of his
day and age, Herder went beyond particularist approaches in the sciences that
contributed to establishing disciplinary boundaries. His essay “Vom Erkennen
und Empfinden der menschlichen Seele” provides an example of how the hu-
manities could capitalize on the question about the meaning of human exis-
tence by relating all scientific queries to subjective human experience. By trying
to integrate the particularities of scientific discoveries with his anthropocentric
philosophy, he builds the case for a humanist mission in its own right. Herder’s
emphatic endorsement of human unity—a unity that nevertheless does not
deny its contradictions and utopian outlook—could serve as a reminder to us
humanists not to lose sight of the forest for the trees by refocusing the human-
ities on their original mission of exploring the self from a human point of view
that is both aware of its limited purview and open to new discoveries about
human nature and capable of engaging in the negotiation of a common ground.

Notes

Parts of this chapter have been previously published as “Building Bridges: The Importance
of Herder's Humanism for the Humanities,” in Humanitas 26, nos. 1-2 (2013): 94-128.
Web 4 November 2014, http://www.nhinet.org/hum.hem.

1. A detailed discussion of the differences of the individual philosophies of these thinkers
would go beyond the framework of this study. However, they all share the common
philosophical assumption that nature is an organic totality with an inner purpose or
life force that is at work in all of its elements and organisms. See, for instance, Goethe’s
“Studie nach Spinoza” and “Morphologie,” Hamburger Ausgabe (Munich: Deutscher
Taschebuch Verlag, 1994), 13:7-8, 55; on Goethe’s pantheism and his opinion on the
ability to recognize “Inner” nature, see Alfred Schmidt, Goethes herrlich leuchtende Na-
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tur (Munich: Hanser, 1984), 47-54, 134; Friedrich Wilhelm, Joseph von Schelling,
“System des transzendentalen Idealismus,” Sdmmtliche Werke, ed. K.F.A. Schelling
(Stuttgart: Cotta, 1858), 3.1:629; Novalis, Schriften in vier Binden (Stuttgart: Kohl-
hammer, 1960), 3:468; Alexander von Humboldt, Kosmos: Entwurf einer physischen
Weltbeschreibung, 5 vols. (Stuttgart: Cotta, 1845-58), 1:65; Johann Friedrich Blumen-
bach, Uber den Bildungstrieb und das Zeugungsgeschifte (Stuttgart: Fischer, 1971); Carl
Gustav Carus, Lebenserinnerungen und Denkwiirdigkeiten, 4 vols. (Leipzig: Brockhaus,
1865), 1:70; on Carus’s philosophy of nature, see; Jutta Miiller-Tamm, Kunst als Gipfel
der Wissenschaft (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1995), 1-50.

. For a concise assessment of research on Herder up to 2003, see Hans Adler, “Ein-

fithrung: Denker der Mitte: Johann Gottfried Herder 1744—1803,” Monatshefte 95, no.
2 (2003): 161-70.

. In his introduction to an anthology that investigates Herder's significance for the “aca-

demic disciplines and the pursuit of knowledge,” Wulf Koepke has already addressed
Herder's unconventional universalist approach that advocated a “holistic” view of the
human being. Koepke, “Introduction,” Johann Gottfried Herder: Academic Disciplines
and the Pursuit of Knowledge, ed. Wulf Koepke, ix—xii (Columbia, SC: Camden House,
1996), x.

. James Rachels lists the following principles, among others, as relevant to today’s bioeth-

ics: “that people are moral equals—that no one’s welfare is more important that anyone
elses; that personal autonomy, the freedom of each individual to control his or her own
life, is especially important; that people should always be treated as ends in themselves,
and never as mere means; . . . that what isnatural’is good and what is‘unnatural’is bad.”
James Rachels, “Ethical Theory and Bioethics,” A Companion to Bioethics, ed. Helga
Kuhse and Peter Singer (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 19. Herder contributed to pro-
moting all of these principles. His philosophy can be regarded as an attempt to protect
human life from technological advances that threatened to subordinate human life to
reason.

. Catherine Waldby, The Visible Human Project: Informatic Bodies and Posthuman Med-

icine (London: Routledge, 2000), 7. For another skeptical perspective, see Michael J.
Sandel, The Case against Perfection Ethics in the Age of Genetic Engineering (Cambridge,
MA: Belknap, 2007).

. Thomas Metzinger, Being No One: The Self-Model Theory of Subjectivity (Cambridge,

MA: MIT Press, 2003): 563.

. Kenneth Einar Himma argues that “Metzinger’s framework does little more than

change the terms of the question [of how brain activities constitute the appearance
of a self]. ... While it might be that conceiving of selves this way makes it easier to
explain how particular selves arise from particular bodies ..., much more is needed
to resolve the problem: merely equating selves with self-models says nothing about
why particular self-models arise from particular organisms. ..."” Metapsychology On-
line Reviews 7, no. 21 (2003): http://metapsychology.mentalhelp.net/poc/view_doc
.php?type=book&id=1720&cn=394.

. Herder’s understanding of Humanitit is complex and cannot be defined in one word.

In letter 27 of Briefe an die Humanitit, he associates Humanitit with Menschheit,
Menschlichkeit, Menschenrechte, Menschenpflichten, Menschenwiirde, and Menschenliebe
(HW 7:147); for the values associated with humanism, see Léchte 48 and Hans Erich
Bodeker, “Menscheit, Humanitit, Humanismus,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: His-
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torisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, ed. Otto Brunner, Wil-
helm Conze, and Reinhart Kosellek (Stuttgart: Klett, 1982): 1090-93.

. See Hans Dietrich Irmscher, “Beobachtungen zur Funktion der Analogie im Denken

Herders,” Deutsche Vierteljabrsschrift 55 (1981): 64—97. Irmscher emphasizes that
Herder's deviation of the scientific discourses of his time serves the purpose to in-
spire creativity through his use of poetic language and analogy. According to Irmscher,
Herder attempts through his deliberate use of analogy to describe historical or natu-
ral phenomena from the subjective perspective of the individual because human com-
prehension of reality depends on personal bodily experience: “Verstehen also kann der
Mensch die Wirklichkeit nur, wenn er seinen eigenen Leib von innen her kennt” (86).
Manfred Frank, “Der Mensch bleibt sich ein Ritsel,” interview, Die Zeit, 27 August
2009.

All references to Herder's essays will be taken from Johann Gottfried Herder, Werke
in zehn Binden, ed. Martin Bollacher et. al. (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker
Verlag: 1985-2000). Future references to this source will be documented parentheti-
cally including volume and page number.

Even though Herder became “one of the earliest and most radical advocates of sup-
planting philosophy with anthropology” in order to break free from the metaphysical
tradition, as John Zammito points out, he also distinguished himself from a materialist
empiricism. See Zammito, Kant, Herder and the Birth of Anthropology (Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 2002), 3.

See Karl Menges, “Erkenntnis und Sprache: Herder und die Krise der Philosophie
im spiten achtzehnten Jahrhundert,” in Jobhann Gottfried Herder: Language, History,
and the Enlightenment, ed. Wulf Koepke (Columbia, SC: Camden House, 1990), 48.
Menges refers to Hegel when he explains the crisis of philosophy at the end of the
eighteenth century: “In dieser Phase dominiert ein Interesse an der Empirie, auch
an der Niitzlichkeit als dem Wesen der Dinge. Doch es ist gerade das unmittlebare,
empirische Bewufitsein, das in seinen Deutungsversuchen der Realitit ... an seine
Grenzen stdfit. . . . Dem Zuwachs an Wissen fehlt ein Erklirungsmodell, ein transzen-
dentales Paradigma, wie es erst die Bewuftseinsphilosophie des deutschen Idealismus
... bereitstellen wird. Da dieses Konzept der Aufklirung inzwischen noch abgeht, er-
scheint die Ordnung der Dinge vorderhand nicht anders erklirbar, als im Riickgriff
auf eine dogmatische Metaphysik.” (During this phase the interest in empiricism and
utilitarianism as the ‘essence of things” dominates. Yet it is precisely the immediate,
empiricist state of mind that has its limitations in its attempts to interpret reality. The
increase in knowledge lacks an adequate model of explanation, a transcendental par-
adigm that only the German Idealist philosophy of consciousness will provide. Since
this concept of Enlightenment at this point is still lacking, for the time being only a
recourse to a dogmatic metaphysics seems to provide an explanation for the order of
things) (translation mine).

The translated passages of Herder's essays are taken from Michael N. Forster, ed.,
Jobann Gottfried von Herder: Philosophical Writings, trans. Michael N. Forster (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge UP, 2002): 272. Future references to this source will be cited
parenthetically.

This is particularly obvious in “This Too a Philosophy of History for the Formation
of Humanity,” where Herder compares the history of humankind to the different ages
of one human being. While he depicts a multifaceted, panoramic view of the cultural,
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climatic, geographical diversity of humankind throughout the ages, he acknowledges
history’s divine purpose (HW 4:48).

In “This Too a Philosophy of History for the Formation of Humanity,” he compares
world history to a whole series of natural and cultural phenomena, such as the different
phases in the life of 2 human being, a tree, a river, and drama. While Herder’s analogies
are sometimes contradictory and were far from conforming to the discursive conven-
tions of his day, they produce an aesthetic experience that renders the subject matter
from an individual’s subjective perspective.

Arens stresses that “Kant's 1798 Conflict of faculties echoes this point: the humanities
are listed among only the second tier of sciences essential to the university”’

E.g., the so-called patriarchal age of the Orient is portrayed as the childhood of hu-
mankind (HW 4:17); the Egyptian era is likened to boyhood as a phase of learning;
ancient Greece is associated with early manhood with its awakening individual free-
dom and the blossoming of the arts; the Roman empire is equated to male maturity.
See Zammito, Kant, Herder and the Birth of Anthropology (Chicago: U of Chicago P,
2002): 331. Zammito points out that the “ontogeny/phylogeny parallelism is central to
[Herder’s] whole way of thinking”

While Herder refers to language as the distinctive feature between humans and ani-
mals in his early“Treatise on the Origin of Language” (HW 1:708-17), he also implies
that the human race has evolved from animals. Although Herder points out the com-
municative similarities between the utterances of early humans and animals, he rejects
the idea that animal sounds developed into human language as Condillac and Rous-
seau had suggested. For humans have the ability to reflect on themselves in language,
according to Herder (HW 1:717). Whereas animals produce their sounds instinc-
tively, humans create language as free expressions of an individual self-awareness. In
this respect, Herder’s anthropological views certainly comply with eighteenth-century
attempts to define the human in opposition to the nonhuman.

Herder is certainly indebted to the Western tradition of privileging the human spe-
cies as the crowning glory of creation. His claim that humans are not related to apes
could suggest a paranoid attempt to set humans apart from other anthropoid species.
According to Giorgio Agamben, such efforts to distinguish the human from the non-
human can be attributed to the fact that eighteenth-century scientists were at a loss to
find generic differences between humans and apes (26). Carolus Linnaeus, the founder
of modern taxonomy, admitted, however, to hardly knowing “a single distinguishing
mark which separates man from apes” (Agamben 24). Herder’s philosophy reveals an
ambiguity that is typical of the Idealist exemption of the human from nature. Accord-
ingly, human beings distinguish themselves from all other creatures by having the free-
dom to control and suppress their animal nature (HW 6:138-39). This ability to resist
instinctual forces sets humans free and allows them to act according to a“higher” moral
justice. Yet while Herder grants humans independence from nature, he attributes the
privilege of human reason to the species’ developmental characteristics within nature.
Since humans are born helpless and remain physically weak for a much longer period
than other species, their cognitive and cerebral abilities are more differentiated (HW
6:110-46).

In this respect, Herder is still indebted to his teacher Kant, for whom knowledge is
shaped by the categories of human understanding.

Kant already noticed Herder’s “poetic spirit” in his well-known review of Herder’s
Ideen. Although Kant acknowledges some well-phrased passages, he criticizes Herd-
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er’s alleged tendency to hide unsubstantiated truth claims behind his abundant use
of allegories, bold metaphors, poetic imagety, and mythological references: Imanuel
Kant, “Rezensionen von J. G. Herder’s ‘Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheit’ Teil 1.2,” Schriften zur Geschichtsphilosophie, ed. Manfred Riedel (Stutt-
gart: Reclam, 1974): 59-60.

In recalling Aristotle’s comparison between poetry and history, one could sum up this
distinction more succinctly: “For poetry tends to express the universal, history the par-
ticular” Eva Knodt has pointed this out with regard to Herder’s philosophy of history
and its affinity to Arestotelian poetics.

As Wolfgang Riedel points out, Albrecht von Haller was instrumental in endorsing
the central nerve system'’s significance as a mediator between body and mind. Wolfgang
Riedel, Die Anthropologie des jungen Schiller (Wiirzburg, Kénigshausen & Neumann,
1984): 97.

26. John Zammito, Kant, Herder and the Birth of Anthropology (Chicago: U of Chicago P,

27.

28.

29.

2002). Zammito points out that these vitalist influences stem from Herder's occupa-
tion with Spinoza and Leibniz:“In short, Herder sought to revise Leibnizian dynamism
from a transcendent to an immanent monadology” In order to accomplish this, Herder
“read Leibniz through Spinoza and Spinoza through Leibniz to find a philosophical
mode for articulating his consistently naturalist insight” (316). Another source for
Herder's occupation with “the problems of ‘vitalist materialism™ was Diderot (317).
Richter also provides an explanation for the ideological spin that underlies Haller’s
conclusions (86—87). The claim that nerve tissue itself is not “reizbar” (irritable) per-
mits Haller, whose “religious and philosophical orientation remained very traditional,”
to refute materialist theories that claimed the nervous system was purely mechanical
(Zammito 232). Haller’s other claim that irritability cannot be connected to life can
also be attributed to his religious convictions. It is based on the assumption that any
life-giving force must be connected to the soul.

See Michael Maurer, “Geschichte zwischen Theodizee und Anthropologie: Zur Wis-
senschaftlichkeit der historischen Schriften Herders, in Johann Gottfried Herder: Aca-
demic Disciplines and the Pursuit of Knowledge, ed. Wulf Koepke (Columbia, SC: Cam-
den House, 1996): 120—36. Herder's prose was attacked not only by philosophers like
Kant but also by eminent historians, such as August Wilhelm Schlbzer, professor of
history at the Universitit Géttingen. Maurer argues that Herder published his phi-
losophy of history at a time when “disciplines such as academic historiography were
defining themselves as separate and autonomous fields of knowledge” (Maurer 136).
Like Kant, who is disturbed by Herder’s loquacious imprecision (61), Schlézer also
disapproves of Herder’s inappropriately allegorical language (Maurer 123). Schlszer
condemns his imprecise imagery (ibid. 129). And they both have objections to Herd-
er’s method of rendering the interconnectedness of natural developments and human
history (Kant 51; Maurer 136).

For a detailed historical analysis of the crisis of Wolfhan Schulphilosophie, see Zam-
mito. Zammito identifies three impulses that “conjoined to spawn an opposition to
Wolff even before his death. First, there were the immanent philosophical objections
to his system, especially to the idea of the mathematical method in philosophy. Second,
there was the massive incursion of foreign thought, both French and British. Third,
there was the retrieval of Thomasius’s idea of eclecticism’ precisely as a resource to
bring the philosopher, the university scholar in general, down to earth’ or back into the

‘world” (10).
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31.

32.

33.

34,

35.

The pre-critical Kant was influenced by all three factors mentioned above that contrib-
uted to the crisis of Wolffian philosophy, and he was an outspoken critic of Wolffian
philosophy. He was also opposed to the mathematical dominance in Schulphilosphie:
“Kant aimed for a universal, necessary transcendental grounding of human experience;
he remained in the established disciplinary order of philosophy” (Zammito 214).

For a discussion of Herder’s understanding of reason, see Hans Adler, “Herder’s Con-
cept of Humanitit,” A Companion to the Works of Johann Gottfried Herder, ed. Hans
Adler and Wulf Képke (Rochester, NY: Camden House): 105-11. Accordingly, hu-
man Vernunft“is the faculty that makes human beings godlike because it enables them
to participate in God's reason, which is accessible to the human beings via recogni-
tion of the order that regulates the universe” (106). And “it is through reason that the
human being can understand the word of God and read the ‘book of nature™ (ibid.).
Yet Herder also stresses that Vernunft is “an acquired faculty that changes with the
changing wortld of experiences” (111). For Herder, Vernunft corresponds to its original
meaning derived from vernehmen (to hear, learn, perceive), which makes it dependent
on the sensory perception.

For an in-depth discussion of Herder’s use of analogy, see Irmscher,“Beobachtungen zur
Funktion der Analogie im Denken Herders,” Deutsche Vierteljahrsschriften 55 (1981):
64-97.

For a concise overview of current posthumanist approaches, see Stefan Herbrechter,
Posthumanismus (2009); also Landgraf, Trap and Weatherby, 2019).

Like an external city map, the virtual city map created by the brain has“a little red arrow
and the indexical sentence YOU ARE HERE” (ibid. 551). However, in the virtual city
map this arrow is neither fixed nor “recognizable as variable” (ibid. 552). In contrast
to an external city map, ‘the conscious self-model in the caveman’s brain ... is in large
portions transparent” (ibid. 552).

This new ethics will “dissolve any form of autoepistemic closure” and not shrink “from
violating the adaptivity constraint that Mother Nature has so cruelly imposed on our

biological ancestors” (ibid. 632).
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Humanist Antinomies
Goethe’s Iphigenie auf Tauris and Torquato Tasso

Goethe’s Plays and the Legacy of the Sturm und Drang

Herder’s anthropological and aesthetic views as well as his philosophy of his-
tory and language had a profound influence on the young Goethe and the en-
tire generation of Sturm und Drang (storm and stress) writers. While Herder’s
influence is perhaps not very obvious in Goethe’s Iphigenie auf Tauris (1787)
and Torquato Tasso (1789) due to the neoclassical aspiration of achieving a
universal timelessness, certain anthropological assumptions that inform the
characterizations of the plays’ protagonists can be traced back to Goethe’s ex-
posure to Herder’s philosophy of history. For instance, in Iphigenie the Greek
characters that in eighteenth-century classicist representations serve as cultural
ideal are not portrayed in a more favorable light than the archaic and “barbaric”
Scythians. The Greek rhetorical (Iphigenie) and strategic (Pylades) superiority
is counterbalanced by the Scythian ruler’s integrity and generosity, which makes
the Greek figures in the play appear less trustworthy and thus detracts from the
model civilization that traditional humanism upheld. In contrast, the Scythian
lack of sophistication is presented as more authentic than the glib eloquence
and scheming superiority of the more civilized Greek figures. The portrayal
of civilizational refinement as a source of moral corruption, which can already
be detected in Goethe's early Sturm und Drang dramas such as Gétz von Ber-
lichingen and the first part of Faust, echoes Herder’s assumption that cultural
sophistication is acquired at the expense of intimacy with nature. Likewise, the
protagonist of Torquato Tasso also suffers from the alienating refinement of
courtly society that comes across in the characters' highly stylized language that
harnesses their emotional spontaneity. Tasso's passionate outbursts, which can
be understood as a reaction to the deceptive courtly conventions of communi-
cating, present him as emotionally volatile, a quality that he shares with other
Sturm und Drang figures.
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The conceptions of both plays date back to 1776 (Iphigenie) and 1780 (Tor-
quato Tasso), a time when Herder’s influence on the Sturm und Drang was still
acute. Torquato Tasso's central conflict between two middle-class parvenus who
compete for recognition in courtly society bears similarity to the motif of die
feindlichen Briider (the inimical twins), a dramatic configuration that was pop-
ular during the Sturm und Drang period. Goethe consulted Herder repeatedly
while he was working on Iphigenie (HA 5:406—7; 420—21) and was pleased
to receive his appreciation of Torquato Tasso (HA 5:501). One may recall that
Herder and Goethe rejected the strict obedience to Aristotelian rules as prac-
ticed in French neoclassical drama and favored an emphasis on intricacies of
character in the Shakespearean spirit. The goal was to bring to life the full spec-
trum of human nature by casting light on its emotive, instinctual impulses,
rather than representing a moralistic rationalism that privileged the intellect.
As is well known, the histrionic language of these plays made verbal expres-
sion too demonstratively theatrical to be considered natural after the 1770s.
In contrast, the neoclassical dramas’ measured versification moderated verbal
excesses and lent the language a more natural flow (see also Adorno 503). Yet
regardless of the significant changes, the dramatization of the characters’ com-
plex, conflicted personalities may not have been possible without Herder'’s early
influence on Goethe.!

Considering the background of their creation, one can conclude that Iphige-
nie and Torquato Tasso undermine a humanism that simply presumes the sub-
ject's control over his/her animalistic drives. This is why the plays problematize
humanist ideas rather than promoting them. In spite of their “graezisierend”
(antiquated) patina, they have to be seen as engagements with the challenges
that a humanist point of view poses for eighteenth-century individuals. Not
surprisingly, Schiller called Iphigenie “so erstaunlich modern und ungriechisch”
(so astonishingly modern and un-Greek) (HA 5:415), not least because the
nuanced portrayal of the characters  inner emotional disturbances renders the
one-sided privileging of the rational faculties dubious.

The Mind-Body Dualism

I am briefly reviewing some philosophical underpinnings of the Neoplatonic
mind-body dualism recalling some foundational assumptions of earlier chap-
ters and clarifying my position with regard to future considerations. My goal
is to show how dualist models that attempt to draw qualitative distinctions
among species, races, intellectual and emotional faculties were becoming in-
creasingly questionable after the Enlightenment. Surprisingly these qualitative
classifications and ethical distinctions persisted throughout the nineteenth
century and were ultimately to proof the mental and ethical superiority of the
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Caucasian male. Ironically, species, subspecies, and gender distinctions accord-
ing to qualitative norms persisted,” even as progress in the life sciences chal-
lenged these distinctions.’

Human epigenesis, which was discovered in the eighteenth century (Leh-
leiter 16—19), presupposes that education starts at the motor-sensory level
with explorations and replications of body movements and gestures, etc.* The
development of the mind and its capacity for abstract reasoning evolve grad-
ually over time and are dependent on subjective experiences. This means that
reason and emotion are inextricably intertwined and that there is no a priori
metaphysical realm of ideas that distinguishes humans from other organisms,
as traditional humanism and its dualist mind-body relationship presumed.
Embodied forms of learning through gestures, facial expressions, body move-
ments, etc., precede abstract forms of learning as they already can take place
prior to reflection and before the development of language, according to phi-
losopher Mark Johnson. This may explain why visual or acoustic enactments
of human behavior were part of an aesthetic practice and well recognized in
the eighteenth century,” long before the embodiment of reason and spiritual
faculties was widely acknowledged.

Emotions like fear, anger, and desire are indispensable tools for the preserva-
tion of the human species and often experienced beneath the level of conscious
awareness (Johnson 57). Emotions help assess social situations and act appro-
priately. Feelings are intrinsically interwoven with mental and social capacities.
They enable us to interpret meaning and communicate effectively. Nevertheless
the dualist model often stigmatizes emotions, feelings, and instinctual desires
as morally reprehensible, deceptive, egotistical, and self-indulgent. This is why
in literature of the humanist tradition, such as eighteenth-century dramas by
Lessing, Schiller, and Goethe, the protagonists are often represented with the
choice of either overcoming their instinctual desires through Entsagung (ab-
stinence) and other forms of self-control that prove the superiority of reason
over bodily instincts, or cultivating their instincts until these obey the domi-
nant moral norms.® The latter alternative would be preferable to neoclassical
aesthetics because the agreement of the emotional inclinations and the moral
imperatives of reason would bridge the mind-body separation and restore the
subject’s unity.

The mind-body dualism became an assumption that prevailed, regardless of
the many emerging literary, philosophical, and scientific discourses that con-
tested it (Johnson 61, 112,222).” The persistence of metaphysical “truths,” such
as life after death, absolute freedom and self-determination, objective reason,
and universal moral values, can be explained by people’s reluctance to part with
ingrained intellectual and cultural assumptions that they hold dear (ibid. 15).%
Yet, modern developments in cognitive neuroscience offer strong evidence that
categorical distinctions, such as the mind-body separation, are unsustainable.’
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Goethe’s Neoclassical Plays in Historical Context

But what do Goethe’s neoclassical plays have to do with the philosophical, sci-
entific, and aesthetic challenges of an Idealist metaphysics that promulgates the
mind-body dualism and all its implications, such as a spiritual realm of uni-
versal truths, to which humans have access by means of their mental capacity?
Goethe’s philosophy of nature no longer viewed human reason as independent
from and superior to an outside nature (res extensa). Herder's assumption that
human beings were only part of a larger, single, universal, organic whole, rather
than the sovereigns of the natural world by force of their intellectual capacity,
reduced the confidence in human reason considerably (Beiser 361-68). This
loss of control contested the role of human sovereignty vis-a-vis the external
world and the privileged status of the intellect over the emotions and drives.
The realization that preexisting physical and emotional dispositions, called
animal nature, restricted human freedom to a greater extent than previously
assumed provided the writers of the era with a fertile ground for experimenta-
tion, as they could stage in various constellations the struggles between drives
and rational faculties, the conflicts between external cultural influences and in-
ternal desires as well as socially conditioned aspirations.

I will interpret Goethe’s classical plays in the context of this tension be-
tween the humanist ideals and the increasing awareness of their limitations
caused by changing anthropological, philosophical, and social beliefs concern-
ing human nature at the turn from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century.
The following readings of Goethe's Iphigenie auf Tauris and Torquato Tasso
will focus predominantly on the ideological implications of their often-touted
humanist outlook and classicist form. My analysis will examine these plays
not as attempts to establish an aesthetic norm that can withstand the test
of time but rather as historically conditioned confrontations with Enlight-
enment rationality that became particularly problematic in the aftermath of
the French Revolution. The incongruence between classicist formal perfection
and the display of the characters’ less-than-perfect behavior bears witness to
the uncertainties of modern individuality and reveals both the limitations and
“repressive” aspects of Enlightenment premises. Likewise, the discrepancies
between the polite, measured discourse of courtly society and its manipulative
intentionality (HA 5:99; 966-69) disclose the pretentiousness of conven-
tions that attempt to disguise surfacing personal desires. The plays’ classicist
formal perfection, including their highly stylized language, is exposed as arti-
ficial and constraining in view of the characters’ insecurities, deceptions, and
self-deceptions. The tension between the characters’ calculated eloquence and
their surfacing selfish motivations challenges the one-sided privileging of a
Zweckrationalitit (instrumental reason), over and against basic human emo-
tional needs.
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The characters of Goethe's Iphigenie and Torquato Tasso reveal both the
traits of the mind-body duality and the desire to overcome their inner schism.
However, the tension between the plays’ formal unity and the characters’ inabil-
ity to achieve the closure of perfection reveals a subtle criticism of the repressive
nature of an Enlightenment pedagogy that requires either adaptability to the
point of self-denial (Tasso, Antonio, Iphigenie) or abstinence for the sake of
moral imperatives (Thoas, Princess Leonore d’Este).

The dramatizations of the contradictions of the characters” inner conflicts
undermine the dichotomy of rational ethical behavior and emotional self-
indulgence. For instance, Tasso’s object of infatuation, Princess Leonore d'Este,
is both self-indulgent and capable of Entsagung for propriety’s sake. To make
matters more complicated, it is impossible to know with certainty whether
her abstention from accepting a romantic relationship with Tasso arises from
passivity, her acute sense of propriety, or self-control. There are indications in
the text that could support each of these alternatives (HA 1022; 1118-24;
1955-59).1° Likewise, it is difficult to determine to what extent Iphigenie takes
advantage of Thoas’s romantic feelings for her and to what extent she uses her
privileged position as a priestess to advance her personal desire to escape. Be-
cause of her inner conflicts, it is impossible to either affirm or negate the ques-
tion of whether her decisions can be regarded as acts of self-determination or
mere opportunism. A definitive moral judgment of the characters’ actions is
problematic not only because of the characters’ intricacies but also because the
Enlightenment values per se become ambiguous in social interactions. For in-
stance, rational behavior can be selfish and inconsiderate. Likewise, emotional
malleability can reveal empathy. While these imponderables of human behav-
ior may all seem obvious, they are worthy of mention as they can explain why
the dramatic enactment of human behavior can convey its complexities in a
more nuanced and tangible way than rational scientific discourses.

Another dimension that one must consider when interpreting neoclassical
dramas is their formal elements, which, of course, also contribute to the pro-
duction of meaning. The number of characters is reduced to a minimum, and
the action is focused on a central conflict in a linear time continuum. The lan-
guage of these neoclassical dramas is highly stylized and uniform. The dramas
aim at homogenizing sociohistorical differentiation and focus on universal hu-
man traits that are assumed to be independent of sociohistorical constellations.
Of course, this purging of art from its empirical contexts is, despite its intended
universality, itself motivated by specific historical conditions that surrepti-
tiously or deliberately influence the dramas’ aesthetic and semantic aspects.
One could also argue that some neoclassical dramas, such as Schiller’s Don
Karlos, Maria Stuart, or Wallenstein, are set in specific historical situations. Yet,
while historical events form the framework of the dramatic plot, the characters’
actions are not primarily motivated by these events. Certainly, Marquis Posa’s
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and Wallenstein's ambitions are brought about by their extraordinary social
standing and the highly volatile political situation that contribute to their as-
cent to power. However, the focus is on the characters’inner struggles, and their
emotional constitution. Goethe’s protagonists reveal a degree of self-reflection,
an individuality that could hardly be found in antiquity or even in the sixteenth
century (HA 5:436). Yet they are idealized and presumed capable of liberating
themselves from social constraints in order to take their fate into their own
hands. To be sure, neoclassical aesthetics strove to separate reine Menschlichkeit
(pure humaneness) from ideological influences by transposing the dramatic
action into the distant past, which only seemingly severed the connection to
the present empirical reality. Nonetheless, the promotion of individual auton-
omy was motivated by political issues, such as bourgeois emancipation during
the second half of the eighteenth century. The nonaristocratic citizenry’s desire
for freedom of thought was responsible for the institution of self-determina-
tion as a fundamental human right. In turn, this right to self-determination is
grounded in an idealized human nature that presumes the existential auton-
omy of the individual, the foundation of bourgeois ideology."

Regardless of all the efforts to universalize the human condition, eighteenth-
century scientific and philosophical assumptions about human nature inevita-
bly affect and in certain aspects overshadow the neoclassical idea of a timeless
classical aesthetics. In Goethe’s Torquato Tasso, for instance, the sociopolitical
analogies between the play’s fictitious setting in an Italian Renaissance court
and the Weimar court of Goethe's time are deliberately foregrounded. The eco-
nomic and artistic autonomy of the bourgeois artist was as limited in eighteenth-
century Weimar as it was in the fictitious court of Ferrara, and scholarship
justifiably points to this historical analogy (Wagner 138; Adorno 496-99)."
In view of the critical depiction of the artist’s predicament in courtly patronage,
the play does not advocate the often-presumed classicist separation between
art and life, as has been argued by the play’s left-leaning critics of the postwar
generation (Wagner 78-79)." Instead the play probes the ideal of aesthetic
and individual autonomy. This is why Iphigenie cannot be regarded as an un-
contested plea for “reine Menschlichkeit” (pure humaneness) but must be seen
as a polysemous problematization of this ideal.'* The critics’ inconclusive con-
troversy in the play’s long history of reception of whether one should regard
the character of Iphigenie as a role model of the humanist ideal points to the
play’s multifaceted ambiguity, which Goethe himself characterized in an 1802
letter to Schiller as “verteufelt human” (diabolically human) (HA 5:408). The
waning interest in Schiller’s and Goethe’s Weimar classicist productions after
the 1960s can be attributed to their alleged apolitical aestheticism. Perhaps the
time has come to reexamine those classical works with respect to their ambig-
uous undertones.

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Humanist Antinomies ~ 125

Figure 5.1. Scene from Iphigenie auf Tauris (1802 version premiére in Weimar), with Goethe
as Orestes in the center (ACT III, Scene 3). Drawing by Angelica Kauffman (1741-1807).
Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

Irmgard Wagner has documented a significant shift in the German Iphige-
nie reception that was initiated in reaction to a polemic by aspiring German
writer Martin Walser at a Germanistentag (Germanists' conference) in Essen
in 1964. Walser's criticism was directed at the postwar instrumentalization of
Iphigenie, this “Paradestiick fiir Humanitit” (exemplary model for the humane)
that, in his opinion, was used to “to teach the Germans ‘how to deal with the
burdening echo [lastender Nachhall] of the Third Reich” (Wagner 78; Walser
122). Accordingly, German audiences were instructed to identify with Iphige-
nie’s and Orest’s ordeal in order to liberate themselves from the gods’ curse—
or in the postwar context the national disgrace—which haunted them because
of their forebears’ sins. In Walser’s opinion, the Germans were supposed to
feel like Tantalids, who could be reeducated (Walser 122). Walser supple-
mented his criticism of such a simplistic analogy between the Greek myth and
contemporary Germany with a demand for the recipients’ critical distance, a
distance that must not deprive the play of its historical context. According to
Wagner,“Walser’s sample of critical distancing and historical relativization was
to become a battle cry for the rising generation of German scholars in their
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war against the classics” (ibid.). Walser’s criticism did not stop at the alleged
instrumentalization of Goethe's play for contemporary purposes. Lamenting
Goethe’s and Schiller’s apolitical elitism that ignored sociohistorical reality,
Walser’s anticlassicist rhetoric was, however, also influenced by the historical
burden of the Nazi past. The postwar era’s denunciation of Weimar classicism
as reactionary became widespread, and opened the door to interpretations that
no longer viewed the humanist message as a timeless truth but examined its
ideological implications in the historical context of their enunciation. This led
to innovative readings by critics on the left, such as “Thoas representing the
Third World wronged by civilization; the failure of Enlightenment reason and
ideals; beautiful language hiding and harmonizing a contradictory substance”
(Wagner 80). While such criticism from the point of view of Ideologiekritik is
acutely aware of the sociopolitical context, it can fall victim to generalizations
if it neglects to consider the ambiguities of literary texts. The tendency of the
“New Left” to denounce Weimar classicism as elitist, conformist, and apolitical
was most likely one of the major reasons for the sparse resonance that these
texts had during the 1970s, a tendency that ignored the drama’s self-reflective
equivocality (ibid. 79).*®

“Verteufelt human”? Zum Humanitdtsideal der Weimarer Klassik is the title
of an anthology that approaches Weimaranian neo-humanism from a postco-
lonial and gender-conscious point of view that previous methodologies lacked
according to the editors (Dérr and Hofmann 10). Their intention to recog-
nize the Weimar authors’ critical attitude toward a dogmatic form of human-
ism, to which Goethe’s dictum refers, is also significant. Michael Hofmann in
particular emphasizes the distinction between previous attempts to discover
“zeitentriickte, ewige Wahrheiten” (timeless, eternal truths) in the literature
of the neoclassical period and the intention to show the ambiguities of neo-
humanist texts. Goethe and Schiller staged problematic constellations with
all their contradictions and dilemmas rather than offering specific solutions
(Hofmann, “Wege” 144). As already addressed in previous chapters, the liter-
ary enactments of these predicaments are far more complex than programmatic
statements about the humanist agenda may suggest. Hofmann’s claim that the
late works of Schiller and Goethe no longer attempt to realize humanist ideals
but foreground the absence of the human in the process of modernization can
be attributed in equal measure to the polysemy of literature in general and to
the authors’ alleged disillusionment with the political fulfillment of the En-
lightenment ideals after the French reign of terror.'®

Thus, the despotic Skythian ruler of Goethe's Iphigenie auf Tauris shares
several traits with King Philipp of Schiller’s Don Karlos. Both rulers are in-
troduced as uncompromising and tyrannical, which predisposes the reader
to sympathize with their enlightened opponents. Yet, their gradual deviation
from their original dogmatic rigidity shows a learning process that outshines

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Humanist Antinomies ~ 127

the unblemished justness of their opponents, Iphigenie and Posa. Although
Thoas owes his initial tolerance of foreigners to Iphigenie’s influence, his even-
tual kindness is the result of an inner struggle that characterizes him as an
empathetic human being. The Greek’s treatment of Thoas in Goethe's Iphigenie
reveals the repressive potential of Enlightenment values, such as the lack of
respect toward those who, like the Skythian ruler, are considered uncivilized
from an “enlightened” point of view. Thoas’s remarkable development from ty-
rannical to empathetic and magnanimous sovereign is neither rewarded nor
even acknowledged. After all, he pardons Iphigenie, her brother Orestes, and
Pylades, even after he learns about their conspiracy to deceive him and escape
with the sacred image of Diana. Regardless of Thoas's humanist generosity,
many critics considered Iphigenie’s decision to confess the truth of their con-
spiracy as the play’s central humanist message. These critics focused on Iphige-
nie’s determination that allows her to liberate herself from both religious and
secular authorities. However, the drama also shows that her liberation is only
possible because of Thoas'’s generosity.

Hofmann’s reading points out the marginalization of the Skythian ruler
with reference to Adorno. According to him, Thoas’s conduct is more dignified
than that of his Greek guests. Adorno also emphasizes the continuing rele-
vance of Goethe's play by adding that the discrimination of “uncivilized” societ-
ies continues after these societies have long left their alleged barbarity behind:

Die Opfer des zivilisatorischen Prozesses, die welche er herabdriickt und welche
die Zeche der Zivilisation zu bezahlen haben, sind um deren Friichte geprellt
worden, gefangen im vorzivilisatorischen Stande. Zivilisation, die historisch
iiber Barbarei hinausfiihrt, hat diese bis zum gegenwirtigen Tag vermdge der
Repression, die ihr Prinzip, das naturbeherrschende, ausiibt, auch befordert.

(Adorno 507)

(The victims of the process of civilization, who are suppressed by it and have
to pay its cost, are bereft of its fruits, imprisoned in a pre-civilizational state.
Civilization, which historically transcends barbarity, has also promoted it to the
present day due to the repression, which its nature-dominating principle exerts.)

The despotic undertones of neo-humanism also come to the fore in Goethe’s
other classical play: Torquato Tasso. The perfectly polished language and the
hermetically closed setting of the court create a seemingly timeless realm of
ideas that is contrasted to a less-than-ideal courtly reality. Beneath the dis-
course of courtesy, the play is fraught with intrigue (HA 5:517). The drama’s
elevated language is replete with courtly mannerisms, exposing its own sterility.
Benjamin Bennett, for example, calls Torquato Tasso the play that “offers no es-
cape from its prison-house of language™ (Goethe’s Theory 209). The metaphor
of spatial confinement, emphasized by Tasso's punitive incarceration, illustrates
his social and spiritual captivity within the confines of the court. While the
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play’s stringent form, with its homogenous and stylized language and its setting
in the distant past—Renaissance court of Ferrara—contribute to the construc-
tion of an idealized human condition, there are many references that connect
the play to the Weimar court of Goethe's time. The play’s reception history
abounds with identifications of actual people from Goethe's biography (Wag-
net, esp. 92-94, 97). Apart from such biographical allusions that subvert the
intended abstraction from historical contexts, the dramatization of the char-
acters’ specific sociohistorically anchored sensibilities justifies a historical ap-
proach. Whether it is Iphigenie’s emancipation from divine predetermination
or Tasso’s process of maturation (Bildung), the eighteenth-century construction
of bourgeois individuality permeates both dramas. Parallels between Goethe's
outsider role as a bourgeois artist at the Weimar court and Tasso's dependence
on the benevolence of Duke Alfons have captured scholarly attention (Biirger,
Girschner, Mathis). Goethe’s unannounced escape to Italy was triggered by his
loneliness in the very hermetic setting of the Weimar court—a loneliness that
bears resemblance to Tasso's feelings of alienation in courtly society (Schulz
186, Safranski 48).

Tasso, the artist, and Antonio, the politician, represent the divided responsi-
bilities that Goethe had to fulfill at the Weimar court, including time-consum-
ing administrative duties that distracted him from his intellectual and literary
pursuits. In the drama, this division of obligations finds expression in the an-
tagonistic relationship between Tasso, the artist, and Antonio Montecatino,
the statesman. Goethe's socially problematic relationship to a married woman,
Charlotte von Stein, may have contributed to his role as an outsider as well as
motivated the dramatization of the distrustful Renaissance artist’s life (HA
5:506, Nachwort). While the drama’s classicist form was certainly inspired by
Goethe's encounter with antiquity during his Italian journey, the formal strin-
gency assumes a self-reflective distance that lends the classicist style an affected
touch. The characters’ perceptive comments about each other’s conduct and
personal qualities underline the drama’s introspective quality.

The central conflict between the poet Tasso and the statesman Antonio
represents not only two opposing characters with different philosophies—self-
indulgent dreamer versus pragmatic politician—but also two different phases
in Goethe’s development. Whereas Tasso embodies the impetuousness, exag-
gerated sensitivity and psychological instability of the Sturm und Drang hero,
Antonio represents the mature yet compromising opportunist who gladly
serves his aristocratic rulers. While Tasso feels like an awkward outsider in a
deceptive environment, Antonio embraces courtly life even though he is, like
Tasso, of bourgeois descent. In addition to their antagonistic characterization,
Tasso and Antonio also comment ironically, derisively, angrily, and condescend-
ingly on each other’s qualities and shortcomings. This opposition is matched—
although in a much less hostile way—by the two aristocratic women figures:
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Princess Eleonore d’Este, sister of Duke Alfons, and Eleonore Sanvitale, Duch-
ess of Scandiano. Their characterization parallels those of Tasso and Antonio.
While Eleonore d’Este’s passivity and self-centeredness bear a certain affin-
ity to Tasso, Eleonore Sanvitale’s political scheming bears some resemblance
to Antonios statesman-like activity. The drama’s abundance of introspective
monologues and dialogues, as well as its symmetrical configuration, enhance
the play’s mirror effect, which allows insights into the characters from various
points of view. The play’s focus on emotions, psychological tensions, and secret
thoughts characterizes it as true Seelendrama (drama of the soul). All of the
characters, with the exception of Duke Alfons, reveal certain character flaws
in their verbal interactions. Their flawless eloquence contrasts and underlines
their ethical inadequacies.

The clash between a traditional courtly aesthetics that serves the rulers’ glo-
rification through formal perfection on the one hand and Tasso’s introspective
self-expression on the other is the focus of the disagreement between Antonio
and Tasso over their poetic role models: the contemporary Renaissance poet
Ariosto (1474-1533) and the legendary Roman poet Virgil (70 Bce—19 BcE).
Tasso’s subversion of traditional courtly aesthetics is highlighted by his inabil-
ity to finish his poem in honor of the duke. As a result of the bourgeoisie’s in-
creasing cultural influence during Goethe's life, late eighteenth-century art now
reflected the self-awareness of the bourgeois artist instead of displaying the
splendor of his patrons. Consequently, Tasso’s artistic goals are in conflict with
the courtly art that serves only the glorification of the ruler. Tasso’s growing
awareness of his artistic integrity leads him to demand his poem back that he
presented to Duke Alfons as a gift (HA 5:83, 380-89; HA 5:155; 3026-27).

Tasso's dilemma arises from his duty of loyalty to his patron, Duke Alfons,
and his envisioned ideal to become an autonomous bourgeois artist. Alfons
urges him to complete his poem because he is eager to have the finished prod-
uct that will augment his prestige as an art-loving ruler (HA 5:84; 392-96).
Tasso is unable to consider his poem finished because, with its completion, he
would compromise his artistic integrity and forfeit his potential for the perfec-
tion of his art (HA 5:83; 380-85).

The discrepancy between the closure of perfection and continuous striving
toward perfection reflects the paradox of bourgeois ideology. On the one hand,
the ideal of individual autonomy implies the subject’s self-confidence and sta-
bility that guarantees its independence from sociohistorical influences. On the
other hand, both Tasso and Antonio are social climbers and strive not only
to perfect themselves but also to find recognition in the eyes of their patron,
the duke (HA 5:85; 444—46). In other words, they are far from autonomous
in their dependence on the duke’s approval. Although Antonio represents the
self-certainty that Tasso both admires and dreads, he has achieved this appar-
ent steadfastness at the expense of his personal integrity, by internalizing the
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ethics of the dominant hierarchical order to the point of identifying with it
(HA 5:90; 638—43).

Antonios self-assurance is the result of his identification with the rul-
er’s views. The trust in oneself is acquired at the price of willful obedience.
Whereas Antonio has the appearance of a stable identity, Tassos continuous
striving toward artistic perfection represents the dynamic aspect of bourgeois
ideology. Ironically, it is Tasso who wants to preserve his integrity as an artist,
whereas Antonio has compromised his bourgeois identity to ingratiate himself
with the aristocrats. As Eleonore Sanvitale mentions, both men are at odds
with each other “weil die Natur nicht einen Mann aus ihnen beiden formte”
(because “nature” did not unite their complementary abilities into one) (HA
5:119; 1704-10). The dramatic constellation of separating the protagonists
into two complementary halves points to the bourgeois paradox of trying to
combine both the striving for perfection (Tasso) and stability (Antonio). The
play’s final tableau, in which Tasso clings to Antonio like a stranded seafarer in
distress grips a rock, illustrates that the union between these two adversaries is
not a voluntary choice but rather a matter of necessity:

Verschwunden ist der Glanz, entflohn die Ruhe.

Ich kenne mich in der Gefahr nicht mehr,

Und schime mich nicht mehr es zu bekennen.

Zerbrochen ist das Steuer und es kracht

Das Schiff an allen Seiten. Berstend reif3t

Der Boden unter meinen Fiiflen auf!

Ich fasse dich mit beiden Armen an!

So klammert sich der Schiffer endlich noch

Am Felsen fest, an dem er scheitern sollte. (HA 5:167; 3445-53)

(Gone is the splendor, vanished the peace.

I no longer know myself in the danger,

And no longer feel embarrassed to confess it.
Broken is the rudder, and the ship

Is breaking on all sides. Bursting asunder
The floor under my feet!

I take hold of you with both my arms!

Thus clings the mariner at last

To the rock, which made him almost strand.)

Significantly, the union comes to pass only when the two adversaries are
left to their own devices after the courtly society’s departure. The absence of
the aristocratic patrons results in Tassos disorientation because he has lost
Duke Alfonse’s paternal guidance and protection. The idealist dreamer cannot
survive without the help of his alter ego, the pragmatic citizen and statesman,
Antonio. As this final tableau suggests, the artist’s union with his worldly-wise
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adversary is not a matter of equal consent. It forces the artist to admit his lack
of orientation. Tasso’s confession can also be seen as a call for a new aesthetic
that depicts the artist's own plight. Tasso's embrace of Antonio illustrates his
need to redirect his focus away from courtly society and toward his bourgeois
alter ego. Yet Tasso’s newly gained freedom is achieved at the expense of his
self-assurance and results in an existential crisis that remains unsolved. Tasso,
who initially thinks that he can see through the other characters’ secret moti-
vations and recognize their true face behind the mask of polite pretense, must
eventually realize the unreliability of his knowledge (HA 5:108-9; 1317-19;
3446).

Goethe’s leitmotif of kennen, verkennen, erkennen, bekennen (to know, to
misconceive, to recognize, to confess) emphasizes the difficulty to know some-
thing for certain in this polite society that requires diplomacy. It also underlines
Tasso’s loss of self-confidence and the need to confess his inner conflicts with-
out inhibition (HA 5:3447). Knowledge, invariably at risk of being miscon-
strued or misleading, is always related to knowledge of other human beings.
The challenge of knowing the true intentions of other people is particularly
daunting in the hermetic setting of the court because the social etiquette pre-
scribes politeness regardless of one’s true opinion. The first dialogue between
Eleonore Sanvitale and the princess, which sets the tone for the entire play,
illustrates the uncertainties connected to courteous flattery. Eleonore Sanvitale
praises the princess’s taste and aesthetic judgment, yet the princess takes her
compliment as flattery:

Leonore: Dein Urteil grad, stets ist dein Anteil grof3
Am Groflen, das du wie dich selbst erkennst.
Prinzessin: Du solltest dieser hochsten Schmeichelei
Nicht das Gewand vertrauter Freundschaft leihen.
Leonore: Die Freundschaft ist gerecht, sie kann allein

Den ganzen Umfang deines Werts erkennen. (HA 5:76; 93-98)

(Leonore: Your judgment is plain, and always great your part
In great things, which you recognize like yourself.

Princess: You should not lend this highest flattery

The guise of friendship.

Leonore: Friendship is just. It alone can

Recognize the full extent of your value.)

The princess’s response is striking because it reveals her guarded skepticism,
which she shares with Tasso. While the tone of this polite exchange is light and
does not imply any sincere criticism, Goethe’s metaphorical wording presents
their friendship as a borrowed dress, thus characterizing it as a disguise. The
duplicity of politeness in courtly society provokes Tasso's suspicion to the point
of an obsession.
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Figure 5.2. Carl Ferdinand Sohn (1805-67), Torquato Tasso and the Two Leonores. Wikimedia
Commons, public domain.

The central conflict of this Seelendrama is based on the improbability of
knowing the “true” intentions of others, not even one’s own. As the male indi-
vidual is expected to assume full responsibility for his decisions and actions,
the striving for personal autonomy has to be acquired through a higher degree
of introspection. Thus the gain in personal freedom also meant a higher moral
standard and stricter self-control. By continuously analyzing the relations be-
tween the self and the world, bourgeois ideology was gradually demystifying its
objective: the autonomous individual. Self-reflection contributed to the grad-
ual dissolving of clearly defined subject-object relations. In the wake of the dis-
appointment over the improbable realization of bourgeois emancipation, the
subject can be best understood in terms of a trajectory or process, and not as a
fixed entity, regardless of the protagonists’ endeavor to uphold the emancipated
individual’s unwavering moral integrity.'” In other words, the ideal of the as-
piring achiever requires a flexibility that challenges the notion of the subject’s
stable identity.

Another factor that destabilizes the male “autonomous” self is the duty of
civility. Good manners distinguish human beings from their instinctual others.
Goethe’s classicist plays subvert courteous restraint by revealing the deceptive
potential of social gallantry. The loss of trust among humans due to this po-
tentially hypocritical courtesy provokes the search for a “true,” genuine identity
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that is capable of uniting civility with moral integrity in opposition to superfi-
cial courtly etiquette. Yet, as the example of both Goethe’s and Schiller’s classi-
cal dramas show, pretentious civility had already become an integral part of a
civic code of conduct that feigned both courteous conformity and authenticity.
The contradiction between a well-defined stable identity and the pledge of self-
perfection induced the bourgeois individual to fake the authenticity of an ide-
alized self. Ironically, Tasso can preserve his artistic integrity and individuality
only by clinging to the parvenu, Antonio, who has forfeited his integrity in ex-
change for an ostensible autonomy that borders on self-denial, as it is based on
compliance with courtly values. In view of these dilemmas, the drama’s open-
endedness also undermines the humanist ideal of a stable and coherent self.
On the one hand, Tasso can be read as an example of Schillet’s notion of the
idealist artist who reproduces “the absolute unchangeable of his being” in his art
(SNA 20.1:333; HA 5:166; 3426—33).18 On the other hand, Goethe deviates
from Schiller by emphasizing in the play’s final tableau that art is part of an in-
finite dynamic process.' Just as the shipwrecked mariner, Tasso, needs to cling
to the rock to survive, art depends on the realities of life (HA 5:167; 3451-53).
Yet what seems to be a final reunion between art and life turns out to be a last
helpless effort to hold on to the subject’s unity, which has been lost forever: “So
klammert sich der Schiffer endlich noch / Am Felsen fest, an dem er scheitern
sollte” (HA 5:3452-53) (“So in the end will the mariner cling / To the rock
on which he was to founder” [3444-45]). Goethe’s Tasso marks the transition
from a presumed stable symbolic order to a dynamic process that discredits the
desire for individual autonomy as illusory. This shift can be detected in Tasso's
final words. Here he compares himself to the mariner who no longer can rely
on the guidance of the stars and the sun, after his ship has been destroyed by
the rock to which he now clings. The mariner has lost the transcendental points
of reference. But what is more, he is no longer ashamed to confess his mishap.
The absence of a reliable metaphysical order and the uncertainty of truth are
also central to the dramatic conflict in Iphigenie. In contrast to classical Greek
drama, the divine reveals itself only indirectly through human mediation. In
other words, the divine has become internalized (HA 5:60, 1949). The image
of the gods changes with the changing situation of the characters. While the
gods seem to disregard the individual human fate when they punish Iphige-
nie for the transgressions of her ancestors, Iphigenie gratefully accepts their
“weise zubereiteten Geschenken” (wisely chosen gifts) after Orest has arrived
on Tauris to save her and take her home with him (HA 5:37; 1102—-4). Yet,
Iphigenie herself seems to have doubts about divine justice and serves them as
a priestess “mit stillem Widerwillen” (with reluctance) (HA 5:8, 36). After all,
she uses her privileged position as priestess to interpret the divine law not only
to humanize Skythian society but also to her own advantage. While her eman-
cipation from religious dogma allows her to take personal responsibility for her
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fate, it also reveals her imperfection. Iphigenie’s concealment of her conspiracy
to escape to Greece finds an excuse in her claim that her individual desire is
compatible with the will of the gods. Yet, she cannot be considered self-deter-
mined as long as she justifies her actions by invoking them. Only after Thoas
presses her on her relationship to her co-conspirators, Orestes and Pylades
(HA 5:59; 1837-39; 1886—87; 1890-91), does she confess her knowledge
of the conspiracy to steal Diana’s sacred image (HA 5:60; 1919-36). While
her eventual confession shows her integrity and loyalty toward Thoas, it also
puts her brother’s life at risk. In view of Thoas’s history as an uncivilized bat-
barian who used to kill foreign intruders of his island indiscriminately, his
clemency toward Iphigenie and her co-conspirators shows him to be a true
proponent of “der Wahrheit und der Menschlichkeit” (truth and humanitarian
compassion) (HA 5:60; 1938). While his astonishing development seems to
lend itself to a didactic message, namely that even the most barbaric rulers can
be moved to become civilized, caring human beings—a message that was par-
ticularly expedient and offered an opportunity of exculpation in guilt-ridden
postwar Germany**—Thoas’s magnanimity is only part of the play’s message.
The optimism suggested by his successful development for the better is offset
by the all-too-human fragility of Iphigenie’s self-emancipation, which cannot
be accomplished without Thoas’s relinquishment of his desire to be loved. Her
inclination to evade Thoas’s unwanted advances by taking advantage of her
protected position and presenting her own needs as the will of the gods, or
by using this excuse to escape his scorn and retribution, reveal her dilemma
as a vulnerable human being. While Iphigenie’s state of double dependence on
the grace of Thoas, on the one hand, and the mercy of the gods, on the other,
is undeserved, her taking refuge in her privileged position as a high priestess
not only keeps her in a state of dependence but also shows her susceptibility to
opportunist political manipulation. In that regard she is not all that different
from Schiller’s Marquis Posa or Goethe's Leonore Sanvitale. Yet it is precisely
Iphigenie’s frailty, her vulnerability to human weakness that affirms humanist
ideals by questioning them. In this sense, Goethe’s and Schiller’s neoclassical
plays challenge the Idealist optimism that has often been ascribed to them and
criticized in their reception.

The protagonists’ ambiguous, inconsistent personalities, the dramas’ inde-
terminate endings, and the discrepancies between the stylistic idealization of
the dramatic action and morally imperfect interactions that point to a less-
than-ideal eighteenth-century reality undermine any clear-cut boundaries be-
tween the ideal and the real. These ambiguities also challenge the notion of a
stable individual unity and autonomy almost at the same time as these human-
ist ideals were created. This raises the question of whether the posthumanist
challenge—a challenge that is aware of humanism’s potentially deceptive ide-
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alist dualism—has always already been implicit in the literary enactments of
humanist ideas.

As for this volume’s underlying task of providing answers as to why the hu-
manities matter, this chapter intended to illustrate how literary enactments can
reveal the ambiguities and imponderables of human behavior in a much more
palpable fashion than abstract theoretical discourses. Although the belief in
the True, Good, and Beautiful still persisted in neoclassical literature, Goethe’s
Iphigenie and Tasso challenge the underlying Idealist dualism of these values by
problematizing them. In contrast to theoretical discourses on humanist aes-
thetics or ethics, the dramas offer multiperspectival views of human conduct
that cannot and must not be pigeonholed if the goal is to show a broad spec-
trum of mind-body interrelations. The purpose of a humanist education is pre-
cisely to do justice to the polysemy of literary texts and go beyond the dogmatic
reiteration of humanist premises. From this perspective, humanism should not
be regarded as a fixed, clearly definable ideology but rather as an overarching
collective term that needs to be tested in concrete historical situations. A hu-
manist education will allow the readers to educate themselves by discovering
the dilemmas and ambiguities in literary texts. Such a nondogmatic approach
will not take humanism for granted but will always attempt to probe accord-
ing to ever-changing cultural contexts. In this sense, posthumanism can be re-
garded as inherently humanist.

Notes

1. Adorno interprets the mythical dimension of Goethe's drama as a “Verstricktheit in
Natur” (entanglement in nature) and undetlines the play’s “geschichtsphilosophische
Akzent” (historical self-awareness) (496). As mentioned earlier, the dialectic of nature
and history are intrinsic elements of Herder’s pantheist philosophy.

2. See, for instance, Richard T. Gray, About Face (Detroit: Wayne State UP, 2004).

3. For instance, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840) and his predecessors,
George-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (1707-88), Caspar Friedrich Wolff (1734-
94), Albrecht von Haller (1708-77), and Chatrles Bonnet (1720-93) all contributed to
the gradual dissolution of a static mind-body separation by viewing organisms in terms
of a dynamic evolutionary process. Especially Blumenbach’s Bildungstrieb or formative
vital power influenced Herder’s anthropological views, which resonated with those of
Goethe.

4. Philosopher Mark Johnson cites numerous sources of recent research in cognitive
neuroscience, as well as pragmatists John Dewey (1859-1952) and William James
(1842-1910), in support of his thesis that meaning is grounded in our bodily expe-
rience, a claim that Herder already introduced in the German context in the 1770s.
Johnson uses the epigenesis of 2 human being as an example to illustrate how meaning
“is prepared and developed in our non-conscious bodily perceptions and movements”
(Meaning 25). Obviously, infants do not have the intellectual abilities to understand
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6.

abstract language, and yet they are able to learn through bodily gestures, postures, and
expressions and to experience emotions.

. 'This is particulatly obvious in the drama and poetry of the Sturm und Drang. Notable

examples are Schiller’s Die Riuber, Kabale und Liebe, and Goethe's early poetry, such as
“Willkommen und Abschied” and “Maifest.” See also, Wellbery, The Specular Moment
(1996).

See, for instance, Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe and Don Karlos, Lessing's Miss Sara Samp-
son and Emilia Galotti, and Goethe's Iphigenie and Torquato Tasso.

7. Johnson criticizes the reluctance of philosophers of language “to grant any cognitive

function to emotions,” and also their rejection of the idea “that emotions are part of
cognitive meaning” (Meaning 61). He cites Searle, Davidson, Rorty, and Fodor as
prominent examples for language theories that do not fully acknowledge the signifi-
cance of metaphorical language (196-205). He also deplores that some philosophers
“are captivated by the dream of a pristine language—a language of carefully defined
literal concepts free from the alleged bodily processes” (Meaning 222). To support his
claim, Johnson refers to C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards, The Meaning of Meaning
(1923). Johnson reasons that “even today, some proponents of nondualistic views nev-
ertheless allow a dualistic ontology to creep back into their theory ... (Meaning 112).

. Herder was one of the first philosophers in German culture who opposed the mech-

anistic mind-body division. While he pleaded for a holistic anthropology and a pa-
nentheist philosophy, he still held on to a spiritual realm, a divine nature according to

which the history of the world unfolds.

9. Johnson's references to second-generation (embodied) cognitive neuroscience argue for

10.

11.

12.

a mind-body continuum and lend support to his hypothesis that meaning is always
embodied (157-75). Johnson refers to Damasio, Fogassi, Gallese, Lakoff, Rizzolatti,
Tomasello, and Tucker, among others.

Leonore believes that the princess lacks the energy to be passionate when she describes
her inclination for Tasso as follows: “Denn ihre Neigung zu dem werten Manne / Ist
Thren andern Leidenschaften gleich. / Sie leuchten wie der stille Schein des Monds /
Dem Wandrer spitlich auf dem Pfad zu Nacht; / Sie wirmen nicht und gieflen keine
Lust / Noch Lebensfreud umher” (For her attraction to this honorable man / Is like
her other passions. / They shine as does the silent moon / shine sparingly upon the
wanderer’s path at night; / They do not warm and do not pour out pleasure / or joy
of life; if not indicated otherwise, all translations from the German are mine) (HA
5:126; 1954-59). While the princess confides in Leonore that she loves Tasso (HA
5:124; 1888-93), she often tells him to moderate his passion (HA 5:103; 1120-22)
and eventually rejects him (HA 5:108; 1283-84).

In the German tradition, Immanuel Kant famously laid the philosophical foundations
for the discourse on individual autonomy by claiming that the faculty of human rea-
son could liberate the human being from its subjection to the constraints of empirical
reality.

“For Christa Biirger, the drama creates an illusion of court and poet united by bour-
geois family bonds and the Enlightenment ideology of Humanitit, in order to draw
attention to the hidden reality of absolutism, whose political interests use and func-
tionalize the poet” (Wagner 138). Adorno regards Goethe's classical dramas Iphigenie
and Tasso even more representative of the sociopolitical conditions of late eighteenth-
century reality than his Sturm und Drang plays, which are usually associated with
Goethe’s social criticism (Adorno 499).
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Irmgard Wagner's reception history of Goethe's Iphigenie auf Tauris and Torquato Tasso
documents the shift from the Iphigenie adulation of the immediate postwar years to a
much more critical attitude that condemned Goethe’s and Schiller’s apolitical elitism:
“During the coming decades Weimarer Klassik . .. would be the denigrating name cho-
sen by the Left of what used to be called (Deutsche) Klassik” (Wagner 79).

In the words of Theodor Adorno: “So eindeutig indessen die Iphigenie fiirs Humane
optiert, so wenig erschépft sich ihr Gehalt im Plidoyer; eher ist Humanitit der In-
halt des Stiicks als der Gehalt” (Adorno 499) (“As unequivocably as Iphigenie opts for
the humane, however, its substance is not exhausted in that plaidoyer; humanity is the
content of the play rather than its substance”; translation borrowed from Notes to Lit-
erature, edited by Ralf Tiedemann, translated by Shierry Weber Nicholsen [New York:
Columbia UP, 1992], 157).

There were, however, exceptions, such as Adorno’s “Zum Klassizismus von Goethe's
Iphigenie.” Like Walser, Adorno does not read Iphigenie as the timeless classical work
that prevailed in the 1950s but historicizes it, albeit from a different point of view.
Adorno argues in a similar vein. By stating that the mythological aspects of Goethe’s
play have to be understood as “leibhaftige Verstricktheit in Natur” (physical entangle-
ment in nature) (496), he also points to Goethe's skepticism toward Enlightenment
ideology. Adorno underlines Goethe's adversity to unequivocal messages by contrasting
him to Schiller, who in Adorno's opinion celebrates the “Kantische Ideenwelt” (Kantian
world of ideas) in his art (ibid.).

Schiller conceptualizes this contradiction between being and becoming in his es-
say “Uber die isthetische Erziehung des Menschen” as follows: “Nur indem er [der
Mensch] sich verindert,existir ter [emphasis in original]; nur indem er unverinder-
lich bleibt existirt er. Der Mensch vorgestellt in seiner Vollendung wire demnach die
beharrliche Einheit, die in den Fluthen der Verinderung ewig dieselbe bleibt” (Only in
that he [the human being] changes, he exists; only in that he remains unchanged, he
exists. Man, presented in his perfection, would consist of the stable unity that remains
eternally constant in the ebb and flow of change) (SNA 20.1:343).

In the original, the passage reads: “Den Stoff zwar wird er von der Gegenwart nehmen,
aber die Form von einer edleren Zeit, da jenseits aller Zeit, von der absoluten unwan-
delbaren Einheit seines Wesens entlehnen” (SNA 20.1: 333).

Whereas for Goethe experience lends stability to a character, Schiller believes that ab-
straction guarantees a character’s solidity (SNA 20.1:343).

As Martin Walser’s speech claimed at the Germanistentag in Essen in 1964.
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CHAPTER 6
o
Incorporating Change

The Role of Science in Goethe’s and
Carl Gustav Carus’s Humanist Aesthetics

Carus and Goethe in the Context of
Romantic Philosophies of Nature

Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869) took it upon himself to carry on the hu-
manist legacy of bridging the gap between the sciences and the arts, between
empiricist and speculative explorations, between factual and philosophical
knowledge. At a time when progress in the life sciences—especially anthropol-
ogy, zoology, and botany'—made it harder to believe in the Idealist concept of
individual self-determination, Carus attempted to resist the diversification of
academic disciplines by emphasizing the integrative powers of a unifying, sub-
jective point of view. Inspired by the Romantic nature philosophies of Fried-
rich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling (1775-1854) and Lorenz Oken (1779-1851),
he strove to unite the arts, especially the visual arts and landscape painting in
particular, and contemporary scientific research, such as geology, anthropology,
botany, zoology, and physiology (Miiller-Tamm 3). Just as Herder and Goethe
before him, Carus had a panentheist view of the world, one that presumed the
interrelatedness of all organic and inorganic life and yet maintained the distinc-
tion between the “sinnliche” (sensual) and “iibersinnliche” (spiritual) spheres
(Miiller-Tamm 15).2

Jutta Miiller-Tamm has devoted a monograph to Carus’s endeavors to re-
unite the arts and the sciences in the context of his time, titled Kunst als Gipfel
der Wissenschaft (Art as the Apex of Science). The following chapter will expand
on Miiller-Tamm’s scholarship by demonstrating how Goethes and Carus's
scientific studies intersect and, further, how some of their aesthetic creations
represent the dialectical interrelations of scientific, literary, and aesthetic dis-
courses. Reading Goethe’s and Carus’s amalgamations of scientific and artistic
discourses as attempts to preserve the integrity of the human subject in view of
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its dreaded scientific fragmentation will permit me to discuss the philosoph-
ical underpinnings of the anthropomorphization of scientific discourses and
their significance for a humanist education or the concept of Bildung. I will
resort to a reading of Goethe’s Metamorphose der Pflanzen (Metamorphosis of
Plants) to show how the abundance of anthropomorphic metaphors both aims
at educating a growing literate audience and foregrounds the role of aesthetics
in the making of meaning. In other words, I argue with Goethe and Carus
that literary and visual imagery not only enhances the understanding of natural
phenomena but also that anthropomorphic metaphors precede and constitute
the foundational assumptions of scientific discourses.

Goethe expressed the far-reaching nature of anthropocentric image making
for the conceptualization of human understanding in his novel Die Wahlver-
wandschaften (Elective Affinities) (1809), where several protagonists emphasize
the human subject’s narcissistic habit of reflecting itself in nature:“[D]er Mensch
ist ein wahrer Narzif}; er bespiegelt sich iiberall gern selbst, er legt sich als Folie
der ganzen Welt unter” (HA 6:270) (Man is a true Narcissus; he likes to re-
flect himself everywhere; he spreads himself under the whole world like a foil
of a mirror?). This anthropomorphic image making is central to my argument
because it emphasizes the significance of metaphorical conceptualization and
expression of human thinking in general. The assumption that human beings
recognize in natural phenomena first and foremost their affinities to these is
pivotal for the humanities because it implies that scientific conceptualizations
are often based on anthropocentric metaphors.* While we have already dis-
cussed the anthropocentric nature of metaphors in previous chapters, we have
not answered the question how these metaphors change over time and reflect
the epistemic horizon of a specific age. The analyses of Carus’s and Goethe’s
nature philosophies and their aesthetic manifestations will show these funda-
mental transformations that situate the human intellect no longer above nature
but rather as part of it. Consequently, the human being is no longer viewed as
the master of a well-regulated and transparent natural order but rather as a
living organism among an unknowable, constantly evolving, dynamic natural
system. This also implies that the human subject is constantly changing and
not entirely transparent to itself. The discovery of the subconscious is closely
related to this development. The dwindling domination of the human over na-
ture, however, is compensated by a spiritualization of natural organisms and
by the attempt to integrate science into a larger organic unison. Prior to my
textual analyses, I will present Carus’s and Goethe's aesthetics in the context of
the philosophical and scientific discourses of their times.

As a broadly educated scholar and scientist, Carl Gustav Carus was well
positioned to promote an “interdisciplinary” point of view. The literary medi-
ation and popularization of scientific knowledge can be seen as a prime mo-
tivation for Carus’s aesthetic and artistic productivity (Miiller-Tamm 138).
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As discussed in the chapter on Herder, many scholars of different fields de-
plored the specialization of scientific discourses that had already begun in the
eighteenth century. Like Lessing, Herder, Schiller, and Humboldt before him,
Carus attempted to make scientific knowledge more accessible and meaningful
for a broader, literate but nonacademic audience. In line with his neo-humanist
predecessors, Carus viewed the arts as a medium to communicate natural phe-
nomena and their underlying philosophical foundations to the growing circles
of educated readers. The humanist agenda of popularizing scientific knowledge
in an increasingly complex world became more urgent and difficult during the
nineteenth century. Carus relied on the Idealist legacy, and especially Goethe,
as a role model to transmit a rapidly growing body of scientific knowledge to an
educated audience by aestheticizing it:

Der Bau eines kunstgemifl und schén gegliederten wissenschaftlichen Werkes
mufl notwendig auch dem Gebildeten, der nicht selbst Forscher ist, auf eine
klare und iibersichtliche Weise dargelegt werden kénnen, ja man darf behaup-
ten, daf} die durchgreifendere und allgemeinere Bildung einer Nation erst dann
als moglich erscheint, wenn durch solches Zuginglichwerden der verschiedenen
Wissenschaften jedem Gebildeten und jedem in irgendeiner Sphire Selbstthi-
tigen auch der gesunde und klare Uberblick der iibrigen Reiche menschlichen
Wissens und Kénnens zuginglich geworden. (CGS 10:5-6)

(The construction of an aesthetically and beautifully structured scientific work
must necessarily be representable in a clear and transparent fashion to an edu-
cated individual who is not a scholar. Yes, one may claim that the more effective
and general education of a nation seems possible only if the sound and clear
command of the other areas of human knowledge and capacity have become
available to every educated and self-reliant person of any domain.)®

Carus’s programmatic statement about the close relationship between art, ed-
ucation, and aesthetics is key for his interdisciplinary approach. His pedagogy
seeks to mediate between different scientific disciplines in order to produce
well-rounded individuals with a broad general education, thus providing the
tools that enable them to conduct independent research on their own. The
ultimate goal is to contribute to the advancement of the entire nation. It is
noteworthy that in spite of his awareness of the rapidly expanding scientific
disciplines Carus is still convinced that individuals can obtain a sound and
clear overview over all the other domains of human knowledge.

Carus published medical textbooks on gynecology, zoology, comparative
anatomy and physiology, psychology, several works on the philosophy of na-
ture, aesthetic treatises on landscape painting, and a volume on Goethe's works,
as well as autobiographical writings.® While his artistic achievements were
overshadowed by those of his famous friend and mentor Caspar David Fried-
rich (1774-1840), his paintings have nevertheless received some recognition.”
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Yet his rediscovery in the 1920s by psychologist Ludwig Klages was based on
his reputation as a forerunner of Tiefenpsychologie (depth psychology) and not
on his accomplishments as a painter (Miiller-Tamm 51). Carus also became
known as an admirer of Goethe with whom he shared many views on concepts
of science and the philosophy of nature (Miiller-Tamm 27-34). After all, he
wrote two volumes that express his admiration for Goethe's literary and scien-
tific accomplishments.® Goethe in turn used his young admirer’s scientific in-
sights as confirmation of his own scientific suppositions (Grosche 11). Carus's
aesthetic and philosophical views reflect the tensions between his dedication to
his scientific pursuits, on the one hand, and his belief in the holistic concept of
nature of late eighteenth-century Naturphilosophie on the other. His humanist
Idealism was tarnished by a Eurocentric, racist physiognomics that postulated
“the superiority of particular races over other races” (Gray 120) and thus antici-
pated “the perverse attitudes of the German anthropologists whose hierarchical
theories of racial value will not emerge until half a century later” (ibid. 118).°

To today’s reader, Carus’s humanism seems at odds with his racist physiog-
nomic and cranioscopic writings. Yet his chauvinistic taxonomy can be explained
as an attempt to preserve a Eurocentric universalism in view of a growing body
of empirical knowledge that challenged his holistic wotldview. In the context of
the emerging discourse of Naturphilosophie, Carus’s physiognomic and cranio-
scopic classifications—as prejudiced as they are—appear less as the chauvinistic
eccentricities of a racist than as pseudoscientific evidence that offers reassurance
to a philosophy designed to explain the meaning of life in a secular and spiritu-
ally depleted world (CGS 4:57).1° Yet, as I will show in the last part of this anal-
ysis, Carus’s empiricist classifications helped establish a hierarchical taxonomy
of organic evolution that not only contradicts the dynamic openness of an egal-
itarian humanism but also served to justify racist speculations and prejudices.

Rather than focusing on the ill-fated political consequences of Carus'’s an-
thropological views, this chapter will examine his efforts to reconcile the ten-
sions between his scientific concerns and the Romantic Naturphilosophie, which
he espoused in his aesthetic and philosophical writings, such as his Briefe iiber
die Landschaftsmalerei (Letters on Landscape Painting) (1831-35) and his Briefe
iiber das Erdenleben (Letters on Earthly Life) (1841). After historically situating
Carus’s basic philosophical views, I will examine his efforts to mediate between
the desire for a meaningful, comprehensive natural order and the rapid expan-
sion of scientific knowledge. In his Briefe iiber die Landschaftsmalerei (BuLM),
for instance, Carus develops a comprehensive aesthetics that goes beyond his
interest in painting,

Carus’s philosophical and scientific roots reach back to the end of the eigh-
teenth century, with its diverse reactions to the wide-ranging impact of En-
lightenment science and its rationalist view of the world. While he attempted
to overcome the rigidity of the Linnaean taxonomy by viewing nature as a
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dynamic organism, his morphological and anthropological classifications still
adhere to a hierarchical order that privileges the “Caucasian race.” His classifi-
cations are based on physiognomic analogies between natural organisms and
phenomena, analogies that are speculative and at times far-fetched. As already
shown in previous chapters, analogical deduction was an established scientific
method. While it attempts to mitigate the dehumanizing effects of empirical
science, it also prevents the dynamic openness of an egalitarian humanism.
Carus’s belief in an underlying kinship of mind and matter, of human con-
sciousness and objective reality inspired his attempts to reconcile the discrep-
ancies between empirical facts and a meaningful natural order. And in this
respect Carus coincides with Goethe’s and Schelling’s holistic philosophies of
nature.'" As nature is constantly changing, human thinking had to be flexible
and cohere with the changes of empirical reality. The aim of his exploration of
an ever-changing nature, however, was the identification of archetypal, essential
forms of life that point to underlying eternal laws of nature.'? In this context
Carus apodictically cites Schiller at the very beginning of the first letter of his
Briefe iiber das Erdenleben: ““Wie wohltitig ist uns doch die Identitit, dieses
gleichférmige Beharren der Natur!—Wenn uns Leidenschaft, innerer und du-
Berer Tumult lange genug hin und her geworfen, wenn wir uns selbst vetloren
haben, so finden wir sie immer als die nimliche wieder und uns in ihr” (How
beneficial for our well-being identity is this steady persistence of nature!—
When passion, internal and external uproar have thrown us about for a long
enough time, when we have lost ourselves, we can always find nature as the self-
same in us and us in her!) (CGS 10:1). The more dynamic and complex nature
appeared in view of scientific discoveries, the greater was the need to identify the
unchanging laws of nature’s transformations. Art complemented the scientific
identification of these laws by illustrating them and thus making them palpable:

Die Naturschénheit ist gottlicher, die Kunstschonheit ist menschlicher, und so
wird es erklirlich, warum eben erst durch die Kunst der Sinn fiir die Natur
wahrhaft aufgeschlossen wird. Es ist, als wiire der unendliche Raum der Natur
in einer Sprache geschrieben, welche der Mensch erst etlernen miisste, und wel-
che er allein dadurch erlernen konnte, dass er mittelst Eingebung eines hohern,
oder durch den Vorgang eines verwandten Geistes einen Teil dieser Worte in
seine Muttersprache iibersetzt erhilt; ja es wird auf diese Weise die eigentliche
Naturerkenntnis, die Naturwissenschaft, durch die Kunst vorbereitet und gefor-

dert. (CGS 4:62-63)

(Natural beauty is divine, artistic beauty is human, and this is why the apprecia-
tion of nature in its true sense is disclosed only in art. It is as if the infinite space
of nature were written in a language that the human subject still had to learn,
and which he could only learn through inspiration of a higher or the mediation
of a kindred spirit who translates part of these words into his recipient’s own
language; yes, in this manner art prepares and enhances actual cognizance of
nature, natural science.)

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Incorporating Change i~ 143

Like Schelling and Goethe, Carus also postulated an original unity of the
poetic and the scientific (Miiller-Tamm 21-23). While he distanced himself
from Romantic subjectivism by incorporating factual findings of the empiri-
cist sciences, he nonetheless attempted to integrate the emotional sensibilities
of the perceiving subject into an art that conveys the totality and universality
of the human experience of nature. As one of the last Universalgelebrte (poly-
maths) who attempted to bridge the growing schism between the humanities
and the natural sciences, he deplored the dehumanizing effects of purely empir-
icist approaches. His expertise in the emerging natural sciences (botany, zool-
ogy, psychology, medicine) made him aware that the diversification of academic
disciplines with their growing bodies of empirical facts fragmented, and thus
ultimately degraded, human existence and became a threat to a holistic world-
view that regarded nature as an interconnected totality. Carus was a proponent
of Schelling’s idea of the Weltseele,"der Gedanke von der innern nothwendigen
und unerlisslichen Verbindung des Weltgebiudes zu einem einzigen unendli-
chen organischen Ganzen” (idea of the inner necessary and indispensable co-
hesion of the world order that forms a singular infinite organic whole) (CGS
5:70). Carus's reception of Schelling’s holistic system was enthusiastic espe-
cially since it also resonated with the sciences (ibid.). Carus shared his criticism
of the specialized and utilitarian approaches to the study of nature with his role
model Goethe, who looked back on the empiricist spirit of the Enlightenment
era in his own contribution to science,“Zur Morphologie” (1817):

Vereinzelt behandelte man simtliche Titigkeiten; Wissenschaft und Kiinste,
Geschiftsfilhrung, Handwerk und was man sich denken mag, bewegte sich in
abgeschlossenem Kcreise. ... Indem sich nun jeder einzelne Wirkungskreis ab-
sonderte, so vereinzelte, zersplitterte sich auch in jedem Kreise die Behandlung,

(Goethe, “Zur Morphologie”; HA 13:117)

(One treated all activities in isolation; science and the arts, business manage-
ment, craftsmanship and whatever one can imagine was confined to a closed
sphere. ... The secession of each sphere of influence resulted in the isolation and
fragmentation of their individual methods.)

Goethe's criticism of scientific diversification was by no means an exception.
As mentioned in previous chapters, during the second half of the eighteenth
century a group of prominent physicians, also known as philosophische Arzte—
among them Albrecht von Haller (1708-77), Johann Georg Zimmermann
(1728-95), Johann August Unzer (1729-99), and Ernst Platner (1744-
1818)—favored a holistic approach to medicine and advocated that physicians
should also have a philosophical education. They opposed the dominant med-
ical discourse because it neglected the mental and emotional dimensions of
human health and their effect on the body (Riedel, Anthropologie 11-12). This
group had a lasting influence on many writers, philosophers, and scientists,
such as Herder, Schiller, Goethe, Moritz, Schelling, and Carus.” According to
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Goethe, scientists were dissatisfied with the empiricist specialization because,
like all human beings, they have a Trieb (desire) “die lebendigen Bildungen als
solche zu erkennen, ihre dufleren sichtbaren, greiflichen Teile im Zusammen-
hange zu erfassen, sie als Andeutungen des Innern aufzunehmen und so das
Ganze in der Anschauung gewissermafSen zu beherrschen” (to recognize the
living formations as such, to comprehend their outer, visible, palpable parts
in their interrelatedness, to perceive them as signs of the interior, and thus to
intuitively master the entirety) (HA 13:55).

The passage from Goethe’s introduction to Die Metamorphose der Pflanze
can be read as a prime example of Romantic Naturphilosophie. The holistic ap-
proach of observing living forms in their interactions with other organisms
is driven by the desire to understand their function and comprehend nature
through sensual perception rather than intellectual deduction. The idea that
nature is dynamic and that all natural phenomena are a reflection of an inner
spiritual force could be inferred from Schelling’s or Oken’s philosophies of na-
ture. Carus presumed that the natural sciences would not have captured his
interest had he not been inspired by Schelling and Oken, who both viewed na-
ture as an organic totality and as manifestation of an omnipresent force (CGS
3:70-73). Oken, on his part, closely followed Schelling’s Idealist system of the
“all-in-all” and “all-in-every-part,” which means that each microorganism is a
small-scale repetition of the macroorganism of the universe.' The significance
of the human element in Schelling’s and Oken’s philosophies of nature stimu-
lated Carus to discern morphological and developmental similarities between
different forms of life (LeuDe 67-68). Oken’s analogical approach established
a developmental hierarchy and was readily adapted by Carus’s hierarchical tax-
onomy, which also progresses from the simplest forms of life to the most com-
plex living beings, culminating in the human (LeuDe 69). One could interpret
the adherence to such hierarchical taxonomies as expression of the need for
stability in an infinitely evolving nature that can no longer be known in its
entirety. Recalling Carus's programmatic Schiller citation in the Briefe iiber das
Erdenleben, which expresses the human yearning for the “gleichférmige Behar-
ren” (monotonous persistence) that we humans can find in nature in view of
its analogical formations can explain his desire to establish essential laws that
underlie the complexity and dynamism of nature. Yet the scientific impetus to
discover and identify the essential laws of nature through taxonomic classifi-
cations and abstractions must be counterbalanced in the classicist work of art
by the depiction of natural phenomena as “lebendige Bildungen” (living forma-
tions). The dialectic of movement and stillness has been aptly expressed in the
title of Goethe’s poem “Dauer im Wechsel” (“Permanence in Transformation”).
Here Goethe underlines the affinity of art and science. He emphasizes that the
scientific motivation to discover the inner laws of nature is closely related to
the human desire to create art by imitating the transformations of organisms
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(natura naturans). According to this line of reasoning, the creation of art and
scientific pursuits are inspired by the same impetus to fully comprehend and
imitate nature’s creative process. Close observation of nature and its external
formations in their functional context leads to the recognition intuition of its
underlying inner laws (HA 13:55)."

According to Schelling’s theory of dynamic evolution, expressed in Von der
Weltseele (1798), there is “a continuity between inorganic and organic matter
as well as between organic life and human consciousness” (Rigby 31). The for-
mative processes of this constantly evolving nature permeate and affect human
states of mind inadvertently before the surreptitious transformations enter
consciousness. Goethe’s sonnet, titled “Natur und Kunst,” which he composed
around 1800 during a time when he regularly met with Schelling and his cir-
cle of young nature philosophers, expresses the idea that nature and art share
a common bond prior to reflection: “Natur und Kunst, sie scheinen sich zu
fliehen / Und haben sich, eh’ man es denkt, gefunden” (Nature and art seem to
avoid each other / and yet have found each other sooner than one thinks) (HA
1:245). Goethe's positive reaction to Schelling’s System des transzendentalen Ide-
alismus (System of Transcendental Idealism) (1800) underlines his attraction to
Naturphilosophie, which emphasizes the affinities between philosophical, aes-
thetic, scientific, and creative discourses. These affinities were assumed to point
to nature’s underlying eternal laws and considered responsible for the develop-
mental metamorphoses of living organisms. The realization that nature had
always preexisted and influenced but not predetermined the human perception
and consciousness expanded the meaning of Bildung. In this sense, Bildung is
not simply an education that can be acquired and disposed of by an autono-
mous, freely acting subject, but denotes a much more universal concept that
describes the forming principle of all natural and material things. It is always al-
ready at work before the subject becomes aware of it. Bildung is analogous to the
transformative principle that Blumenbach called the Bildungstrieb (formation
drive). In contrast to the latter, it is, however, not a physical force that is con-
fined to biological organisms but rather a spiritual principle that organizes and
shapes the universe. This underlying principle of an all-permeating vital force,
reminiscent of pantheist ideas as well as of Herder’s pre-Romantic philosophy,
was suitable for correlating current aesthetic, religious, and philosophical con-
cepts and the latest scientific theories.'®

Goethe’s “Die Metamorphose der Pflanzen”
In his poem “Die Metamorphose der Pflanzen,” Goethe poeticizes his Natur-

philosophie by focusing on the relationship between human nature, nature, and
art. Goethe wrote his poem in 1798 in reference to Schelling’s philosophy of
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nature, which postulated that “Die Natur soll der sichtbare Geist, der Geist
die unsichtbare Natur sein” (Nature should be the visible spirit and Spirit the
invisible nature) (HA 1:648).

In view of its title, it is surprising that the poem begins with an address to
the narrator’s beloved (HA 1:199). The narrator voices his frustration over
the confusing botanical nomenclature, which presumably puzzles his listener.
While the dialogic situation of the poem’s beginning is that of a mentor and his
student, it deviates from the conventional authoritative role of the teacher who
simply instills his superior knowledge in his pupil. Considering his admitted
lack of the proper word that would provide a deeper insight into the “sacred”
law of botanical life, the narrator takes it upon himself to observe step by step
the various stages of a plant’s growth to unlock the underlying eternal principle
of organic life:

Dich verwirret, Geliebte, die tausendfiltige Mischung

Dieses Blumengewiihls iiber dem Garten umbher;

Viele Namen hérest du an, und immer verdringet

Mit barbarischem Klang einer den andern im Ohr.

Alle Gestalten sind dhnlich, und keine gleichet der andern;
Und so deutet das Chor auf ein geheimes Gesetz,

Auf ein heiliges Ritsel. O, konnt ich dir, liebliche Freundin,
Uberliefern sogleich gliicklich das 16sende Wort! (HA 13:107)

(The rich profusion confounds thee, my love,

Of flowers, spread around the garden.

Name upon name assails your ears, and each

More barbarous-sounding than the one before—

All shapes are similar, yet none alike;

And so their choir points to a secret law,

A sacred mystery. Oh, could I only, sweet friend,
Provide you right now happily with the proper word.)"”

The poem is composed in distiches—pairs of metrical lines, predominantly
a dactylic hexameter followed by a pentameter—and has the form of an elegy.
It begins with the narrator’s lament of lacking “das 13sende Wort” (the proper
word) that would solve the riddle of “ein geheimes Gesetz, ... ein heiliges Rit-
sel” (a secret law, a sacred mystery) that the multiplicity of “Blumengewiihl”
(flowers) in the garden share. The narrating voice tells his beloved that the “bar-
barischem Klang” (barbaric sound) of the plants’ names hinders the discovery
of their commonality because, spoken in sequence, they override each other in
the listener’s ear. In other words, the scientific naming and appraising as in em-
piricist approaches will not reveal the plants’ underlying kinship. Rather than
naming the plants in succession, perceiving them simultaneously, like the poly-
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phonic voices of a choir of plants that are all different but similar, can allude
to their common secret: “Alle Gestalten sind dhnlich, und keine gleichet der
andern; / Und so deutet das Chor auf ein geheimes Gesetz, / Auf ein heiliges
Ritsel” (All shapes resemble each other, and none are exactly the same; / And
thus the choir points to a secret law,/ To a sacred enigma). The “choir” of plants
is contrasted to the barbaric sound of the plants’ names and indicates that the
key to the inner secret of a plant’s life can be found in similarities, rather than
differences. Whereas scientific discourses categorize plants according to their
distinctions, Goethe’s poem aims at conveying the underlying commonalities,
which point to the “secret” laws of nature.

The narrator’s concession of lacking the proper word to mediate the plants’
“inner secret of life” places him in the position of a learner, who sets an exam-
ple to his beloved by following his own advice. He detects the hidden law of
life by studying the generic qualities of a plant. The description of the various
parts of the plant—such as blossoms, fruit, and seed—does not portray them
in isolation but depicts their transformative function. All the organs are pre-
sented as living agents that further the evolving organisms. Even the seed is
shown as a living organism in a dormant stage of life: “Einfach schlief in dem
Samen die Kraft; ein beginnendes Vorbild / lag, verschlossen in sich, unter die
Hiille gebeugt ...” (Simply the power slept in the seed; an incipient model /
lay, closed in itself, bent under the cover .. .). The enjambment “ein beginnendes
Vorbild lag ... underlines the fluidity of the growing process in which each
stage evolves from the previous one without interruption, and yet the final
position of “Vorbild” stresses its significance as a template that harbors the
blueprint of the plant’s development. Everything is in flux. Even the template
is evolving and is therefore described as “beginnend” (beginning). The Vorbild
unites the plants unchanging archetypal form and its transitional temporality
that links its past to its future.'®

The poem’s elegiac form, with its intimate address to a beloved and its abun-
dant anthropomorphic imagery, is intended to render the scientific content
more palpable and comprehensible to the non-scientist.”” Beyond the com-
municative purpose of representing the biological process in vivid imagery, the
personal address also conveys the process of Bildung not only with regard to
the plant but also with regard to the recipient. It humanizes science by anthro-
pomorphizing it and involves the recipients by having them participate in the
process of contemplation of living organisms. The anthropomorphization and
worship of nature, the elicitation of emotional immediacy are reminiscent of
Herder’s pantheistic philosophy, which also seeks to evoke the dynamic forces
of living nature and the underlying correspondences of all living organisms, or
“ein geheimes Gesetz, / ... ein heiliges Ritsel” (a secret law, / a sacred enigma)
(HA 13:107). This secret law is then verbally illustrated in the description of
the process of growth and procreation of a primordial plant: the Urpflanze.
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Goethe’s morphological studies suggest that all plants evolve according to the
same internal law. This law manifests itself visibly in the metamorphosis of
plants and their changing Gestalt (shape). The Urpflanze is the visual manifes-
tation of the idea of a primordial plant. It comprises the characteristics that all
plants have in common and embodies two core ideas of neoclassical art: Dauer
im Wechsel and Einheit des Mannigfaltigen (Permanence in Change and Unity
of the Manifold). The poetic depiction of the metamorphosis of plants renders
the idea of the elemental plant in concrete and tangible terms.

Yet the metaphorical rendering of a plant’s growth also deifies and mystifies
the ontogenesis of the plant and thus overcomes the Cartesian dualism of the
spiritual and empirical realms, as divinity is immanent in all of nature. Living
nature is comprehensible through empathy because empathy permeates all liv-
ing beings and forms a common bond among them as well as with the human
subject. For instance, the continuous expansion and contraction is an essential
movement all organisms have in common. The abundance of anthropomor-
phisms undetlines the empathetic kinship between the human observer and
the developing plant: “schlief ... die Kraft” (slept ... the power), “sich milder
Feuchte vertrauend” (trusting to the gentle dew) (HA 13:108). The analogy
between a young plant and a child not only emphasizes the kinship between
humans and plants but also treats the plant as an autonomous creature with
self-awareness: “Aber einfach bleibt die Gestalt der ersten Erscheinung; / Und
so bezeichnet sich auch unter Pflanzen das Kind.” The reflexive verb “beze-
ichnet sich” has a double entendre that in German can either be synonymous
with impersonal “bezeichnet man” (one calls) or can mean “calls itself,” which
undetlines the plant’s individual autonomy:

Einfach schlief in dem Samen die Kraft; ein beginnendes Vorbild
Lag, verschlossen in sich, unter die Hiille gebeugt,

Blatt und Wurzel und Keim, nur halb geformet und farblos;
Trocken erhilt so der Kern ruhiges Leben bewahrt,

Quillet strebend empor, sich milder Feuchte vertrauend,

Und erhebt sich sogleich aus der umgebenden Nacht.

Aber einfach bleibt die Gestalt, der ersten Erscheinung,

Und so bezeichnet sich auch unter den Pflanzen das Kind.
Gleich darauf ein folgender Trieb, sich erhebend, erneuet,
Knoten auf Knoten getiirmt, immer das erste Gebild.

Zwar nicht immer das gleiche; denn mannigfaltig erzeugt sich,
Ausgebildet, du siehsts, immer das folgende Blatt,
Ausgedehnter, gekerbter, getrennter in Spitzen und Teile,

Die verwachsen vorher ruhten im untern Organ. (HA 13:108)

(Simply sleeping was the power within the seed;
An incipient blueprint, lay folded in the shell,
Root, leaf, and germ, half-formed and pale;
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Kept safe and dry so the nub preserves calm life

Swells, striving upward, trusting to the gentle dew,

Thus rising instantly from the surrounding night.

Yet artless remains the shape of the first appearance,

Called child even among plants, like among human kind.

Instantly rises another shoot that piles new limbs

On limbs, copying always the first form.

But always the same since the succeeding leaves emerge

In full form, you see, their tips and parts shaped more expansively and ornately,
Which previously rested in the lower organ.)

Figure 6.1. Image of the Urpflanze (archetypal plant) (1837). Woodcut by Pierre Jean Frangois

Turpin according to Goethe’s imagination. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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The aestheticization and idealization of nature is foregrounded in Goethe’s
“Metamorphose der Pflanzen.” It can be seen as a remedial response to na-
ture’s progressing demystification in empiricist scientific discourse. Terms such
as “hochst bestimmte Vollendung” (highest specific perfection) (HA 13:108),
“Wundergebild” (miraculous formation), “Herrlichkeit” (magnificence), “des
neuen Schaffens Verkiindung” (the new creation’s annunciation), “die gottli-
che Hand” (the divine hand), and “den geweihten Altar” (the holy altar) (HA
13:108) celebrate ontogenesis as a divine, creative process. Nature’s productive
forces are spiritualized and depicted as both miraculous and full of grace and
beauty. The poem’s elevated and distinctly poetic style appeals to the recipients’
aesthetic and devotional sensibilities. The observation of developing Nature
(natura naturans) and the art of discovering its formative principle assume the
sanctity of a religious service since the divine spirit reveals itself through the

transforming power of nature (HA 13:108).

Carl Gustav Carus’s Aesthetics

Goethe’s poetic representation of nature’s all-permeating vital force resonates
with Carus’s landscape paintings. It is no coincidence that the growing pop-
ularity of landscape painting occurs at a time when scientific discourses on
nature are becoming more factual and specialized. As previously mentioned,
empiricist approaches examine particular physical or chemical processes in iso-
lation. They are unable to account for nature’s significance for the human sub-
ject or the human subject’s role within the universe. Caspar David Friedrich’s
and Carl Gustav Carus’s landscape paintings, on the other hand, attempt to
depict living organisms in the context of their formative processes. By directing
the observer’s gaze to the infinite sky or ocean, they transcend the view of a
particular scene and call attention to its correspondence to nature as an organic
totality?® This spiritualized nature is removed from all practical purposes and
now perceived in aesthetic terms as landscape (Ritter 152-53). The aesthetici-
zation and idealization of nature is frequently connected to intimate personal
encounters with an awe-instilling force when confronted, for instance, with
alpine mountains or the infinite vastness of the sea or the limitless sky. The
experience of the sublime evokes the spectators’ imagination and encourages
them to appreciate nature in its entire grandeur as a transcendent power. The
aestheticization of nature gains in significance in response to its progressing
demystification in scientific discourse.

Carus's Briefe iiber Landschaftsmalerei (1815-35) document how nature be-
comes re-mystified and is endowed with the spiritual quality that religion pos-
sessed before science de-mystified it. Carus suggests that his letters are meant
as an instructive tool that would casually guide the reader to a deeper appre-
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ciation of the non-utilitarian beauty of nature (BiLM 153). Just as Goethe
uses the literary form of an elegy to make the poem’s scientific content more
personal and easily comprehensible to the non-scientist, Carus resorts to the
literary form of letters to give his pedagogical views on landscape painting a
more personal and appealing spin. This form allows him to establish a casual
and intimate relationship with his readers, avoiding heavy-handed didacticism.
According to Carus, nature has not received the respect it deserves as a divine
and vital force because it has only been perceived as an object in terms of its
practical value for human usage (BiiLm; CGS 4:153-54). He emphasizes that
it is necessary to liberate nature from the context of its daily use in order to
recognize it as an aesthetic entity. For Carus, landscape painting is not merely a
realistic reflection of a particular scene of nature. In contrast to mimetic imita-
tion, which depicts a random fragment of nature, a landscape painting aims at
capturing nature’s creative force. It should be considered as a mediated rendition
of nature’s totality on a human scale.?' The incomprehensible vastness of nature
has to be translated so that human perception can grasp it. The artist functions
as an interpreter and renders the language of nature visible through the depic-
tion of living organisms in their natural environment (BiiLm; CGS 4:84). The
holistic comprehension of nature, as it is conveyed in landscape paintings, alerts
the observers to their role as humans within nature and thus humanizes them.

Figure 6.2. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869), Memory of a Wooded Island in the Baltic Sea (Oak
Trees by the Sea) (1834-35). Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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Figure 6.3. Carl Gustav Carus (1789-1869), The Goethe Monument (1832). Wikimedia Com-
mons, public domain.
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Even though Carus blamed science for contributing to the fragmentation
of nature, he also stressed its importance for a better understanding of nature.
For instance, he encouraged artists to pursue scientific training and criticized
paintings that did not observe the most fundamental principles of nature’s laws,
such as gravity (BiilLm 141). One of his assumptions was that science allows
humans to get closer to nature after they had become alienated from it in the
process of civilization. Carus shared with many of his philosophical mentors,
such as Schiller and Herder, the idea that being human means having the ability
to step outside of nature and reflect on it (CGS 4:64).>* This capacity enables
humans to perceive nature from a dual perspective: its physical appearance and
the reflection of it. Thus Carus'’s bifurcated vision distinguishes classicist aes-
thetics from mimetic realism and is a prerequisite for the creation of art (CGS
4:105-7).” The mystification of nature in art is a technique of mediation that
not only makes nature’s inner laws accessible to human perception but also
points to their spiritual, eternal meaning (CGS 4:108). Thus science and neo-
classical art elevate the depiction of nature from a mere subjectivist rendition
of a momentary mood to a level of abstraction that hints at its universal and
transcendent quality (CGS 4:91).

The dual perspective of nature also reveals itself in the dialectic of trans-
formation and permanence. In Carus’s landscape paintings, the opposition is
apparent in the contrast between the change of seasons and the view of the
horizon that points to the permanence and infinity of the sky (oaks on the
seashore; landscape in spring; cemetery in the moonlight).

Carus’s Naturpbhilosophie and His Politics of Race

The assumption of a discernable correspondence between nature’s spiritual es-
sence and its physical appearance gave rise to the discipline of physiognomy,
of which Carus also became a proponent. Based on the premise that physical
appearance is an expression of a person’s character, physiognomy utilizes “sci-
entific” observation and description of physical characteristics—such as size,
shape, and other traits of body parts—to come to a conclusion about the essen-
tial internal qualities of a certain individual or an entire group of individuals.
The goal of Carus's efforts to categorize human behavior according to physiog-
nomic traits—Ilaid out in his Symbolik der Menschlichen Gestalt (Symbolism of
the Human Form) (1858)—was to arrive at a reliable distinction between tran-
sitory and essential features of the human species: “Eine andere Anforderung
geht dahin, dass die Symbolik Zufilliges und Momentanes vom Wesentlichen
und Bleibenden gehérig unterscheide” (Another requirement is that symbol-
ism must distinguish between short-lived arbitrary and permanent essential
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phenomena) (Carus, Symbolik 13). Romantic nature philosophy’s realization
that the human organism is part of a continuously evolving nature, subject to
constant transformation even before birth and after death, undermined the
subject’s autonomy. Hence the desire to compensate for this destabilization
by establishing essentialist categories: the more dynamic nature, the stronger
the need for stability. This is where Carus’s training induced him to use scien-
tific methods of measuring and quantifying to justify speculations about the
correspondence of appearance and character. More specifically, Carus divided
the human race into four subcategories with a hierarchical ranking: the so-
called Nachtvilker (nocturnal peoples), westliche und éstliche Dammerungsvilker
(Western and Eastern twilight peoples), and the Tagvilker (daylight peoples).
These subcategories follow a hierarchical order in which the so-called Tagvélker,
equated with the Caucasion race, figure at the top. Accordingly, the intellectual
faculties of all the other races were less developed (Goethe Denkschrift 58).

Carus’s speculative analogies and his categorization of the different human
subspecies were certainly not unique in late eighteenth-century literature and
culture. Johann Kaspar Lavater (1741-1801), Kant, and Herder have made
claims that present the character of Germans and Europeans as morally and
socially superior and portray people of color as intellectually inferior.** Like
Kant and Herder, Carus moderated his ostensibly essentialist categorizations
by including all four ethnic groups in the human species, yet he also claimed
that the Nachtvilker Afrikas behave more like animals than the other groups.
He conceded that, under favorable circumstances, individual members of the
so-called Nachtvilker could be educated and achieve the sophistication of
Caucasians, but when left to their own devices they would never realize their
mental aptitude (Goethe Denkschrift 59-71). On the one hand, Carus com-
pares Nachtvélker to a historically earlier stage of civilization; on the other
hand, he attributes their alleged lack of abilities to the smaller size of their
brain (ibid. 61).

When scientific findings suggested that racial and species distinctions were
less well defined than previously assumed, attempts to make sharper distinc-
tions between species, races, and even classes became more prevalent. Western
scientists compensated for the loss of their privilege of belonging to the most
civilized ethnic group by resorting to taxonomic systems that favored them.
Physiognomy provided these privileged groups with the “scientific” tool to jus-
tify their social standing as a result of their “natural” superiority. The dwindling
difference between human and animal in the wake of the Darwinian model of
evolution found antithetical resistance in the taxonomic systems derived from
Linnaeus (1707-78), Buffon (1707-88), and Lamarck (1744-1829). This
kind of hierarchical taxonomy later developed into the “scientific” validation of
the chauvinistic racism and nationalism of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries.”
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The legibility of the body fit perfectly into Carus’s naturphilosophisches con-
cept that attempted to deduce essential internal characteristics by observing
external phenomena. The correspondence of sign and substance also fits “the
ideological self-definition of the emergent civil subject” (Gray 74). Richard
Gray suggests, for instance, that the assumption of the congruity of external
appearance (sign) and internal essence permitted members of the elitist bour-
geoisie to distinguish themselves as “self-identical autonomous civil subjects.””
While the legibility of surface appearances and their classification provided a
hermeneutic tool that made it possible to “scientifically” differentiate between
fleeting, deceptive disguises and “true” unchanging characteristics, the interpre-
tation of the observations was also considered as a form of art. In this respect,
this approach met the classicist goal of unifying art and science and overcoming
the tension between transformation and stability, around which middle-class
ideology revolves. While internal stability is to guarantee the individual’s moral
steadfastness and authenticity, the transformational aspect leaves room for Bil-
dung or moral self-improvement.

Carus subordinates his empiricist approach to what he deems a human per-
spective by making analogies between surface appearance and internal qualities
of different subcategories of the human species. Vacillating between whether
human development can be attributed to nurture or nature, Carus’s position re-
flects the transition from a belief in the subject’s individual autonomy, prevalent
during the late eighteenth century, to a position that credits nature with a more
influential role in shaping the subject’s development. In this respect he agrees
with the other proponents of different versions of Naturphilosophie that hu-
mans are part of nature and as such subject to nature’s unchanging laws. What
was new, and appears modern even from today’s perspective, is the genetic prin-
ciple of evolution and the idea that the creative stimuli inherent in nature pre-
exist human consciousness (both ontogenetically and phylogenetically). This
interest in a preconscious, or unconscious, sphere also sparked Carus’s writ-
ings on the psyche of living organisms. By viewing nature as an all-permeating,
infinitely changing process, the human being emerges as a dynamic organism
that is part of nature and yet has the ability to transform itself. The ambiguity
between predetermination and self-determination addresses the philosophical
principle of human freedom and raises the question of humans'’ relationship to
nature.

Ironically, nature’s empowerment as a system that predetermines both the
mental and physical characteristics of all living creatures, including humans,
contributed to the reinforcement of scientific attempts to control and system-
atize natures impact. In addition to genealogical and racial generalizations,
such attempts also led to gender stereotypes that were “scientifically” founded
in nature’s “Wechselwirkung” (reciprocity) of male and female forces and sex-
ual procreation, as, for instance, Wilhelm von Humboldts essay “Uber den
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Geschlechtsunterschied und dessen Einfluf8 auf die organische Natur” (1795)
(“On the Gender Distinction and Its Influence on Organic Nature”) shows
(285).7

Naturphilosophie and the Poetic Representation of the Preconscious

While the male genius is described as the creative force behind the act of spiri-
tual procreation, nature is portrayed as the maternal, life-giving organism. The
gendered portrayal of nature was already a common convention among the
proponents of German Idealism and Naturphilosophie.?® It had serious conse-
quences for the naturalization of gender distinctions both in the workforce and
in the private sphere well beyond the nineteenth century, as is obvious in Peter
Sloterdijk's portrayal of Schelling as a gynecologist who listens to the belly of
pregnant mother earth:

Tatsichlich lauscht der junge Philosoph wie ein enthusiastischer Gynikologe
am Bauch der geisttrichtigen Natur, um in ihrem Inneren die Herztone des
noch nicht zur Welt gebrachten SelbstbewufStseins nachzuweisen. (Sloterdijk,
Temperamente 90)

(In fact, the young philosopher listens like an enthusiastic gynecologist to the
womb of nature that is pregnant with spirit, in order to discern the heartbeat of
the yet undelivered self-consciousness).

In agreement with traditional gender distinctions, Sloterdijk depicts the
male philosopher as a scientist in the process of analyzing a pregnant mother
nature soon to give birth to a hitherto unknown self-awareness. While this
self-awareness had existed before Schelling's Naturphilosophie, the connection
of the subconscious and the conscious spheres had not been articulated in
this gender-specific fashion. Notably, unconscious organic nature gives birth
to consciousness. In fact, Sloterdijk’s image of the enthusiastic philosopher
who listens to the heartbeat of an unborn child’s consciousness is applicable
to Carus. Carus’s profession as a gynecologist may very well have contributed
to his persistent efforts to counteract the separation of the natural and hu-
man sciences. His recurring preoccupation with the unconscious sphere of life,
which for him often refers to the prenatal development of the human mind,
supports this assumption. To be sure, his adherence to Romantic Naturphil-
osophie became increasingly dated in view of a constantly growing body of
empirical knowledge that could not be absorbed by holistic systems. Yet his
determination to explore the unknown recesses of the human “soul” also helped
prepare the ground for the scientific exploration of the unconscious. His pro-
grammatic statement in the introduction to his opus magnum, Psyche (1846),
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which claims that “Der Schliissel zur Erkenntnis vom Wesen des bewufiten
Seelenlebens liegt in der Region des Unbewuf3tseins” (the key to the awareness
of the essence of consciousness lies in the realm of the unconscious) (Carus,
Psyche 1), illustrates the interdependence of the subjective and the objective, the
inner and outer perspective, mind and body of the human self.

Although Carus’s philosophy reflects on the dangers of the illusory domi-
nation of nature, it employs a myth of a divine totality that grants autonomy
to the privileged human subject by virtue of its access to nature’s internal laws.
Carus creates a Romantic fiction of “a once-upon-a-time wholeness” of nature
to counteract the spreading diversity of scientific, philosophical, and aesthetic
discourses and to maintain the illusion of a spiritual male human self with
access to divine nature’s creative forces. His efforts to bring closure to what
could have potentially been a dynamic, open philosophical system comes at the
price of excluding the heterogeneous elements that contradict his Eurocentric
philosophical monism.

The Challenge of Literature and the Arts

The human desire to make sense of an infinitely changing universe constitutes
the impetus for both scientific and artistic exploration. The human subject’s
relationship to nature must be part of the literary and artistic representations
of natural phenomena since nature can be understood only from a human
point of view. This is where Goethe’s poem coincides with the male humanist
ideal of Bildung. Corresponding to the didactic objective of universal histories
discussed in chapters 1 and 2, the pedagogical intention is foregrounded. The
minute description of organic plant growth attempts to facilitate the recipients’
comprehension by focusing their attention on the development of one single
primordial plant that represents all plant species. The anthropomorphisms il-
lustrate aspects of organic growth and formative processes of social integration
into a larger meaningful whole. They thus guide the readers by stimulating
them to recognize aspects of their own individual developments reflected in
nature.

Likewise, Carus’s landscape paintings also attempt to facilitate the compre-
hension of nature’s dynamic vital forces. Juxtaposing cyclical alterations, such as
the transition from night and day or the change of the seasons with the infinite
vastness of the sky, Carus manages to incorporate nature’s transformative force.
His portrayal of human beings seems marginal in his landscape paintings. His
figures are most often minute observers who marvel at nature’s overwhelming
grandeur. Carus nevertheless adopts a decisively anthropomorphic point of
view as Goethe does in his poem on the metamorphosis of plants in the sense
that nature is portrayed from the perspective of human sensibilities and with

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

158 «: Beyond Humanism

the intention of achieving a certain emotional effect in the observers. While
humans are portrayed as small, they are nevertheless part of nature and can
partake of its living beauty. The portrayal of nature as an animate organism es-
tablishes affinities with the observers who are compelled to perceive themselves
as an integral part of it. The affinities between man and living nature create aes-
thetic effects that appeal to the viewers’ empathy rather than their logical un-
derstanding. Nevertheless, depictions of nature have to be in agreement with
scientific methodologies and knowledge. Just as Goethe’s description of the
metamorphosis of a plant is a detailed description of botanical processes based
on accurate empirical observation, so are Carus’s landscape paintings informed
by his botanical, zoological, geological, and anthropological studies.

As could be seen in the course of this study, the integration of scientific and
aesthetic pursuits in the service of the Bildung (formation) of individuals has
informed humanist education since the Enlightenment. Goethe's and Carus’s
literary and visual creations were influenced by this humanist spirit by demon-
strating how the dialectical relationship between art and science, between tran-
sitory living nature and eternal essence, or life force, manifested itself in the
aesthetics that formed the basis of their artistic productions. Moreover, this
chapter has argued that both Goethe and Carus regarded anthropomorphic
metaphors as an effective tool for conveying their philosophical and scientific
ideas. While the humanist mission of educating a growing literate middle class
had remained central for all the authors from Lessing to Herder to Goethe,
Schiller, and Humboldg, as well as to Carus, the transformations in the life sci-
ences influenced thematic and aesthetic aspects of literary and artistic produc-
tions. In conjunction with new scientific concepts and ideas from Oken’s and
Schelling’s Naturphilosophie, external natural phenomena and internal instinc-
tual human nature were considered as life-sustaining, powerful, primal forces
and as such given greater attention.

The idea that the human faculties, sensory impressions, emotions, and pre-
conscious drives precede and perhaps even predetermine rational thought un-
dermines claims to scientific objectivity. Yet, I would argue, it is the claim of
scientific objectivity that undercuts the hermeneutic process and makes apodic-
tic assertions, including racial, ethnic, and characterological prejudices, possible.
Carus’s desire to delimit individual, national, and racial identity by quantifying
distinctive character traits foreclosed the infinite striving for perfection. The
citation at the beginning of this chapter from Goethe's Wahlverwandtschaften
(Elective Affinities) describes man as a true Narcissus who delights in seeing
his own image everywhere as a foil that undergirds the universe (HA 6:270).
Goethe’s character, the Captain, who most likely also voices the author’s opin-
ion, is aware of the anthropomorphic perspective that informs human ideas in
general. One might ask what the reasons and consequences for man’s narcissis-
tic self-projections are. The metonymy suggests that the self-reflecting foil pro-
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vides the grounding for man’s universe, an Archimedean point of reference. Yet
by exposing this self-referential procedure as narcissistic, Goethe's text reveals
human identity or self-certainty ultimately as delusional. In contrast to the
Captain’s mindfulness of man’s limited horizon, Carus’s taxonomic hierarchies
and physiognomic premises display a self-certainty that attempts to maintain
the boundaries between the privileged Western male subject and its others.
Whereas the passage from the Wahlverwandtschaften opens up the process of
interpretation as an experimental, speculative endeavor that always refers back
to an illusory self-identity, Carus forecloses this process by insisting on fixed
ethnic, national, and individual identities. Carus’s physiognomic studies devi-
ate from the dynamic open-endedness of the Romantic philosophy of nature
that informs his Briefe iiber die Landschaftsmalerei, an open-endedness that ac-
knowledges humans’ subordinate role in Nature. The incongruence between
a dominating subject that takes stock and classifies other living beings with a
self-certain claim to objectivity, on the one hand, and the subject’s integration
into Nature as an infinite and all-powerful dynamic organism, on the other,
reveals the gap between Carus’s scientific discourse and his aesthetics that un-
dermines his desire to unify science and art.

Notes

1. Progress in the life sciences was based on empirical studies that in many instances con-
tradicted the assumption that the mind could control the body. Instead, these studies
provided growing evidence of physiological, chemical, and psychological processes that
human consciousness could not manipulate, such as the nervous system, dreams, and
emotions.

2. Carus distinguishes his Idealist concept of nature from Schelling's Romantic nature
philosophy by rejecting the identity of God and nature. Like Goethe, and in contrast to
Schelling, Carus views the divine as a purely spiritual concept that transcends nature
that can only be intuited but not grasped (Miiller-Tamm 15).

3. The translation is borrowed from Johann Wolfgang Goethe: The Sufferings of Young
Werther and Elective Affinities, edited by Victor Lange (New York: Continuum, 1990),
155.

4. The figure of the Hauptmann complements Eduard’s remark on the narcissistic image
making by saying, “An allen Naturwesen, die wir gewahr werden, bemerken wir zuerst,
daf} sie einen Bezug auf sich selbst haben” (We recognize first on all natural beings,
which we observe that they have a relationship with themselves) (HA 6:271).

. If not indicated otherwise, all translations from the German are mine.

6. Here are some titles to which I will refer during my discussion: Grundziige allgemeiner
Naturbetrachtung (Foundations of a General Study of Nature) (1823); “Rezension iiber
Goethes “Versuch iiber die Metamorphose der Pflanzen” (“Review on Goethe’s ‘Essay
on the Metamorphosis of Plants™) (1832); Lebrbuch der Zootomie (Textbook of Zoot-
omy) (1834); Zwslf Briefe iiber das Erdenleben (Tivelve Letters on Earthly Life) (1841);
Goethe: Zu dessen niherem Verstandnis (Goethe: Toward a Better Understanding) (1843);
Atlas der Cranioscopie oder Abbildungen der Schidel- und Antlitzformen beribmnter oder
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10.

11.

12,

13.

14.

sonst merkwiirdiger Personen (Atlas of Cranioscopy or Images of the Skull and Countenance
of Famous or Otherwise Remarkable Persons) (1845); Physis: Zur Geschichte des leibli-
chen Lebens (Physis [Nature]: Toward a History of the Embodied Life) (1851); Symbolik
der menschlichen Gestalt (Symbolism of the Human Form) (1858); Psyche: Zur Entwick-
lungsgeschichte der Seele (Psyche: Toward an Evolutionary History of the Soul) (1860);
Briefe iiber die Landschaftsmalerei, Lebenserinnerungen und Denkwiirdigkeiten (Letters
on Landscape Painting, Remembrances of a Life, and Memorable Matters (1865-66);
Vergleichende Psychology oder Geschichte der Seele in der Reihenfolge der Tierwelt (Com-
parative Psychology or a History of the Soul in the Sequence/Hierarchy of the Animal King-
dom) (1866).

. In 2009 the Deutsche Kunstverlag published an essay volume titled Carl Gustav Carus:

Wahrnehmung und Konstruktion, which honored the painter’s legacy. The publication
coincided with an exhibition of his works in the National Gallery in Betlin.

. Goethe: Zu dessen niherem Verstindnis (1843); Goethe, dessen Bedeutung fiir unsere und

die kommende Zeit (Goethe, His Significance for Our Time and the Future) (1863).

. Gray’s study provides illuminating insights on Carus’s philosophical influences and his

“role as a link between the physiognomic tradition . . . and the racial anthropology gen-
erated during the period of the Weimar Republic and under Nazi rule” (133).

Carus’s aesthetics is the pictorial expression of the beauty of nature and its fundamen-
tal and divine laws. Beauty is the visual manifestation of these laws in nature: “Schén
konnte . .. im sinnlich Erkennbaren nichts genannt werden, worin nicht das Wesen
der Gottheit als ewige Vernunft und Gesetzmifligkeit sich ausspricht” (No sensory
manifestation can be called beautiful that does not express the essence of the divine as
eternal reason and order) (CGS 4:57).

However, Carus distances himself from Schelling’s pantheism by siding with Goethe
and claiming that the divine spirit both permeates nature and also transcends it. Ac-
cordingly, the identity of idea and reality can never be achieved completely. It can only
be approximated through the mutual interpenetration of scientific exploration and hu-
man imagination (Miiller-Tamm 15-16).

Carus reduces scientific progress to a human scale—almost rescinding his indebted-
ness to scientific progress—in his later Zwolf Briefe iiber das Erdleben (1841) and Von
den Naturreichen (1843). There science originates in a naive, intuitive comprehension
of nature that humanity possessed in earlier stages of its development, and this imme-
diate knowledge of nature is in many ways superior to scientific knowledge.

Schiller’s journal Die Horen (1795), for instance, was also inspired by the idea to re-
unite the natural and human sciences ( Jahn 303).

In his essay Uber das Universum als Fortsetzung des Sinnsystems (1808) (On the Universe
as Continuation of the Sense System), Oken states that an organism is none other than
a combination of all the universe’s activities within a single individual body (10). Like-
wise, complex organisms are reflections of the simpler organisms that constitute them.
Applied to complex organisms, such as mammals or the human body, this means that
“das Hirn ist ein oben nach vorn umgebogenes Riickenmark”. .. “die Hirnschale kann
nichts anderes sein als die ums Hirn fortgesetzte Wirbelsiule . . . der Mund ist der Ma-
gen im Kopf, die Nase ist die Lunge, die Kiefer die Arme und Fiifle ... (the brain is a
bone marrow, which has been bent forward on top . . . the cranium cannot be anything
but the continuation of the spine, supplemented by the brain . . . the mouth is the stom-
ach in the head, the nose is the lung, the jaws [are] the arms and feet . . .). Lorenz Oken,
Lebrbuch der Naturphilosophie (Ziirich: Schulthess, 1843): 298—99. While Carus is
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greatly indebted to Schelling and Oken, he distinguished himself from them in that he
tried to integrate empirical knowledge with their holistic point of view. Carus, for in-
stance, distances himself from the “seltsamsten Uberstﬁrzungen der Naturphilosophie”
(strange abstract presumptions) of Schelling’s and Oken’s nature philosophies (Natur
und Idee III-V). Yet while Carus deplores the lack of concrete physiological evidence
in the medical profession, he is nevertheless convinced that the gathering of empirical
facts is only meaningful if it serves as a spiritual point of reference that is comprehensi-
ble and suitable to humans (LeuDe; CGS 5:70). In other words, Carus favors a nature
philosophy that is grounded on scientific facts but also has universal significance for the
human subject. Oken’s renowned claim that the skull is just an extension and repetition
of the vertebral column results from the application of Schelling’s nature philosophy
according to which each organism, or part of an organism, mirrors other living organ-
isms or parts of organisms. Oken’s homological anatomy provided Carus with the con-
ceptual tools that enabled him to integrate his scientific interests into a comprehensive
philosophy of nature as it established analogies between the historical, developmental,
and physiological processes of human life and those of the other living organisms of the
natural world (LeuDe 66—67).

Thomas Pfau’s wide-ranging study situates Goethe's phenomenology of knowledge
in the philosophical tradition from the fourteenth-century scholastics to twentieth-
century phenomenology and points out that the centrality of Bildung radically changed
the notion of difference in late eighteenth-century thought. Under the influence of the
emerging life sciences, difference was no longer viewed “as sheer heterogeneity” or as
description of “static and dissimilar objects or appearances” but rather as“a conceptual
tool allowing the scientific observer to trace relations as they shift over time” (Pfau 5-6).
The prevailing empiricist methodology, which treated phenomena and material things
as inert objects in isolation from a superior subject-position, was no longer adequate
for the emerging biological sciences as it could explain neither transformations within
the same organisms (ontogeny) nor developmental changes within species (phylogeny).
As a result, “the empiricist (originally nominalist) conception of difference as static and
disjunctive is gradually supplanted by a dynamic and integrative logic of difference as
‘transformation” (Pfau 6).

In the introduction to his “Morphologie,” Goethe emphasizes Herder’s influence on
his botanical and zoological studies: “Meine miihselige, qualvolle Nachforschung ward
etleichtert, ja versiifit, indem Herder die Ideen zur Geschichte der Menschheit aufzu-
zeichnen unternahm. Unser tigliches Gesprich beschiftigte sich mit den Uranfingen
der Wasser-Erde, und der darauf von altersher entwickelnden organischen Geschopfe”
(My tedious, excruciating research was facilitated, even enraptured, as Herder began to
draft his Ideas on the History of Humankind. Our daily conversation focused on the
origins of earth as a planet with water and the resulting ancient development of organic
beings) (HA 13:63).

The translated passages of this poem are taken from The Metamorphosis of Plants, ed.
Gordon L. Miller, trans. Douglas Miller (Cambridge MA: MIT P, 2009).

In his morphological studies, which appeared almost 20 years after his essay “Die
Metamorphose der Pflanzen” yet can be read as introductory remarks, Goethe suggests
that scientists of all times have been inspired by the desire to recognize living organ-
isms and to comprehend their functions in their environment as signs of their internal
lives (HA 13:55). While he acknowledges the accomplishments of scientific method-

ologies, which examine the parts of the body in isolation, he also points out that these
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24.

25.

“trennenden Bemiihungen” (separating efforts) do not observe the “lebendigen Bil-
dungen” (living formations) in the context of their physical functions (HA 13:55). In
his introductory explanation about the intention of his morphological studies, Goethe
relates the scientific desire to mentally grasp organisms to the mimetic drive in artistic
pursuits (HA 13:55). Yet like Lessing, Schiller, and Herder, Goethe attributes a much
greater appeal to emotional and sensory impressions than to intellectual insights since
they capture the interconnections of different organisms in their living environment
(HA 13:53).

Erich Trunz suggests that the poem was addressed to Christiane Vulpius, who was
an avid gardener and shared Goethe’s botanical interests by caring for his plants (HA
1:616).

Alexander von Humboldt describes nature in philosophical terms, as a universal sys-
tem and as a worldview in his opus magnum Kosmos.

“ .. allein zugleich fithlst du das rechte Kunstwerk als ein Ganzes, als eine kleine Welt
(einen Mikrokosmos) fiir sich und in sich; das Spiegelbild hingegen erscheint ewig nur
als ein Stiick als ein Theil der unendlichen Natur, herausgegriffen aus seinen organ-
ischen Verbindungen und in widernatiirliche Schranken geengt, und nicht, gleich dem
Kunstwerke als die in sich beschlossene Schépfung einer uns verwandten, von uns zu
umfassenden geistigen Kraft” (... only at the same time you will feel the true work of
art as a whole, as a small world (a microcosm) for itself and in itself; the mirror image,
however, appears always only as a piece[,] as a part of infinite nature, that has been re-
moved from its organic relations and forced into unnatural boundaries, and unlike the
work of art as the self-contained creation of a kindred spiritual force that we are able to
comprehend) (BiiLm 39-40).

In this context, Carus cites a passage from Schiller’s poem Die Kiinstler that empha-
sizes the civilizing effect of art. Accordingly, art creates the necessary distance to nature
that liberates the uncivilized subject from his dependence on the senses and thus hu-
manizes him.

Carus refers to one of Goethe’s late poems— “Howards Ehrengedichtnis” (“In Memo-
riam to Howard”) as an example for the poetic recreation of scientific awareness at a
higher spiritual level (CGS 4:105-7). In Carus’s words, Goethe’s later poetry assumes
a mystical quality and “In diesem Sinne erscheint dann die Kunst als Gipfel der Wis-
senschaft, indem sie die Geheimnisse der Wissenschaft klar erschaut und anmuthig
umhiillt” (appears as the pinnacle of science by cleatly perceiving the secrets of science
and gracefully veiling them) (CGS 4:107).

See, for instance, Johann Gottfried Herder, “Ist die Schonheit des Kérpers ein Bote
von der Schonheit der Seele?,” Werke, ed. Ulrich Gaier (Frankfurt am Main: Deut-
scher Klassiker Verlag, 1985), 1:140, 143-44; Immanuel Kant, “Von den verschie-
denen Rassen der Menschen,” Werkausgabe, ed. Wilhelm Weischedel (Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp, 1977), 11:23; “Beobachtungen iiber das Gefiihl des Schénen und
des Erhabenen,” Werke, ed. Artur Buchenau (Berlin: Cassirer, 1912), 2:253; Johann
Caspar Lavater, Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beforderung der Menschenkenntnis und
Menschenliebe, ed. Christoph Siegrist (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1984), 317, 325.

Samuel Thomas Soemmering (1755-1830) and Pieter Camper (1722-89) also sub-
scribe to an anthropological hierarchy that contrasts the Caucasians and their ideal
beauty that manifested itself in the ancient Greeks to the presumed ugliness of the“Ne-
gro” race; see for instance Sémmering, Uber die kirperliche Verschiedenheit des Negers
vom Europder (Frankfurt am Main: Varrentrapp, 1785). Retrieved 16 September 2018
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from https://books.google.com/books?id=ZQAOAAAAYAA]&printsec=frontcov
er&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false.

Critical portrayals that contrasted bourgeois integrity to a courtly life fraught with de-
ception and intrigue had long been in the making in literary works from the Enlighten-
ment onward, especially in the dramas of the Sturm und Drang and biirgerliches Trau-
erspiel (domestic tragedies) by Lessing and Schiller: “If the critique of courtly society
painted a picture of an artificial world held together by formalized social conventions
rather than by genuine sentiment or interpersonal attachment . . ., then physiognomics
provided the civil subject with a countermodel that defined individuality precisely in
contradistinction to the counterfeit masquerade of courtly life” (Gray 74).

Humboldt emphasizes that the purpose of this gendered reciprocity in nature is not
confined to procreation but undetlies the principle of living nature in general. By uni-
versalizing procreation to ‘eine eigentiimliche Ungleichartigkeit verschiedener Krifte”
(a peculiar heterogeneity of diverse forces), which strive toward an ever higher unity,
Humboldt depicts gender distinctions as absolute, natural, and eternal. Albeit pre-
sented as an objective natural law with a higher purpose that is supposed to educate
humans about the truth of their physical and moral condition, Humboldt’s universal-
ization of gender distinctions is based on anthropomorphic projections of procreation
onto the physical, intellectual, spiritual, emotional, and moral spheres (Humboldt
287-88). Like Goethe’s Metamorphose der Pflanzen or Herder's philosophical writings,
Humboldt's treatise on gender distinctions deliberately seeks to avoid philosophical
and scientific terminology (Humboldt 290). Humboldt's anthropomorphic analogies
of human thought processes, especially to procreation, stress the human integration
into the entirety of the natural world. “Denn auf der Wechselwirkung allein beruht
das Geheimnis der Natur. Ungleichartiger Stoff verkniipft sich, das Verkniipfte wird
wiederrum Teil eines gréfSeren Ganzen und bis ins Unendliche hin umfaflt immer jede
neue Einheit eine reichere Fiille, dient jede neue Mannigfaltigkeit einer schéneren Ein-
heit” (For nature’s secret is entirely based on reciprocity. Heterogeneous matter amal-
gamates. The amalgamation becomes in turn part of a greater whole. Every new unity
comprises a richer abundance up to infinity, and each new heterogeneity becomes a
more beautiful unity) (Humboldt 285).

“Durch seine Natur schreibt [das Genie] Gesetze vor. Nicht wie die Theorie, welche
der Verstand langsam auf Begriffe griindet, gibt es die Regel nicht in toten Buchstaben,
sondern unmittelbar durch sich selbst, und mit ihr zugleich den Sporn, sie zu iiben.
Denn jedes Werk des Genies ist wiederum begeisternd fiir das Genie, und pflanzt so
seine eignes Geschlecht fort” (The genius prescribes laws by his nature. Unlike theory,
which human understanding slowly bases on terms, it does not provide rules in dead
letters, but rather immediately through himself and along with them the impetus to
exert them. Every work of the Genius inspires the genius in turn and propagates his

own species) (Humboldt, “Geschlechtsunterschied” 290).

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

CHAPTER 7
o~
Karl Marx’s and Ludwig Feuerbach’s

Materialism in Gottfried Keller’s
“Kleider Machen Leute”

The socioeconomic transformations in mid-nineteenth-century Europe had a
profound impact on “the human condition.” In fact, the expression itself be-
came problematic because human existence was increasingly determined by
constantly changing socioeconomic factors and had to be viewed in histori-
cal rather than ontological terms. Gottfried Keller’s novella “Kleider machen
Leute” (“Clothes Make People”) (1874) encapsulates the shift from the ide-
alized subject-nature relationship to a consumerist subject-object dialectics.!
The novellas title succinctly illustrates the transformation from the traditional
village community, called Seldwyl, where“Leute machen Kleider” (people make
clothes), to a striving capitalist society where commodities and possessions
define the status of people. This chapter interprets Gottfried Keller’s novella
against the background of Idealist residues in the materialist philosophies of
Ludwig Feuerbach and Karl Marx. My analysis of Keller’s novella will present
Feuerbach, Marx, and Keller and their engagement with key concepts, such as
alienation, objectification, reification, idealization, and nostalgia in the context
of bourgeois society’s growing consumerism and depletion of spiritual values.
Keller shared with Feuerbach and Marx the conviction that Idealist concepts
unduly privileged the power of the human intellect over and against bodily needs
and the necessities of the material world. As Hegelian dialectic has shown, an-
titheses generally contain remnants of the propositions they refute. This is no
different for Feuerbach’s, Marx’s, and Keller’s anti-Idealist views. Martin Jay, for
instance, points to the Idealist legacy of Western Marxist philosophical ideas
by stating apodictically, “Western Marxism recognized its true origin in the
tradition of philosophical critique that began with Kant and German Idealism”
(Jay 2). Not only is Marxist theory concerned with the physical, economic, and
social welfare of human beings, it also promotes ideas that originated in the
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bourgeois emancipation movement, such as liberty, equality, and social justice.
In this sense, one could view it as a radicalization of the humanist philosophies
of the Enlightenment, as it extended middle-class emancipation with the aim
of empowering a growing, socially and economically disenfranchised segment
of the population: the working class or the proletariat.> While Idealist philos-
ophies from Kant to Hegel are based on metaphysical assumptions of a mean-
ingful nature, a teleology that to some extent predisposes the human destiny,
Marxism ascribes a stronger—and yet in some respects weaker—agency to
humans and thus to the consequences of their actions.?

A contrastive analysis of a selection of Feuerbach's and Marx’s materialist
theoretical texts and Keller’s novella reveals distinctions between philosophical
discourses and literary fiction. It regards Keller’s fictitious text as an exper-
iment that enacts the mid-nineteenth-century clash between bourgeois atti-
tudes that are still under the spell of their Idealist traditions and a capitalist
economy that threatens to undermine bourgeois romantic fantasies. However,
in Keller’s novella—and contrary to Marx—the belief in love, individual free-
dom, and family persists and serves as a background for the narrator’s ironic
perspective that satirizes Romantic nostalgia in view of an expanding consum-
erism at the onset of the industrial age. The irony in Keller’s text is based on
the contradiction between what Marxists would call “false consciousness” and
the socioeconomic conditions of capitalist reality.* While Marx portrayed the
class conflict between the impoverished masses and a capitalist oligarchy as
inevitable, Keller’s novella focuses on the mental and emotional disposition of
concrete, albeit fictional, characters.

Hannah Arendt has pointed to a weakness of materialist theories by sug-
gesting that these discourses are unable to render the imponderables of con-
crete interactions between unique individuals. By asserting that any given
subject’s “specific, objective worldly interests . . . constitute .. . something which
inter-est, which lies between people” cannot adequately be represented by mate-
rialist theories, Arendt puts her finger on a crucial issue of this chapter: namely
the significance of literary enactments of specific intersubjective relations and
communication (Arendt, Human Condition 182). Because this “subjective in-
between is not tangible” and is nevertheless “no less real than the world of things
we visibly have in common,” it can only be adequately rendered through literary
or artistic reenactments. I am quoting Arendt’s assertion at length because of
its relevance for my argument and for this entire study:

The disclosure of the “who” through speech, and the setting of a new beginning
through action, always fall into an already existing web where their immediate
consequences can be felt. Together they start a new process which eventually
emerges as the unique life story of the newcomer, affecting uniquely the life sto-
ries of all those with whom he comes into contact. . .. These stories may then be
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recorded in documents and monuments, they may be visible in use-objects or
art-works. ... Although everybody started his life by inserting himself into the
human world through action and speech, nobody is the author or producer of
his own life story. ... Somebody began it and is its subject in the twofold sense
of the word, namely, its actor and sufferer, but nobody is its author. (Arendt,
Human Condition 184)

Keller’s novella illustrates this in-between situation of the human subject
by emphasizing the protagonist’s insertion into a web of preexisting cultural
practices that determine his reactions from the outset. Strapinski, a penniless
tailor on his search for employment, is introduced as a quiet, passive antihero
who simply reacts to situations by adjusting his behavior toward others in a
most accommodating, nearly self-effacing way. He never willfully initiates his
actions but instead finds himself caught up in causally interconnected events
that take him from episode to episode. The novel begins with the description of
his appearance, the most distinctive feature of his otherwise rather modest and
unremarkable personality (KSW 5:5). The description introduces him not by
name but by profession as a tailor, sporting an elegant black overcoat that belies
his economic despair and, together with his long black hair and mustache, gives
him a romantic air (ibid.). His pitiable situation as a hungry, weary wayfarer
is induced by the bankruptcy of his master tailor and forces him to look for
employment elsewhere. In other words, he is from the outset at the mercy of
fortune (ibid.). And it is a string of fortuitous events that carries him in the
carriage of a“fremden Grafen” (an unknown count) to an inn in the Swiss town
Goldach, where he is mistaken for the owner of the carriage, received as a per-
son of high standing, and wined and dined (KSW 5:12—-13). Little by little he
accepts the role of his fake existence as a count from Poland that the citizens
project onto him, partially because he is afraid of both the financial and moral
debt that his disclosure of his false identity would exact on him and partially
because he is gradually getting used to leading an agreeable and privileged ex-
istence for the first time in his life. What complicates matters even further is
his romantic involvement with the mayor’s daughter, Nettchen, who falls in
love with him not knowing his false identity. This intimate love relationship,
although it initially prevents him from giving up his forged existence for fear of
losing his beloved, eventually forces him to open up and confess his true iden-
tity and tell the story of his childhood (KSW 5:51-56).

One could argue that Strapinski’s portrayal as a dependent, powerless mem-
ber of the proletariat is in agreement with Marx’s notion of the subject’s de-
termination by socioeconomic conditions. After all, the narrator’s comments
stress the characters’ economically and socially conditioned behavior. Yet, in
spite of his lack of agency, Strapinski is presented as a human being with a per-
sonal history that makes him unique beyond his socioeconomic conditioning.
For instance, Strapinski’s passivity is motivated by both his mother’s disadvan-

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Karl Marx’s and Ludwig Feuerbach’s Materialism i~ 167

taged social status and her ambition to imitate people of higher standing. Even
though she is well meaning in envisioning a better future for her son, she is
also portrayed as manipulative. Her overprotective, smothering behavior pre-
vents him from becoming self-reliant, which in turn contributes to his passivity
(KSW 5:53-54). In other words, although the protagonist's economic situa-
tion determines his life to a large extent, his close relationship to his mother as
well as particular incidents of his upbringing are equally important.

The fairy-tale-like love story with a happy ending is nevertheless set against
the background of a changing socioeconomic reality. It captures the nostalgic
longing for a bygone Romantic era that has been superseded by an alienating
consumerism, a consumerism that threatens to relegate the role of the sub-
ject to that of a commodity, as the novellas title suggests. The novella is self-
reflective as it satirizes the opportunist instrumentalization of bourgeois ideals.
Keller's ironic portrayal of the villagers' hypocrisy in an increasingly consumer-
ist world demands a critical distance to bourgeois ideology and its Enlighten-
ment premises. Keller’s omniscient third-person narrator creates this distance,
vacillating between and commenting on events and characters from a superior
perspective on both the consumerist and romantic points of view. Thus the
narrator’s ironic detachment can be seen as an expression of his transitional
position that regards the nostalgic yearning for a bygone nineteenth-century
culture as disingenuous but at the same time makes fun of the rising consum-
erist attitude of the upwardly mobile bourgeoisie.

Keller (1819-90), whose life span coincided with that of Marx (1818-83),
shared with the latter a fascination with Ludwig Feuerbach’s materialist philos-
ophy. Regardless of Marx’s later abandonment of the Feuerbachian framework,
Feuerbach’s critique of Idealist philosophy and Christianity were significant for
Marx’s anthropological and philosophical views. In addition, Marx maintained
throughout his writings aspects of humanist thought, such as alienation and
the notion of a well-educated, free individual. Contrary to widespread popu-
lar opinion, Marx’s philosophy does not exclusively focus on macroeconomic
issues that concern the masses and neglect the individual human being. Marx
has often been criticized for his “credulous faith in human nature” that ignores
its selfishness, greed, and aggressive competition (Eagleton, Why Marx 64).
According to Terry Eagleton, some Marxists have responded to this critique by
claiming that if “Marx overlooked human nature, it was because he did not be-
lieve in the idea” (ibid. 79). While it is true that Marx rejects the idea of an un-
alterable human nature that is independent of social and economic influences,
he does believe in distinctive characteristics of the human species. However,
his concept of the human is different from that of his Idealist predecessors. For
one thing, Marx rejects the essentialist separation of body and mind, which
for most neo-humanists, such as Kant, Schiller, and Humboldt, remains the
defining difference between animals and humans (MEW 3:21).
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In order to illuminate the transition from Idealist concepts to Feuerbach’s
materialist philosophy, I will briefly summarize some developments that con-
tributed to the reversal of the mind-matter dichotomy, which resonates with
Keller’s novella’s reversal of subject-object relations and eventually leads to
a reevaluation of the Idealist ethics and aesthetics. To be sure, eighteenth-
century humanists proudly considered themselves as executors of the Platonic
legacy, a role that concurred with their mission to transform society through
the power of ideas, knowledge, and education, as well as their demand for
spiritual freedom and religious tolerance.” Moreover, the classical legacy of
the mind-body dualism had been reinforced by Christian ethics and the bour-
geois code of honor, both of which viewed bodily desires with contempt and
aspired to distinguish bourgeois virtues from the moral leniency of courtly
society. Consequently, the mind-body duality remained an essential part of
neo-humanist thought at a time when the empirical sciences were also trying
to maintain categorical distinctions between species, races, genders, and ethnic
and social groups that privileged the Caucasian male intellectual. Kant's An-
thropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht (Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of
View) (1798), Lavater’s Physiognomische Fragmente (Physiognomic Fragments)
(1775), and Herder’s anthropological studies are only a few examples of such
attempts (see also Gilroy 46, 58—61).° While Herder and Schiller still adhered
to the superiority of the spirit and its Idealist metaphysics, their philosophical
and theoretical writings also emphasized the power of instinctual needs that
entered into the mind-body dialectic. Yet, in spite of all the efforts to safeguard
the holistic Idealism of Romantic Naturphilosophie—described in the previous
chapter—the scientific advances and social transformations of the industrial
age begged for radical changes in conceptualizing the human subject’s physical
and mental constitution and role in society.

While Keller is still very much indebted to traditional bourgeois values, he
nevertheless criticizes their deceptive idealization and their hypocritical invo-
cation to cover up their actual devaluation in a consumerist society. Keller’s
novella addresses the tension between the Idealist assumption of an essential
human nature and the influences of a social, historical, and cultural reality. It
challenges the notion of a stable human identity as it portrays the life-trans-
forming socioeconomic influences of an impending modern society, in which
individual autonomy was no longer possible (Widdig 110). In spite of its unfa-
vorable view of the growing commercialization, Kellet’s novella faults capitalist
conditions indirectly by exposing their alienating effects on human behavior.
More specifically, it addresses the anachronistic discrepancies between the
Idealist assumptions of bourgeois ideology and socioeconomic reality.

Keller ironizes the transition from the Romantic privileging of spiritual-
ity to the recognition of the urgent and undeniable needs of the body already
at the beginning of his novella when the poor journeyman and tailor Wenzel
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Strapinski arrives at an inn in a fancy carriage. Strapinski, who is offered a
ride in the carriage, looks very distinguished in his elegant black overcoat. His
appearance and means of transportation inspire the innkeeper and his employ-
ees to think of him as a “geheimnisvoller Prinz oder Grafensohn” (mysterious
nobleman) (KSW 5:13). They cling to this presumption and interpret every
move and gesture as confirmation of their prejudice. Strapinski’s reticence and
awkward use of utensils is not interpreted as “Blodigkeit” (bashfulness), as the
narrator calls it, but as a sign of his refinement and good manners (KSW 5:17).
While Strapinski initially attempts to control his feelings of hunger for fear of
being charged for a meal that he cannot afford, his bodily needs eventually win
the battle when he, after giving in to the host's encouragement to drink more
wine, loses his inhibitions and regains a healthy appetite. The ironic depiction
of his failed attempt to maintain his composure reveals the body’s undeniable
instinctual needs. Keller’s critique of Idealist pretentions becomes even more
pronounced as the inn’s host reinterprets Strapinski’s change from reticence to
unrestrained gluttony as a sign of “true” commanding power:" .. so hab'ich ...
nur Generile und Kapitelsherren essen sehen!” (I have only seen generals and
abbots eat like this!) (KSW 5:19).

This first episode of Strapinski’s sham performance as a Polish nobleman,
like many others that follow, reveals more about the citizens of Goldach and
the socioeconomic background of their ulterior motives than about Strapinski
himself, who is for the most part silent. The innkeeper is fascinated by the
idea of hosting a mysterious celebrity because he and his business could profit
from the honor. The host makes every effort to please his guest by offering him
the very best and most lavish meal. He does not even heed the cook’s warn-
ing that the sumptuous dinner may cost too much in order to make a profit
(KSW 5:15). While he justifies his generosity with his honor and his profes-
sional integrity, he is also motivated by the hope that his hospitality toward his
presumed celebrity guest will become known far and wide and raise his own
standing:

Thut nichts, es ist um die Ehre! Das bringt mich nicht um; dafiir soll ein grofler
Herr, wenn er durch unsere Stadt reis’t, sagen kdnnen, er habe ein ordentliches
Essen gefunden, obgleich er ganz unerwartet und im Winter gekommen sei! Es
soll nicht heiflen, wie von den Wirten zu Seldwyl, die alles Gute selber fressen
und den Fremden die Knochen vorsetzen! (KSW 5:15)

(Never mind, this is a matter of honor! This does not kill me; because a man of
high standing who travels through our town should be able to announce that
he was served a decent meal, although he arrived unexpectedly and in the win-
ter. No one should be able to say about us what they say about the innkeepers
of Seldwyl, who are known to eat all their good food themselves and serve the
bones to the foreigners.”)
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The passage not only addresses Goldach's competition with the more tra-
ditional and allegedly less-welcoming neighboring town of Seldwyl but also
touches on society’s transformation due to an expanding economy, which sets
the two villages apart. The innkeeper is typical of the Goldach citizens, who
consider themselves as cosmopolitan and attempt to gain a good reputation
beyond the village’s borders. Whereas the more provincial Seldwyler are still
upholding their local traditions and care less about what others think of them,
the Goldacher’s entrepreneurial cosmopolitanism comes with the danger of
making them corruptible. For the affluent Goldach society, the mysterious
stranger provides a welcome distraction from their comfortable but monot-
onous daily lives. His professional skill as a tailor allowed him to make his
own coat that looks far too elegant and expensive for what a typical artisan
could afford. Wearing this coat, Strapinsky projects an image of a mysterious
nobleman to those who do not know him. In the Goldach citizens view, the
coat and a Polish fur cap lend him “ein edles und romantisches Aussehen” (a
noble and romantic air) (KSW 5:11) and define him as an exotic stranger who
embodies a mysterious and possibly adventurous life that the Goldach citi-
zens lack. Thus Strapinski’s coat inspires in the citizens a nostalgic longing, a
longing that by the mid-nineteenth century has become anachronistic and yet
fulfills the modern need for glamour and adventure in a mundane consumerist
society. For the citizens of Goldach, the coat means more than simply an ex-
pensive piece of clothing, becoming instead a signifier for cultural refinement.
Strapinski’s black coat is not just a material object but embodies the ideals that
society associates with certain objects. In view of the waning of transcendental
values in a consumerist society, material objects themselves are endowed with
mystique of a bygone era, such as the chivalric qualities associated with no-
bility. Ironically the idolization of material objects results in the degradation
of the human agents to mere objects themselves. In other words, Strapinski’s
black coat is a symbol of the dialectic between the idealization of material ob-
jects and the subject’s objectification in a free market economy, as my textual
analysis will show.

What makes Strapinski fascinating to the Goldach citizens is his foreign-
ness, his melancholic flair and appearance. Keller obviously parodies clichés
of romantic popular novels that were in vogue at the time and appealed to the
readers’ sentimental yearnings (Widdig 109). Strapinski’s delicate features and
melancholic looks invite speculations that he might be a Polish piano virtuoso,
like Chopin (KSW 5:37), or a nationalist freedom fighter who has been ex-
pelled during the November uprising of 1830 (KSW 5:29).2 Keller’s novella
obviously satirizes the sentimentality of the town's bourgeois establishment
that projects its desires for adventure onto the poor tailor from Seldwyl. At the
same time it exposes the commodification of sentimental emotions. The irony
is that the bourgeois members of this society judge people and things according
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to their outward appearances but still cherish romantic fantasies that are out of
step with their consumerist values.

In contrast to the Seldwyl citizens’ pride in their local traditions, Goldach's
entrepreneurship, trade, and manufacturing have created an upwardly mobile
society that has resulted in a wealthy bourgeois citizenry. This class is made
up of merchants, accountants, entrepreneurs, and civil servants who have a
yearning for a less prosaic, more glorious existence. Strapinski fills a void in
this respect because Goldachers’ afliliation with a member of the Polish no-
bility or perhaps even an artist would make their own life more illustrious.
The narrator’s description of the group of regulars at the town inn provides
an explanation for the Goldachers objectification of Strapinski as a mysteri-
ous nobleman: “ .. es waren diejenigen Mitglieder guter Hiuser, welche ihr
Leben lang zu Hause blieben, deren Verwandte und Genossen aber in aller
Welt sallen, weswegen sie die Welt sattsam zu kennen glaubten” (... they were
those members of families of good standing, who stayed back home their whole
lives long, while their relatives and comrades were placed all over the world,
which is why they believed to know the world well enough to be self-satisfied)
(KSW 5:20). They offer Strapinski cigars and other tobacco products from all
over the world to show their cosmopolitan sophistication (KSW 5:21). They
soon invite Strapinski—now called Count Strapinski due to a rumor that the
coachman spread—for a ride and introduce him to their favorite pastime: play-
ing cards. The ironic comment of Keller’s narrator that the Goldacher treat the
tailor like a precious gift underlines Strapinski’s objectification (KSW 5:28).

The distinction between a human being’s physical manifestation and its ide-
alized essence has also wider implications for the novella’s structure, which is
based on the principle of Umkebrung (reversal) (Honold 67, 70). For instance,
the Seldwyl citizens’ allegorical reenactment of Strapinski’s advancement from
tailor to count, which publicly exposes his true identity at the celebration of
his engagement to Nettchen, dramatizes the novella’s motto, Kleider machen
Leute (KSW 5:40-43). The reversal of subject and object, or Sein und Schein,
expands on Marx’s assertion that “it is not consciousness of men that deter-
mines their being but on the contrary, their social being that determines their
consciousness” by depicting this dualistic mind-body relationship as a dialectic
process (Marx and Engels, Preface). For instance, Strapinski’s coat as an object
is not just a precious commodity but also an emblem for his image as Polish
count. Likewise his slender, frail appearance is a sign of both the domination
of the spirit over the flesh and its physical manifestation in the stereotype of
the Romantic artist. The Goldach citizens view the coat as symbol for Strap-
inski’s inner being, Yet their inability to recognize their false assumptions about
Strapinski as self-projections has consequences in empirical reality because it
determines their social interactions. The reversal of declaring the idealization
as real and the subject’s lived reality as insignificant, deceptive, and unreliable
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can be extended to Idealist philosophies as well. While for Idealist philoso-
phers, like Kant and Hegel, the I is “an abstract, an only thinking being” whose
body does not belong to its essence, Feuerbach's materialist philosophy would
claim,“Ich bin ein wirkliches, ein sinnliches Wesen, der Leib gehért zu meinem
Wesen; ja der Leib in seiner Totalitit ist mein Ich, mein Wesen selber” (I am
a real, sensuous being: the body belongs to my essence; indeed, the body in its
totality is my self [mein Ich], my essence itself) (Feuerbach, Sammtliche Werke
2:325).

The discrepancy between Idealist appearance and plain reality or Schein (ap-
pearance) and Sein (being) is most obvious in a scene where Strapinski takes
a walk through the town of Goldach and gets the impression “daf$ er in ein
moralisches Utopien hineingeraten wire” (that he has been transposed into
a moral utopia) (KSW 5:32). Strapinski’s own miraculous transformation
from poor tailor to Polish aristocrat confirms this impression, and therefore
he really believes that the inscriptions and symbols on the fronts of the houses
represent the lived reality in the dwellings (KSW 5:30-32). Like Strapinski’s
coat, the external appearances of the houses do not meet the expectations they
evoke. Put in structuralist terms, the signifiers do not necessarily correspond
to what they signify, and yet some of them do in unexpected ways (see also
Lehrer 576).° For instance, the building with the inscription “zur Verfassung”
(constitution; literally “framing”) houses a cooper who “einfafite” (framed) little
buckets and barrels (KSW 5:31). In other words, the abstract idea of the con-
stitution or framework of a state’s political and ethical principles has been taken
literally and degraded to the production of material products: the framing of
containers. One could also say that the constitution, a symbol of civility and
civic pride, has taken the form of an ordinary commodity. The commodifica-
tion of ethical values is also foregrounded on the building named “zur Geduld”
(patience) that has degenerated to housing the “Schuldenschreiber” (debt col-
lector) (KSW 5:31)." In contrast, Strapinski literally embodies and wears the
product that he made but that has been endowed with an aura that evokes the
Romantic imagination. All these discrepancies between Schein and Sein stress
either the denigration of abstract values or the idealization of material objects.
Strapinski’s illusion of living in a utopian society is caused by the Idealist mot-
tos on the facades of buildings that evoke false expectations. Although bour-
geois emancipation materialized in the commercialization of life, the Goldach
citizens are determined to hold on to their Idealist beliefs that allow them to
justify their leisurely lifestyles. Goldach's obsession with economic prosperity
and its euphemistic idealization is also revealed in the inscriptions on the most
modern buildings that characterize the “poetic imagination” of their owners,
who are “Fabrikanten, Bankiere, Spediteure und ihrer Nachahmer” (factory
owners, bankers, owners of delivery services, and their imitators) (KSW 5:31).
The names evoke idyllic sceneries and clichéd images such as“Rosenthal, Mor-
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genthal, Sonnenberg, Veilchenburg, Jugendgarten,” etc. (ibid.). The narrator
emphasizes the economic undercurrent by mentioning that compounds of
women’s names indicate a“Weibergut” (dowry) (ibid.).

The inversion of the subject-object relations in the novella’s title, Kleider
machen Leute, reflects Feuerbach’s influence on Keller. In Das Wesen des Chris-
tentums (The Essence of Christianity), Feuerbach's most well-known work,
the philosopher describes the alienating character of religion, which can be
attributed to the fact that human beings first project their essence outside of
themselves before they discover it in themselves. In other words, human beings
encounter their own projection as a foreign object—in this case God—and rec-
ognize only later that object as their own essence.” This type of objectification
is a universal human trait and applies to all religions, according to Feuerbach.
“Primitive” religions resort more often to anthropomorphisms that the more
advanced religions consider idolatrous. For instance, monotheistic religions re-
ject the anthropomorphic depictions of the Greek Gods, which are obviously
representations of certain human traits. Monotheistic religions, like Christi-
anity, attempt to conceal divine personifications by prohibiting concrete visual
depictions and endowing divinity with purely abstract characteristics.* For
Feuerbach, the human subject’s denial to recognize the anthropomorphic char-
acteristics of the divine being is where alienation takes place. In Keller's novella,
the Goldach citizens' inability to recognize “Count Strapinsiki” as an idealized
projection of themselves corresponds to Feuerbach’s concept of alienation.'

Marx transposes Feuerbach’s process of alienation onto the process of
production. Proletarian subjects are unable to recognize themselves in their
products because of the division of labor and the expropriation of the finished
product:

The object, which labor produces—Ilabor’s product—confronts it as something
alien, as a power independent of the producer. ... Under these economic condi-
tions this realization of labor appears as loss of realization for the workers; objec-
tification as loss and bondage to it, appropriation as estrangement, as alienation.”
(PDF Archive of Marx and Engels; Economic-Philosophic-Manuscripts-1844.
pdf, 28; italics in the source)

From an outside point of view, Strapinski’s coat is a symbol of alienation be-
cause it is a manifestation of the objectification of the subject; in other words,
Strapinski’s self-worth is closely tied to the clothes that he possesses. However,
from Strapinski’s point of view, the coat is the true expression of his identity
since it is the product of his own labor. In a sense, the coat could be considered
as a work of art were it not for the existing web of cultural signifiers that prede-
termine Strapinski’s notion of what he deems to be his distinct, unique identity.
Strapinski’s “self-expression” through his apparel and appearance has already
become a convention. Nevertheless, the coat works as a symbol of alienation
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on several levels. It does not simply stand for the desire of economic wealth. As
mentioned eatlier, the coat serves also as a signifier for a Romantic outsider:

Er nahm sich mit seiner gewdlbten Stirne, seinem lieblichen, aber schwermii-
tigen Mundbirtchen, seinen glinzenden, schwarzen Locken, seinen dunklen
Augen im Wehen seines faltigen Mantels vortrefflich aus; der Abendschein und
das Siuseln der Biume iiber ihm erhohte den Eindruck, so dafl die Gesellschaft
ihn von Ferne mit Aufmerksamkeit und Wohlwollen betrachtete. (KSW 5:25)

(He appeared magnificent in his undulating creased coat with his arched fore-
head, his lovely but sentimental little mustache, his shiny black curls, his dark
eyes; the evening glow and the softly whispering trees above him enhanced the im-
pression, so that the party observed him from afar attentively and benevolently.)

From the narrator’s superior point of view, Strapinski’s appearance can no
longer be regarded as a genuine form of self-expression, as it imitates an ob-
jectified image of the Romantic artist. The Goldach citizens' nostalgic longing
to be part of the bygone artistic era points to the void in their consumerist
everyday life. The established Goldach citizens, who have both the financial
means and free time to spend their time playing cards for money, are certainly
not complying with Marx’s utopia of a self-determined existence, even though
they are not subject to alienating labor conditions and capitalist exploitation.
Their economic independence affords them a leisurely lifestyle, which is pre-
sented, however, as depleted of meaning. They gamble for money to increase
the excitement that their everyday lives lack. Keller undetlines their nostalgic
indulgence in romantic sentiments by juxtaposing the love story of Wenzel and
Nettchen to the depiction of mercantile society. Strapinski’s docile acceptance
of his assigned new role as a Polish count makes him the perfect antihero, who,
in contrast to the protagonists of the Bildungsromane (novels of education), is
entirely passive. Although he makes some fainthearted attempts to escape the
grip of his “benefactors,” he is so ashamed of having to disappoint their expec-
tations that he feels he has to accept his new identity.

In a staged allegorical ritual reminiscent of the Swiss Fastnachtstradition
(carnival tradition) that represents the social estates of a pre-capitalist, feudal
society based on rank and order, the Seldwyl citizens expose Strapinski as an
impostor (Honold 70). This public humiliation at his engagement celebration
leads him eventually to confess and tell the story of his life to his fiancée, who
follows him after he leaves the engagement party in shame. No sooner than
when the deceived Nettchen asks who he is do we get to know him. Strapinski’s
narrative establishes the protagonist as someone who deserves empathy rather
than punishment. With his confession, the protagonist finds his identity as a
human being who must not be reduced to a cultural icon or a representative of
a social class. The protagonist’s narrative can be taken as an example for litera-
ture’s ability to capture intangible interactions with other people that disclose
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the subject’s uniqueness through speech. It illustrates the performative advan-
tages of literary texts over what Hannah Arendt criticized as the shortcoming
of theoretical materialist discourses, namely that they are unable to do justice
to the nuances of human interactions and intersubjective relations (Arendt,
Human Condition 183). On a diegetic level, Wenzel Strapinski is capable of
communicating his individuality by telling the story of his life and thus becom-
ing worthy of Nettchen’s love. The narrative indicates the protagonist’s individ-
ualization by disclosing his first name for the first time, whereas in the past he
has always been referred to either as Strapinski, Count Strapinski, or simply as
a tailor. On an aesthetic level, Wenzel’s confessional mediates the subtleties of
interpersonal relationships that theoretical discourses often lack."

The literary presentation of his life story cannot be adequately rendered
without repeating it in full length. In view of the limited space I will try to
summarize the story that leads up to the climax, which wins over Nettchen’s
heart after having been deceived into believing Strapinski’s fake existence as a
count. We learn that young Wenzel decided to stay with his mother out of loy-
alty in spite of a tempting offer to become the protégé of the lady of the manor,
his mother’s employer, and receive an education that would have opened the
doors to a brighter future in the capital (KSW 5:53). It speaks to Wenzel's
integrity that he does not change his mind despite the lady’s daughter’s pleas to
join them. It seems that he rejects the prospects of professional and economic
success in view of his indebtedness to his mother and the possibility that she
might die lonely. After letting Nettchen know how hard it was to withstand the
daughter’s pleas, Wenzel recalls her resemblance to Nettchen:

Wenzel aber streckte den Arm aus, zeigte mit dem Finger auf sie, wie wenn er
einen Geist sihe, und rief: “Dieses habe ich auch schon erblickt. Wenn jenes
Kind zornig war, so hoben sich so, wie jetzt bei Ihnen, die schonen Haare um
Stirne und Schlife ein wenig aufwirts, dafl man sie sich bewegen sah, und so war

es auch zuletzt auf dem Felde in jenem Abendglanze.” (KSW 5:56)

(Wenzel extended his arm, pointed a finger at her as if he saw a ghost and ex-
claimed: “This I have already perceived. Whenever that child was angry her
beautiful hair around her forehead and temples lifted itself a little, just as yours
right now, so that one could see it move, and this is how it was at last on the field
in the evening glow.”)

The dramatization of the narrative through verbatim quotations permits
the enactment of immediate emotions. The spontaneous identification of the
unforgettable “schéne Kind” (beautiful child) with Nettchen is evidence of
Strapinski’s true love for her and prompts her avowal to never leave him (KSW
5:56—57). The romantic love scene is interrupted, however, by the omniscient
narrator’s comment: “Die allzeit etwas kokette Mutter Natur hatte hier eines
ihrer Geheimnisse angewendet, um den schwierigen Handel zu Ende zu fiih-
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ren” (The always coquettish mother nature applied one of her secret means at
this moment to bring this difficult bargain to a conclusion) (KSW 5:56). The
contrast between the emotional immediacy of the verbatim re-presentation
of the tender moment and the narrator’s distancing voice underlines the text’s
self-reflective irony by playing with Romantic conventions. In other words,
the narrator’s voice once again provides a critical commentary by exposing the
idealization of love as a fictional illusion. Nettchen’s matter-of-fact response
to Wenzel's suggestion to move to “unbekannte Weiten” (unknown distances)
with her and “geheimnisvoll romantisch dort zu leben in stillem Gliicke” (lead
a mysteriously romantic life in peaceful happiness)—“Keine Romane meht”
(No more romantic storytelling)—underlines the novella’s anti-Idealist stance
(KSW 5:57).

Although Keller’s novella satirizes the citizens progressing alienation in cap-
italist society by contrasting the Goldach society to what seems the more “au-
thentic” way of life in the traditional village of Seldwyl, scholarship has pointed
out that Strapinski’s public outing as an impostor at his wedding shows an un-
civilized cruelty that was typical of pre-capitalist feudalism (see, for instance
Widdig 111-12). Thus, the self-righteous integrity of the Seldwyl society is by
no means presented as flawless. After all, the Seldwyler citizens also seem to be
motivated by envy, always looking to outsmart their more openly pretentious
rivals. Keller's sympathies seem to lie with his unmasked, inconspicuous protag-
onist who—despite or rather because of his flaws—has much more in common
with the author’s mundane contemporary middle-class citizens than the glori-
fied, unique individual the Goldach citizens like to see in him and in themselves.
In the end, Strapinski, moves back to Goldach after a successful business career
as a Tuchhéndler (manufacturer of clothes) and becomes part of the town’s pros-
perous society without leaving a penny to the Seldwyl society (KSW 5:62).

Keller’s ironic depiction of the Goldach merchant society is, in spite of all
its sarcastic asides toward capitalist profiteering, a sympathetic portrayal of hu-
man corruptibility. It is therefore less a call for a materialist ideology than a
fictitious depiction of a mid-nineteenth-century social microcosm that exposes
the disingenuous nature of humanist idealizations in view of an alienating
commercialization of society at the dawn of the modern industrial age. While
Keller's critique of the hypocritical instrumentalization of humanist values
anticipates the anti-Idealist stance of fin-de-siécle literature, the novella also
upholds bourgeois values, such as family, and private enterprise. The fact that
Wenzel and Nettchen marry, have children, become successful entrepreneurs,
and can hardly be distinguished from the rest of the bourgeois establishment
does not mean, however, that the novella promotes opportunist conformity. It
is Nettchen who stands by Wenzel during his most embarrassing ordeal. She
proves her honor by rejecting Melchior Bohni, Wenzel's rival, who offers to
marry her after having plotted to expose Wenzel's identity. She counters her
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father’s advice to marry Bohni in order to save her honor with her steadfast
response that it is precisely her honor that would prevent her from marrying
Bohni (KSW 5:59). In other words, Kellet’s narrator maintains that it is pos-
sible to preserve one’s integrity in a consumerist society. The fact that Nettchen
is capable of accepting Wenzel, who turns out to be rather modest after the
romantic mystique has been stripped away, expresses the belief in middle-class
values, such as honesty, loyalty, and self-determination within the boundaries
of her preexisting social reality.

Notes

1. Keller’s novella has a complicated history of publication. Although the text was com-
pleted by 1872, it did not appear until 1874 in the novella collection Die Leute von
Seldwyla. For a more detailed history of its creation, see KSW 21:39-51.

2. This argument has been made by those who defend Marx against Stalinism. The topic
of alienation in the modern age is not only taken up by Marx but becomes a central cul-
tural critique of neo-Marxism from Lukacs on to the Frankfurt School (Jay 2, 43-55).

3. To be sure, the Enlightenment ideal of individual autonomy bestows inviolability and
power on the uniqueness of each human being. This exceptionality is, however, pre-
scribed or even constrained by the divine laws of the universe, as Kant's and Herder’s
philosophies, as well as many of Goethe’s and Schiller’s literary works, have demon-
strated. Kant’s dictum of “the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me”
that testifies to a universal order that the individual has to obey; Herder’s theodicy
that is reflected in history and can be intuited by great geniuses, such as Shakespeare;
Goethe's pantheistic view of nature, expressed, for instance, at the end of Goetz von Ber-
lichingen; or Hegel's Zeitgeist are only a few examples of the quasi-religious metaphysics
that prevailed in the literary and philosophical works of the Idealist period.

4. Engels used the term rather than Marx, but Marxists frequently use it to refer to mem-
bers of the working class who do not want to view themselves as part of the proletar-
iat but identify with bourgeois ideology. This phenomenon is also central to Siegfried
Kracauer’s study Die Angestellten (The Salaried Masses) (1930), which explores the
tendency among employees to identify with the bourgeoisie in spite of their economic
dependence.

5. The privileging of mind over body goes back to Socrates and has informed Western
philosophy ever since. This categorical distinction can be interpreted as a strategy of
self-empowerment that legitimizes human hegemony over the entire nonhuman world.
Since humans have the power to control the body’s instinctual calls, they were consid-
ered independent of material necessities. Historian Joseph Fracchia gives a lucid de-
scription of the consequences of Western philosophy’s omission of the body from the
sublime realm of thought: “With the body and material needs deprived of any essential
place in the definition of freedom, so, too, was the question of social and economic
equality. The locus of freedom was thus effectively displaced onto, and limited solely to,
the political sphere in which the individual could appear as a free citizen, not as a ma-
terially dependent animal. Thus, along with the definition of the relationship between
subject and object as one of knowledge, the definition of freedom in legal and political
terms became part of the legacy of philosophy” (Fracchia, Aufhebung 156).
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6. Humanism can be interpreted as an attempt to establish and preserve Western bour-

10

11

12

geois values as the ethical norm. Yet, the intellectual narcissism of Western male lite-
rati may have seemed much less obvious from an Enlightenment perspective because
their values were also considered revolutionary and liberating. Although the Western
philosophical legacy became constitutive for the cultural dominance of the bourgeoisie
and the gradual democratization of the feudal order, scientific and social developments
began to question the belief in the subject’s unity and autonomy, the very center of
bourgeois ideology. As shown in previous chapters, advances in the life sciences proved
the subject’s limited power over the instincts long before Freud. Scientific experiments
confirmed the uncontrollable reactions of the nervous system. The specialization of
scientific and empiricist methodologies, rapidly advancing industrialization, and the
alienating urbanization with its poverty-stricken shantytowns were factors that chal-
lenged some of the Idealist premises of neoclassical humanism, such as individual
autonomy.

If not indicated otherwise, all translations from the German are mine.

The Western European bourgeoisie greeted the struggles for national autonomy, es-
pecially the Polish uprising against the Russian occupation, with empathy. Gottfried
Keller was a member of a committee that supported the Polish liberation movement
(Widdig 118; see also Selbmann).

Lehrer insinuates that this type of “semiotic thinking[, which] was wholly within the
scope of nineteenth-century anthropology,” might have been due to Feuerbach's influ-
ence on Keller: “Whereas Feuerbach unmasks floating signifiers, so to speak, in the
realm of metaphysics and theology, Keller unmasks them in the realm of human soci-
ety” (576).

See also Klaus Jeziorkowski, Gottfried Keller: Kleider machen Leute (Munich: Hanser,
1984), 94.

“Der Mensch verlegt sein Wesen zuerst aufSer sich, ehe er es in sich findet. Das eigne
Wesen ist ihm zuerst als ein andres Wesen Gegenstand. Die Religion ist das kindliche
Wesen der Menschheit; aber das Kind sieht sein Wesen, den Menschen aufler sich—
als Kind ist der Mensch sich als ein andrer Mensch Gegenstand. Der geschichtliche
Fortgang in den Religionen besteht deswegen darin, daf das, was der frithern Religion
fiir etwas Objektives galt, jetzt als etwas Subjektives, d.h. was als Gott angeschaut und
angebetet wurde, jetzt als etwas Menschliches erkannt wird. Die frithere Religion ist der
spiten Gétzendienst: der Mensch hat sein eignes Wesen angebetet. Der Mensch hat
sich vergegenstiindlicht, aber den Gegenstand nicht als sein Wesen erkannt ... (Feuer-
bach, Sammtliche Werke 7:39—40) (Man first of all sees his nature as if out of himself,
before he finds it in himself. His own nature is in the first instance contemplated by
him as that of another being. Religion is the childlike condition of humanity; but the
child sees his nature—man—out of himself; in childhood a man is an object to him-
self, under the form of another man. Hence, the historical progress of religion consists
in this: that what by an earlier religion was regarded as objective is now recognised [sic]
as subjective; that is, what was formerly contemplated and worshipped as God is now
perceived to be something human. What was at first religion becomes at a later period
idolatry; man is seen to have adored his own nature. Man has given objectivity to him-
self, but has not recognised the object as his own nature . . . [Feuerbach, Essence, 13].)
While all the visual personifications of deities and relics in Christian religion seem to
belie this statement, the biblical prohibition of idolization, “Du sollst Dir kein Bildnis
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machen” (You shall not make for yourself an idol) (2. Mose 20:4), exists in most mono-
theistic religions.

13. The content of Marx’s critique of alienated labor did not come, however, from Feuer-
bach, whose notion of the sensual activity of objectification Marx was beginning to find
too “passive.” It most likely came from Arnold Ruge, a “left-Hegelian” with whom Marx
collaborated from 1842 to 1844.

14. Theoretical and literary discourses often overlap. As we have seen in Lessing's and
Herder'’s philosophies of history, theories often take advantage of literary devices, such
as allegories and metaphors.
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CHAPTER 8
o~
The End of Pathos and

of Humanist Illusions
Schiller and Schnitzler

In the course of the nineteenth century, Friedrich Schiller emerged as Germa-
ny’s most highly revered dramatist.! Schiller’s popularity reached its peak in
1859 with “the exuberant festivities” for the one-hundredth anniversary of his
birth (Koepke, “Reception” 271). Yet the pathos and moral values of his dra-
mas that appealed to a liberal, middle-class audience in 1848 and 1859 became
suspect to modernist writers at the turn of the nineteenth century.” Arthur
Schnitzler’s Liebelei (Flirtation) (1895), for example, is a scathing critique of the
idealization and hypocrisy of the bourgeois code of honor that Schiller upheld.
The drama can be read, perhaps even should be read, as a direct response to
Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe (Intrigue and Love) (1784).2 The allusions to Schil-
ler’s bourgeois tragedy are too numerous to be regarded as ancillary.* In view
of the many correspondences to Schiller’s play, it is surprising that scholarship
gives only cursory attention to these affinities. Taken as a whole, the constel-
lation of characters in Schnitzler’s play, the status-induced conflict, the values
at stake, and the references to canonical figures, such as Schubert, Hauff, and
Schiller, take aim at a humanist cultural tradition that advocated individual
autonomy and the supremacy of the mind over the body. As a vehicle for an
Idealist image of man, endowed with superior intellectual powers, Schiller’s
pathos became a target of derision by fin-de-siécle authors. This chapter reads
Schnitzler’s Liebelei as an example of fin-de-siécle responses to the Schillerian
concept of pathos and shows how these responses expressed a changing attitude
toward love and the mind-body dichotomy. More specifically, it discusses how
the spiritualization and glorification of youth and romantic love became unten-
able according to some fin-de-siécle authors, when sexuality was recognized as
an instinctual force and bourgeois morality was unmasked as a smokescreen
that served to conceal sexual instincts. Reading the late nineteenth-century
drama as a response to some of Schillet’s aesthetic assumptions regarding the
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representation of human nature reveals that Schnitzler’s modernist rebellion
against the idealization of youth and nature was also accompanied by a mel-
ancholy over the loss of ideals.® To illustrate Schiller’s dualistic construct of
culture and nature, the analysis will use his essays “Uber das Pathetische” ("On
the Melodramatic”) (1801) and “Uber naive und sentimentalische Dichtung”
(“On Naive and Sentimental Poetry”) (1800), and his play Kabale und Liebe as
points of reference.

Schiller’s notion of pathos expresses the spiritual expansion of the human.
In his tragedies, human nature is elevated by its capacity to maintain dignity in
suffering, even in the face of death.” It is ironic that the realization of the ideal
can only be achieved in a spiritual realm either at the expense of sensual desires
or at the sacrifice of human life. And because of this capacity to relinquish the
desire to stay alive in order to preserve one’s dignity in the face of death, human
nature assumes erhaben (sublime) or tragic standing.® Pathos served as a rhe-
torical device to intensify empathy for the heroic suffering of the tragic heroes.’
As an aesthetic means of ennobling human nature to a level of dignity that
contradicted the lived reality in an increasingly mundane civil society, it was
gradually perceived as overblown and became the target of irony and ridicule,
as one could see in the previous chapter on Keller's Kleider machen Leute. It was
implausible even in Schiller’s time that a musician’s sixteen-year-old daughter
like Luise Miller of Kabale und Liebe would, unlike her father, keep her compo-
sure in the most taxing situations and forsake the love of her life to preserve ‘die
Fugen der Biirgerwelt ... und die allgemeine ewige Ordnung” (the cohesion of
civility ... and the order of the universe) with heroic gesture (SchW 1:809)."°

Even though it is fairly obvious that Schiller’s heroine serves as little more
than as a vessel for the author’s lofty ideals, their embodiment in this youthful
character has nevertheless been effective in evoking the sympathies of many
an audience.” And it is precisely Luise’s heroic attitude in suffering through
numerous injustices, and finally death, that ennobles not only her but also
the particular virtues that she represents. Thus, Schiller’s play and its young
heroine contributed to disseminating middle-class ethics, which manifest
themselves in Luise’s honesty and ability to foreswear all earthly desires in
order to uphold the idea of self-determination and eternal love. What made
these moral ideals appealing is the fact that they were embodied in Luises
childlike personality, a personality that appears innocent and naturally free of
deception.

The heroic postures of Schiller’s tragic figures no longer seemed plausible at
the end of the nineteenth century when the suppression of the senses seemed
deceptive and constraining. What prompted the recognition of the falseness of
Idealist values at the beginning of the industrial age? The rapid transition from
a rural to an urban society proved unsettling to many members of the middle
classes. City dwellers feelings of isolation, insignificance, and powerlessness
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Figure 8.1. Luise Miller from Kabale und Liebe. Steel engraving by Conrad Geyer (1859).

Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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tempered the humanist promise of personal self-fulfillment and made the be-
lief in the uniqueness of the individual more doubtful than ever (Ossar 31-32).
The pathos of the tragic hero/heroine and his/her idealist aspirations had be-
come unsuitable to express the condition of the urban middle-class individual
in a society whose Romantic ideals had degenerated into a superficial concern
for propriety and reputation.'” The bourgeois code of conduct, which initially
advocated self-control as a political tool toward individual autonomy, was now
felt as restrictive (Schorske 282). Reading Schnitzler’s Liebelei as a response to
Schiller’s idealization of youth, embodied in the heroine of Kabale and Liebe,
will shed light on the eroticization of love, which became pervasive in both the
literary and visual arts at the end of the nineteenth century."” Schnitzler’s play
criticizes what was then perceived as a deceptive pathos and reveals the connec-
tions between the idealization of nature, youth, and womanhood.

Looking at late nineteenth-century modernist drama through the lens of
Schiller’s aesthetic views provides a dual perspective on the aesthetic means by
which Schnitzler’s drama undermines the pretentions of bourgeois ethics and
their false pathos. The modernist emphasis on exposing traditional humanism’s
euphemistic, prohibitive, prudish discourse should not distract from the fact
that Schiller and many of his contemporaries were conscious of the power of
affective, instinctual forces and used them to captivate their audiences. One of
the conundrums of Schiller’s dramatic pathos is that it claims to be in control
of the very emotions that it provokes to the point of overwhelming the spec-
tator. It is precisely this duplicity that late nineteenth-century authors were
striving to expose.

While late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century tragedies still upheld
heroic self-sacrifice in the name of abstract ethical ideals, late nineteenth-
century modernist dramas focused on debunking the false pretensions of these
ideals that suppress the bourgeois subject’s vital needs and desires.’* Schiller’s
pathos is an aesthetic means to promote the human spirit’s independence from
“base” physical needs and passions. Accordingly, those who are capable of re-
sisting their carnal desires and thus preserve their dignity deserve admiration.
Pathos is the expression of the struggle between the sublime human spirit that
is capable of asserting its freedom over and against the forces of nature. For
Schiller, pathos is an essential constituent of tragedy because it affirms the au-
tonomy of the individual, an autonomy that makes us human and distinguishes
us from other species: “Aus aller Freiheit des Gemiits muf$ immer der leidende
Mensch, aus allem Leiden der Menschheit muf8 immer der selbstiindige oder
der Selbstindigkeit fihige Geist durchscheinen” (Through all freedom of mind
the suffering human has to be visible, just as through all suffering of humanity

the independent spirit or the capability of independence has to be apparent)
(SchW 5:527).
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A challenge that Schiller faced with his heroine, Luise Miller, was how to
endow her with tragic poise and at the same time make her appear natural and
innocent. Pathos and the human qualities that accompany it, such as Wiirde
(dignity) and Erhabenbeit (sublimity), do not seem to mix very well with naiveté.
And yet it is precisely this quality that Schiller’s heroine must possess in order
to disclose the pretentious politeness of courtly society through her “natural,”
childlike honesty. Still, she also reveals a level of poise that makes her worthy of
being a tragic figure (Hinderer, Schiller 276)."> Children cannot be regarded as
autonomous individuals who have ideals and convictions for which they choose
to die a heroic death. And yet Schiller’s heroine has an intellectual maturity be-
yond her years. Schnitzler’s youthful protagonists on the other hand have to
content themselves with ideals that the adult world has replaced with compla-
cent adherence to convention. Liebelei is tragic in that the young protagonists are
victims of obsolete middle-class values, the values of a time that still believed in
chastity, self-sacrifice, and the suppression of desires and instincts.

In his essay “Uber naive und sentimentalische Dichtung,” Schiller reveals his
insights into the human psyche by explaining why humans take such pleasure
in unadorned nature, and by extension in childlike innocence. Accordingly, the
enjoyment of nature is based on a moral idea rather than on sensual pleasure in
the aesthetic beauty of form (SW 5:696, 699-700). We humans, so Schiller’s
argument goes, take delight in nature because nature has an innocent honesty
that we once possessed when we were children and that we have lost due to
our education and experience. We take joy in the idea of an infinite poten-
tial, “die Vorstellung von einer reinen und freyen Kraft, seiner Integritit, seiner
Unendlichkeit” (the imagination of a pure and independent force, its integrity,
its infinity), which nature and children still possess, and which is bound to be
disciplined through reason during the course of our lives (SchW 5:697). In
Schiller’s thinking, Luise’s appeal is the voice of unspoiled nature, and we ad-
mire her nature’s perfection: “Was [den] Charakter [von Objekten der Natur]
ausmacht, ist gerade das, was dem unsrigen zu seiner Vollendung mangelt; was
uns von ihnen unterscheidet, ist gerade das, was ihnen zur Géttlichkeit fehlt.
Wir sind frei, und sie sind notwendig: wir wechseln, sie bleiben eins” (What
distinguishes natural objects from us is precisely what we lack to be perfect;
what distinguishes us from them is precisely what they lack to be divine. We
are free, and they are necessary: we change, they remain the same one) (SchW
5:695). Children and animals are still part of nature and possess qualities that
we lost during the process of becoming civilized but still desire (SchW 5:696).
Schiller compares the feeling for nature to the feeling of a sick person for
health. In short, the admiration for the innocence of nature is perceived from a
sentimental point of view.

Yet a comparison of Luise’s childlike behavior to that of Schnitzler’s pro-
tagonist Christine exposes some differences. For one thing, Christine’s na-
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iveté has lost its purity and become suspect of willful ignorance. Her suicide
in Liebelei is one of those cases in which it is hard to determine whether it is
childlike or childish. According to Schiller, it is not easy to distinguish “die kin-
dische Unschuld von der kindlichen” (the childish naiveté from the childlike)
and whether such childlike/childish behavior deserves to be ridiculed or to
be admired, “indem es Handlungen giebt, welche auf der dussersten Grenze
zwischen beyden schweben ..." (insofar as there are actions that hover at the
extreme limit between both) (SchW 5:702). He distinguishes between two
types of naiveté: the naiveté of mental disposition (Naive der Gesinnung) and
a naiveté of surprise (Naive der Uberraschung). For Schiller, the naiveté of sur-
prise occurs in human beings who have been educated and are surprised about
an action that they committed in a moment of forgetfulness. The naiveté of
surprise is considered childish and occurs when intentions can no longer be
described as“natural.” In this case the naive action becomes a subject of ridicule.
Schiller speaks of naiveté of mental disposition if children act in accordance
with their unspoiled nature and moral innocence. This type of naiveté deserves
admiration when it expresses a “truth” that, because of its “natural” force, is ca-
pable of asserting the rights of nature over and against the pretentions of art
(SchW 5:698-99).1¢

The discrediting of bourgeois values is one of Schnitzler’s pursuits in Lie-
belei. While Liebelei can be considered an adaptation of Schillet’s Kabale und
Liebe, Schnitzler made changes that allowed him to criticize Schiller’s Idealist
views.'” For instance, he added the figure of Katharina, who represents herself
as guardian of bourgeois propriety. Katharina acts as if she serves Christine’s
best interests by trying to match her with a suitor of her own social class. It be-
comes obvious, however, that her true motivation is envy. She is characterized
as the unhappy wife who married for financial reasons rather than love and
is now jealous of all younger women (Liebelei 20, 50-52, 55-57)."® While in
Schiller’s play Luise’s willingness to sacrifice her true love for bourgeois ideals
because of ethical considerations and respect for “die Fugen der Biirgerwelt ...
und die allgemeine ewige Ordnung” (the cohesion of civility ... and the or-
der of the universe) (SchW 1:809) is to be considered venerable, Katharina’s
pragmatic decision to repress her erotic desires and marry a man with a stable
income is portrayed as opportunistic, dishonest, and deplorable. Thus Katha-
rina figures as an example of the degeneration of bourgeois ethics (Fritz 304).
While Schillet’s Luise is presented as an independent, self-determined indi-
vidual who makes moral decisions that resist a corrupted social environment,
Katharina is completely determined by social conventions and the opinion of
others. In this respect Schnitzler’s sympathies still favor Christine, who, like
Schiller’s Luise, refuses to let herself be corrupted by marrying a man for op-
portunistic reasons as Katharina does (Liebelei 51-52). Christine is a heroine
in the Schillerian mold who holds on to a Romantic ideal against the corrupted
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social conventions of her day. Neither does she accept the liberal attitude to-
ward sexual relationships of her best friend Mizi nor is she willing to trade
“true love” for financial security.

Yet the very same uncompromising faith in “eternal love” that renders Schil-
ler’s Luise heroic makes Schnitzler’s Christine appear self-delusional, inflexi-
ble, and childish. The difference is that Schillet’s treatment of Romantic ideals,
which once emphasized individual autonomy, are not compatible with the lived
reality of fin-de-siécle Vienna." Dagmar Lorenz’s point that Christine’s suicide,
because of her disappointment over “an insincere young man without distinc-
tion” whom she barely knows, is “unnecessary” is certainly well taken (Lorenz
133).% Yet Christine’s actions become more understandable if one considers
her not as the autonomous, self-determined heroine that Schiller’s Luise Miller
represents but as someone who has become beholden to the illusion of “eternal
love.” All the characters are aware that a lasting romantic relationship between
her and the officer Fritz is untenable.?! It is out of reach, not because of over-
whelming external pressures and intrigues, as in Schiller’s play, but because of
the fin-de-siécle social conventions. The other characters make it perfectly clear
that Christine’s hopes are unrealistic because relations between upper-class of-
ficers and lower-middle-class gitls are usually short-lived and certainly do not
end in marriage (Liebelei 63). Even Christine herself is partially aware that her
relationship with Fritz cannot last (Liebelei 24, 64). Even though Fritz could
not be more evasive whenever she tries to find out about his feelings, she stub-
bornly clings to the illusion that Fritz must love her. Mizi, her friend, cannot
understand Christine’s humiliating infatuation and criticizes her: “Er [Fritz]
kommt zu spit zu den Rendezvous, er begleit’ dich nicht nach Haus, er setzt
sich zu fremden Leuten in die Log hinein, er lafit dich einfach aufsitzen—das
laf8t du dir alles ruhig gefallen und schaust ihn noch dazu ... mit so verliebten
Augen an (He is late for your dates, he does not walk you home, he prefers to
sit with strangers in a loge, he simply stands you up—and you quietly accept it
and even look at him with smitten with love) (Liebelei 62). In contrast to Schil-
ler’s Luise, who remains “true” to herself and her ethical standards over and
against the false pretentions of social status, Schnitzler’s Christine obviously
does not speak in the name of “truth” but rather in the name of wishful think-
ing. Even though Christine represents the same values as Luise, “eternal love”
and faithfulness, it is obvious that she loves a fantasy, as her father attempts
to convey: “Hast denn noch nicht gedacht . .., dass das Ganze ein Irrtum sein
konnt.—" (Has it not occurred to you . .. that the whole thing could be an er-
ror) (Liebelei 81). Christine’s error is not only that she loves the wrong person;
Weiring's wording, “das Ganze” suggests that the entire notion of eternal love
may be mistaken.

This assumption receives further support in the last meeting between Luise
and Fritz. Fritz, who in contrast to Christine does not want to talk about eter-

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

The End of Pathos ¢~ 187

nal love and who seems to live for the enjoyment of the moment, tells her that
there may be "Augenblicke, die einen Duft von Ewigkeit um sich sprithen” (mo-
ments that radiate a scent of eternity) (Liebelei 71) and that this is the only
eternity that humans can comprehend. Fritzs statement markedly sets him
apart from Christine’s belief in eternal love (Liebelei 2324, 72) and the pre-
sumption that lovers can transcend the limits of their biological existence and
meet at a ‘dritten Ort” (third place) (SchW 1:835-36), as Luise in Kabale und
Liebe. While Fritz is also tempted to fall for the seductive “Duft von Ewigkeit”
(a scent of eternity), he resists the temptation and pulls himself abruptly away
from Christine with the words, “Ich hab dich lieb!—Aber jetzt lafl mich fort”
(I cherish you!—But now let me go) (Liebelei 71). Fritz's fleeting inclination to
indulge in the notion of eternal love emphasizes, however, the seductive power
of romantic feelings. His momentary relishing in the “atmosphere of eternity”
is interrupted by the appearance of his friend Theodor, who, in Mephistoph-
elian fashion, makes Fritz aware of the constraints of time and brings him back
to the here and now.** In contrast to Christine, who in analogy to Schiller’s
Luise clings to the promise of eternal love, Fritz is enough of a realist to call the
romantic moments a lie (Liebelei 74). Yet he also bears some significant simi-
larities to Christine, regardless of his more experienced jaded outlook and his
privileged social background that allows for his semi-bohemian lifestyle. Like
Christine, he is easily consumed by passionate love relationships. His obliga-
tion toward an anachronistic code of honor, which induces him to participate
in a duel and to die for his unethical behavior of having an affair with a married
woman, derives from the same Idealist belief as Schillet’s pathos: namely that
ethos is more valuable than human life. Despite dying an honorable death, Fritz
cannot be regarded as heroic, as his willingness to engage in the duel happens
neither out of conviction nor for a worthy cause. In this regard, Fritz’s reluctant
willingness to engage in the duel also discloses the anachronism of the Idealist
code of honor. By presenting Fritz's and the other characters’ moral views and
actions as time-dependent derivatives of an obsolete Idealism, Schnitzler un-
dermines Schiller’s transcendental truth claim.

The historicity of moral behavior is also connected to the loss of a unique
and “whole” individuality. Fritz shares with Christine a tendency to take every-
thing too seriously. He is unable to find enjoyment in the superficial relation-
ship that Theodor has arranged in order to rescue his friend from his obsession
with a married femme fatale (Liebelei 13). Whereas Christine’s fixation on Fritz
is presented as spiritual, Fritz's passion for the married woman is purely erotic.
Romantic love worship, which according to Karl Guthke and others already
took on a quasi-religious character during the period of Empfindsamkeit, nour-
ished such obsessive behavior and the expectation of complete self-fulfillment
in love throughout the nineteenth century.” This obsessive, unconditional love
has a strong appeal because it promises liberation from social constraints.**
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The Romantic idea that true love relationships are made in heaven was com-
promised, of course, by an oppressive class-based late-nineteenth-century
bourgeois morality. Fritzs and Christine’s desire for exclusive, unconditional
love can be viewed as resistance to societal prohibitions that restrict individ-
ual freedom. Even Theodor and Mizi share this longing for spontaneous, ro-
mantic love. Their playful arrangement of a coincidental romantic encounter
with roses falling accidentally from “heaven” reveals their secret desire for unre-
strained, “natural” adventure (Liebelei 24, 28, 32). The various characters’ desire
to resist the domestication of love can be interpreted as a reaction to the loss of
an uncompromised fulfillment of their unique individuality.

All the characters are to varying degrees aware of the cultural constraints
that prevent them from realizing their desires. Fritz is intellectually aware of
the self-destructive nature of his illicit affair and eventually accepts his friend
Theodor’s suggestion to engage in a flirtatious relationship with Christine to dis-
tract himself from the passionate but dangerous liaison with a married woman:
“Und du hast ja gar keine Ahnung, wie ich mich nach so einer Zirtlichkeit ohne
Pathos gesehnt habe, nach so was Siiflem, Stillem, das mich umschmeichelt, an
dem ich mich von den ewigen Aufregungen und Martern erholen kann” (And
you do not have any idea, how I longed for such affection without pathos, for
something so sweet, peaceful, which caresses me, and with which I can relax
from the constant commotion and tribulations) (Liebelei 12). Fritz's wording
betrays that he is not interested in Christine as a person but simply views her
as an object of distraction that allows him to recover from his stressful love
life. The realization that she does not matter as a person for Fritz leads Chris-
tine to commit suicide: “Und ich ... was bin denn ich? was bin ich ihm denn
gewesen...? (And I...what am I? what did I mean to him ... ?) (Liebelei 86).

Christine’s traumatic reaction is symptomatic of the challenges that the loss
of individuality at the beginning of modernity posed. One could say that the
real tragedy of Schnitzler’s play is the lack of a spiritual and deeper meaning
of human existence.”® Christine’s obstinate attempts to maintain the fantasy of
personal fulfillment in an exclusive love relationship can be attributed to her
upbringing in a relatively sheltered Biedermeier atmosphere. The mention of
cultural icons, such as Schubert, Hauff, and Schiller, that grace the shelves of
Christine’s petit-bourgeois home, explain her Romantic view of love. After all,
Gustav Klimt, for instance, depicted Schubert as the symbol of the simplicity
of the bygone Biedermeier era.?® Hauff can be read as an allusion to Christine’s
longing for the fairy tales of her childhood, and Schiller’s Idealism and the
promise of transcending the limits of her sordid reality in a love relationship
contribute at least in part to Christine’s anachronistic insistence on the fulfill-
ment of her dream.

Christine’s sheltered upbringing in the privacy of the modest home is con-
trasted to Fritz's aimless and fragmented everyday life: “Ich geh in Vorlesun-
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Figure 8.2. Gustav Klimt (1862-1918), Schubert at the Piano (1899). Wikimedia Commons,
public domain.

gen—zuweilen—dann geh ich ins Kaffeehaus ... dann les ich ... zuweilen
spiel ich auch Klavier—dann plauder ich mit dem oder jenem—dann mach
ich Besuche ... das ist doch alles ganz belanglos” (I go to lectures—at times—
then I go to cafés ... then Iread...at times I play the piano—then I chat with
this or that person—then I visit people ... this is all very insignificant) (Liebe-
lei 69). Even though Fritz has an ulterior motive to depict his everyday life as
“ganz belanglos” (very insignificant) and “langweilig” (boring), these terms are
characteristic of the aimless daily lives of officers in turn-of-the-century Vi-
enna.” Both Fritzs and Christine’s obsessive relationships provide them with
an emotional intensity that compensates for the lack of meaning to their lives
and allows them to escape the ennui of modern existence.”® As controlled forms
of aggression and sexuality, Fritzs dueling and Christine’s worship of eternal
love reveal the clandestine connection between instinct and morality. While
Fritz and Christine appear morally more sincere than Theodor and Mizi, as
they are bound by social conventions, they are at the same time more enthralled
to their instincts.

The ambiguous relationship toward nature also figures prominently in Lieb-
elei. For instance, the “siifle Miderl” (sweet little girl) who provides “Erholung”
(distraction) as the idealized and domesticated version of nature is contrasted
to the demonic “interessantes Weib” (interesting woman) or the wild and un-
controllable force of nature (Liebelei 12—13). When Fritz visits Christine, in
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a scene reminiscent of Faust’s secret visit of Gretchen’s living quarters, he is
fascinated by her home and explains his “spontaneous” appearance with his
longing for “diesem lieben Gesichtel” (this cute little face) (Liebelei 65). Fritz's
choice of the demonstrative pronoun “diesem” rather than “deinem” is, of course,
another indication for his objectification of Christine. Fritz's fascination with
Christine’s domestic surroundings is obviously not a yearning for Christine but
for the aura of naiveté and purity.?® Fritz can be compared to a tourist visiting
a more pristine, less civilized culture. Christine’s idyllic home evokes in him
sentiments that allow him to yearn for a bygone, more “natural” world from
the point of view of the decadent yet superior observer. While the pictures in
Christine’s home, titled Abschied—und Heimkehr and Verlassen (Farewell—and
Homecoming and Abandonment) (Liebelei 66—67), reveal the kitschy reification
of romantic sentiments, Fritzs perspective can be described as an ironic du-
plication of this reification. For Fritz these pictures do not have an aesthetic
appeal. When Christine apologizes for the pictures’ ugliness, he does not con-
tradict her (Liebelei 67). While Christine still indulges in the mood that the
pictures portray, Fritz relishes in observing Christine’s naive yearning from an
aloof point of view. Yet, for a moment, Fritz yields to the appeal of sentimen-
tality, although he is partially aware of its artificiality. Sentiment takes prece-
dence over reason as it connects the characters with the illusory belief of their
individual uniqueness by letting them physically experience that they are alive.
Schnitzler reveals how the narcissistic self-indulgence in sentimentalities has
become part of the characters’ psyche. Fritz's empty promise to replace Chris-
tine’s dusty artificial flowers with fresh and fragrant ones shows that he does
not completely comprehend the reification of sentiments in bourgeois conven-
tions (Liebelei 68).*° The freshly cut flowers are just another attempt to nourish
the illusion of romantic love. Freshly cut flowers are neither natural nor alive,
no matter how natural and alive they appear. In this regard, the dusty artifi-
cial flowers of Christine’s room are more truthful because they exhibit both
the artificiality and the anachronism of social conventions. Weiring's consoling
words, with which he tries to suggest to Christine that Fritz does not know the
difference between “echt und unecht,” could be directed at the other characters
as well, as they, too, either pretend or deceive themselves (Liebelei 83).
Whereas Theodor and Mizi seem much more capable of coping with the
illusory nature of “true love,” they carefully arrange the romantic get-together
that takes up the first part of the play. Theodor as the “geborene Festarrangeur”
(natural organizer) sees to it that the roses do not look like an arrangement,
and Mizi helps him to make them appear as if they had accidentally fallen from
the sky (Liebelei 20, 24, 28). Theodor then drinks to the “gliicklichen Zufall”
(fortunate coincidence) even though he carefully planned their get-together
(Liebelei 32). While Theodor criticizes Fritz for his risky affair with the mar-
ried woman, he also entertains the illusion of adventure that a romantic love
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affair promises. Mizi surprises him by disheveling his hair, and he responds
by calling her “Du Katz, du!” (Liebelei 27), hinting at her unpredictability as a
domesticated version of a cat of prey. Theodor and Mizi play with the idea of
romantic adventure in a controlled way. Schnitzler’s play seems to follow Schil-
ler’s dictum that humans are only free when they play. The characters are able
to maintain the illusion of freedom as long as they can control the game of love
in the confined space of a carefully arranged candlelight atmosphere. Yet the
illusion of an unproblematic love relationship comes to an abrupt ending with
the ring of the doorbell and the entrance of the husband of Fritz's lover (Liebelei
35). Even though the tragedy is exclusively motivated by the characters’actions,
their actions are determined by beliefs and desires that influence their behavior
beyond their control. These beliefs are often expressed in seemingly superficial
conversations (see, for example, Liebelei 21-35).3!

Schnitzler’s drama takes it upon itself to expose the characters’ false illu-
sions, which become conventionalized and lead to obsessive, erroneous, and
pretentious behavior. Yet the play also evokes a melancholy feeling over the
loss of humanistic ideals that are embodied in Christine’s father, Weiring. The
realization that modern existence is incompatible with humanism’s metaphys-
ical assumptions, such as the human individual’s ability to control life through
reason and to transcend a biologically determined existence through a commit-
ment to universal and eternal moral values, is hardly acceptable to individuals
who have been steeped in and brought up with these values. Christine is such
a character who cannot accept a reality that has abandoned the idea of eternal
love: “Und wann kommt dann der nichste Liebhaber?” (And when is it time
for the next lover?) (Liebelei 90). While Schnitzler’s play makes it clear that her
stubborn belief in this ideal is selfish and unrealistic, it does not present any
alternatives to the sincerity and hope that Christine’s Romantic ideals provide.
After all, the other characters are perplexed when they find out how seriously
Christine took the fling with Fritz. Fritzs, Theodor’s, and Mizi’s lives seem
aimless and shallow. While Christine’s suicide on the one hand seems to be
based on unrealistic expectations, it embarrasses her more-experienced friends
and guardians, almost like Schiller’s Luise embarrasses Lady Milford by assert-
ing nature’s rights over and against a corrupted reality. Yet by underlining that
Christine’s expectations are illusory, Schnitzler shows that her behavior is not
asserting nature’s rights but replicating bourgeois conventions and concealing
uncontrollable desires.

A critique of the anachronistic humanist ideology had to confront the repres-
sion of the instincts and therefore required a different aesthetics, an aesthetics
that could no longer portray the bourgeois individual as rational, autonomous,
and whole. Traditional tragedy is unsuitable for portraying fragmented and
ideologically mediated modern existence because it is based on the notion of
individual autonomy. Protagonists who succumb to unconscious desires and
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mediated ideologies cannot be considered heroic. While it is possible to feel
sympathy for the victimized protagonists—Fritz and Christine—their youth-
ful naiveté is not glorified as pure, good, and true, as is Schiller’s Luise Miller’s.
Their language is not endowed with pathos, and their deaths do not serve a
higher purpose or eternally true values. To the contrary, their sufferings and
deaths are caused by the belief in such humanist moral principles that no lon-
ger corresponded to the lived reality at the end of the nineteenth century.

Notes

This chapter appeared in a longer version that included an analysis of Frank Wedekind'’s
Friihlings Erwachen as an article in the Journal of Austrian Studies 46, no. 4 (2013): 1-22.

1. Schiller was particularly suitable as a national icon of German culture for both conser-
vative liberals of the Biedermeier and the progressive liberals of the Vormirz. He could
be claimed, on the one hand, for the national cause as founder of a “native tradition of
drama” and, on the other, as promoter of the ideas of the French Revolution (Pugh 25).
While the Idealist tradition of the early 1800s had been regarded as outdated by the
mid-nineteenth century, it nevertheless prevailed and even became canonized in the
years after 1850: “Die idealistische Asthetik, die nach 1850 zum Bildungsgut aufstil-
isiert, ja geradezu kanonisiert wird, ist argumentativ immer gegenwirtig. ... So sind
zwar die idealistischen Formen als hohl durchschaut, vergangen zudem; aber iiberall
beweisen sie ihre Macht” (The Idealist aesthetics that has been promoted to become
part of the educational canon is always present in discourse. ... While idealist forms
are perceived as hollow, and in addition as outdated, they nevertheless ubiquitously
demonstrate their power) (Schanze 377). If not indicated otherwise, all translations
from the German are mine.

2. “Das Schillerjahr 1859 hebt den Schiller der roten Pappnasen aufs Schild, in Erfiillung
des Biichnerschen Diktums. Er wird nach der unerfiillbaren politischen Einigung ein
Surrogat‘im Geiste, wozu sich der halbe Schiller, der Dichter der ‘Ideale’ hoch droben,
besonders zu eignen schien. Und so ist es nur konsequent, wenn die Kritiker der Zeit,
nicht einverstanden mit dem idealistischen Getue unter realistischer Flagge, immer
wieder Schiller und sein Drama zum Ziel ihrer Angriffe machten” (Schiller’s anni-
versary of 1859 advertises the aspect of Schiller that is known for the clichéd red-
nosed puppets in agreement with Biichner’s saying. After the unachievable political
unification he becomes a surrogate “in spirit,” which appeared suitable only for half the
Schiller, the poet of lofty ideals. And thus it is logical if the critics of his time object to
the idealist histrionics under a realist banner, and keep attacking his dramas) (Schanze
377-78).

3. Max Ophiilss film adaptation of Schnitzler’s play also emphasizes the similarities to
Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe by foregrounding Christine’s father in his professional en-
vironment, which undetlines the parallel to Luise’s father, Miller. Ophiils also adds a
scene with a rival suitor who, regardless of his minor role, bears some resemblance to
Luise’s rejected and conspiring suitor, Sekretir Wurm.

4. Axel Fritz situates Schnitzler’s Liebelei in the tradition of the biirgerliches Trauerspiel
and notes numerous correspondences to Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe (Fritz 306, 307,
308,312,313).
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For Schiller, suffering in tragedy is only justified if it serves an ethical purpose. Pathos
emphasizes the hero's ability to preserve his composure in view of his suffering and thus
emphasizes his freedom over and against the physical inclination to give expression to
pain (SchW 5:512; see also 517, 521). These and all future references to the German
version of Schiller’s works are taken from Sdmtliche Werke, ed. Peter-André Alt et al., 5
vols. (Munich: dtv, 2004).

. Karl Heinz Bohrer contradicts Hegelian and post-Hegelian assertions of Peter Szondi

and George Steiner that declare the end of tragedy in the modern age by claiming that
tragic pathos is not only subject to dramatic action but can also be an expression of a
frenetic style of representing the suffering subject’s horror (Bohrer 386). Accordingly,
tragedy is not limited to the genre of drama and can be detected in existentialist prose,
such as in Camus’s Létranger (1942) or Sartre’s Les mouches (1943) or in Baudelaire’s
poetry. Tragedy has taken on a different quality rather than disappearing. In Bohrer’s
view, modern tragedy expresses and radiates an intensity of emptiness. While the tragic
hero still exists in the greatness of his loneliness, he has lost his heroism (Bohrer 388).

. In his essay “Uber das Pathetische,” Schiller invokes Winckelmann’s description of La-

okoon to explain his definition of pathos as an assertion of the human mind’s freedom
over and against the instincts: “Laokoon, sagt uns Winckelmann ... ist eine Natur im
héchsten Schmerze, nach dem Bilde eines Mannes gemacht, der die bewufSte Stirke
des Geistes gegen denselben zu sammeln sucht” (“Laokoon,” says Winckelmann, .. .“is
a manifestation of nature in its utmost pain in the image of a man who has sought to
gather the conscious power of the mind against this pain”) (SchW 5:521-22). Schil-
ler concurs with Winckelmann and admires Laokoon’s successful suppression of the
natural inclination to escape death in order to protect his sons. The depiction of the
suppression of the instincts becomes the aesthetic expression for the strength of the
human will that can withstand the strongest assault of physical nature (SchW 5:526).

. Luise Miller, Marquis von Posa, and Maria Stuart are examples of this tragic grandeur.
. Schiller is aware, of course, that language can reveal the contestation between the free

will and affect (SchW 5:519). Those human beings who are capable of keeping their
composure and who resist the inclination to express their physical suffering deserve
our admiration. The pathos arises from the tension between their suffering and their
heroic effort to preserve their moral independence by resisting the urge to give in to
their suffering (SchW 5:521).

As mentioned before, Karl-Philipp Moritz and other reviewers criticized Schiller’s
play for Luise’s implausibly grandiose rhetoric (Henning 184; see also pp. 185 and
234). Even Schiller must have been aware of the improbably high level of abstraction
of which his youthful heroine was capable. This is why he has her rival, Lady Milford,
marvel at the astonishing maturity and wisdom pouring from a young person’s mouth:
“Unerhért! Unbegreiflich! Nein Midchen! Nein! Diese Grofle hast du nicht auf die
Welt gebracht, und fiir einen Vater ist sie zu jugendlich” (Unheard of! Incomprehen-
sible! No, my dear! No! This magnanimity is not your own, and your passion is too
youthful to be inspired by your father) (SW 1:829).

As mentioned earlier, I will use Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe only as a starting point. For
interpretations of Schiller’s play and Luise Miller’s function as a tragic heroine, see, for
instance, Walter Hinderer, Schiller und kein Ende. Hinderer points out that Schiller’s
heroines do not conform to gender expectations as they are characterized as sublime
rather than beautiful (271-97). See also Guthke, “Tragddie der Sikularisation: Schil-
lers Kabale und Liebe,” Das Abenteuer der Literatur (210—41).
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12. In this context, Axel Fritz points out “daf$ die biirgerliche Familienmoral immer weni-
ger idealistisch und immer mehr ideologisch wird, immer weniger mit wirklicher
Moral und immer mehr mit ‘Reputation, biirgerlichem Ansehen, zu tun hat wie in
Hebbels Maria Magdalene” (. . . that bourgeois morals became increasingly ideological,
and had less and less to do with real ethical values but rather with “reputation,” bour-
geois respectability, as in Hebbel's Maria Madalene) (Fritz 304).

13. The focus on sexuality and loss of innocence during adolescence is also apparent in

Schnitzlet’s Reigen (1900); in Hofmannsthal’s Der Tod des Tizian (1892), Das Mir-

chen der 672. Nacht (1895), and Knabengeschichte (1906); and in the paintings of Erich

Heckel and Ernst Kirchner, for instance.

While the idealization of love at the beginning of the nineteenth century was to show

the moral superiority of a love governed by “natural” emotions over the “arranged” aris-

tocratic marriage of convenience, the bourgeoisie of the late nineteenth century tended
to downplay that many bourgeois marriages were also arranged. In Schnitzler’s Liebelei,
for instance, Katharina Binder’s admonition that Christina should date someone of her
own class reveals the bourgeoisie’s status-based, discriminatory marriage practices. At
the same time, Katharina is offended by Weiring’s implication that her marriage was

calculated and therefore neither virtuous nor based on true love (Licbelei 56—57).

The incongruity between childlike naiveté and the mature self-assurance required of a

tragedy also comes across in Wedekind's Friihlings Erwachen. Wedekind called his play

“eine Kindertragddie” (a children’s tragedy), an oxymoron according to the premises of

classical tragedy.

Schiller emphasizes that the naiveté of mental disposition is only possible if we forget

the fact that children are incapable of simulation as naiveté: “Die Handlungen und

Reden der Kinder geben uns daher auch nur so lange den reinen Eindruck des Naiven,

als wir uns ihres Unvermdgens zur Kunst nicht erinnern und iiberhaupt nur auf den

Kontrast ihrer Natiirlichkeit mit der Kiinstlichkeit in uns Riicksicht nehmen. Das

Naive ist eine Kindlichkeit, wo sie nicht mehr erwartet wird, und kann ebendeswegen

der wirklichen Kindheit in strengster Bedeutung nicht zugeschrieben werden” (The

actions and words of children impress us as naive, only as long as we do not recall their
inability to simulate and only as long as we focus on the contrast between their natu-
ral and our pretentious behavior. Naiveté is a childlike behavior where it is no longer
expected. It can therefore in its strictest sense not be attributed to actual childhood)

(SchW 5:699).

Liebeleis indebtedness to the genre of bourgeois tragedy has been recognized in sec-

ondary literature, especially by Axel Fritz. Yet the affinities between Schiller’s Kabale

und Liebe and Schnitzler’s Liebelei have been mentioned only in passing. Michael Ossar
noted that “there is indeed disproportionately little scholatly literature on Schnitzler

and nearly none on Liebelei” (19).

This and all future references to the German version of Liebelei are taken from Liebelei,

ed. Michael Scheffel (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2002). The page numbers will be cited paren-

thetically in the text.

Luise’s infatuation with Ferdinand may have been spurred by her reading of romantic

novels. Luise’s father, Miller, is concerned that his daughter has come under the bad

influence of the writers of romantic fiction. Guthke points out that already in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century one could detect the “enthusiastische’ Uberhéhung
des Eros zum quasi-religiosen Etlebnis” (“enthusiastic” elevation of Eros that likens it
to a quasi-religious experience) and that Miller criticizes the “Scheinlogik der Siku-
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laren Frdmmigkeit” (the deceptive logic of secular piety) with his condemnation of the
“iiberhimmlische Alfanzereien’ of the ‘Bellatristen’ (“superlunary tomfooleries” of the
“belletrists”) (Guthke, 211; Schw1:758).

Lorenz also stresses that “in light of the relaxed sexual mores of her environment and
her father’s liberal views, there is no need to become a tragic heroine” (133). She em-
phasizes with good reason that Christine’s suicide “would seem grotesque were it not
in keeping with [the Victorian moral code], a code alive on Vienna’s stages” (133). In
other words, Christine’s obsession with Fritz, whom she barely knows, only becomes
understandable if one considers her cultural conditioning by an outdated repressive
bourgeois code of honor that for many of her peers is no longer binding.

While Axel FritZs statement is true that Christine is aware from the start “daf8 die
Beziehung zu Fritz nicht von Dauer sein kann” (that [her] relationship with Fritz can-
not last) (315), Christine’s later reaction to Mizi's suggestion that Fritz will sooner or
later leave her, shows her reluctance to accept this possibility (79).

Axel Fritz also points out the play’s numerous allusions and similarities to the Gretchen
scenes in Goethe's Faust (311).

As mentioned earlier, Guthke analyzes Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe in the context of
secularization. He shows very convincingly how Ferdinand and Luise view their love as
a form of religious worship. Ferdinand'’s attempts to convince Luise of his theology of
love are contrasted with Luise’s doubts of committing blasphemy by violating the God-
given social order (Guthke 220-23).

This is why Luise Miller longs for a“dritten Ort” that is free from social constraints.
In this respect, Schnitzlet’s play resembles Karl Heinz Bohrer’s description of the al-
tered form of a modern tragedy with its“Pathos der entfremdeten Existenz. ... Es gibt
noch den tragischen Helden, der, obwohl sein Heroismus verschwunden ist, dennoch
existiert in der Grofle seiner Einsamkeit” (pathos of the alienated mode of existing.
... There is still the tragic hero, who, although his heroism has vanished, nonetheless
exists in the splendor of his loneliness) (Bohrer 388).

Schubert’s songs, in typical Biedermeier fashion, would be played in the privacy of the
bourgeois home: “For Klimt and his bourgeois contemporaries, the once hated age of
Metternich was recalled now as the gracious-simple age of Schubert—a Biedermeier
Paradise Lost” (Schorske 221).

Schnitzler’s depiction of Willi Kasda’s everyday life in Spiel im Morgengrauen is another
example of the boredom and aimlessness of officers in turn-of-the-century Vienna.
Imke Meyer’s study Minnlichkeit und Melodram identifies pressures with which
Schnitzler’s male protagonists had to struggle in late nineteenth-century Habsburg
society. Accordingly, the alienating loss of social coherence and recognition com-
pelled many of Schnitzler’s male protagonists to compensate for their insecurities by
representing themselves as victims (177-79). Fritz's sentimental longing for an all-
consuming love relationship can be seen as another expression for the wish to cling to
an imagined male identity.

The reification of emotions is, however, not limited to the male characters. For instance,
it is also apparent in Mizi’s fascination with uniforms and the picture of Fritz in uni-
form (Liebelei 17, 25).

In Schnitzler’s Liebelei, all that is left of nature is a sentimental yearning for it—for
example, the freshly cut flowers used for decorative purposes (Liebelei 28, 68) and the
branch of the lilac bush that Weiring picked from a public park (53). The characters

have internalized bourgeois norms and values to such an extent that “nature” is always
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culturally mediated. Schnitzler’s Liebelei exposes the dangerous nature of obsessive dis-
orders. While these disorders are all but natural, they can be regarded as failed attempts
to control human instincts: Theodor’s envy of Mizi's memories of male relationships,
Katharina’s envy of Christine’s and Mizi's relationships to young gentlemen, Fritz's ob-
session with the unobtainable married woman, Christine’s obsession with Fritz. These
obsessions reveal the unsolvable tensions arising from the attempt to control unfulfilled
desires.

31. This may be one of the reasons why the play did not receive much scholarly attention.
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Blurring the

Human/Animal Boundary
Hofmannstbal's Andreas

Introduction

Hugo von Hofmannsthal and other fin-de-siécle writers explored the increas-
ingly fluid boundaries between “the Human” and “the Animal” in their fiction.!
Their works undermine the Cartesian idea of man as a “rational animal” that
prevailed during the Idealist paradigm of the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. Hofmannsthal achieves the blurring of the boundaries through
narrative techniques, depictions of fluid, dreamlike transformations of scenery,
and shifting points of view, as well as by emphasizing the hybridization of hu-
man and animal sensations from the characters” perspective. Hofmannsthal's
exposure to the latest developments in the life sciences stimulated his literary
probes of the human mind’s alleged control of the instincts that prevailed during
the first half of the nineteenth century and beyond. My analysis of an episode in
Hofmannsthal’s fragmentary novel Andreas will show how this posthumously
published text reflects and transcends scientific fin-de-siécle perspectives by re-
vealing the protagonists dependencies on subconscious predispositions.

I will first briefly sketch out some post-Darwinian theories that criticized
certain limitations of empiricist research methods. Ironically, it was the reali-
zation of the unreliability of the human perception that stimulated the literary
recreation of subjective experiences because the sciences had to rely exclusively
on objective criteria and thus leave the representation of subjective states of
mind to the arts and letters. This did not mean, however, that literary repre-
sentations of internal, emotional processes were to ignore scientific points of
view but rather to make use of the latest developments in the natural sciences,
as philosopher, art historian, and writer Wilhelm Bélsche (1861-1939) ex-
plained in his Die Naturwissenschaftlichen Grundlagen der Poesie (The Scientific
Fundamentals of Poetry).?
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According to Bélsche, this new realist aesthetics had to expel the sentimen-
tal idealization of love (Bélsche, Naturwissenschaftlichen 43). Condemning the
spiritualization of erotic feelings with obvious roots in Christian metaphys-
ics, Bolsche calls for an unsentimental depiction of the motivating instinctual
forces of love, “die den Menschen mit Bewusstsein zu der folgenreichsten und
tiefsten aller physischen Functionen hinleitet, zum Zeugungsacte” (which di-
rects the human being to the most consequential and fundamental of all phys-
ical functions, to the reproductive act) (ibid. 45). Bolsche’s plea for a “realist”
acknowledgment of the biological origins of romantic feelings has broader
philosophical implications for the human position in nature in general. In his
volume titled Hinter der Weltstadt (Behind the Metropolis), which appeared in
1901, Bolsche deplores our human tendency to regard ourselves as separate
from nature. Instead of viewing nature as uncanny, dead matter, which threat-
ens to overcome us, Bolsche urges contemporary writers and readers to regard
nature as a living organism, which “alles Menschliche als Moglichkeit in ihrem
Schofle umschlof8 von Urtagen an” (harbored in its womb from the beginning
of time every human trait as a possibility) (Bélsche, Weltstadt 185).

Bolsche was by no means the only philosophically minded writer who wor-
shiped organic monism.? After all, the mind-body duality became questionable
after Darwin’s evolutionary theory had made it clear that our affinity to the
animal species has a much longer history than the mental capacities that dis-
tinguish us from them. Another important factor that contributed to the blur-
ring of the animal-human distinction was Ernst Haeckel’s assertion that each
individual organism (ontogeny) repeats its species” evolutionary development
(phylogeny). Accordingly, we humans are for the most part animals because we
prenatally live through all the developmental stages from mononuclear organ-
ism to primate. In this context, Arthur Schopenhauer’s Die Welt als Wille und
Vorstellung (The World as Will and Representation) deserves to be mentioned,
asitis grounded on the survival instincts that humans share with other species.
Claiming that all living organisms are driven by a common “Will to Live,” it
anticipated Darwin’s and Haeckel's discoveries of what Carl Gustav Jung later
called the collective subconscious, which predetermines rational decisions of
the human mind.*

These scientific and philosophical developments had consequences for mod-
ernist aesthetics as well.> As numerous scholars have shown (Sprengel, Dar-
win; Riedel Homo; Bohnen, Fick, Winter), the sciences, and especially the life
sciences, fundamentally changed philosophical and literary views of human
life. For instance, the Darwinian theory of evolution as well as the mechanis-
tic viewpoint of scientific empiricism resulted in a rather gloomy outlook that
resonated not only with Schopenhauer’s pessimistic philosophy but also with
fin-de-siécle art and literature. Philosophers Rudolph Hermann Lotze (1817-
81) and Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801-87) responded to this lack of a posi-
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Figure 9.1. Romanes’s 1892 copy of Ernst Haeckel’s alleged embryo drawings. Romanes's ver-
sion is often attributed incorrectly to Haeckel. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.

tive worldview by spiritualizing nature as an aesthetically organized organism.
Their pantheistic philosophies, inspired by Leibniz's Monadology, attempted
to counteract the empiricist segmentation of life by equating nature to a divine
living being that reflects our internal, spiritual experiences (Riedel, Homo 68).°

It would be misleading, however, to characterize their monistic systems as
antirational. Both Fechner and Lotze strove to overcome metaphysics by at-
tempting to anchor their theories in contemporary science.” While Fechner’s
Elemente der Psychophysik (Elements of Psychophysics) received much praise for
its scientific precision at the time of its appearance, its author’s goal was to defy
the natural science’s alienating abstraction. Modern scientific methods went be-
yond the limited scope of human sensory perception by proving its fallibility or
subjective distortions (Fick 42). Fechner and Lotze were trying to restore trust
in the human senses by stressing the existential meaning of individual sensory
experiences. Yet while Fechner and Lotze are still caught in nineteenth-century
anthropocentrism, their focus on the human subject no longer privileges the
mind but assigns a spiritual quality to physical bodies. Fechner sharply opposes
scientific empiricism, which presumes a world made up of dead objects that can
only be observed from an external perspective. His contemporary Lotze goes
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even further by asserting that we can know other human beings only by deduc-
ing from our own inner experiences and projecting our emotions and sensations
onto these individuals. Schopenhauer, on the other hand, deviates from this
hierarchical distinction between res cogitans (essence) and res extensa (surface)
by viewing the neurosensory apparatus as an intrinsic part of human physiol-
ogy (Riedel, Homo 76—77). His philosophy presumes that the universe is not a
human projection but consists of an all-pervasive dynamic force, called “Will,”
which permeates all living organisms and predetermines the human individual.

Biologist and philosopher Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919), who popularized
Darwin in Germany, agreed with Schopenhauer’s assumption that both hu-
mans and animals share common preconscious instincts and emotions. In view
of the neurophysiological kinships and the Darwinian realization of a common
evolutionary history between humans and animals, many fin-de-siécle literary
texts explore their affinities. These works challenge eatlier Idealist philosophies
that upheld human intellectual self-determination. Hofmannsthal’s story fo-
cuses on human-animal relations and explores to what extent the presumed
freedom of will distinguishes humans from other species. In line with Fech-
ner’s, Lotze’s, and Schopenhauer’s monistic pantheisms, Hofmannsthal’s aes-
thetics also aims at expressing emotional and corporeal experiences from a
subjective point of view that scientific investigations are unable to represent.®

The continuing attempts by philosophers and scientists to establish proce-
dures that were intended to guarantee the universal validity of scientific findings
deepened the rift between “objective” science and “subjective” literature during
the course of the nineteenth century (Daston and Galison 254). Scientists, such
as Herman von Helmholtz (1821-94), became aware that human perceptions
are by no means reliable representations of external reality but“are only signs of
external objects” and that “even the Kantian a priory intuition of space was sim-
ply a’subjective form of intuition [Anschauungsform], like the sensory qualities
of red, sweet, cold” (ibid.). They concluded that scientific objectivity could not
be achieved through mere observation of nature; “instead, objectivity lay in the
invariable relations among sensations, read like the abstract signs of a language
rather than as images of the world” (ibid. 253). The unreliability of human
perception resulted in efforts to exclude or neutralize the scientists’ subjective
observations in order to preserve universal validity. These efforts were accom-
panied by the progressing specialization of scientific research, the abstraction
of scientific language, and the scientists’ willful suppression of subjective im-
pressions, ot, in Schopenhauerian terminology, the “will to willnessless” (ibid.
203). It is not surprising that these developments contributed to the separation
of the two cultures of Natur- and Geisteswissenschaften. Literary explorations
then focused with greater intensity on the domains that were excluded from
scientific observations: namely impressions, sensations, and emotions, that is,
human subjectivity.
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Figure 9.2. Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919), Tree of Life. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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Hofmannsthal’s enactments of human-animal affinities point to this aes-
thetic reorientation, which became prevalent at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury (Riedel, Homo xii—xv).” More concretely, Hofmannsthal's Andreas (1913/
1931) emphasizes the commonalities between humans and animals. By high-
lighting verbal and surreptitious connections between a servant’s instinctual
impulses and his master’s ostensible attempts to distance himself from these,
the text reveals the discrepancies between the protagonist’s moral and ratio-
nal justifications and the hidden motivations of his actions (Riedel, Homo
32-34)." Ultimately, the text shows that rational discourse inevitably creates a
deceptive distance between the illusive ideal of self-perfection and the underly-
ing struggle for self-preservation driven by the survival instinct, the undeniable
part of the human being’s animal nature.

While there have been numerous studies that engage with the use of ani-
mal metaphors in Hofmannsthal, none of these focuses explicitly on the re-
lationships between the protagonists, the servants, their objects of desire,
and their interactions with animals."! My reading of the Finazzer episode in
Hofmannsthal’s Andreas views the fragmentary novel as a response to the
scientific developments at the end of the nineteenth century. In the story, the
Knecht—commonly translated as “servant” or “groom”—is represented as sub-
human or between human and animal (HoSW 30:48, 51, 54, 66)."> The bestial
Knecht can be interpreted as the haunting abject figments of the protagonist’s
self-images that expose the gap between his spiritual aspirations and his animal
instincts. Yet by revealing the protagonist’s close afhliation with his servant, the
text undermines the main character’s willful separation from his animalistic
counterpart. Instead, the text points to the continuity and unity of living na-
ture, of which the human is always already a part, even before its individuation.
In short, the text can be read as an attempt at subverting the Idealist mind-
body division that prevailed as an imago of the archetypical human being even
after its Darwinian and Freudian demystifications. This chapter will examine
specific examples of how the literary employment of the figure of the servant
and his animalistic agencies, such as horses, dogs, snakes, cats, and eagles, blur
the prevailing human-animal distinction and therefore also the mind-body
dualism.”

Hofmannsthal's Andreas presents this dualism metaphorically in the form
of the human-animal distinction that allows the bourgeois subject to preserve
his narcissistic self-image by suppressing his animalistic inclinations. However,
the protagonist’s attempts to overcome his inner disunity are bound to fail as
the abjection of the unacknowledged animalistic Other inevitably precedes the
subject’s intellectual awareness thereof.'* This is why Andreas has a glorified
vision of himself and his actions and cannot recognize the servant as the em-
bodiment of his unacceptable desires and characteristics. In other words, the
subject’s identity depends on the suppression of his instincts. The narrative
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underlines the subject’s ignorance of its preexisting animalistic nature by letting
the figures of the Knecht suddenly emerge out of the blue without the protag-
onist’s anticipation.'

In contrast to Hofmannsthal’s literary explorations of this topic, the monis-
tic philosophies of Fechner, Haeckel, Bélsche, and Schopenhauer suggest that
the subject can potentially overcome its inner division either through subjec-
tive sensory and physical awareness (Einfiihlung; Fechner, Bolsche, Haeckel)
or through self-abnegation (Schopenhauer). Sexual copulation, during which
the subject abandons its individuality in favor of a higher unison, would be the
prime example for the successful unification of the un-identical. However, the
dissolution of the mind-body division can only be experienced temporarily in
states of ecstasy or in complete self-annihilation (Schopenhauer). Hofmannst-
hal's Andreas can be read as an allegory that bears witness to both the suppres-
sion of the instincts and the intellect’s inaptitude to overcome the mind-body
schism. The novel also depicts the failure of the humanist concept of Bildung
and its promise to liberate the bourgeois subject through self-tutelage.

While the bestial Knecht claims to facilitate the protagonist’s travels, he
takes control of his master’s journey and leads him on a terrifying ride to un-
familiar locations. This servant, Gotthelf, is depicted as brutish and is linked
to the sexual assault of his master’s potential lovers and objects of desire.'® The
following textual analysis will show how fictional enactments of fantastic and
yet imaginable constellations can problematize and destabilize theoretical as-
sumptions by reenacting fluid, unsettled, and dreamlike experiences.

Hofmannsthal’s Andreas

In Hofmannsthal’s Andreas, the servant named Gotthelf is a diabolical crea-
ture, who—Ilike Mephistopheles in Goethe’s Faust—attempts to take advan-
tage of the protagonist under the pretext of offering his services to Andres von
Ferschengelder,'” a young traveler of the lower Viennese nobility (Miles 123).
Gotthelf, a name that literally means“God’s help,® appears all of a sudden and
recommends himself by bragging about his professional experiences having al-
legedly served under the most illustrious masters of German aristocracy. While
Andres becomes suspicious, even disgusted by Gotthelf’s brashness, he feels
nonetheless compelled to come up with excuses for his reluctance to employ
the pushy loudmouth in view of his seemingly outstanding references (HoSW
30:47-48). Andres's insecurities, his vanity and respect for people of higher
standing, provide Gotthelf with an opportunity to exploit the inexperienced
traveler’s weaknesses (HoSW 30:49). In short, Gotthelf manipulates Andres
to take him into his services and to buy a second horse for their Grand Tour to
Italy.
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Hofmannsthal’s fragmentary novel has often been interpreted as a type of
Bildungsroman, a genre that typically portrays the journey of a young male pro-
tagonist and his development toward maturity, commonly ending with his in-
tegration into society after a string of potentially hazardous adventures (Miles
3-136, Mayer 130-31, 137). Situated in the 1770s when the Grand Tour was
customary for young gentlemen of the upper classes, Hofmannsthal’s novel
both imitates and undermines the conventional Bildungsroman. As someone
who has been brought up with this ideal of an education—after all, the Grand
Tour is financed by his parents (HoSW 30:63)—Andres perceives Gotthelf as
a bestial creature who poses a threat to his civility and reputation. Consequently,
he attempts to distance himself from his eerily deceitful companion by com-
paring him to a raging fox and a spider (HoSW 30:51). Yet Gotthelf displays
the same condescending name-calling of people. He equates the women with
whom he allegedly had intercourse to animals who are completely beholden to
their base instincts. For instance, he describes one of them as a “kranke Hiin-
din” (sick bitch) (HoSW 30:50) and likens amorous women to female foxes,
in analogy to Andres who fancies Gotthelf to a raging fox (HoSW 30:50—
51). Andres’s and Gotthelf’s inclinations to degrade human objects of scorn
by describing them as animals underline the aflinity of their fantasies. Their
degrading name-calling resonates, of course, with the mind-body division that
removes human beings from the animal world and subjects the physical and
sensory capacities to the control of the intellect. Andres's unsuccessful attempts
to keep Gotthelf at a distance, their spatial proximity, and the similarity of their
sensual imagination suggest an indomitable codependence between master and
servant. As an unconscious force that succeeds in manipulating the protago-
nist’s “free will,””® Gotthelf can be seen as a manifestation of the protagonist’s
unconscious or id*%:

So hatte denn Andres einen Bedienten der hinter ihm ritt und seinen Mantel-
sack iibergeschnallt hatte, ehe er es recht wufSte und wollte. . . . es wire ihm lieber
gewesen (den) ersten Tag nicht wieder durchzumachen. Aber da fruchtete kein
Wollen. (HoSW 30:49)

(So Andres had a servant riding behind him, who strapped his coat bag over
his shoulder before he knew it and wanted it. ... He would have rather wanted
not to repeat his first day. But wanting did not amount to anything in this case.)

Hofmannsthal juxtaposes Andres’s feebly expressed intentions to the ser-
vant’s coercive determination that conceals sexual desire with seemingly co-
gent reasoning (HoSW 30:49). Although the sexually inexperienced Andres
is appalled by Gotthelf’s bragging about his sexual humiliation of women, he
remains silent because he is ashamed of his ignorance with regard to women.
When confronted with his instincts—and in this case Gotthelf represents the
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sexual drive—Andres is powerless. Put differently, Andres secretly desires to
be the kind of womanizer that Gotthelf boasts to be.

Hofmannsthal's narrative stresses the dominance of the unconscious
through sudden shifts from chronological narration to the protagonist’s fan-
tasies that reveal his secret desires (HoSW 30:51-52; 54; 60; 69-71). These
imaginations are at times prompted by Gotthelf’s pugnacious behavior that of-
fends Andres’s ethical sensibilities. At one point Gotthelf’s vulgarities stimulate
Andpres to fancy himself as “der beste Schiitz” (the best shooter) whose hunting
skills make him the target of a beautiful duchess’s glances: " .. wie er schiefit
spielt [der] Blick [der Grifin] so mit ihm wie er mit dem Leben der Waldtiere”
(... as he shoots, the duchess’s gaze plays with him as he plays with the lives
of the animals of the forest) (HoSW 30:51). This enticingly daring foreplay
soon ends in a “wildes Tun” (wild activity), with a common “Weib” (wench),
an activity that is far from beautiful and resembles “ein Morden im Dunkeln”
(a killing in the dark) in an isolated chamber with thick walls (HoSW 30:51).
Significantly, this fantasy also ends in an abhorrent vision of Gotthelf shooting
“mit aufgerissenem Maul auf ein Weib, das im Hemd zu ihm geschlichen ist”
(with his gaping maw at a wench who came crawling to him in her nightshirt)
(ibid.). At that point, Andres can still blame his servant and his cunning lewd-
ness for animalistic cruelties. However, the story’s almost seamless blending of
fantasy and perceived reality suggests with mounting evidence that Andres and
his servant are indeed one and the same person (see also Le Rider 98-99).%

Andres’s gradual awareness of his loss of innocence is connected to a rest
stop at an isolated Gehift (estate) on their journey toward Italy. The estate is
surrounded by a stone wall, and life in the family is presented from Andres's
perspective as an idyllic, self-sufficient paradise where humans and animals live
in harmony. Romana, the young daughter of the family Finazzer, who appears
to Andres “in ihrem bedachten Ernst ... wie ein Kind, im UnbewufSten aber
und in der Lieblichkeit und Grofle wie eine Jungfrau” (in her thoughtful sin-
cerity ... as a child, and yet unconsciously in her gracefulness and size as a
virgin), proudly tells Andres the history of her family (HoSW 30:55). The
fact that Andres perceives the family’s incestuous relationships as innocuous
and affectionate not only shows his naiveté but also his surreptitious proclivity
to imagine his sexual desire for Romana as pure and innocent. Andres’s initial
idealization of life at the Finazzer estate is underlined by the natural cohabi-
tation of humans and animals (HoSW 30:54-56, 58). The colorful depiction
of these idyllic scenes stands in stark contrast to Andres’s moral ruminations.
When he becomes aware that Romana’s mother observes his and Romana’s in-
timacies and presumes her to disapprove of their “freier Umgang” (uninhibited
conduct), the mother’s face appears to him “triib und streng” (dreary and stern)
(HoSW 30:58). The ambiguities and stark contrasts are significant semantic
elements and permeate the entire story, from the characterization of the figures
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to the representation of nature. While the narration renders Andres’s infatu-
ated imagination in the most vivid and beautiful colors, it portrays Gotthelf’s
interaction with the maid as crude and repulsive, emphasizing the maid’s un-
kempt hair, heated cheeks, and suggestive giggle. Andres cannot help noticing
that Gotthelf was “mehr auf ihr drauf als ihr” (rather on than next to) the maid
(ibid.) and that the slob was barely able to assume ‘eine manierliche Stellung”
(a seemly posture) (ibid.).

So, as I have shown, the objects of male desire in Hofmannsthal's story are
split into two figures that are nonetheless closely affiliated: an ostensibly inno-
cent Romana and a lewd maid. Yet, Hofmannsthal’s narrative destabilizes this
juxtaposition of the two women characters in various ways. Romana, for in-
stance, not only complies in responding to Andres’s desires but actively seduces
him (HoSW 30:56, 59). In addition, their love scene immediately succeeds
Gotthelf’s brutish intimacies with the maid. Another juxtaposition of scenes
that links Edenic purity and erotic transgression depicts Romana’s seductive
supine position that lures a female goat to stand above her and let her drink
(HoSW 30:56-57). The following analogous scene emphasizes the seemingly
naive yet sexually motivated union of Andres and Romana by depicting Ro-
mana as an innocent seductress:

Flink schwang sie die grofien leichten Glieder in das Bett und lag der Linge nach
darin und beriihrte mit der Fuf8spitze nur leise das untere Bettholz. Andreas
war iiber sie gebeugt. So fréhlich und arglos lag sie unter ihm, wie sie sich auch
unter die Geif hingestreckt hatte. Andreas sah auf ihren halboffenen Mund, sie
streckte die Arme nach ihm aus und zog ihn leise an sich, daf$ seine Lippen die
ihren beriihrten. ... Sie lieff ihn und zog ihn wieder sanft zu sich und nahm und
gab wieder einen Kuf8 und dann auf die gleiche Weise zum dritten und vierten

Mal. (HoSW 30:59)

(Swiftly she bounced her big light limbs into the bed and lay there lengthwise.
Her tip of the toes softly touched the wooden frame of the bed. Andreas hun-
kered over her. She lay underneath him so cheerfully and artlessly, just as she
had lain down under the goat. Andreas looked at her parted lips. She reached
her arms out to him and pulled him softly closer, so that his lips touched hers. . ..
She released him and pulled him again softly closer and received and bestowed a
kiss and then did the same for a third and fourth time.)

The love scene reveals Andres’s self-portrayal as an innocent spectator and
passive participant in a child’s game. Reading the Romana episode from a fin-
de-siécle perspective, one cannot fail but notice the ironic discrediting of the
idealization of bourgeois love. The narrator’s initial effort to portray this love
scene as playful and innocent is diluted by Romana’s passionate involvement
in the erotic action. While the narrative describes the love scene from Andres’s
perspective, it also exposes his biased point of view.*> Moreover, the sudden
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shift from innocent playfulness to erotic enrapture captures the immediacy of
sexual impulses, which, in view of their uncontrollable inception, evade moral
judgment. Precisely because moral censure of instinctual behavior is only pos-
sible from hindsight, it must be seen as a deceitful attempt to safeguard the
human by rejecting its “animal” nature. Likewise, Andres tries to preserve his
human ethos in conformity with his bourgeois upbringing. Andres’s point of
view suffers precisely from this delusional separation of innocent love from im-
moral sex. His attempts at distancing himself from the lecherous Gotthelf, his
idealization of Romana as pure and guileless, his perception of a paradisiac na-
ture on the Finazzer estate, his obliviousness to the Finazzer family’s incestuous
behavior, his indebtedness to his parents’ fiscal and moral mandate of becoming
a responsible, educated human being, all of this forces him to reject his uncon-
scious actions upon reflection. His Grand Tour’s directive of maturation leads,
however, to self-delusion as it requires the suppression of his animal nature.
The unfortunate consequences of this Idealist concept of a rational human-
ity that is thought capable of self-improvement are illustrated in an allegorical
saying uttered by Gotthelf. When Andres and Romana interrupt Gotthelf and
the maid in brewing a nefarious concoction, which in Gotthelf’s words can “ein
krankes Ross gesund und einen gesunden Hund krank machen” (cure a sick
horse and make a healthy dog sick) (HoSW 30:58), the narrative reaches an
important turning point. Read in allegorical terms, the association of horse and
dog constitutes an important link between Andres’s idealization of Romana
and condemnation of Gotthelf. While the concoction allows Gotthelf to give
the horse he sold to Andres a healthy appearance, the same “medicine” later
poisons the Finazzers' dog. One could read the brew as a metaphor for the
idealization of living creatures, which on the one hand superficially changes the
horse’s appearance but also leads to the suppression of animal instincts sym-
bolized by the poisoning of the dog. Andres can be considered complicit in the
deceptive or lethal abuse of animals. His traumatic flashbacks to his youth that
remind him of his killings of a cat and of a little dog support this assumption
(HoSW 30:64, 71). Andres half-heartedly admits to the repression of these

reminders of his sadistic instincts yet does not fully acknowledge them:

Thm war unsicher ob ers gethan hatte oder nicht, aber es kommt aus ihm. So
rithrt thn das Unendliche an. Die Erinnerung war martervoll, trotzdem wan-
delte ihn Heimweh an nach dem zwélfjihrigen Knaben Andres der das began-
gen hatte. Alles schien thm gut was nicht hier war; alles lebenswert aufler der

Gegenwart. (HoSW 30:71)

(It seemed uncertain whether he did it or not, but it comes from within. This is
how the infinite touches him. The memory was painful, and yet he was longing
for the twelve-year-old boy who had done this. Everything that was not here
seemed good; everything was worth living for except for the present.)
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It is noteworthy that in this interior monologue the narrator empathizes
with the protagonist and equates the subconscious with the infinite. Infinity as
a superhuman transcendent phenomenon dwarfs human agency and therefore
presents the I as a victim rather than as a perpetrator. Distant memories seem,
albeit painful, impersonal (‘es kommt aus ihm”) and provide an opportunity
for self-excuse by blaming an independent “It.” The longing for the childhood
past can also be seen in this context of repression because it diminishes the
protagonist’s responsibility for his actions. Although these subconscious
flashbacks can be painful, the time lapse permits for personal self-justification.
By deceitfully changing the horse’s appearance (idealization) and abusing the
dog of his childhood, because he could not bear seeing that it was submissive
not only to him but also to other dogs, he destroys the possibility of a personal
friendship with animals. In addition, he also makes it impossible to accept his
own animal nature. This repressive mechanism can be extended to his human
relationships as well: by idealizing Romana, Andres is incapable of acknowl-
edging his own inner Gotthelf. Therefore Andres is completely taken aback
and speechless when Gotthelf points out the similarities of his and his master’s
sexual relationships (HoSW 30:60):“Dem Andres war eine Hitze in der Brust
und stieg gewaltsam die Kehle herauf, aber keine Rede 16ste sich ihm von der
Zunge; er hitte dem mit der Faust ums Maul schlagen wollen—warum tat er
es nicht?” (Andres felt the heat in his chest rising up his throat, but neverthe-
less he remained tongue tied; he had wanted to hit Gotthelf’s muzzle with his
fist—why didn't he do it?) (HoSW 30:60). The question of why he did not
silence Gotthelf is left unanswered—a lacuna that suggests the inadmissible
validity of Gotthelf’s allusion. The imagined opposition between the Finazzers’
idyllic family life and Gotthelf’s violent atrocities allow Andres to blame his
own sexual fantasies on his bestial other and preserve his innocence. Not sur-
prisingly, Gotthelf disappears after he poisons the dog, as the action sharpens
Andpres’s senses and reminds him of his own cruelty toward animals. His guilt
feelings are interspersed with haunting fantasies about Romana, which he ini-
tially tries to legitimize by imagining Romana as his wife and as the mother of
his children (HoSW 30:63). Bourgeois respectability is undermined, however,
in his dreams.

One of his dreams connects his desire for a fleeing Romana to his childhood
home in Vienna. He finds himself in a “Durchhaus,” a house that connects two
streets through a passage (HoSW 30:64). In front of the door that leads to
Romana is a dying cat whose back he had broken with a drawbar and who
had been unable to die for a long time (ibid.). The connection of pain and
desire (“Wollust”) is unacceptable to Andres. Its instinctual erotic undertones
conflict with his bourgeois ideals. However, the subconsciously repressed in-
stinctual gratification that connects violence with pleasure haunts him in his
dreams. His sadistic torturing of the animals is projected onto his victims, ap-
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pearing in its distorted form as a horrifying image. The cat approaches him like
a snake. As he attempts to step over the animal “mit unsiglicher Qual, trifft ihn
der Blick des verdrehten Katzenkopfes von unten, die Rundheit des Katzen-
kopfes aus einem zugleich katzenhaften und hiindischen Gesicht, erfiillt mit
Wollust und Todesqual in grifilicher Vermischung” (the gaze of a twisted cat’s
head meets him from below with unspeakable pain, the roundness of the cat’s
head in a simultaneously feline and canine face full of lust and agony horribly
blended together) (HoSW 30:64). The cat that he maimed is linked to the dog
that Gotthelf poisoned, and his erotic fantasies about Romana are connected
to Gotthelf’s sexual abuse of the maid, whose desperate sobbing wakes him
from his dream. The sound of the maid’s “‘unauthérliche Klagen” (endless weep-
ing) are matched by the “maflosen Schrecken” (boundless horror) on Romana’s
face, and Andres “ahnte nun einen grifllichen Zusammenhang, dass es ihn kalt
iiberlief” (now felt a terrible connection, so that he had to shudder) (HoSW
30:66).

In this dream Andres anxiously pursues Romana, but he also must conceal
that he is chasing her. The dream highlights the resemblance of the imagined
Romana and the Romana who suddenly appears in a niche of the raped maid’s
room with a terrified expression on her face and a trembling body as if she had
been raped herself (HoSW 30:66). Moreover, Andres's earlier attempt to have
sex with Romana and his ominous guilt feelings of having committed “etwas
Schweres” (something grave) (HoSW 30:65) provides further indication that
Gotthelf can be understood as Andres’s alter ego.

Andres's repression of his erotic desires becomes manifest as he refuses to
acknowledge the similarity between himself and his groom. Yet while Romana
invites his romantic thoughts by leading him on through both her insinua-
tions during their conversations and her seemingly natural, uninhibited behav-
ior (HoSW 30:57; 59), Andres is not as passive as he appears initially when
he lets himself be dominated by Gotthelf. For instance, he deliberately forgets
having ordered Gotthelf to carry his coat bag up to his room. He carries it up
himself, so that he has the opportunity to be alone with Romana. The text
makes Andres’s duplicitous behavior obvious: “Andres nahm den Mantelsack er
that als hitte er vergessen, was er dem Burschen [Gotthelf] anbefohlen hatte,
er griibelte selber vor wem er so that, vor sich, vor dem Ketl oder vor Romana”
(Andres took the coat bag. He acted as if he had forgotten what he had ordered
his servant. He wondered himself for whom he had put on this appearance, for
himself, for the lad, or for Romana) (HoSW 30:59). The fact that Andres is
not sure whether he is deceiving himself, Gotthelf, or Romana makes all three
characters the objects of his duplicity. Andres cannot be trusted because he de-
ceives himself in order to manipulate both his object of disdain (Gotthelf), and
of desire (Romana), as well as his idealized view of himself. The triangular rela-
tionship between Andres, Gotthelf, and Romana is symbiotic because Gotthelf
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and Romana have become part of Andres’s distorted perception. It is worth
mentioning that Andres and Romana’s love scene immediately succeeds Got-
thelf’s intimacies with the maid. Andres’s distancing from Gotthelf is linked
to his desire of having a pure love relationship with Romana. His clandestine
knowledge of his deceptive behavior must be censured because it would com-
promise his personal integrity as well as the preservation of his romanticized
love relationship with Romana.

Romana’s association with the violent dream sequence and her sudden,
half-naked appearance at the rape scene also undermines the deceptive separa-
tion of the two protagonists and their love objects:

Traumartig, als hitte er nun hier gesehen, was er wollte, ging er durch die Knechte
und Migde durch, die ihm stillschweigend Platz machten; da stand hinter al-
len, in eine Tiirnische geduckt, Romana halb angezogen, mit blofen Fiiflen und
zitternd. Fast so wie ich sie im Traum gesehen habe, dachte es in ihm. Als sie
ihn gewahr wurde, nahm ihr Gesicht den Ausdruck mafllosen Schreckens an.

(HoSW 30:66)

(Dreamily, as if he had now seen what he wanted to see, he made his way through
the servants and maids, who silently made room for him; there, bent into a door
niche, Romana was standing partially dressed with bare feet and trembling.
When she noticed him, her face assumed the expression of boundless horror.)

While Andres becomes partially aware of his inadmissible desires expressed
by his close afhiliation with his servant, which are made apparent through au-
thorial interventions such as “wie der Herr so der Knecht” (HoSW 30:67),
the experiences at the Finazzer Gehift bring back memories of his youth as a
twelve-year-old. Especially Gotthelf’s poisoning of Finazzer’s dog, which An-
dres then buries out of guilt feelings, reminds him of his terrible torture and
killing of his own little dog. Although these memories are martervoll (painful),
they also instill in him a yearning for his younger self (HoSW 30:71). Both
these experiences are connected to Andres’s lost innocence that no longer al-
lows him to have an animal companion (HoSW 30:70). His intuition, that
there was a connection “between him and the dead dog” as well as “between
him and Gotthelf” (HoSW 30:72), is more fully revealed in another dream,
in which Romana utters the proverbial phrase, “ich weif8 nicht, wo der Hund
begraben liegt” (HoSW 30:72-73), which can be rendered as“I do not know
where the bones are buried.” In this dream Romana “sank halb zu Boden wie
ein verwundetes Reh” (swooned like a wounded deer) and believed that An-
dres was both Gotthelf and yet not Gotthelf. She then begged Andres not to
strip her naked and bind her to the bedpost as Gotthelf had done with the
maid (HoSW 30:73). All these connections between master and servant sug-
gest Gotthelf is indeed Andres’s instinctual beastly other. Gotthelf disappears
precisely at the point when Andres is in danger of becoming aware of his own

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Blurring the Human/ Animal Boundary ~ 211

brutish nature. In spite of his guilt feelings, Andres never fully acknowledges
his secret sadist desires.

When Andres continues his Grand Tour, he leaves behind the Finazzer fam-
ily and the memory of his darker self by sublimating his love affair with Ro-
mana. His imagined spiritual self becomes manifest again through an animal
metaphor. In overcoming the experiences at the Finazzer Gehift, he identifies
with an eagle that soars high above the valley: “Andres umfing den Vogel, ja er
schwang sich auf zu ihm mit einem beseligten Gefiihl. Nicht in das Tier hinein
zwang es ihn diesmal, nur des Tieres hdchste Gewalt und Gabe fiihlte er auch
in seine Seele flieffen” (Andres embraced the bird, yes he ascended to it with a
blissful feeling. This time he was not forced into the animal, instead he felt his
soul imbibing the animal’s highest power and gift) (HoSW 30:76). In short,
Andres does not identify with the eagle’s body but only with its idealized, sym-
bolic powers. He projects the elation that he is able to experience by connecting
his identification with the soaring bird to his love relationship with Romana:
“Wie jener in gewaltigen Riumen das zarte Reh hegte, mit Schattenkiihle es
deckte, mit bliulichem Dunkel es vor dem Verfolger barg, so lebte in ihm Ro-
mana” (Like that eagle protected the dear in mighty spaces, covered it with his
cool shadow, and hid it with bluish darkness from [its] persecutor, this is how
Romana lived inside of him) (HoSW 30:76). Andres’s romantic fantasy of an
eagle that protects and shelters a tender fawn from its persecutor is in stark
contrast to the violent animal relationships that he experienced during his stay
at the Finazzer estate. Likewise his love affair with Romana has been purged of
the sadistic sexual violence that his bestial other, Gotthelf inflicted on the maid.
Although Andres's “overcoming” of the Finazzer episode by glorifying the eagle
may seem like a happy ending, it is a sublimation that keeps him from acknowl-
edging that his bodily desires predetermine his thoughts, regardless of his at-
tempts to control them. Consequently, one can read Hofmannsthal’s narrative
as a fictional enactment of the humanist ideal of self-improvement—the goal
of the Grand Tour on which Andreas and so many bourgeois intellectuals em-
barked. While Hofmannsthal'’s critique thwarts the idea of bourgeois aspira-
tions of individual autonomy;, it can nevertheless be read as an extension of the
mandate of an increased self-awareness, albeit with a significantly diminished
trust in the rational faculties. After all, the demystification of the faith in auton-
omy of the individual has its parallel in the Enlightenment’s demystification of
religion. Simply put, the loss of bourgeois ideals means a gain in self-awareness.
Yet this greater awareness of the human subject’s irrational instincts does not
translate into its empowerment as it is accompanied by a loss of orientation and
self-control. The fact that the ego is no longer master in its own house has even
greater consequences than Freudian psychoanalysis assumed. In this respect,
Hofmannsthal’s fictional narrative goes further than the Freudian attempt to
grasp the power of the unconscious with rational means, as it illustrates the
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predetermining powers of the subject’s cultural conditioning in an exemplary
way. Andres does not make progress because his humanist upbringing with
its ideal of individual autonomy allows him to distance himself from the dark
forces of his animalistic desires.

In the context of fin-de-siécle Vienna's rebellion against the false idealiza-
tion of traditional bourgeois notions of romantic love, Hofmannsthal's An-
dreas can be read as an anti-Bildungsroman, in which the protagonist matures
by sublimating desires and experiences that do not conform to bourgeois moral
standards. Andres's development is presented from a quasi-Nietzschean per-
spective that views civilization as a repression of the instinctual nature of the
human. In other words, Hofmannsthal's Andreas is a travesty of the humanist
belief in self-mastery and self-improvement. By associating the carnal aspect
of love with the servant and maid while reserving its spiritual qualities for the
“master,” Hofmannsthal exposes the fabrications of a conventional bourgeois
aesthetics. This tradition projected the dependence on the instincts on the
lower ranks in order to preserve the ideal of an autonomous bourgeois subject.

Read together with Schnitzler’s Liebelei, discussed in the previous chapter,
Hofmannsthal's Andreas is another expression of the fin-de-siécle critique of
Idealist metaphysics. However, the texts also resonate with the humanist legacy
by trying to overcome the repressive aspects of what was perceived as the tyr-
anny of Christian middle-class morality and the overvaluation of reason. Many
texts of this period focus on the exploration of uncanny distortions of con-
sciousness that could not be mediated adequately in rational or factual terms.
Schnitzler and Hofmannsthal expanded on Marx’s, Nietzsche’s, and Freud’s
exposure of the overpowering socioeconomic, cultural, and phylogenetic forces
that led to the individual’s demystification. Their literary enactments of the
consequences of neo-humanist ideology for the bourgeois subject’s anachro-
nistic and illusory self-perceptions are central to these works and many others

of this period.

Notes

1. In works such as Hofmannsthals Reitergeschichte (A Rider’s Story), Brief des Lord
Chandos (Lord Chandos Letter), and Mdrchen der 672. Nacht (Tale of the 672nd Night),
or Kafka’s Bericht fiir eine Akademie (A Report to an Academy), Eine Kreuzung (A Cross-
breed), and Die Verwandlung (The Metamorphosis), to name just a few with a focus on
human-animal relations, many fin-de-siécle writers challenge the notion of a clearly
definable human-animal boundary.

2. “Eine Anpassung an die neuen Resultate der Forschung ist durchweg das Einfachste,
was man verlangen kann. Der gesunde Realismus ermdglicht diese Anpassung. Indem
er einerseits die hohen Giiter der Poesie wahrt, ersetzt er andererseits die veralteten
Grundanschauungen in geschicktem Umtausch durch neue der exacten Wissenschaft
entsprechende” (The simplest thing one can demand is an adaptation to the new results
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of research. A healthy realism makes this adaption possible. Preserving the assets of
poetry on the one hand, it conveniently replaces anachronistic assumptions for new
ones that are compatible with exact science”) (Bslsche, Grundlagen 5).

Bolsche belonged to the Friedrichshagener Dichterkreis, a literary society that included
other well-known writers of the time, such as Bruno Wille and the Hart brothers.
Both Hofmannsthal and Kafka were introduced to Schopenhauer’s ideas via Nietz-
sche’s philosophy, which they had both read at a young age (Riedel, Homo 25; Robert-
son 109).

Although the depiction of subconscious processes had already been explored in Ro-
mantic literature, the distrust in the rational faculties and the skepticism regarding the
scientific disclosure of nature’s secrets had grown stronger. This does not mean, how-
ever, that the major developments in the sciences did not exert any strong influences on
late nineteenth-century literature.

While these metaphysical systems were able to both overcome the antagonism of sci-
ence and religion as well as provide meaning to an otherwise meaningless accumulation
of seemingly unrelated scientific facts, they also smacked of pseudoscientific specula-
tion (Riedel, Homo 69). Nevertheless, they pointed to a lacuna that the sciences were
unable to fill.

Bolsche invokes Fechner as a prime example of the attempt to complement the scien-
tific materialism with a spiritual outlook that was inspired by Schelling’s and Oken’s
Romantic Naturphilosophie. Bélsche's materialist philosophy had an optimistic outlook
(Bélsche, Weltstadt 283-93) in contrast to Schopenhauer’s pessimistic nihilism.
Certainly the long tradition of fables endows animals from an anthropocentric point
of view; however, this portrayal of human behavior through animal characters is very
much steeped in the moral and rational discourse of the Enlightenment, which as-
sumes that behavior is based on the human ability to make ethical choices and can be
judged according to objective moral criteria. This assumption had become untenable
with the realization that preconscious desires and survival instincts predetermine our
moral understanding.

The publication dates of the two texts do not coincide with the dates of composition.
The main fragment of Hofmannsthal's Andreas was written either before or in 1913.
After that, Hofmannsthal kept working on the text, but he was never able to integrate
the several hundred notes that he amended. The sketchy and random notes do not pro-
vide a coherent outline of the novel’s planned trajectory or ending and contain revisions
that contradict earlier plans. John Zilcosky relies on these notes in his Freudian study
on uncanny encounters with the exotic foreign. He examines Hofmannsthal’s text
in view of the author’s development after 1918, which claims with good reason that
“Hofmannsthal’s post-1918 expansion suggests that he, like [his protagonist] Andreas,
imagines a new geographic space ... that will grant his character an imperial ego and
himself a finished Bildungsroman” (150). While Hofmannsthal’s notes suggest indeed
that the protagonist visits Africa and Egypt and “completes his nostos by returning to
Austria, marrying Romana, and having many children,” the Hofmannsthal fragment of
1913 provides no indication of this development. In fact, the ending of a traditional Bil-
dungsroman seems to contradict my interpretation, which reads the Finazzer episode as
a fin-de-siécle criticism of the humanist ideal of Bildung.

David H. Miles views Hofmannsthal as a Neoplatonist who attempts in Andreas “to
fuse the modern sensibility of a Rilke or a Kafka with the ideals and outlook of Goethe”
(Miles 10). In contrast to Miles's study, my investigation claims that the protagonist’s
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11.

12.

13.

attempts to sublimate his unconscious desires are presented as self-serving delusions
and prevent the protagonist’'s self-knowledge.

See, for instance, Helen Frink, Animal Symbolism in Hofmannsthal's Works (New York:
Lang, 1987); Eva Hoffmann, “Jede unserer Seelen lebt nur einen Augenblick’: Erzihl-
perspektive, Wahrnehmung und Animalitit in Hofmannsthal’s Reitergeschichte, Stu-
dia Austriaca 23 (2015): 51-64; Konrad Heumann, “Mensch und Tier: Zum Problem
der Objektfindung bei Ganghofer und Hofmannsthal; Mit einem Jagdbilderbogen von
Max Arco Zinneberg,” Deutsche Vierteljabrsschrift fir Literaturwissenschaft und Geistes-
geschichte 78, no. 4 (2005): 602—33; Elke-Maria Clauss, “. . . und weiss nicht Mensch
und Tier zu unterscheiden’: Zur Funktionsweise der Tierbilder in Hofmannsthal’s
Elektra,” in Die Zoologie der Triume: Studien zum Tiermotiv in der Literatur der Mo-
derne, ed. Dorothee Romhild (Opladen: Westdeutscher, 1999), 59-83; Kyle Wanberg,
“The Writer's Inadequate Response: Elizabeth Costello and the Influence of Katka and
Hofmannsthal,” European Journal of English Studies 20, no. 2 (2016): 152-65; Jacques
Le Rider, Modernity and Crises of Identity: Culture and Society in Fin-de-Siécle Vienna
(New York: Continuum, 1993): 97—100. This selection is by no means comprehensive.
All subsequent references to Hofmannsthal's Andreas are taken from Hugo von
Hofmannsthal, Samtliche Werke: Kritische Ausgabe, vol. 30, ed. Manfred Pape (Frank-
furt am Main: S. Fischer, 1982), and appear parenthetically in the text.

Although Miles points out that the Freudian or Jungian influences on Hofmannsthal’s
Andreas are faitly obvious, he does not fully acknowledge their impact on the antibour-
geois aesthetics. While he identifies the Finazzer episode’s major theme as “Andreas’
inability to come to terms with the dark side of love, with his own unconscious erotic
desire” (165), he views the protagonist’s later sublimation of his erotic desires by identi-
fying with an eagle in the air as successful in connection with the “overall pattern of love
in the Bildungsroman” (149). By comparing the protagonist’s romanticized image of
Romana to Natalie and Mathilde, the idealized heroines of Goethe’s Wilbelmm Meister
and Novalis's Heinrich von Ofterdingen, Miles interprets this spiritualization of love as
an inherent trait of the classical Bildungsreise. The question remains, however, to what
extent Hofmannsthal’s text adheres to this romanticization of love. Whereas Miles
views the novel on a trajectory that eventually balances the protagonist’'s instinctual
drives with his spiritual aspirations (153), my analysis emphasizes the novel’s devia-
tions from the classical Bildungsroman.

14. Jacques Lacan has illustrated this mechanism of identity formation in his pivotal essay

15.

on the “Mirror Stage.” See also my monograph Narcissism and Paranoia in the Age of
Goethe where I discuss enactments of bourgeois identity formation in literary texts of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

The Doppelginger motif, enacted in the master-slave relationship, occurs time and
again in Romanticism and in the literature of the turn of the century, often capturing
this paradox of the subject’s un-identical identity. Other texts by Hofmannsthal and
Kafka also make use of the Doppelginger motif: for instance, Hofmannsthal's “Reiter-
geschichte,” Kafka’s “Das Urteil” or “Bericht fiir eine Akademie,” Theodor Storm’s Ein
Doppelginger, Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), Guy de Maupassant’s
“Le Horla” (1887). The motif was particularly popular in Romantic literature. Nova-
lis, E. T. A. Hoffmann, Jean Paul, Heinrich Heine, Ludwig Tieck, and Adalbert von
Chamisso all employ the Doppelginger motif. For a more comprehensive list, see Otto
Rank, Der Doppelginger: Psychoanalytische Studie (Leipzig: Psychoanalytischer Verlag,
1925).
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The servant’s sexual violence is associated with a dungeon-like horse shed reminiscent
of the pigsty in Kafka’s“Ein Landarzt.” Yet the often-noticed insinuation to the Freud-
ian id is only of limited significance as the story’s dynamics transcends the boundaries
of theoretical and philosophical frameworks by establishing a complex web of fictitious
relations.

Hofmannsthal uses the alternative first name "Andres” instead of Andreas throughout
the texts. The name “Ferschengelder” can be associated with the term Fersengeld (liter-
ally: heel money). Usually the term is used as an idiom as“jemand Fersengeld geben” (to
make someone take to one’s heels). For Andres this metaphor is quite suitable because
he is constantly trying to escape his servant or other. He also was paid literally by his
parents to take to his heels and embark on a Grand Tour.

God’s help also plays a role in Kafka’s “Ein Landarzt,” where the protagonist ironically
calls the horses a godsend.

The emphasis on “Wollen” resonates with Kafka’s “Ein Landarzt” where the country
doctor refers to the groom as someone who assists the protagonist out of his own “free
will”” In other words, it is the servant whose will can be characterized as “free” rather
than that of the protagonist.

Both Miles and Leonhard Fiedler have already pointed out Gotthelf’s affinity to the
protagonist’s unconscious (Miles 164—69; Fiedler 62-65).

Le Rider:“The cleft of subjectivity of Andreas is expressed in the story through the om-
nipresent theme of double personality. Gotthilf, the manservant whom Andreas rashly
engages while staying at Villach, turns out to be a satanic double” (98).

Zilcosky emphasizes the narrator’s shifting perspective that permits both distance
from and intimacy with the protagonist (142—46).

In anticipation of the Freudian paradigm, Andres’s repressive tendencies also provide
an example for the association of infinity/transcendence/superego and the subcon-
scious (id). Since present reality is not acceptable to the ego in view of the superego’s
demands, its distorted, repressed content returns later from the past and haunts the

subject.
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Humanism and Ideology
Thomas Mann’s Writings (1914-30)

Introduction

The last two chapters of this volume will focus on how the political changes be-
fore and during the Weimar Republic affected Thomas Mann’s (1875-1955)
and Hermann Hesses (1877-1962) humanist perspectives. Their develop-
ment as authors during these years lends itself to a comparative analysis. This
is why the introduction to this chapter on Mann also refers to Hesse in antic-
ipation of chapter 11, which deals more specifically with the latter. Hesse and
Mann shared many biographical, aesthetic, and philosophical commonalities.
Before the end of the 1920s, their intellectual exchange was virtually nonex-
istent. Therefore very little has been written on their sparse correspondence
before and during the Weimar Republic. Yet, their biographical, political, and
literary orientations drew the authors closer together during these years. An
exploration of their eatly political and aesthetic views provides insights into
their struggles and changing positions concerning the humanist tradition. As
Theodore Ziolkowski points out, Mann and Hesse were conditioned by their
common experience as educated bourgeois citizens (Bildungsbiirger) who under
the influence of Nietzsche became disillusioned with the exceedingly optimistic
promises of Idealist philosophy. Not surprisingly, their ambivalent relationship
toward their bourgeois origins became a major theme and permeated their en-
tire work, despite their numerous differences, such as Mann's “Weltbiirgertum”
(cosmopolitanism) and Hesse's “Einsiedelei” (hermitic lifestyle) (Ziolkowski,
ix).

Mann and Hesse reflected on their cultural heritage in both their fiction and
essayistic works. Educated in the authoritarian school system of Wilhelminian
society, they initially defended their elitist status against the democratization
of culture at the advent of modernity.! One could say that, like many literati in
pre—World War I Germany, they considered themselves as representatives of
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the nobility of the mind, or Adel des Geistes, as the title of one of Mann’s essay
collections suggests.” Yet they also struggled with the constraining pompos-
ity and intolerance of their privileged background. Because of their ambiva-
lent feelings toward the educational and philosophical traditions that shaped
them, their intellectual elitism was fraught with self-doubt and self-irony. In
other words, both Mann and Hesse subject their protagonists to a profound
critique of the cultural milieu that conditioned them. This critique also entails
a self-criticism as internalized humanist values inform their entire personali-
ties. The protagonists’ confrontations with their anachronistic biases manifest
themselves in their probing of familiar assumptions by viewing them from dif-
ferent, even contradictory, perspectives.

Mann’s and Hesse's conflicted relationships toward their humanist educa-
tion can be attributed in part to their adolescent rebellion against the authori-
tarian school system, which resulted in their premature abandoning of school.?
While their failure to complete a traditional high school education may have
enhanced their intellectual independence as well as their literary ambitions,
it also contributed to their heightened awareness of the educational system’s
shortcomings, which had taught them humanist ideas in an authoritarian fash-
ion. Their critique of bourgeois ethics was undoubtedly reinforced by their en-
thusiasm for Nietzsche's “Umwertung aller Werte” (revaluation of all values).
Next to countless references to Nietzsche and Schopenhauer in both their
essayistic and literary works, they also share a common love for the same au-
thors, such as Goethe, Schiller, Keller, Fontane, Storm, C. F. Meyer, Tolstoy,
Dostoevsky, among many others that belonged to the literary canon of an edu-
cated late nineteenth-century Bildungsbiirger (educated bourgeois) (Ziolkow-
ski iii; Carlsson 29, 85). Perhaps even more important for this inquiry than
their shared intellectual and cultural horizon is their literary indebtedness to
Romantic irony. The question of how their ironic, multiperspectival narratives
both challenge and reaffirm their aesthetic and ideological representations of
the humanist tradition is of central concern in this chapter. Read together, the
two chapters will show the distinctions in how Mann and Hesse used irony to
liberate themselves from the constrictions of the legacy of the Idealist mind-
body and nature-spirit dualisms in their literary and essayistic writings. The
writers essays and speeches will reveal to what extent their humanist concerns
responded to the political and social events to which the writers were exposed.*
While the authors common aesthetic interests date back to the Wilhelminian
period, their ostensibly deviating views toward the German war effort seem
to set them politically far apart. In contrast to Hesse, who was opposed to the
senseless carnage of World War I and preferred to live in Swiss exile, Mann
remained a staunch supporter of the German monarchy until the end of the

war (Kontje, Cambridge 55).
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Mann’s Humanist Plight

This chapter focuses in particular on Mann’s gradual emancipation from the
anti-humanist influences of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche and his vociferous
commitment to the humanist cause in view of the disastrous outcome of World
War I and the rise of fascism.” I will draw on Mann’s eatly novella Tonio Kroger
(1912) and his novel Der Zauberberg (The Magic Mountain) (1924), as well
as various essays written before, during, and after World War I. In view of
Mann’s essayistic writings before and during the war, especially “Gedanken im
Kriege” (“Thoughts during War”) (1914), “Gute Feldpost” (“Good News from
the Trenches”) (1914), “Friedrich und die grofle Koalition” (Frederic and the
Grand Coalition) (1914), and Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen (Reflections of
an Unpolitical Man) (1915-18), scholarship often assumed that Mann had al-
ways had aristocratic leanings at the beginning of his career. However, close ex-
aminations of Mann's early essays have shown that the author’s position during
the years prior to World War I was not as nationalist and antidemocratic as
often presumed. Heinrich Detering, for instance, points out that Mann—ex-
cept for some passages of provocative, anti-Semitic rhetoric with Nietzschean
overtones—Dby no means fits the distinctly conservative label that critics often
attached to him (GKFA 14.2:590-98).° Detering calls the years between 1900
and 1912 a phase of essayistic experimentation during which the author tried
to find himself by adopting various roles (GKFA 14.2:582-83). Accordingly,
Mann’s early essays are probingly inquisitive rather than argumentative and re-
semble the multiperspectival representations of diverse opinions that charac-
terize his fiction. Other critics suggest that the influence of Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche prevented Mann from adopting dogmatic positions and ideologies
(Lehnert 7). In view of Mann’s playful enactment of contradictions and polat-
ities, Lehnert argues, it would be reductive to pigeonhole the author according
to a political affiliation or specific worldview.

Mann’s liberal or democratic leanings disappear, however, with Germa-
ny’s mobilization for World War 1.7 In “Gedanken im Kriege,” Mann praised
the German virtues of “Begeisterung und Ordnung” (enthusiasm and order)
(GKFA 15.1: 29), which correspond to the Nietzschean categories of the
“Dionysian” and “Apollonian.” Mann’s vacillations between these two poles—
inchoate irrational yearnings on the one hand and the artistic desire to subli-
mate the incommensurable by lending it form on the other—link the aesthetic
and ideological reflections that prevail in both his fictional and his essayistic
prose at the time. After all, Mann emphasizes the literary qualities of his Be-
trachtungen by calling them a Kiinstlerwerk in which he lets others speak as
in a novel (GKFA 13.1:13-14).® He follows the programmatic objectives of
Romantic irony by giving each of the two poles equal weight. Thus, he coun-
terbalances his unbridled enthusiasm for the war frenzy with an emphasis on
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“Organisation.” His assumed German national characteristics, such as “Solid-
itit, Exaktheit, Umsicht, Tapferkeit, Standhaftigkeit” (solidity, precision, cit-
cumspection, courage, persistence) are complemented by “Schonungslosigkeit
gegen sich selbst, moralischer Radikalismus, Hingebung bis aufs Auferste,
Blutzeugenschaft” (uncompromising self-discipline, moral radicalism, devotion
to the utmost, blood sacrifice) (GKFA 15.1:30). While his chauvinistic praise
of Prussian militarist qualities was narrow-minded and racially prejudiced,
Mann’s patriotism was by no means extreme at the time. It fed on a literary
and cultural tradition that forged a notion of German national identity based
on allegedly superior German characteristics. Herder’s, Goethe’s, and Schiller’s
Sturm und Drang works, Lavater’s physiognomic writings, as well as Kant’s an-
thropology all present the abovementioned “manly” virtues as naturally inher-
ent in the German national character. In contrast to these presumed masculine
virtues, effeminacy, deceit, weakness, lack of integrity, or superficiality had long
been attributed to the decadent French courts and then portrayed as French
character traits (Mathis, Narcissism 102-24).

While Mann invokes his humanist education to justify his patriotic sen-
timents, he nevertheless distances himself from the humanist ideology of
Germany's western neighbors. For instance, he refers to the Neoplatonic dis-
tinction between profound inner truth and insubstantial surface to contrast
German morality, spirituality, and culture from French political verbosity, ev-
eryday life, and civilization. He presents himself in the tradition of Protestant
Innerlichkeit (inwardness) from Luther to Kant, claiming that the spiritual
revolutions caused by these iconic figures—namely the emancipation of the
individual before God and the Critique of Pure Reason—were much more
radical than the French Revolution (GKFA 15.1:38). The authoritative source
for Mann’s antithesis is the Kantian distinction between instrumental reason
and true morality. Accordingly, the German soul is more truthful and complex
than what the English and French uphold as the major achievement of civili-
zation: the Proclamation of Human Rights (GKFA 15.1:38). Mann portrays
German culture and morality as deep and genuine in contrast to the shallow
political charades of Germany’s western neighbors (GKFA 15.1:37). He fol-
lows the Nietzschean mission of debunking manipulative rhetoric by exposing
the Western coalition’s propagandistic claim to be on the just side of history
(GKFA 15.1:42-44).

Mann’s reluctance to yield to the increasing pressure of being on the “politi-
cally correct” side after the tide in favor of war had turned against it could be in-
terpreted as an attempt to save face by refusing to change his opinion yet again
for advantageous reasons, as he had done at the beginning of the war (Kurzke
GKFA 13.2:10). After all, he repeatedly presents himself as a lone wolf rather
than as a member of the herd (Nietzsche) of opportunistic intellectuals who
take sides against their own compatriots so that they can be on the winning

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

220 «: Beyond Humanism

side of history. His defense of the strong personality over and against political
mass movements can also be read as a final attempt to uphold the autonomy of
the individual in the transition toward a more egalitarian, democratic society.
He resists the prospect of a democratic government even as it becomes increas-
ingly clear that Germany is going to lose the war (Kurzke, GKFA 14.2:14).°

To be sure, Mann seems to take a distinctly conservative political position by
considering humanism’s democratic agenda unsuitable for Germany and by de-
fending the “vielverschriene ‘Obrigkeitsstaat” (much-derided autocratic state)
(GKFA 13.1:33-34). Yet calling his Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen strictly
reactionary would not do justice to his probing ruminations. Mann’s epitaph,
taken from Goethe’s Torquato Tasso—"Vergleiche dich! Erkenne was du bist!”
(Compare yourself, recognize what you are!)—alludes to the discursive, liter-
ary open-endedness of these reflections. Mann’s Betrachtungen should rather
be read as a self-interrogation that takes stock of his political, philosophical,
and aesthetic views. These reflections are intended as a dialogic consideration
of opposing ideological positions and, as such, an expression of the ambigu-
ous nature of German culture and history (GKFA 13.1:23). Likewise Mann
himself introduces his notorious Betrachtungen by characterizing the book as
“Darstellung eines innerpersonlichen Zwiespaltes” (the depiction of an inner
conflict) and instructs his readers to discern the Vielstimmigkeit (equivocality)
of the text (Lehnert 16).1°

Mann’s juxtapositions of Sein and Meinen, Kiinstlertum and Birgertum,
Einsamkeit and Offentlichkeit (Being and meaning, artist and bourgeois, soli-
tude and gregariousness) (GKFA 13.1:19) provide his framework for “die ei-
gentliche Bahn des Lebens .. ., die Riickspriinge, Widerspriiche, Spannungen
... ohne die das Drama des Lebens nicht vorwirts geht” (the actual course of
life . .., the throwbacks, contradictions, tensions . . ., without which the drama
of life does not evolve) (GKFA 13.1:23). With reference to Tonio Kriger he
calls his method ironic, that is, open to either of the two poles between which
his texts vacillate: “Ironie aber ist immer Ironie nach beiden Seiten hin, etwas
Mittleres, ein Weder-Noch und Sowohl-Alsauch” (Irony is always irony to-
ward both sides, something in between, a neither-nor and as well as) (GKFA
13.1:100). Kurzke points out that Mann always expresses his “angreifbaren
Auferungen” (controversial statements) in the form of a“Rollenrede” (subjec-
tive opinion) that invites an opposing voice (Kurzke, GKFA 13.2:13-14).

As mentioned earlier, Mann emphasized the distinction between German
culture and French civilization. This opposition can be substituted by the cat-
egories of “Geist” (spirit) vs. “Leben” or “Biirger” vs. “bourgeois.” Accordingly
“Germanness’ means culture, soul, freedom, and art as opposed to French
civilization, society, the right to vote, and literature (GKFA 13.1:35). Mann
presents the humanist belief in the perfectibility of the human being through
education as wishful thinking. Instead, he acknowledges the Dionysian, irratio-
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nal aspect of human existence and claims that the German national character is
incompatible with the “superficial” egalitarianism of the French, American, and
British civilizations. In Mann’s opinion, the so-called Zivilisationsliterat, who,
like his brother Heinrich, sees only the good and reasonable humanitarian side
of humanity, ignores that one also must experience hate both as a perpetra-
tor and as a victim (GKFA 13.1:486). The philanthropic writer is for Mann
a Menscheitsschmeichler (flatterer of humanity) who claims to be concerned
about human dignity but depicts a kitschy travesty of life that is deprived of
all sincerity, poise, solemnity, and responsibility (GKFA 13.1:483-84). As op-
posed to the Zivilisationsliteraten’s self-serving identification with the humanist
belief in an inherently good and perfectible human nature, Mann tried to dig
deeper to find out to what extent “Man” is free and to what extent he is deter-
mined (GKFA 13.1:24).

By portraying the “authoritarian German character” in the larger context of
Germany's philosophical tradition from Luther via Kant to the end of the nine-
teenth century, Mann is able to support his contention that German skepticism
toward a truly democratic system is rooted in German history. Accordingly,
the Lutheran Reformation provoked the prevailing dichotomy between an “in-
ner,” universal freedom of spirit and an “outer” subordination to the political
order of the state. This philosophical dualism was embedded in Germany’s su-
pranational unit of the Holy Roman Empire, which embodied the ideal of a
Kulturnation and the reality of a fragmented agglomeration of territories, each
of which had its own particular political order. In other words, religious and
philosophical ideals existed in an autonomous realm that remained untouched
by a debased political reality. In Mann’s view, it was a mistake to believe that
universal philosophical ideals could be transposed to the actual political situ-
ation, as the American Declaration of Independence and the French Revolu-
tion attempted to do (GKFA 13.1:302-6)." The assumption that individual
freedom and happiness could be achieved by imposing a universal democratic
political system ignored the far-reaching impact of German history on the na-
tion’s genuinely introverted apolitical nature, according to Mann.

Mann justified his pro-war sentiments by making his self-esteem dependent
upon the war effort of the German nation. He regarded war as a useful means
to prevent both the destabilization of both Germany’s national culture and his
own personal integrity. Yet his identification with the German nation went
beyond the current political reality and had its roots in a presumed glorious
German past. This “eigentliche Glanzzeit der deutschen Geschichte” (actual
heyday of German history) reaches back to the emergence of the Biirgertum
at the waning of the Middle Ages when northern German cities blossomed
and expanded their trade with the outside world through their strong fleet and
alliance, the Hansa (GKFA 13.1:125). Despite their strong international ties,
these free cities remained truly patriotic because of their loyalty to the German
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emperor during the Holy Roman Empire until 1806. This long-standing patri-
otic commitment distinguishes the German Biirgertum from the bourgeoisie of
the Western entente.'

Mann’s peculiar blend of humanist and authoritarian views are partially due
to his upbringing as a member of the privileged upper middle class that had
its origins in the pre-democratic hierarchical order of the estates. His German
brand of republicanism distinguished itself from American or French post-
revolutionary bourgeois egalitarian models in that it envisioned a more rigid
and hierarchical social order. Mann considered himself to be a representative of
this tradition, which set him apart from the growing number of nouveau-riche
citizens who rose to the ranks of the upper middle class, simply because of their

affluence.

Tonio Kroger

Mann’s first major literary successes, Buddenbrooks (1901) and Tonio Kriger
(1903), draw heavily on the author’s biography. Tonio Kroger is of significance
in the context of this study because the novella is beholden both structurally
and thematically to the humanist legacy. The novella is to be considered as a
variation of the Bildungsroman (novel of education), a genre that works toward
the humanist goal of cultivating male bourgeois individuals to become respon-
sible citizens, as was already pointed out in previous chapters. The novella’s bi-
nary structure, which reflects the protagonist’s inner conflict, can be considered
as a classic example of the neo-humanist mind-body dichotomy. Tonio’s inner
division between his father’s cerebral, northern German sense of bourgeois
propriety and his mother’s southern artistic receptivity for the sensory plea-
sures of life is a barely disguised echo of this duality, which is also recognizable
in Tonio’s name.

Torn between his indebtedness to his respectable bourgeois upbringing
and his somewhat questionable artistic calling, Tonio's inner division is typical
of the divided loyalties of artists like Mann and Hesse. Their humanist edu-
cation led them to adopt the values of the privileged Bildungsbiirgertum and
contributed to their cultural elitism. However, the confrontation with the post-
Darwinist, Nietzschean, and Freudian critiques of the humanist paradigm en-
abled intellectuals to view their education from a critical point of view and
reflect on its prejudices and limitations. Kroger's return to his hometown and
his realization of its parochial restrictions illustrate his artistic and intellectual
emancipation from his bourgeois past (GKFA 2.1:286-87). It is not without
irony that Kroger is unable to cast off the shackles of his bourgeois upbringing
in the bohemian, antibourgeois climate of the south. His discussion with the
painter and confidante Lisaweta helps him realize that he can distance himself
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from his bourgeois identity, but he can neither ignore nor reject it. Cutting off
his relationship to his past would mean to forsake all the experiences that are
the lifeblood of his art. In order to find an artistic point of reference that per-
mits him to depict his development, he needs to revisit the familiar surround-
ings of his origin. It is not sufficient to simply replicate his biography, however.
Instead of rendering merely a realistic account of his bourgeois upbringing,
Tonio needs distance, an outside point of view, which allows him to rise above
the limitations of his ingrained bourgeois values. In order to gain this loftier
vantage point, he travels further north rather than staying in his hometown.

Although Tonio declares his empathy for the average citizens, such as his
childhood friends Hans Hansen and Inge Holm, he also retaliates for the hu-
miliations he suffered in the past by satirizing the narrow-minded bourgeois
etiquette (GKFA 2.1:261). Critics of Mann’s irony might say that his narrator
ridicules the awkward attempts of the uneducated petit bourgeoisie to imi-
tate the privileged bourgeois elite of Mann's heritage. Mann's humanism can
therefore be regarded—at least until his commitment to the Weimar Repub-
lic in the early 1920s—as a superior posture that enables him to pledge his
empathy with the average citizens from a discriminating, elitist point of view.
After all, the narrator sympathizes with Tonio as the intellectual outsider and
ridicules some of the lower-class petit bourgeois minor characters, such as the
inebriated, traveling young merchant from Hamburg, whose northern German
substandard pronunciation he mocks (GKFA 2.1:297-98).

In spite of the arrogant sarcasms that make fun of “little” people, the narra-
tor does not spare the protagonist and the intellectuals from ironic comments,
as his affinity to the awkward but intellectual Magdalena Vermehren shows.”
Tonio's “superior” posture does not prevent him from developing an awareness
of his ambiguous role as an artist on the one hand and as a bourgeois citizen on
the other, which induces him to vacillate between both positions and ironize
them from oppositional points of view. Thus he considers himself eventually
asein Biirger, der sich in die Kunst verirrte, ein Bohémian mit Heimweh nach
der guten Kinderstube, ein Kiinstler mit schlechtem Gewissen” (a bourgeois
who lost his way into art, a bohemian who is homesick for his well-mannered
upbringing, an artist with a guilty consciousness) (GKFA 2.1:317).

While the narrator claims that the empathy with his bourgeois characters
derives from “love for blond, blue-eyed, and fair-skinned, happy, amiable, and
common people” (GKFA 2.1:318), one cannot help but notice that his irony is
patronizing, as he considers himself superior to them. The narrator excuses his
and Tonio’s lofty irony by portraying his protagonist as an exceptional human
being who is able to transform his former role as an outsider into the ability
to observe and illustrate their bourgeois conventions with a sharp eye for their
awkward efforts to imitate the upper class. Tonio’s intellectual elitism, which is
presented as his retribution for his former status as a victim of humiliation, can
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be related to the author’s defense of Germany’s alleged national exceptionality.
In his Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen, he supports Germany’s war effort as an
attempt to defend itself and its role as a nation that has been treated as an un-
derdog because of its antidemocratic national character.' In analogy to Tonio's
exceptionality as an introverted outsider, Mann justifies Germany’s uniqueness
also with its introspective, basically apolitical national character, “die deutsche
Trennung von Geist und Politik” (the German separation of spirit and politics)
(GKFA 13.1:303).

Mann justifies his political development with his commitment to the hu-
manist cause in his legendary speech“Von deutscher Republik” (“Concerning a
German Republic”) (GKFA 15.1:535). In order to explain his political trans-
formation and to preempt accusations of being a turncoat, he continued to
stress Germany's exceptional history that distinguishes it from the victorious
Western powers of the entente. In this speech of 1922, he still characterizes
himself as conservative and emphatically sets himself apart from the revolu-
tionary forces that initially helped topple the monarchy (GKFA 15.1:533).
Historian Friedrich Meinecke called Mann a “Herzensmonarchist” (monar-
chist at heart) who, despite his public declaration of support for the Repub-
lic, remained emotionally tied to his elitist way of thinking (Kurzke, GKFA
15.1:347). Thus, Mann can be regarded as a classical case of a Vernunftrepub-
likaner, a person who supported the Weimar Republic on rational grounds but
not on emotional ones. Mann’s affiliation with democracy did not come easy,
as some of his essays between 1918 and 1922 show. Pleading with Schiller and
Dostoevsky (1848—80) “that the question of the human cannot be solved polit-
ically but only morally through either Christian self-perfection or through the
‘aesthetic education  and liberation of the individual,” he distinguishes his Ger-
man type of humanism from the civilizing spirit of the Enlightenment (GKFA
15.1:212). Mann continues to separate this personal and “apolitical” humanism
from the “Tugenddiinkel” (conceited righteousness) of the victorious Western
allies or the “Zivilisationsliteraten” who, like his brother Heinrich, sided with
them during World War I (GKFA 15.1:238). In a letter to Hermann Kayser-
ling, he tries to favor the “kulturbildende Kraft des deutschen Geistes” (the
power of the German spirit's foundation of culture) by situating himself in
the Romantic tradition (GKFA 15.1:293). For Mann, “apolitical” German cul-
ture is based on introspective soul-searching. It implies that this type of self-
reflection has more integrity than the ideological slogans connected to what he
calls the rational radicalism in the wake of Rousseau and the French Revolu-
tion (GKFA 15.1:489, 521).1

Mann'’s speech “Von deutscher Republik” is generally viewed as the author’s
first endorsement of Weimar democracy and as a clear break with the anti-
democratic views expressed in his Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen (GKFA

15.2:348). Although he had already voiced his support for the Weimar Repub-
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licin 1919 in his essays titled “Zuspruch” (“Encouragement”) and “Fiir das neue
Deutschland” (“In Favor of the New Germany”), he felt compelled to publicly
engage in the politics of his day after numerous politically motivated murders,
most notably the one of Foreign Secretary Walther Rathenau by right-wing
anti-Semites (GKFA 15.2:345). Mann gave the speech on 13 October 1922
on the occasion of Gerhart Hauptmann’s sixtieth birthday. In view of the po-
litically motivated violence by the growing right-wing nationalist movement,
Mann took the opportunity to address Germany’s young generation in order
to win their support for the fledgling democracy (GKFA 15.2:514). He pre-
sented Gerhart Hauptmann’s work as a prime example of a humane national
literature. Humane meant for Mann neither “vlkisch simpel noch vélkisch un-
geschlacht, und randalierend, sondern liberal im menschlichsten Sinn .. " (nei-
ther folkish [in the sense of xenophobic] and simplistic, nor folkish, crude, and
violent, but liberal in the most human sense) (GKFA 15.2:517). While Mann
strongly condemned monarchist and radical reactionary tendencies (GKFA
15.2:522), he also distanced himself from the legacy of the French Revolution
by situating his democratic leanings in the German Romantic tradition rather
than the Enlightenment.'®

Mann cites Georg Philipp Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg aka Nova-
lis (1772—-81) and Walt Whitman (1819-92) in support of his idiosyncratic
views of a democratic German state.'” Linking Novalis and Whitman, the
American poet whose great epic free verse poem, Leaves of Grass (1855), her-
alded the spirit of the common man, permitted Mann to support democracy
without abruptly abandoning his former elitist and aristocratic inclinations.
While he conceded that Novalis was hardly a democrat, he also discovered
textual evidence of a “democratic-republican aspect” in the poet’s philosophy
of the state (GKFA 15.1:539). The nexus between the life-negating Romantic
mystic and the life-afirming prophet of democracy is that they both recognize
the idea of humanity in each individual member of the state:

Deutsch aber, oder allgemein germanisch, ist jedenfalls der Instinkt eines staats-
bildenden Individualismus, die Idee der Gemeinschaft bei Anerkennung der
Menschheit in jedem ihrer Einzelglieder, die Idee der Humanitiit, die wir inner-
lich menschlich und staatlich, aristokratisch und sozial zugleich nannten und
die von der politischen Mystik des Slaventums gleich weit entfernt ist wie vom
anarchischen Radikal-Individualismus eines gewissen Westens: die Vereinigung
von Freiheit und Gleichheit, die “echte Harmonie,” mit einem Worte: die Repu-

blik. (GKFA 15.1:540)

(German, however, or generally Germanic is the instinct of a state-constituting
individualism, the idea of community that recognizes the humanity in each of its
members, the idea of humaneness, which we called genuinely humane and pub-
lic, aristocratic, and social at the same time, and which is as far from the political
mysticism of Slavism as from the anarchist radical individualism of a particular
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Western ideology: the unification of freedom and equality, “genuine harmony,”
in a word: the republic.’®)

This passage is essential to Mann's rhetorical strategy as it presents his
“genuinely German” republicanism as a moderate philosophy that can medi-
ate between East and West, between the individual and the state, between the
human desire for freedom and the yearning for integration into a hierarchical
structure. Mann’s strategy to position himself both in between and yet above
the extreme left-wing socialist and right-wing nationalist tendencies that posed
a threat to Weimar democracy is reminiscent of Tonio Krdger’s wavering be-
tween the petit bourgeois citizen and the intellectual, elitist artist. Mann’s elit-
ism makes itself felt through his insistence on the intellectual superiority of
German Romanticism. On the upside, his elitism induces him to forsake the
Nietzschean admiration of “the blond beast” and show greater sensibility to its
inhumane excesses (GKFA 15.1:541).

Regardless of Mann’s rejection of Nietzsches anti-humanist and anti-
Christian idolization of the “Herrenmensch” (natural ruler) (GKFA 15.1:541),
his speech contains aspects of Nietzschean thought that go beyond the Idealist
humanism of the Enlightenment. The rebellion against repressive forms of pro-
priety or etiquette, which he calls “der Tod aller freien Humanitit” (death of all
free humanness), and the significance of the body figure prominently in Mann’s
portrayals of the human (GKFA 15.1:549). Remarkably, Mann discovers the
erotic dimensions of human existence not only in Nietzsche or Whitman but
also in Novalis and Goethe (GKFA 15.1:548-53). By emphasizing the erotic
aspects of love and death, Mann sets the German notion of Menschlichkeit
(humanness) apart from its Western, especially French, concept of humanism,
which in his view is predominantly abstract and ideological. Since Novalis and
Whitman incorporate the emotional and physical aspects of Menschlichkeit in
their philosophies of the state, Mann can use them as Eideshelfer (guarantors)
for his argument that the German national notion of Humanitit shows a more
comprehensive and deeper understanding of the human than the Western En-
lightenment tradition that focuses exclusively on the rational, ethical dimen-

sion (GKFA 15.1:559).

Der Zauberberg

In Mann’s novel Der Zauberberg (1926) the protagonist, Hans Castorp, is con-
ceived as a mediator between “Zivilisationsliterat” Settembrini’s curtailed En-
lightenment humanism—or what critic Antal M4dl termed “Teilhumanismus”
that excludes the emotional aspects of human existence—and Jesuit Naphta's
yearning for death (Madl 65—67). In contrast to Tonio Krdger, however, Cas-

printed on 2/12/2023 11:22 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Humanism and Ideology ~ 227

torp is not an intellectual outsider but resembles Hans Hansen in his bour-
geois “normalcy.” As a young protagonist who has no clear convictions, Castorp
is exposed to the ideas that the other characters represent. Castorp’s malleabil-
ity encourages Settembrini and Naphta to convince the passive protagonist of
their strong convictions. While Castorp is receptive to the erudite arguments
of their disputes, he does not take sides or come to any conclusive decisions in
favor of either Settembrini’s optimistic affirmation of life or Naphta’s passivity
and love of the beyond. Castorp’s intermediate position thus parallels Tonio
Krdger's inner conflict not only between north and south, the Apollonian and
Dionysian, Enlightenment rationality and its Romantic transcendence but also
between east and west, augmented by the figures of Madame Chauchat and
Peeperkorn. While these characters are more nuanced than the conceptual cat-
egories that Mann develops in his essays “Goethe und Tolstoi” (1921), “Bek-
enntnis und Erziehung” (1922) and “Von deutscher Republik” (1922), they
can certainly be recognized as representative spokespersons for the ideas that
informed these essays.

Mann’s position as an author and narrator resembles Castorp’s refusal to
take sides. He characterizes his reluctance to take a stand and advocate a cer-
tain point of view very succinctly in a letter to Hermann Hesse: “In Wahrheit
ist meine Produktion ein Spielen zwischen geliebten und ironisierten Ge-
gensitzen,—wie mir iiberhaupt dieser Zwischenraum recht eigentlich als der
Spiel-Raum der Kunst und Ironie erscheint” (In truth, my production is a
playful vacillation between beloved and ironized antagonisms—as this space
in-between appears to me as the genuine “play space” of art and irony) (Carls-
son and Michels 28). On the one hand, Mann justifies his refusal to side with
the adulation of the Dionysian with his reluctance to become associated with
the irrational nationalist mysticism of the National Socialists (ibid.). On the
other hand, he also feels that art has to preserve its autonomy in view of its
growing socialist activist politicization (ibid. 272-73). In view of his resistance
to commit himself politically either to the socialist activism of the left or the
nationalistic mysticism of the right, Mann willingly concedes his somewhat
indecisive stance, regardless of the danger of being called a “diirr-humantiren
Rationalisten” (half-hearted humanitarian rationalist) (ibid. 28).

In the Zauberberg Mann’s main protagonist enacts this wavering between
Naphta’s irrationalist praise of the natural instincts and Settembrini’s dog-
matic, moralist rationalism. Like his author, the protagonist becomes increas-
ingly aware of the contradictions that both these opposing ideologies harbor
(GKFA 5.1:704-5). Given Tonio Kroger, the vacillation becomes manifest
both in the protagonist’s reflections on the opposing philosophies and literally,
in his geographical movements. Just as Krdger travels from his hometown to
Copenhagen and then further north to Aalsgard in order to gain distance from
the bourgeois rationalism and the artistic irrationalist aspects of his personal-
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ity,"” Castorp has to set himself physically apart from Naphta and Settembrini
in order to develop his own point of view. While Kréger has to reach Aalsgard
in order to observe his bourgeois peers from a detached ironic perspective, Cas-
torp distances himself from his fellow patients at the sanatorium by climb-
ing upward on a snow-covered mountain. In both cases the protagonists seek
an elevated vantage point from where they can contemplate and gain clarity
with regard to their own position. The outcome of their reflections is perhaps
less surprising than the manner in which these metaphorical enactments of
Mann'’s irony are depicted. Both protagonists maintain their independence of
thought, which allows them to playfully represent two opposing philosophies
in an ironic way. For instance, Castorp’s decision to climb the mountain in in-
clement weather is irrational, yet he proceeds with a rational purpose, namely
to preserve his individual point of view. Likewise, his insight comes to him
as a dream, as a seemingly irrational sequence of exaggerated and distorted
images. Yet the dream images of a harmonious life, “von ihrer Jugend, ihrer
Hoffnung, ihrem Gliick und Frieden” (of its youth, its hope, its happiness and
freedom), as well as its dark side, graphically depicted as an infernal devouring
of children (GKFA 5.1:745-46), capture human fears and hopes that under-
lie Naphta's and Settembrini’s ideological abstractions. Mann’s text addresses
literature’s ability to evoke archetypal human feelings and experiences that in-
duce Castorp to ask himself where he had already encountered these hopes
and fears before he dreamt them (GKFA 5.1:746). The fact that these feelings
exist in him before he becomes aware of them characterizes them as part of
the human subconscious that always revolves around longing and fear, or love
and death.

Mann reformulates eighteenth- and nineteenth-century traditional human-
ist concepts in light of contemporaneous medical findings and the biological
and chemical processes that determine both the physical and mental constitu-
tion of human nature. While the narrator’s awareness of the body’s increasing
significance, foregrounded in the Zauberberg as a leitmotif through extensive
and detailed discussions of medical discoveries and conditions, contributes to
the demystification of the humanist idealization of the human spirit, Castorp’s
plea “Der Mensch soll um der Giite und Liebe willen dem Tode keine Herrschaft
einriumen iiber seine Gedanken” (Man shall not leave control of his thoughts
to death) reaffirms neo-humanist values (GKFA 5.1:748). The difference is,
however, that Castorp acknowledges the power of death and eros and that he
belittles the moral value of reason because in his view it does not foster be-
nevolent thoughts. Instead, he promises to uphold “Liebe” (caritas) and “Giite”
(kindness).

Castorp’s separation of reason and ethics leaves open whether ethical dis-
positions like love and kindness are natural qualities and cannot be controlled
by reason, just as eros cannot be ruled by it either. Mann’s discourse on love is
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somewhat problematic as it differentiates between eros on the one hand and
caritas on the other, and yet claims that sexual love cannot entirely be separated
from platonic love. The narrator’s authoritative explanation provides some in-
sight into Mann’s seemingly ambiguous position:

Das ist vollkommene Eindeutigkeit in der Zwiedeutigkeit, denn Liebe kann
nicht unkdrperlich sein in der duflersten Frommigkeit und nicht unfromm in der
juflersten Fleischlichkeit, sie ist immer sie selbst, als verschlagene Lebensfreund-
lichkeit wie als hochste Passion, sie ist die Sympathie mit dem Organischen,
das rithrend wolliistige Umfangen des zur Verwesung Bestimmten,—Charitas
ist gewif8 in der bewunderungsvollsten oder wiitenden Leidenschaft. (GKFA
5.1:907-8)

(This is perfect clarity in ambiguity, as love cannot be disembodied even in its
most pious form, nor can it be impious even in its most bodily incarnation. Love
is always itself, both as a sly friendliness toward life or as utmost passion. Love is
our empathy with organic life, the movingly lustful embrace of what is destined
to decay—caritas is certainly inherent in the most admirable or irate passion.)

The narrator’s insistence on the inseparable cohesion of physical attraction
and empathy is compatible with his references to Novalis and Walt Whitman
in his essay “Von deutscher Republik.” There he invokes the two poets in praise
of a personal, emotional, human, and, in the case of Whitman, even homoerotic
passion for a democratic society: “Eros als Staatsmann, als Staatsschopfer ..
(GKFA 15.1:555). Citing Mann’s introductory lecture to the Zauberberg for
students at Princeton University, Thomas Rendall has pointed out the connec-
tion between Mann's concept of Steigerung (intensification, elevation), which
characterizes the protagonist’s process of maturation, and Goethe’s use of the
same concept in his essay Die Metamorphose der Pflanzen (Rendall 92-93).
Rendall suggests that Castorp’s relationship to Madame Chauchat develops in
analogy to Goethe's scientific description of the development and differentia-
tion of plants as a process of refinement and purification (ibid.) as it changes
from an initially sexual liaison to a friendship. In view of Castorp’s preference
of caritas over eros and his process of maturation, one can assume that the
platonic love relationship is portrayed as superior precisely because it is not as-
sociated with the death wish, as eros is (Rendall 93-94). Castorp simply gives
love a higher ethical meaning without necessarily suppressing or rejecting the
erotic aspect (Myers 600). In Hegelian terms one could probably say that eros
is both included and transformed or sublated (aufgehoben) in caritas. This point
of view is consistent with Castorp's premise to prevent death from taking con-
trol over human thought while keeping in mind that the desire to be consumed
in love or to die nevertheless exists.

Mann'’s text also exposes erroneous eighteenth-century anthropological as-
sumptions by consulting early twentieth-century scientific discourses. For in-
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stance, when Hofrat Behrens talks about his knowledge of Madame Chauchat’s
“inwendig” (interior) “subcutaneous” characteristics, he is not referring to the
internal secrets of her soul but to very measurable physiological data, such
as her blood pressure or movements concerning her “Lymphbewegung” (lym-
phatic tissue). In other words, the apotheosis of the human soul has become
obsolete by the end of the nineteenth century. Mann's novel describes the scene
of Joachim Zimflen's and Hans Castorp's Durchleuchtung (screening) as a so-
bering insight into a human being’s organic inside that reveals nothing but
“leeres Gebein” (empty bones) (GKFA 5.1:330). The medical reduction of the
human to its functional aspects augmented already-existing doubts about the
exceptional role of the human among the living creatures. While the screening
process implies a scientific objectification and thus contributes to the demysti-
fication of the human subject, Mann’s narrative also makes it clear that science
is by no means objective. When Hofrat Behrens explains that the screening
only works if one isolates the human body and blocks out daylight, he implies
that the scientific experiment requires a manipulation of human perception:
“Erst miissen wir uns mal die Augen mit Finsternis waschen, um so was zu
sehen, das ist doch klar” (First we must wash our eyes in darkness in order to
see something like this, that is evident) (GKFA 5.1:329-30). Mann stresses
the pseudo-religious signification of science even more by having Behrens
suggest that one should meditate in silent prayer: “Ich finde es sogar gut und
richtig, dafl wir uns vorher ein bifichen sammeln, sozusagen in stillem Gebet”
(GKFA 5.1:330). In other words, one has to believe in science in order to make
it work.

Mann’s Zauberberg indirectly discredits the unfounded claims of physiog-
nomy by having Hofrat Behrens point out that the surface of the skin harbors
deceptive features that lead to false assumptions about racial differences. Ex-
ternal appearances can be deceptive and therefore do not relate to the state
of a human being’s inner qualities as physiognomic studies and racial theories
claimed (GKFA 5.1:391). Both the classical assumption that a healthy human
body signifies a beautiful soul and the physiognomic claim that physical mal-
formations indicate mental or moral defects were scientifically proven to be
baseless. While physiognomic assertions of definite mind-body correlations
had been contested throughout the nineteenth century and had hardly any
credibility among scientists, proponents of racist or chauvinist philosophies
resorted to such claims well into the twentieth century.® In fact, there was a
“truly phenomenal resurgence of physiognomic theories” in Weimar Germany
(Gray 177). This trend is significant for my argument because physiognomy at-
tempted to scientifically justify the interpretive methodology of the Geisteswis-
senschaften (human sciences) by adopting the quantifying methodologies of the
Naturwissenschaften (natural sciences).
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Mann’s Political Transformation

The revival of physiognomic theories during the 1920s must be seen in the
context of the social, economic and political upheavals that plagued the Wei-
mar Republic from its beginning in 1918. The industrial revolution and the
fast-paced technological progress, the emergence of a democratic civil society
in a formerly hierarchical state with distinct class boundaries, the mass mi-
gration to the cities that led to the ghettoization of the working poor and un-
employed in the industrial urban areas, the hyperinflation of 1923 and other
economic difficulties such as high unemployment, the political instability, and
the humiliating Treaty of Versailles raised the level of anxiety among large
parts of the population, especially among the impoverished middle class. In
this climate of existential uncertainty, physiognomy promised to provide a
sense of security or predictability by establishing laws that allowed individu-
als to classify other people and draw conclusions about their hidden internal
characteristics.?!

The compensation for the loss of traditional religious beliefs and metaphys-
ics becomes a target of both Mann's and Hesse’s essayistic works during the
1920s. Both authors explain the emergence of obscurantist political prophecies
that were afliliated with extremist movements on the right and left as a result
of the religious vacuum and the search for meaning, a phenomenon that has a
very similar explanation as the revival of physiognomy. By 1922 Mann's politi-
cal perspective had indeed changed considerably since his pro-war sentiments
in Reflections of an Unpolitical Man, where he had portrayed war as an inevi-
table tool for Germany to preserve its national autonomy and where he had
argued that democracy was incompatible with the German national character.
Whereas in 1914 he made fun of the “englische Humanititsgleisnerei” (En-
glish hypocritical humanitarianism) and distanced himself from the humanist
agenda of the Western alliance by claiming that the German soul possessed
something deep and irrational in contrast to the less sincere character of other
peoples (GKFA 15.1:45), he now aligns himself and the German nation with
Western democracy under a humanist banner (GKFA 15.1:522). He con-
demns the obscurantist nationalist war rhetoric, which he himself admittedly
defended before and during the war. His intention to win over the young gen-
eration for the Weimar Republic also challenges his previous position of the
“apolitical” artist, who attempted to preserve his moral freedom by focusing on
universal existential questions rather than politically relevant issues that are
subject to change. In the following years Mann pursued his gradual but steady
attempts to integrate Germany and its culture into the European community
of democratic nations by denouncing the romanticist aberrations that had led
to Germany’s anti-humanist nationalism.
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Mann’s essay “Deutschland und die Demokratie” (1925) is exemplary for
his political transformation. He still distinguishes between the French and
German humanism, emphasizing that France was more entrenched in its
“biirgerlich-klassischer Tradition” and thus was able to view its engagement
in World War I as a legitimate effort to defend its classical humanist legacy
(GKFA 15.1:939-40). In other words, nationalism and humanism are iden-
tical in France in Mann’s opinion. German nationalism, on the other hand,
could easily be labeled as anti-humanist because of the Western powers’
self-representation as bona fide heirs of the classical humanist tradition. For
Mann, the fascist movement plays into the hands of Germany's enemies’ pro-
paganda by paying homage to a barbarian “Wotanskult” (anti-humanist cult)
(GKFA 15.1:944). He attempts to counteract the fascist appropriation of
German nationalism by invoking Germany’s own humanist tradition, citing
Goethe's Iphigenie and appealing to the “hchere Deutschtum” (the elevated
German spirit), ‘das immer das Land der Griechen mit der Seele gesucht’ hat”
(whose soul had always been in search of the classical Greek spirit) (GKFA
15.1:945). Mann is fully aware that his invocation of Goethe’s Iphigenie as a
prime example of the German neo-humanist tradition serves the ideological
goal of refashioning Germany as a highly civilized nation that puts the ste-
reotype of Germany’s barbarianism to shame. He even admits to his attempt
to give new meaning to the “Begriff der Humanitit der zur leeren Worthiilse
geworden, zum akademischen Geriimpel geworden war, mit neuem Inhalt zu
erfiillen” (the term humanism which [in his opinion] had become a platitude,
academic verbiage) (GKFA 15.1:946).

Mann’s changing political position reflects the socioeconomic upheavals and
political ups and downs of the Weimar Republic. In view of a short period of
economic stability due to the Dawes Plan and Foreign Minister Gustav Strese-
man’s (1878-1929) successful foreign policy resulting in Germany's full sover-
eignty and admission to the League of Nations (Schulze 216), Mann expressed
his confidence in the endurance of bourgeois culture in his speech “Liibeck als
geistige Lebensform” of 1926 (Essays 3:36). At that point he believed in the
continuing preeminence of the humanist cultural tradition, which in his opin-
ion was to prevail in spite of the enormous “moral, scientific, economic, polit-
ical, technical, aesthetic revolutions” (ibid.). He still defended the supremacy
and integrity of the mind of the educated and privileged Bildungsbiirgertum
(bourgeoisie) against the economic interests of a growing petite bourgeoisie
and proletariat who threatened his belief in the integrity of a purely spiritual
humanist legacy: “Der Geist ist etwas sehr Reines, und wer eine Lebensform
im Geistigen hilt, der hilt sie rein, der schiitzt sie vor jeder Entartung und
Verhirtung, die sie in der Wirklichkeit erleiden mag” (The spirit is something
very pure, and whoever leads a spiritual way of life preserves its purity and pro-
tects it from any degeneration and ossification, which it may suffer in reality)
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(Essays 3:37). He also changed his formerly nationalist disposition to a more
sophisticated cosmopolitan attitude: “Weltbiirgerlichkeit, Weltmitte, Weltge-
wissen, Weltbesonnenheit” (cosmopolitanism, world center, world conscience,
world civility) were the catchwords that he preferred to attach to the German
bourgeoisie (ibid.). In Mann’s opinion, this cosmopolitan humanism would
find its aesthetic expression in a sublime form of irony that transcends all class
distinctions.

Mann’s confidence in the humanist legacy was shattered with the onset of
the Great Depression. In his speech “Ein Appell an die Vernunft” ("An Appeal
to Reason”) of 1930, he concedes that in these times of economic hardship
“die spielend leidenschaftliche Vertiefung ins Ewig-Menschliche” ([the artist’s]
immersion in the apolitical realm of the eternally human) would be frivolous
(Essays 3:260). The strong showing of the NSDAP at the general election to
the Reichstag on September 14 was a wake-up call that convinced Mann of the
economic conditions’ impact on the political convictions of the vast majority of
people. Mann addresses the bourgeois aversion to a socialist class-conscious-
ness and revises his distaste for ideologies that are based on socioeconomic
considerations. In contrast to his former elitist detachment from the socialist
working class, he now lauds its “unzweifelhaft besseren und lebendigeren Wil-
len” (undoubtedly better and more lively willingness) to engage with intellec-
tual and spiritual matters than the bourgeoisie (Essays 3:273). Mann’s political
transformation is also accompanied by his unequivocal commitment to the
Western entente in spite of the harsh conditions of the Treaty of Versailles
that in his opinion contributed to the weakness of the Weimar Republic. While
Mann recalls his bourgeois heritage in an attempt to portray the German na-
tional character as politically averse to the fanatic extremism that threatened
Weimar democracy, he recognizes the danger that the “Abkehr vom Vernun-
ftglauben” (turning away from the rationalism) and the irrational regression
into a chaotic nature mysticism poses for the Weimar Republic (Essays 3:266).

The identification of a pitiless rationality with the widely despised victori-
ous alliance and the loss of national pride, ethical ideals, and traditional reli-
gious beliefs resulted in a widespread demoralization of the Germans and left
a spiritual vacuum that explains the emotional appeal of extremist grassroots
movements. Such movements, and especially the NSDAP, welcomed the un-
employed, uprooted, uneducated, and impoverished members of society into a
Volksgemeinschaft (national community), which promised a radical change and
a return to a more authentic way of life that was for many much more appeal-
ing than the uninspiring pragmatism of the established parties. In short, the
extremism of the right was appealing not only because it claimed to restore
national pride by retaliating for the humiliation at the hands of the allied pow-
ers but also because it promised a spiritual home and appealed to the masses’
emotional needs. While Mann in his Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen (Reflec-
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tions of an Unpolitical Man) also followed such anti-modern nationalist ideolo-
gies to distinguish himself from the mindset of the victorious Western powers
(GKFA 15.1:559), he now sides with the rationalist attitude that he used to
condemn as superficial and calculating.

This ideological shift is also noticeable in his fiction, especially Der Zauber-
berg and Mario und der Zauberer (Mario and the Magician) (1930). Yet Mann’s
political transformation does not result in a distinct aesthetic transformation.
Mann continues to write from the perspective of an omniscient narrator, who,
despite his sometimes self-deprecating gestures, depicts the foibles and human
shortcomings of his characters from a sympathetic yet superior point of view.
The following passage from the final pages of the Zauberberg illustrates Mann’s
self-ironical attitude toward his gradual retraction from the views expressed in
“Deutschland und die Demokratie,” and in “Liibeck als geistige Lebensform,”
namely those of Germany’s distinctly spiritual form of democracy and its medi-
ating position between east and west. The passage also exemplifies how Mann’s
irony can both expose and withstand the tension between an untrustworthy
humanist tradition and a profane, gruesome, and hostile reality, between the
euphemistic generalities of ideological rhetoric and the very specific and com-
plicated occurrences of everyday life:

Er sprach mit schwacher Stimme, aber viel, schén und von Herzen iiber die
Selbstvervollkommnung der Menschheit auf gesellschaftlichem Wege. Seine
Rede ging wie auf Taubenfiiflen, aber bald, wenn er etwa von der Vereinigung
der befreiten Vilker zum allgemeinen Gliicke sprach, so mischte sich—er wollte
und wufte es wohl selber nicht—etwas wie Rauschen von Adlersschwingen hi-
nein, und das machte zweifellos die Politik, das grof3viterliche Erbe, das sich
mit dem humanistischen Erbe des Vaters in ihm, Lodovico, zur schénen Litera-
tur vereinigt hatte,—genau wie Humanitit und Politik sich vereinigten in dem
Hoch- und Toastgedanken der Zivilisation, diesem Gedanken voll Taubenmilde
und Adlerskiihnheit, der seinen Tag erwartete, den Vélkermorgen, da das Prin-
zip der Beharrung wiirde aufs Haupt geschlagen und die Heilige Allianz der
biirgerlichen Demokratie in die Wege geleitet werden ... (GKFA 5.1:1076-77)

(He spoke in a weak but heartfelt voice, and had much to say about self-perfec-
tion of humanity by way of social reform. His speech began as if on doves feet,
but as soon as he talked, for instance, about the liberated peoples’ unification
for universal happiness, a sound like that of an eagle’s rushing pinions colored
his voice—not that he wanted it or knew it—and that was undoubtedly due to
the politics that he had inherited from his grandfather, which had then blended
with the humanistic legacy of his father to create beautiful literature in him—
just as humanity and politics were blended in the lofty and celebrated idea of
civilization, an idea full of the mildness of a dove and the boldness of an eagle,
which was awaiting its day, the dawn of peoples, when the principle of obstinacy
would be struck down and the gateway opened to the Holy Alliance of bourgeois
democracy.)
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This passage satirizes Lodovico Settembrini’s “schénen Gesinnung” (beauti-
ful ethos), which for the most part coincides with that of the Zivilisationsliteraten
or proponents of Western “Francophile” democracy. Mann’s narrator distances
himself from Settembrini’s somewhat naive belief in a Vilkermorgen (dawn of
peoples) by emphasizing the latter’s grandiose rhetoric and thus illustrating his
overblown humanist expectations for a civilized, democratic, bourgeois society.
A sudden change in style unmasks Settembrini’s naive belief that long-standing
anti-democratic sentiments could be put to rest by simply “hitting the principle
of persistence on its head”—a belief that recalls Mann’s earlier opinion on the
enduring authoritarian tradition that shaped the German national character.

The narrator’s sarcastic tone exposes Settembrini’s starry-eyed intellectualism
and calculating self-representation as a humanist aesthete with well-meaning
intentions. He also expresses doubt as to whether Settembrini would remain
impartial and shy away from bloodshed, “wo die Menschlichkeit sich begeis-
terungsvoll mit der Politik zur Sieges- und Herrschaftsidee der Zivilisation
verband” (where humaneness enthusiastically joined forces with politics to pro-
mote the idea of victory and domination of civilization) (GKFA 5.1:1077).%

Settembrini’s opportunistic wavering whenever political reality is in conflict
with his ideological principles makes his ideological position even more ques-
tionable. The omniscient narrator, who acts as the author’s critical representa-
tive, stresses time and again the inadequacies of humanist ideology in the face
of political reality and its hypocritical misappropriation for political purposes.
While the irony of these interventions prevents a one-sided didacticism and
points to the inconsistencies of ideological dogmas, these interferences also re-
flect a manipulative authorial subtext. Narrative irony dominates because it
acts as a superior voice that reduces the characters to agents with limited capac-
ity and insight. In short, Mann’s irony provides the authorial counterpoint to
the characters’ insuficiencies. In spite of its interrogative, nondidactic nature, it
speaks from a sovereign, nondiegetic point of view that is off-limits to criticism.
While the narrator’s sardonic remarks occasionally mock his authority and
thus challenge the humanist assumptions of the nineteenth-century Bildungs-
roman, the novel could be regarded as a satirical response to humanism—and
as such as posthumanist—insofar as it reduces the characters to caricatures
and thus reveals the opportunist appropriation of humanist ideals. Yet the nar-
rator’s sovereignty surreptitiously validates the notion of individual autonomy.
While the authorial subtext undermines humanist values by exposing their
rhetorical exploitation for politically expedient purposes, such as the violent
suppression of authoritarian ideas, it does so without breaking with the aes-
thetic conventions that represent them. Hesse's Steppenwolf, which will be the
focus of the next chapter, deviates more substantially from the conventions of
the Bildungsroman and entails a more radical critique of the humanist premises
of human nature.
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10.

11.

12.

Notes

. In Reflections of an Unpolitical Man, Mann connects his defense of his German cultural

background to his nationalism, which he compares favorably to his brother’s Franco-
phile leanings. Hesse’s cultural elitism is mediated through the perspective of the nar-
rators of Steppenwolf. Although one must not equate the perspective of these fictional
characters with those of their authors, the autobiographical similarities between au-
thors and narrators suggest strong affinities.

. The essay collection Adel des Geistes: Sechzehn Versuche zum Problem der Humanitit

was published in 1945 but contains essays that were written over a span of thirty-five
years.

. See, for instance, Stephan Zweigs Die Welt von Gestern (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1985),

44-85; also York-Gothart Mix, Die Schulen der Nation: Bildungskritik in der Literatur
der Moderne (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1995).

. All future references to Thomas Mann’s works will be taken from the Grofle Kom-

mentierte Frankfurter Ausgabe and cited parenthetically in the text as GKFA including
volume and page number.

. See, for instance, Kontje, Cambridge Introduction to Thomas Mann, 54—100; Freedman,

Hermann Hesse: Pilgrim of Crisis, 353-69.

. Hermann Kurzke mentions in his commentary to Mann’s Betrachtungen that Mann’s

jingoist war frenzy was surprising and is often explained as an aberration of the other-

wise highly civilized and sophisticated author (GKFA 13.2:10).

. Several critics link Mann's aggressive patriotism and warmongering to his insecuri-

ties about being exposed as an effeminate bluestocking and a homosexual (GKFA

14.2:591-92; Kontje, Cambridge 56; Kurzke, GKFA 13.2:10).

. Niels Werber points out the similarities to Mann's Zauberberg, in which the author

conveys his contradictory pro- and antidemocratic views through the two opponents,

Settembrini and Naphta (235-36).

. Although Mann liked to portray himself as a political outsider among intellectuals,

he was by no means the only one who favored an autocratic hierarchical state over
democracy. The conservative cultural philosopher Paul de Lagarde (1827-91); the lit-
erary scholar Ernst Bertram (1884-1957), Mann’s friend who later collaborated with
the Nazis; and the historian and philosopher Oswald Spengler (1880-1936), to name
just a few intellectuals, voiced similar views and can be regarded as Mann’s ideological
guides during this phase of his life (Kontje, Mann’s World 65-66, 7071, 103).
Mann's ambivalent position toward Germany’s democratic future has been widely ac-
knowledged in scholarship. Lothar Pikulik, for instance, views the Betrachtungen as
both an involuntary inclination toward and a distancing from Germany’s inevitable
future democratization (13). Consequently, Pikulik points out that Mann's opponent,
the politicized Zivilisationsliterat, a pseudonym for his brother Heinrich, figures only
seemingly as a serious antagonist since Mann himself shares many character traits with
his rival (13).

Markus Kartheiniger attributes this generalization to Locke’s and Rousseau’s interpre-
tations of Hobbes's natural rights (244).

While Mann portrayed the German war effort as a fight for the preservation of Germa-
ny’s national identity, Mann’s claim that his support of the war had nothing to do with
imperialist or expansionist tendencies is hard to believe. After all, he was reminiscing
about the restoration of 2 German Reich that was much bigger and more powerful.
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For instance, the protagonist criticizes the essay of a famous French writer as “recht
feines Geschwitz” (finely spun verbiage) (297). The narrator also comments on the
protagonist’s foray into the ivory tower of the arts and on the “Hochmut der Erkennt-
nis” (arrogance of knowledge) (264).

Mann refers to Paul de Lagarde in disputing the suitability of the motto of the French
Revolution for the German national character (GKFA 13.1:300-301).

In his essay “Goethe und Tolstoi,” Mann sets up the same opposition between Rous-
seau and German humanism. For Mann, Goethe and Tolstoy distinguish themselves
from Rousseau because they saw no reason to long for nature as they embodied nature
themselves (GKFA 15:1:388). He also views both Goethe and Tolstoy as truly natio-
nal populist poets: “Goethe ist, wie Tolstoi, darum der volkhaft echteste Dichter seines
Landes, ein wahrer Ausbruch des Volksgeistes, gleich Luther, gleich Bismarck” (Goethe
is, like Tolstoy, the most genuinely populist poet, a true eruption of the populist spirit,
like Luther, like Bismarck) (ibid. 416).

With regard to Germany’s particular history, Mann's argument of a distinctly authori-
tarian German national character bears some justification. After all, the perceived loss
of a genuinely German cultural tradition in view of the increasing internationalization
and homogenization of national and regional customs reinforced nationalist and anti-
Semitic sentiments at the beginning of the twentieth century. The presumed erosion
of national identity was particulatly strong and consequential because of the overpow-
ering influence of the Western entente on a politically and economically weakened
Germany after World War I (GKFA 13.1:127-28). The devastating loss had both a
humiliating and a disorienting effect for many Germans (Zweig, Troeltsch).

While Novalis seems like an odd choice for justifying democratic leanings, his linking
of the German Romantic poet to the American herald of democracy may be considered
an astute strategic move that allowed Mann to portray his political transformation as
a logical development. Both poets extrapolate from their individual experiences to the
universality of human existential sensitivities and thus justify their individual subor-
dination and participation in the social entity of the state. Mann distinguishes these
poets from what he considers radical Enlightenment philosophy since they promote
equality without neglecting the individuality of each human being (GKFA 15.1:540).
The focus on personal experience was essential for Mann's democratic conviction.

If not indicated otherwise, all translations from the German are mine.

Mann refers to Aalsgard in his essay “Luebeck als geistige Lebensform” (1926) as the
place where he spent a vacation in 1899 “wo der “Tonio Krdger’ unbewufit entworfen
wurde” (where “Tonio Kroger” was subliminally conceived) (Mann, Essays 3:21).

For a discussion of “German Physiognomic Thought from Lavater to Auschwitz,” see
Richard T. Gray, About Face (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2004).

The most extreme forms of physiognomic prejudice can be detected “in the proto-
fascist racial anthropologies of the 1920s and 1930s, which sought to draw distinct
lines of racial kinship and clearly segregate the unified racial community from the racial
Other” (Gray 205).

Settembrini’s lack of concern for the common soldier is further emphasized by the con-
trasting, realistic description of a fighting Hans Castorp whose survival in the trenches

remains doubtful (GKFA 5.1:108-85).
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CHAPTER 11
o~
Between Humanism
and Posthumanism

Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf

Introduction

In contrast to Thomas Mann, Hermann Hesse distanced himself from the war
euphoria already in 1914. Yet he also expressed sympathetic feelings toward
the German side in World War I and considered war as a necessary evil that
had to be fought (HSW 15:10)." He even wrote several war poems in which
he identifies with the soldiers in the trenches (Schwilk 183-86). However, in
his opinion, nationalism should never serve as an end in itself but rather as‘eine
Art Vorschule zum Ideal der Menschheit” (a kind of preschool for an ideal hu-
manity) (HSW 15:17). By way of introduction to my analysis of Hesse's novel
Steppenwolf, I will summarize the author’s political development as it is repre-
sented in his numerous essays that appeared between 1914 and 1922. These
essays will shed light on the interests and intellectual background that Hesse
shared with Mann in spite of their different biographies and developments as
authors. It will also explain Hesse’s nontraditional humanism.

In a newspaper article titled “O Freunde, nicht diese Toéne” (“Oh Friends,
Don't Speak like That”), published in the Neue Ziircher Zeitung in 1914, Hesse
emphasized that he could not be happy about the war and that it would be im-
portant to establish friendly ties to the adversaries after the war (HSW 15:15).
Hesse refers to Schiller’s “An die Freude” (“Ode to Joy”) with the admonition to
intone something more pleasant and joyful. The citation of Schiller’s poem was
his response to the excessive nationalism and the denigration of non-German
literature. Hesse positioned himself squarely in the Enlightenment tradition
when he admonished his fellow Germans to heed humanist values, such as
“Gerechtigkeit, Mifligung, Anstand, Menschenliebe” (justice, restraint, integ-
rity, philanthropy) (HSW 15:13). He also emphasized that the ultimate goal

must be the overcoming of war in the name of a peaceful coexistence of all of
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humanity. His relatively mild but nevertheless courageous criticism was met
with a flurry of vehemently hostile reactions in the German press. Hesse re-
ceived an abundance of hate mail at this time of patriotic fervor (Schwilk 187;
HSW 15:290-96). After a trip through Germany he was attacked as a draft
dodger and coward because he expressed his relief in his travelogue over not
being drafted (Schwilk 189; HSW 15:118-22). These accusations and defa-
mations are noteworthy in view of Hesse’s attempts to volunteer for military
service and being rejected twice because of his nearsightedness and advanced
age. After these rejections, he tried to lend his moral support to those in the
trenches by distributing literature to the soldiers through the German Red
Cross. His ambivalent feelings toward Germany’s war effort by no means char-
acterize him as a staunch war opponent or pacifist. To the contrary, he was con-
vinced that aggression is part of human nature and that war is part of life and
cannot be abolished by fiat (HSW 15:114; 135-39). Nevertheless, Hesse con-
demns in the strongest terms the senseless continuation of the “Massenwiir-
gen, Todschligerei, Schlichterei” (mass slaying, slaughter, massacring) after the
peace negotiations of Brest-Litowsk in 1917, which in his opinion benefitted
only a“kleine Schicht von Geschiftemachern” (a small group of profiteers) and
ignored humanity’s call for peace (HSW 15:182-87).

Hesse's criticism of such warmongering permeates his political and feuille-
ton writings of the early 1920s. He lamented, for example, the nationalist invo-
cation of the “deutsche Pseudogeist” (German pseudo-spirit), which the world
had identified justifiably as the culprit of the war (HSW 15:295). The selfish
incantation of ideological slogans was also the target of Hesse's political pam-
phlet Zarathustra’s Wiederkebr (Zarathustra’s Return), first published anony-
mously in Switzerland in 1919. Ironically, Hesse appealed to “einen deutschen
Geist, einen deutschen Mut, eine deutsche Mannhaftigkeit” (a German spirit,
a German courage, and a German manhood) (HSW 15:220), as if he were in
agreement with the patriotic fervor that deplores the loss of Germany’s glory
after World War 1.2 However, in the historical context of its appearance in
1920, Zarathustra’s Wiederkehr must be seen as an exhortation to the defeated
German people, especially the demoralized soldiers, to face their own guilt and
be accountable for the disastrous outcome of the war. Instead of succumbing to
the victim’s self-pity and longing for revenge, as so many patriotically minded
Germans did after the Treaty of Versailles, Hesse's Zarathustra suggests that
the Germans accept their fate and their responsibilities for their past actions.

Although Hesse's text addresses the nationalist fervor in this specific his-
torical situation, its archaic language in the allegorical style of Nietzsche's
Zarathustra transcends the particular context of postwar chauvinism by strik-
ing a philosophical tone that applies to human behavior in general. Nietzsche's
concept of amor fati, which demands introspective self-questioning with the
goal of understanding and accepting the inevitable truths of one’s fate and ulti-
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mately of knowing oneself, has an aesthetic dimension that becomes apparent
in Hesse's fictional works.” This type of introspection aims at the Socratic im-
perative of self-knowledge (gnothi seauton), which supposedly leads to becom-
ing true to oneself. However, this self-interrogation also results in realization
that to live means to suffer (HSW 15:231).*

The realization that much of human suffering originates in the self rather
than in the hostile actions of others is no reason for being despondent, Hesse
claims. While blaming others no longer promises relief from one’s suffering,
it is much more realistic to learn how to accept one’s own fate than to know
how to change the world. The human compulsion to be active by doing things
just for the sake of doing something is at the core of a self-deceptive escapism,
according to Zarathustra, who can be seen as a sounding board for the author.
In his opinion, humans try to escape their suffering by attempting to change
the world. In view of Hesse’s introspective soul-searching, it is not surprising
that the author’s philosophical and political development differed from Mann’s
increasing political involvement. Although Hesse remained an antifascist and
despised any form of authoritarianism and subordination, he had no illusions
about his political influence. His psychologically and philosophically informed
writings sought to uncover the reasons for political conflicts and warfare at the
base of human nature rather than in ideological rhetoric, which in his opinion
was often used for ulterior purposes. This explains the interweaving of politi-
cal, philosophical, psychological, and homiletic discourse evident in Zarathus-
tra’s Wiederkebr.

In“Die Sehnsucht unserer Zeit nach einer Weltanschauung” (“The Longing
of our Time for a World View”), which first appeared in the journal Uhu in
1926, Hesse implies that one cannot expect the average individual to have a
genuinely personal philosophy of life, as he had argued in Zarathustra’s Wie-
derkebr. Hesse acknowledges that the vanishing authority of the churches,
industrialization and the development of new technologies, as well as rapid
demographic shifts have caused a spiritual vacuum that manifests itself in a
widespread longing for binding ethical norms and a universally recognized
philosophical or religious foundation (HSW 15:479-81). He explains the
blossoming of countless religious sects, self-styled prophets, fortune-tellers,
charlatans, and other manifestations of superstitious beliefs as a consequence
of these social, economic, and demographic transformations.” His welcoming
openness to new spiritual experimentation, however, reveals his vitalist and
cyclical understanding of cultural progress, which views each beginning with
fascination and is expressed in his poem “Stufen”:“Und in jedem Anfang wohnt
ein Zauber inne” (In each beginning dwells its magic) (HSW 5:400-401).
This idea of rejuvenation and rebirth, which can also be found in Nietzsche's
Zarathustra, is a leitmotif in many of Hesse's works, such as Peter Camenzind,

Unterm Rad, Gertrud, RofShalde, Demian, and Steppenwolf.
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Hesse's ambivalence toward his humanist education is not only central to
his novel Steppenwolf but also a concern that he shares with Thomas Mann.
Both authors problematize their pride in their humanist erudition and their
somewhat elitist condescension toward their less educated, seemingly super-
ficial contemporaries in their fictional works. For instance, Mann’s parodies
of simple people correspond to Hesse's alter ego's contempt for popular cul-
ture. The intellectual characters’ self-importance, however, is also discredited
through irony and self-criticism.

Yet there are certain characteristics that distinguish the narrators’ positions
toward their characters. While the narrators of Mann's Tonio Kriger and Zau-
berberg reveal a close aflinity to their author and maintain sovereignty through-
out the texts, the narrative authority of Hesse’s narrators in Steppenwolf is by
no means unassailable. The first-person narrator Harry Haller does not judge
the characters from a superior distance, like Mann’s omniscient narrators, but
remains constrained by the limited perspective of the protagonist. Moreover,
the omniscient narrator of the “Tractatus” section of the novel certainly knows
more than Haller by giving a psycho-philosophical analysis of the Steppenwolf,
but he also knows less than the protagonist because he is incapable of adopting
Haller’s subjective point of view. In short, the novel's multiperspectival account
of Haller’s life, the open-ended conclusion and nonlinear, antirational develop-
ment of the protagonist deconstruct the idea of individual autonomy that has
been an essential assumption of humanist ideology. I will devote the remainder
of this chapter to an analysis of Steppenwolf in order to show that Hesse's novel
can be regarded as a more radical, posthumanist response to the conventions of
the Bildungsroman than Mann's Zauberberg.

Hesse’s Der Steppenwolf

Hermann Hesse’s Der Steppenwolf (1927) criticizes the humanist tradition
to which it is indebted. It also aspires to overcome the Nietzschean anti-
humanism of its protagonist and, for several reasons, anticipates posthumanist
tendencies. Hesse’s Der Steppenwolf is posthumanist in a temporal sense as it
confronts the nineteenth-century humanist legacy from a twentieth-century
perspective. The novel’s critique of traditional bourgeois values does not sim-
ply reject humanism and its philosophy of individual autonomy. It dislodges
Idealist concepts of wholeness and self-perfection and replaces them with a
multiperspectival view of a continuously changing human consciousness in an
open-ended process of self-searching. One might say that the novel is “as much
post-humanist as it is post-humanist” (Badmington, “Theorizing” 15). While
posthumanism succeeds the humanist paradigm, it still must engage with the
humanist tradition, even “acknowledge its persistence,” from a critical perspec-
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tive (ibid.). The protagonist of Hesse’s novel, Harry Haller, becomes gradually
aware that his anti-humanist point of view is predisposed by the German hu-
manist tradition with which he was brought up. Haller also realizes that the
Cartesian dichotomy of mind and body is a myth.® The multiperspectival de-
bunking of both the humanist premises of bourgeois individuality and the pro-
tagonist’s anti-humanist opposition to these premises leads to the dissolution
of a definable personhood, which in turn calls for a posthumanist awareness of
the human subject’s fluidity and evanescence.

The following analysis focuses on the novel’s subversion of both the humanist
education and the protagonist’s anti-humanist rebellion against it. It discloses
how Hesse’s novel undermines universalist philosophical claims, regardless of
whether they belong to the Idealist or anti-Idealist Nietzschen philosophy that
influenced both the protagonist and his author. Hesse's novel reveals how Ger-
man nineteenth-century humanist philosophy is based on a mind-body hierar-
chy that is no longer justifiable at the beginning of the twentieth century. The
Steppenwolf metaphor illustrates how traditional humanism established the
supremacy of the spiritual over the animal nature of “Man” and serves to ex-
pose binary reasoning, foregrounded in the protagonist’s man-animal division,
as a hypothetical construct. More precisely, the Steppenwolf metaphor takes
on an emblematic function that encapsulates both the protagonist’s personal
dilemma as an artist and social outsider and the human conundrum in general
created by traditional humanism’s suppression of the abject biological reality
of life. Yet it also provokes the protagonist’s vacillation between the repression
and acknowledgment of the subconscious and reveals multifaceted dimensions
of human existence. Although Harry Haller has to realize that the Steppen-
wolf metaphor is a narcissistic self-projection, it plays a catalytic role as the
gradual acceptance of Haller’s dark animal side leads him on a path that aims
at overcoming the mind-body dualism. While Haller eventually fails to liberate
himself completely from the stifling, parochial moralist views of his bourgeois
upbringing, his humiliating punishment of being laughed at for taking life too
seriously forces him to witness the dismantling of his imaginary personality.

In the case of Hesse's novel, traditional humanist assumptions are con-
tested by an array of diegetic and nondiegetic devices, such as multiple nar-
rative perspectives, that dispute or relativize the actuality of the protagonists
and their claims. Moreover, they include contradictory accounts by the char-
acters; the dissolution of fixed boundaries between individual characters, i.e.,
the blending, mixing, and multiplying of characters as, for instance, in doubles
or gender-bending fusions of characters; and the disassembling of personali-
ties. Hesse's Der Steppenwolf seeks to reveal the human dependence on an in-
stinctual, subconscious nature beyond rational control, thus exposing the myth
that individuals are superior to other living beings by virtue of their ability
to rationally know themselves. Irony as an inconclusive dialogic mode of self-
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reflection is an effective device for communicating the perpetual human striv-
ing toward an elusive self-recognition. To be sure, one could argue that these
narrative strategies can also be detected in humanist novels of education. How-
ever, within the humanist paradigm they do not serve the overall purpose of de-
constructing the unity and agency of the human subject as a fiction, as Hesse's
Der Steppenwolf does. Moreover, the posthumanist paradigm distinguishes
itself from anti-humanist approaches (i.e., by Freud, Marx, or Nietzsche) in
that it reflects on these and reveals that all attempts at delimiting the subject
ontologically are arbitrary.

Conceding the difficulty of defining posthumanism, Badmington detects
the incipient impulses for anti-humanist and posthumanist tendencies al-
ready in Marxist and Freudian thinking (Posthumanism 4—6). Accordingly, the
Marxist rejection of “the humanist belief in a natural human essence, which
exists outside history, politics, and social relations” (ibid. 5), implicitly defies
the sovereignty of human reason expressed in Descartes’s “Cogito ergo sum.”
Assuming that human thinking is contingent on social, political, and cultural
conditions, Marxism discards both the notion of individual autonomy and the
supremacy of mind over body. The Freudian challenge to Cartesian dualism
and the humanist paradigm is even more radical than its Marxist counterpart
as it ultimately disputes the very existence of the I as a reliable entity. With
the acknowledgment of the subconscious, instinctual sphere, however, the au-
thority and independence of the human mind is not only contested from the
world outside but also from within the human subject. Jacques Lacan empha-
sizes the diminishing power of the Freudian ego in his essay on the mirror
stage by detecting the self-deluding image-making process in the early stages
of ego formation. Accordingly, the Cartesian mind-body duality proposed in
traditional eighteenth-century humanist philosophy fails to recognize that
the human subject is conditioned by a series of méconnaissances that consti-
tute the ego from the very beginning of its development (Lacan 6). Hesse's
novel focuses on the inadequacy of the mind-body division and its continu-
ing influence on the conceptualization of the human. The protagonist’s binary
perspective is typical for intellectuals at the time and prevailed well into the
twentieth century.

As a writer who was sensitive to the challenges that bourgeois intellectu-
als had to face in view of the rapid social transformations after World War I,
Hesse became increasingly aware that the humanist beliefs of his education
were anachronistic.” With its numerous autobiographical references, Der Step-
penwolf can be considered as a fictional portrayal of the author’s gradual dis-
illusionment with the humanist worldview.® Giving a detailed account of the
deconstruction of his personality, Hesse’s alter ego, Harry Haller, gradually
comes to realize after his soul-searching process that the Cartesian mind-body
division is a simplification, inadequate to grasp the complexities of modern ex-
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istence. Moreover, the protagonist’s self-interrogation reveals that his person-
ality does not consist of a spiritual essence but dissolves into an accumulation
of acquired conventions, habits, cultural and philosophical traditions, even spe-
cific historical events and constellations. Hesse’s novel inverts the traditional
Bildungsroman by turning the protagonist's progress toward completion upside
down, into a process of self-dissolution (Schwarz,“Erklirung” 197).° The novel
not only undermines the humanist belief in the perfectibility and homogeneity
of the individual, it also questions the Enlightenment assumption that civili-
zation means progress. By revealing the constructedness of cultural hierarchies
and the increasing fragmentation of twentieth-century individuals, it antici-
pates current notions of posthumanism.

Hesse’s novel disrupts the humanist aesthetics of the Bildungsroman in sev-
eral respects, including its form. Rather than presenting a linear narrative, the
author chooses three different viewpoints that account for the novel's multiper-
spectivity. It consists of an editor, who represents the bourgeois foil for Haller,
also known as Steppenwolf; a first-person narrator, who depicts Haller’s de-
velopment from a personal point of view; and the third-person narrator of
the Tractat or treatise, who analyzes Haller's human condition from a quasi-
objective, philosophical and psychological perspective. The complexity of the
narrative perspective illustrates the fragmentation of the self.' The novel’s for-
mal and semantic structure is by no means traditional, although it does not
take advantage of the stream-of-consciousness technique or experiment with
syntactical and morphological structures." The insertion of dream sequences, a
long epistolary passage of mysterious origin, philosophical discourses, and the
disintegration of the novel's main character into a multiplicity of hybrid char-
acters that oscillate between fact and fantasy reveal the novel’s indebtedness to
the Romantic tradition. By integrating ideas of Nietzsche, Carl Gustav Jung,
as well as intermedial discourses on cinema, radio, and mass culture, Hesse
transforms, criticizes, and plays with the conventions of Bildungsroman and
Kiinstlernovelle in an attempt to overcome and question a fossilized Idealist tra-
dition (Herwig and Trabert 9).1?

The fragmentation of the main character is pointedly connected to the disin-
tegration of the mind-body dualism. In Idealist philosophy, “Man” is portrayed
as a rational animal. Likewise, the Steppenwolf is, of course, not an actual ani-
mal but a metaphor that refers to the protagonist Harry Haller. It characterizes
its protagonist as a lonesome drifter who roams the streets at night and de-
spises the false pretenses of civility. It also evokes the animalistic side of human
existence that has been suppressed in the civilizing process.” Thus the Step-
penwolf, as a symbol with manifold meanings, stands for “the Animal” in gen-
eral, and as such for the human other, in that it both distinguishes itself from
the human but also embodies it. The Steppenwolf, on the one hand, marks the
uncivilized abject, and on the other a purportedly more genuine, uncorrupted
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human nature worthy of preservation. However, this nature dualism, which
represents Haller’s initial philosophy, is deconstructed during the course of the
protagonist’s vacillating development and with it the entire mind-body duality
of the Cartesian tradition.

Haller’s philosophy, laid out by the third-person narrator in the“Treatise on
the Steppenwolf)” attributes the Steppenwolf’s personal tragedy to the incom-
patible “zwei Naturen, eine menschliche und eine wélfische . . . sie lagen in stin-
diger Todfeindschaft gegeneinander” (HSW 4:46) (“two natures, a human and
a wolfish one,” within himself that “were in continual and deadly enmity” [HS
41]). Raised in a bourgeois family, “those who brought him up had declared a
war of extinction against the beast in him” [HSW 4:45; HS 41]). The Step-
penwolf regards himself“als eine Bestie . . . nur mit einem diinnen Uberzug von
Erziehung und Menschentum” (HSW 4:45) (“as a beast with only a thin cov-
ering of the human” [HS 41]). While he “weit iiber das dem Biirger mégliche
Maf} hinaus zum Individuum entwickelt ... ist er dennoch ein Zwangshift-
ling des Biirgertums und kann ihm nicht entrinnen” (HSW 4:56) (“developed
far beyond the level possible to the bourgeois ... he is nevertheless captive to
the bourgeoisie and cannot escape it” [HS 53]). In other words, the third-
person narrator of the treatise is convinced that Haller cannot liberate himself
from the damaging effects of his bourgeois education and that “[s]tatt seine
Personlichkeit zu vernichten, war es nur gelungen, ihn sich selbst hassen zu
lehren” (HSW 4:14) (“instead of destroying his personality .. . succeeded only
in teaching him to hate himself” [HS 11]). His view of himself as a caged
animal is the main reason for his despair and leads to his decision to commit
suicide on his fiftieth birthday. At the bottom of his suffering is the Cartesian
dichotomy of mind and body. It instills in him a yearning for pure spiritual-
ity on the one hand and “eine wilde Begierde nach starken Gefiihlen” (HSW
4:28) (“a wild longing for strong emotions” [HS 27]) on the other. Yet neither
of these routes of escape from the self-imposed restraint is available to him
because the internal struggle between his instinctual needs and his desire to be
rid of them has become part of his disposition.* Although Haller knows that
his inner division and unhappiness are the result of his bourgeois upbringing,
he is also aware that “he can never turn back again and become wholly wolf”
(HSW 4:65; HS 63).

Viewing himself as the victim of a repressive education that failed to civilize
him, Haller suffers from the lonely existence of an outsider. Yet he also clings
to the image of the misunderstood intellectual as it allows him to preserve the
illusion of being a nonconformist, self-determined, exceptional human being.
Competing with the Nietzschean notion of “the savage born too late, born in
the midst of a civilized society” (Lingis 13) who can ennoble himself by as-
serting the atavistic rights of the wolf-man and his healthy animal instincts,
are other monistic notions that no longer view the individual as an essentialist
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albeit divided entity. As I will show later, references in Hesse’s text to monis-
tic and scientific theories by Charles Darwin, Ernst Haeckel, and Carl Gustav
Jung as well as Hinduist concepts resonate with these competing philosophies.
While they all promise to overcome Idealist metaphysics by viewing the mind
as a result of evolution, they also try to counteract the fragmented, split subject.
Yet at the conclusion of the open-ended novel, not any one of the philosophies
mentioned above can adequately represent the fragmentation, ambiguities, and
transformational dynamics of human existence. The open-ended form portrays
Haller’s life as an inconclusive example with many possibilities.

As the protagonist realizes, however, in the course of his development, view-
ing human nature according to the simplistic Steppenwolf dualism cannot do
justice to the complexities and inconsistencies of his existence (HSW 4:122).
Therefore, he has to abandon his Steppenwolf posture that has allowed him to
identify with a narcissistic self-image as both a maverick and a victim. As the
novel’s title suggests, the animal—the inhuman other, whether perceived as an
enemy from outside, a threat from within, or a desired ideal—takes the role of
a catalyst in the deconstruction of the protagonist’s personality that coincides
with the demise of his traditional humanist worldview.

Haller gradually comes to realize that what he deems to be the most frivo-
lous leisure activities of modern civilization, such as dancing, have deep roots
in earlier stages of the evolution of the human psyche.”” While he notices that
he has unfulfilled sensual and spiritual needs, the inhibitions of his elitist ed-
ucation prevent him initially from enjoying life. By introducing his Faust-like
protagonist—a highly educated but pessimistic intellectual—to the sensual
pleasures of life, Hesse lets him reconnect with basic instinctual needs that he
had lost in the process of his strict upbringing. Haller’s cynicism with regard
to his middle-class principles, such as decency, modesty, and propriety, is, of
course, linked to Nietzsche's cultural critique of nineteenth-century human-
ism: “We no longer derive man from ‘the spirit’ or ‘the deity’; we have placed
him back among the animals” (Portable Nietzsche 580).'° Like Nietzsche, whom
Haller esteems as a role model and brother, who was also born into an era that
did not understand him, Haller admires the wild, strong animal species rather
than the domesticated ones.!”

Haller’s confrontation with the nineteenth-century cultural heritage that
informs his entire persona is not simply a matter of intellectual or moral reori-
entation. It is both painful and liberating because his education has become his
second nature. In other words, the metaphysical presumptions of the humanist
legacy have conditioned the protagonist to the extent that he perceives him-
self and the world through the lens of the essentialist biases of his Protestant,
middle-class upbringing. The association with a group of nonintellectual bo-
hemians and bon vivants teaches him that his relationship to his changing en-
vironment cannot simply be understood from an intellectual point of view but
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must be relearned from a sensual, even sexual, level of experience. As a symbol
of a primeval, untamed nature that has been lost in the process of civilization,'®
the Steppenwolf image is a reminder of the protagonist's dependence on a du-
alist worldview and at the same time becomes a stepping-stone on his path to
emancipation from his limiting perspective.

The fact that the protagonist reconnects to his bourgeois origins through his
olfactory sense reveals that his upbringing has not just influenced him on an
intellectual level but also on an instinctual one (HSW 4:8). Haller has inter-
nalized the bourgeois standard of cleanliness to the extent that it becomes fully
embodied. It is ironic that the Steppenwolf as a creature of the wild is attracted
to the scent of cleanliness, the odor of civilization. In other words, the instincts
have been civilized to the point that they reject their own “animalistic” nature.
This domestication of the instincts is at the core of Haller’s self-hatred because
the instinctual side of his being has been trained to reject its very disposition."
Haller is partially aware of this self-denying aspect of his bourgeois upbringing
and therefore rebels against all forms of superficial propriety as it represses his
true feelings and sensual desires.” Yet he initially does not comprehend the
extent of modern civilization’s transforming influence on the individual psyche,
including his own. This is why he clings to his Steppenwolf personality as a
possible route of escape from the constraints of civilization, not knowing that
civilization also controls his sensual perception.”

Haller’s fascination with the “naive, redliche Sinnlichkeit” (HSW 4:38)
(“simple honest sensuality” [HS 37]) of jazz music must also be seen in this
context of the mind-body dualism. While his attraction to the “raw and savage
gaiety” of jazz may come as a surprise, his explanation leads back to the clash
between the old humanist education of his upbringing and the “knabenhaft
frisch und kindlich” (HSW 4:38-39) (“unashamedly primitive and childishly
happy” [HS 38]) American brand of music.”? In other words, Haller’s secret
fascination with the boyishly fresh and childlike is still connected to his de-
sire to gain access to an exclusive circle of immortals, of “kingly men” (HS 64;
HSW 4:66). Although Haller is intellectually aware that he is a“Zwangshift-
ling des Biirgertums und kann ihm nicht entrinnen” (HSW 4:56 ) (“captive to
the bourgeoisie and cannot escape it” [HS 53]), he does not fully comprehend
that his anti-bourgeois rebellion against the “Wichtigtuerei der Wissenschaft,
der Ziinfte, der Kiinste” (HSW 4:70) (“pomposity of the sciences, societies
and arts” [HS 69]) is influenced by the epistemic assumptions of these dis-
courses. Haller’s dualistic view of the human privileges the mind over the body
regardless of his fascination with the sensual allure of raw emotions conveyed
in jazz music. After all, the “Magic” of the senses promises a means to gain ac-
cess to a spiritual realm (HSW 4:31, 33-34; HS 30, 32-33).2

The domestication of Haller, the wolf, is enacted when Haller accepts the
invitation of an acquaintance—a professor with whom he used to discuss ori-
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ental mythology—out of sheer politeness and against his genuine inclination
(HS 74-75; HSW 4:76-77). Hesse’s first-person narrator emphasizes the
dishonest repression of will by comparing his, Haller’s, meek politeness to the
submissive behavior of a“starved dog” (“verhungerter Hund”) that“laps up” the
professor’s praise and cordiality. The Steppenwolf’s behavior has been condi-
tioned to succumb to flattery and recognition like a domesticated animal: “Ich
blickte dem artigen Mann in sein gelehrtes Gesicht, fand die Szene eigentlich
licherlich, genof} aber doch wie ein verhungerter Hund den Brocken Wirme,
den Schluck Liebe, den Bissen Anerkennung” (HSW 4:76) (“And while I
looked into the good fellow’s bookish face pondering the ridiculously stilted
conversation and yet basking in the warmth, gulping the kindness, and the
bit of recognition” [HS 75]). The metaphors of “Brocken Wirme,” “Schluck
Liebe,” and a“Bissen Anerkennung” call attention to the self-abnegation brought
about by the taming of the instincts. Haller’s servile desire to be liked takes
the place of the untamed animal’s drive for self-preservation, like hunger and
thirst, so much so that his learned behavior assumes the function of the in-
stincts: “Geriihrt grinste der Steppenwolf Haller, im trockenen Schlunde lief
ihm der Geifer zusammen, Sentimentalitit bog ihm wider seinen Willen den
Riicken” (HSW 4:76) (“The Steppenwolf stood there and grinned as his an-
imal instincts filled his dry mouth with slobber and sappy feelings began to
bend his spine against his will” [HS 75]). Here the narrator follows Nietzsche
in stressing the continuity between animal and human phylogeny by implying
that human characteristics and moral values stem from the instinctual behav-
ior of animals (NW 1:1032; 26). Accordingly, Haller’s deceptively submissive
behavior toward the professor has its origins in the tamed animal’s desire for
praise. The difference between the tamed wolf and Haller is, however, that
Haller can reflect on his domestication. While this capacity of self-reflection
seems to increase the protagonist’s suffering because he must watch helplessly
how his will gets broken and his spine gets bent, the process of spiritual and
physical degeneration does not necessarily end in utter despair as the ability to
reflect on his situation also provides Haller with a certain distance that allows
him to laugh about his quandary.

Haller’s unwitting adherence to the mind-body dichotomy is also evident
in his interactions with Hermine, whose name and appearance reminds Haller
of a friend from his youth, or younger self, named Hermann (HSW 4:88,
107). Hermine, who calls Haller “little brother” and “my boy” (HS 109; HSW
4:107) and who plays with him a game “for life and death” (HS 109; HSW
4:107) embodies Haller’s thinly disguised alter ego. Her androgynous appear-
ance, her youth, her maternal wisdom, intellectual acumen, and philosophical
mind underline her ambiguity as well as diverse roles as Haller’s mother figure,
promiscuous seductress, and younger self (SW 110). Hermine views herself
as a kind of mirror (“eine Art Spiegel”) for Haller, “weil in mir innen etwas
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ist, was dir Antwort gibt und dich versteht” (HSW 4:106) (“because there is
something in me that answers you and understands you” [HS 108]). Haller
agrees with Hermine's self-assessment but also recognizes her as someone who
is “so ganz und gar anders als ich!” ("And yet you are so entirely different from
me”) (ibid.). Hermine’s intangible, scintillating personality appears to Haller
as his “Gegenteil” (“opposite”) that has “alles was mir fehlt” (HSW 4:106) (“all
that T lack” [HS108]). Indeed, with her sensuality and her social skills, she
seems to embody Haller’s narcissistic fantasy of a self that complements his im-
poverished, ascetic reclusiveness. Hermine assumes the role of Haller’s guide,
and in this sense she is similar to his other mentor figures, such as Mozart
and Goethe, who teach him to overcome his bourgeois inhibitions. Like these
so-called immortals, Hermine initiates the transformation of Haller’s per-
sonality that will eventually liberate him from the limitations of his dualistic
point of view. Hermine's ability to transcend seemingly fixed borders between
man and woman, child and teacher, mother and seductress make her appear to
Haller “wie das Leben selbst: stets nur Augenblick, nie im voraus zu berechnen”
(HSW 4:109-10) (“like life itself, one moment succeeding to the next, and
not one to be foreseen” [HS 112]). In contrast to traditional masculinist repre-
sentations of Woman, Hermine is not presented as childlike. On the contrary,
Hermine is in control of the effect that she has on Haller and able to use it to
her advantage. Her personality that is both highly sensual and youthful, albeit
worldly-wise, seems puzzling and defies characterization in terms of Haller’s
Idealist categories.*

When Haller tells Hermine about his inner division between man and wolf,
she replies that his self-image as a Steppenwolf is a poetic fantasy (HSW 4:
111; HS 113). She sets him straight by telling him that, in contrast to human
beings, animals never act embarrassed or pretentious to impress their audience.
To her, animals belong to nature and therefore act in agreement with their
natural disposition (HSW 4:111; HS 113). In Hermine’s opinion there are
moments, however, when human beings resemble animals (HSW 4:112; HS
114). For Hermine, animals are more in touch with the sincerity of existence
than humans. Culture and civilization, on the other hand, enable humans to
deceive themselves about the inevitable realities of life. While human existence
on the whole seems less genuine than that of animals, it does have a much
wider range of modes of experience. Hermine's observation that Haller had
the looks of an animal when she first met him confirms a human’s ability to
experience multiple states of mind: (“Heute bist du kein Wolf, aber neulich,
...da warst du schon so ein Stiick Bestie, gerade das hat mir gefallen”) (HSW
4:111) (“You are no wolf today, but the other day . . . there was really something
of the beast about you. It is just what struck me at the time” [HS 113]). Intro-
ducing Haller to a whole range of sensual experiences that he had repressed
because of his education, Hermine, both as a dancing teacher and at the same
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time a spiritual mentor, represents the revaluation of Idealist philosophy at the
turn of the twentieth century. Echoing Darwin, Haeckel, Nietzsche, Freud,
and Jung, Hermine rejects Kantian dualism. She serves as a mediator between
Haller’s Idealist outlook and his later, more unprejudiced attitude that is able
to appreciate the sensual aspects of life. In her multifaceted roles as Haller’s
complementary other—as his soul sister (HSW 4:122; HS 126), a mother
figure (HSW 4:115; HS 118), a worldly-wise philosopher, a youthful pros-
titute, and a dance teacher—her seemingly incompatible characteristics defy
the very notion of a specific individuality, the metaphysical hallmark of Idealist
philosophy. Her dazzling personality (HSW 4:106-8; HS 108-10) is living
proof for her philosophy that a human being is devoid of a definable essence.
Hermine opens Haller’s eyes to the heterogeneity and instability of human
existence. Her constant presence allows him to perceive a much fuller spectrum
of life. She and Haller eventually come close to viewing the human subject
as “‘constituted by evolutionary stratification” (Wolfe, Animal 3). While such a
posthumanist point of view still presents the evolution toward the human as
progress toward a more complex organism of a higher rank, “the ‘animalistic
or ‘primitive’ determinations inherited from our evolutionary past ... coexist
uneasily in a second-order relation of relations, which the ‘human’ surfs or
manages with varying degrees of success or difficulty” (ibid.). The “Tractatuss”
narrator’s hypothesis, ‘dafy [der Mensch] in der Tat eigentlich eine Bestie sei,
nur mit einem diinnen Uberzug von Erziehung und Menschentum dariiber”
(HSW 4:45) (“that [a human] being was actually a beast with only a thin cov-
ering of the human” [HS 41]) testifies to the influence of late-nineteenth-
century paleontology and biological anthropology.

Hesse makes use of another scientific discovery, namely that ontogeny reca-
pitulates phylogeny (Haeckel, Jung). According to this hypothesis of Haeckel,
every individual undergoes a primeval transformation from primitive mono-
nuclear organism to primitive animal, to mammal to primate to human. This
theory, of course, resonated with Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious,
according to which each living organism inherited primordial states of con-
sciousness.” Biologists like Darwin and Haeckel, for instance, kept stressing
that human civilization developed very late in the history of the species. Their
historical point of view was to counteract human hubris and its narrow-minded
moral values (Haeckel 26).%° Haeckel’s eschewing of Kant’s dualist Idealism in
favor of a dynamic monism resonates in Hesses novel and especially in the
idea that every human being does not consist of one or two souls “sondern aus
zehn, aus hundert, aus tausend Seelen” (HSW 4:122) (“of ten or a hundred or
a thousand souls” [HS 126]).

Pablo is another figure whose appearance changes in Haller’s perception.
Pablo represents, to some extent, a contrast to Harry as he is introduced as a
superficial bon vivant and jazz musician whose main goal in life is to make his
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audience happy by playing popular tunes to which they can dance. His carefree
lifestyle and “loose morals” resemble those of Hermine, yet he seems to lack
her philosophical perspicacity. Haller is reluctant to befriend Pablo because he
considers the latter’s hedonism frivolous and immoral. He also feels envious of
this young, easygoing crowd-pleaser who possesses all the social skills and pop-
ularity that he himself lacks. If it were not for Hermine, the elitist intellectual
recluse, Haller, would never have befriended Pablo. Only after Hermine intro-
duces him to the sensual aspects of his personality by teaching him to dance to
Pablo’s music is Haller prepared to get to know the musician.

Hesse's novel associates Pablo’s naive, anti-intellectual, uninhibited “nature”
with the Steppenwolf’s characterization of jazz as “wild, launisch und kraft-
voll” Moreover, jazz is described as a musical style that has the advantage of
being at least “[von] einer groflen Aufrichtigkeit, einer liebenswerten, unver-
logenen Negerhaftigkeit und einer frohen, kindlichen Laune” (HSW 4:38-
39) (“sincere, unashamedly primitive, and childishly happy” [HS 38]). These
descriptions point to Haller’s Romantic and Eurocentric concept of a history
that associates earlier stages of civilization with the ignorance and innocence
of childhood. Haller’s belief in a hierarchical progression of human civilization
that reaches its apex in the European culture of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries echoes Idealist narratives of human development by Kant, Lessing,
Herder, and Schiller, among others.”” Although these accounts differ, they
all share a Euro- and logocentric point of view and make an essentialist dis-
tinction between humans and animals. As Derrida points out in his essay The
Animal That Therefore I Am, for many philosophers from Descartes to Lacan
and Heidegger “the animal” is simply defined as the other of the human or
vice-versa so that the definition of the human depends on delineating what the
human is not: the animal (Derrida 27).

Haller looks at jazz as an expression of a primeval form of art because it
appeals to uncivilized, instinctual nature in contrast to the spiritual refinement
of his musical idols, such as Mozart.”® His ambivalent feelings toward jazz be-
tray a perplexity toward modern culture that he tries to cover up with his pa-
tronizing, condescending posturing as a misunderstood intellectual. Although
Haller seems to admire the disposition of the “Negro” and the “American,”“der
uns Europiern in all seiner Stirke so knabenhaft frisch und kindlich erscheint”
(HSW 4:39) (“who with all his strength seems so boyishly fresh and childlike
to us Europeans” [HS 38]), he also looks down on the culture of the new world
as a deplorable regression. Haller’s perception of Pablo as a representative of
Europe’s cultural decadence on the one hand and as a happy and carefree child
on the other confirm the protagonist's wavering between disgust and secret
admiration when he is confronted with an incomprehensible modernity. While
the Steppenwolf’s philosophy and self-image as it is represented in the “Trac-
tatus” is also based on the distinction between human and animal, Haller’s
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first-person narrative questions and subverts this distinction by confronting
the protagonist with characters like Pablo and Hermine.

After all, Hermine's and Pablo’s surprising transformations are meant to
prepare Haller for the eventual rejection of his Steppenwolf identity (HSW
4:165; HS 176). Pablo introduces Haller to his magic theater, a sequence of
dreamlike scenes that lets Haller look at different aspects of his multifaceted
personality with the intention of teaching him to laugh about himself. More
concretely, Pablo’s theater has a multiplicity of doors, behind each of which is
a segment or theme that is connected to Haller’s life. Most of the episodes are
linked to the themes that have been addressed earlier in the narrative, such as
the war of mankind against the machine, the suppression or justification of
instinctual needs through reason, the debunking of the myth of the unity of
the subject, the taming of the Steppenwolf, the role of art in contemporary so-
ciety, and finally the possibility of escaping the Steppenwolf existence through
humor. Haller fails in the effort to laugh at himself because he takes Pablo’s
theater as reality and kills Hermine in a bout of jealousy. While it would be
intriguing to examine the connections of the various segments of the magic
theater, I will limit myself to examining the episode titled “Wunder der Step-
penwolfdressur” (HSW 4:182-85) (“Marvelous Taming of the Steppenwolf”
[HS 194-96)).

In this episode, Haller watches an animal tamer who looks like him leading a
tamed wolf to do tricks that resist its animal nature. The wolf has been trained
to refrain from eating a rabbit and a lamb placed before him. The clenching of
his teeth, the saliva dripping from his mouth, and his trembling body reveal,
however, that the wolf’s abstinence is achieved under extreme repression of its
instincts. The wolf displays a canine submissiveness that Haller finds painful
to watch (HSW 4:183; HS 195). In the second part of the act, the roles are
reversed. Now it is the wolf that forces the animal tamer to act like a tamed
wolf. However, the docile wolf-man then begins to act like a wild beast mauling
and killing the rabbit as well as the lamb. Haller flees the scene deeply shocked,
commenting, “Dieses magische Theater, sah ich, war kein reines Paradies, alle
Hoéllen lagen unter seiner hiibschen Oberfliche” (HSW 4:184) (“This magic
theater was clearly no paradise. All hell lay beneath its charming surface” [HS
196]). The allegorical episode reiterates Hesse's Nietzschean critique of a civ-
ilization that has established itself through the repression of nature. After
Haller has been socialized and educated to control his instincts, nature asserts
itself and returns with a vengeance as the tamer’s beastly behavior is a result
of the taming of nature. To distract himself after the horrific scene, Haller
spontaneously hums the first line of the fourth movement of Beethoven’s ninth
symphony: “O Freunde nicht diese Tone” (HSW 4:184) (“O Friend[s], not
these notes” [HS 196]).% In this context the citation can be read as an ironic
comment on the regressive beastliness of the docile animal tamer. There is no
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benevolent God who created a meaningful cosmic order and the human be-
ing according to his image as in Schiller’s poem. Compare, for instance, the
lines “Briider—iiberm Sternenzelt / Muf3 ein lieber Vater wohnen” (brothers
above the starry canopy / There must dwell a loving father) (SchW 1:133)*°
to the cold laughter and childish behavior of the immortals of Hesse's novel.
In other words, the quasi-Christian belief in a meaningful universal order of
the Schiller poem—“Freude heifit die starke Feder / In der ewigen Natur /
Freude, Freude treibt die Rider / In der groflen Weltenuht” ( Joy is the name of
the strong spring / in eternal nature / Joy, joy drives the wheels / in the great
clock of worlds) (SchW 1:134)—has been replaced by a cold, inhuman uni-
verse and an image of organic nature that is driven by aggression and self-
preservation. The deceptive optimism of German Idealist philosophy is con-
trasted to Haller’s memories of photographs from World War I that disturb
his longing for “ertriglichere, freundlichere Bilder” (HS 196) (“more bearable,
friendlier pictures” [HSW 4:184]). While humming the Beethoven tune, he is
reminded of “jene Haufen ineinander verkniuelter Leichname, deren Gesich-
ter durch Gasmasken in grinsende Teufelsfratzen verwandelt waren” (HSW
4:184) (“those heaps of bodies entangled with each other whose faces were
changed to grinning ghouls by their gas masks”) [HS 196]). It is significant
that the dead soldiers are not depicted as innocent victims but as grinning
ghouls. Haller thinks that he was naive to be appalled about these horrific pic-
tures as a former war opponent because aggression appears to be simply part
of human nature. His comment, “Heute wufite ich, daf} kein Tierbindiger, kein
Minister, kein General, kein Irrsinniger Gedanken und Bilder in seinem Ge-
hirn auszubriiten fihig war, die nicht ebenso scheuflich, wild und bése, ebenso
roh und dumm in mir selber wohnten” (HSW 4:184) (“Today I knew that no
tamer of beasts, no general, no insane person could hatch a thought or picture
in his brain that I could not match myself with one every bit as frightful, every
bit as savage and wicked, as crude and stupid” [HS 196]), expresses his disillu-
sionment with the belief in a good and true humankind.

Does this mean that Haller’s development ends in a state of utter despair
over the evil disposition of the human species? This would imply that German
humanism and its “immortal” representatives, such as Mozart and Goethe,
were nothing but a vain fantasy. To be sure, Hesse's novel exposes traditional
humanism’s suppression of the instinctual, irrational, and immoral side of hu-
man nature. However, reading Hesse's text merely as a criticism of humanism’s
alleged hypocrisy from a Nietzschean point of view would neglect the ambi-
guities, incongruities, and conflicting voices that the novel articulates. Such
a reading would not do justice to the text’s historical dimension, such as the
changing roles of bourgeois intellectuals and artists in modern mass culture,
the loss of spiritual belief systems in an increasingly violent, war-stricken world
that shattered the faith in a unified subject and meaningful universal order.
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Haller’s ambivalent relationship toward his humanist education, which causes
his internal struggle and arduous suffering, has meaning although he has to
abandon the purportedly eternal values on which he based his identity. While
he has to dispose of his elitist belief in the immortal’s spiritual purity for a
much less stable outlook that considers human fallibility, he manages to detect
the spiritual dimension of art in the midst of the modern age that he despises.
After all, Mozart admonishes Haller to accept the changing times and listen to
the music of the immortals as it is transmitted in the new technological inven-
tion of the radio because this seemingly profane technology “cannot destroy the
spirit of this music” (HSW 4:198-99; HS 213).

Another example of the spirit of art in modern disguise is Haller’s epiphany
triggered by the dancing letters of the “electric sign” that announces the magic
theater (HS 32; SW 4:34). Certainly, the novel is ripe with unflattering re-
marks about modern civilization and popular culture, but Haller’s skepticism
toward the mass culture of the modern age is also subject to investigation and
as such cannot be seen as Hesse’s final word.”’ While the protagonist criticizes
modern mass culture from a sentimental point of view, he is also aware of
his reductive idealization of the past. The fact that “The Steppenwolf is a text
that keeps on commenting on itself, talking about itself” characterizes it as a
multiperspectival work in the tradition of Romantic irony (Swales 180). The
denigration of Hesse’s work as “schematic, simplificatory, perilously close to
earnest kitsch” by German academic critics during the 1950s certainly does
not do justice to the novel's complexity and multiperspectivity (ibid. 184).
Swales’s contention that the text “is worryingly uni-vocal” because “the three
narrative strands tend to merge into one” also conflates the different and often
contentious points of view of the various characters. Although Hermine and
Pablo turn out to be all projections of the protagonist, Haller’s inner voices are
far from homogenous and continue to vacillate between the yearning for a uni-
versal ethics and the desire to overcome the limiting fiction of his Steppenwolf
existence that he inherited with his Idealist education.’> Harry’s development
is an open-ended process of disillusionment. It does not have a static objective,
but the objective is the protagonist’s development itself, a process that exposes
the illusion of the mind-body dichotomy, embodied in the Steppenwolf met-
aphor, as a deceptive hypothesis that both veils and unveils the plethora of
intangible possibilities that reside in human existence. Thus, the novel seems
to probe the attempt to define what is human along the lines of the narrator
of the “Tractatus”:

Der Mensch ist ja keine feste und dauernde Gestaltung (dies war, trotz entge-
gengesetzter Ahnungen ihrer Weisen, das Ideal der Antike), er ist vielmehr ein
Versuch und Ubergang, er ist nichts andres als die schmale, gefihrliche Briicke
zwischen Natur und Geist. (HSW 4:63)*
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(Man is not by any means of fixed and enduring form [this, in spite of suspicions
to the contrary on the part of their wise men, was the ideal of the ancients]. He
is much more an experiment and a transition. He is nothing else than the narrow
and perilous bridge between nature and spirit. [HS 61])

The attempt at defining what is human at the same time defies an onto-
logical definition. While the human subject as bridge between nature and
spirit seems to take the mind-body dichotomy for granted, it remains unclear
whether this dichotomy only exists because of the bridge. Taking into account
the precariousness and transience of the mediation between nature and spirit,
one can infer that the dichotomy does not exist without human effort. The
Steppenwolf is always already humanized, regardless of whether he denotes
the wild, uncontrollable beast that we fear or the trapped, tamed creature
that we pity. Yet the human itself is still defined as what Idealist philosophers
called a mixture between animal and angel. What has changed is, however,
the dynamic and unstable nature of the human subject that makes human
existence more uncertain. Being sentenced to be the object of ridicule at the
end, Hesse's protagonist is not allowed to assume the subject-centered agency
that the humanist paradigm presumes. Haller’s humiliation as punishment
for taking life too seriously is an expression of the posthumanist condition
that condemns the subject to witness the debunking of its humanist illusion
of self-importance.

Hesse's protagonist and first-person narrator is struggling to achieve an
ironic point of view that allows him to laugh at himself. However, he has un-
dergone a development that allows him to face his inadequacies and bear being
laughed at. After all, he does not let the humiliation with which the novel ends
demoralize his future efforts to subject himself to the eternal cycle of life that
will most likely consist of other challenges and humiliations: “Einmal wiirde ich
das Figurenspiel besser spielen. Einmal wiirde ich das Lachen lernen” (HSW
4:203) (“One day I would be a better hand at the game. One day I would learn
how to laugh” [HS 218]). Haller's situation as an eternally striving subject may
also entail an affirmation of the attempt of the hermeneutical, never-ending
search for meaning.

Notes

A part of this chapter has been previously published as “From Anti-humanism to Post-
humanism: Hermann Hesse's Steppenwolf,” Konturen 7 (2014): 179-209. Web: http://
journals.oregondigital.org/konturen/article/view/3500/3305.

1. Subsequent references to this edition of Hesse’s works will be cited parenthetically as
HSW, including volume and page number. References to the English translation are
taken from Hesse, Steppenwolf, trans. Josef Mileck and Horst Frenz (New York: Pica-
dor, 1963) will be cited parenthetically as HS followed by the page number.
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2. It is not the spirit of 1914 that Hesse implores, but rather the spirit of Nietzsche,

whose anti-German iconoclasm he praises. Hesse particularly admires Nietzsche's
courage to withstand the nationalist mass hysteria of the Wilhelmenian Empire. The
motto of his original pamphlet cites Nietzsche's preface to volume 2 of Menschliches,
Allzumenschliches (1886) (HSW 15:221). It describes what Freud would later term the
“superego” as “Jenes verborgene und herrische Etwas, fiir das wir lange keinen Namen
haben, bis es sich endlich als unsere Aufgabe erweist” (that hidden and commanding
thing, for which we have no name until it finally turns out to be our duty). Nietzsche's
admonishment to obey this inner tyrant in view of the punishing disease, which in
Hesse's opinion results from any attempts to avoid personal responsibility, anticipates
the Freudian concept of Verdringung (repression).

. Zarathustra’s Wiederkebr is, after all, in its allegorical form ultimately a fictional text,

although it alludes to a concrete historical situation. The godlike Zarathustra, on the
one hand, takes on the function of a mentor, or in Freudian terms the superego, and, on
the other hand, rejects the role of being a teacher (HSW 15:225-26). The paradox of
the nonteaching teacher is not as aporetic as it may seem. Notwithstanding Nietzsche's
contempt of Socrates’s dialectic rationality, the Socratic method of questioning can be
seen as an antecedent of Zarathustra’s “pedagogy.” Like Socrates, Zarathustra does not
consider it his task to impart knowledge but rather to stimulate his audience to learn
what is human by interrogating themselves: “Warum wollt ihr nicht einmal suchen, ob
der Schmerz nicht in euch selber sitzt?” (Why don't you explore, if the pain originates
from within you?) (HSW 15:228). If not indicated otherwise, all translations from the
German are mine.

. “Gut zu leiden wissen, ist mehr als halb gelebt. Gut zu leiden wissen ist ganz gelebt!

Geborenwerden ist Leiden, Wachstum ist Leiden. ... So, meine Freunde, leidet der
Mensch Schicksal. ... Schicksal tut weh.” (Knowing how to suffer well means more
than having lived halfway. Knowing how to suffer well means having lived completely.
Being born is suffering, growth is suffering, . . . In this way, my friends, the human being
suffers fate. . .. Fate hurts.)

. His faith in the strong individual who opposes the mentality of the majority and is

capable of creating and following his own philosophy of life seems to have weakened
since he now concedes that most individuals need spiritual guidance to give their lives
meaning (HSW 15:480).

. While most neo-humanist philosophers and writers of the German Idealist tradition,

such as Kant, Herder, Schiller, Humboldt and Hegel, deviated from the Cartesian
claim of cogito, ergo sum, they nevertheless adhered to the mind-body dichotomy, de-
spite their attempts to harmonize the body-mind division.

. The bourgeois intellectuals had to contend a loss of status after World War I. The pop-

ularization of culture and the mass media contributed to this development as it made
the boundaries of high culture and popular culture more fluid.

. Hesse wrote the novel to overcome a crisis after two painful separations from his part-

ners, Mia Bernoulli and Ruth Wenger. Likewise, Hesse’s protagonist finds himself in a
midlife crisis that triggers the self-finding process. Both Hesse and his protagonist pub-
lish newspaper articles criticizing Germany’s nationalism and involvement in World
War I. Like Harry Haller, Hesse had to confront the challenges of a rapidly changing
society. For a more comprehensive description of the Steppenwolf’s autobiographical

allusions, see Schwilk 284—305.
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In this context, it is noteworthy that Goethe's Wilbelm Meister made a deep impression
on Hesse (Schwilk 74-76).

The subordination of the body to the mind in German Idealism was very much in-
debted to the Cartesian “I think, therefore I am.” The mind remained the defining
characteristic of humanity as the biological and genetic differences between human
and animal became less obvious. Likewise, Jacques Derrida states that “logocentrism is
first of all a thesis regarding the animal, the animal deprived of the logos, deprived of
the can-have-the-logos: this is the thesis, position, or presupposition maintained from
Aristotle to Heidegger, from Descartes to Kant, Levinas, and Lacan” (Animal, x).

For instance, Henriette Herwig and Florian Trabert challenge Thomas Mann’s claim
that the Steppenwolfs ‘experimentelle Kithnheit” (experimental audacity) (Mann,
HSW 13:840-43) was comparable to James Joyce's Ulysses or André Gide's Faux Mon-
nayeurs (Herwig and Trabert 9). They point out that Hesse’s novel makes use of nei-
ther the stream-of-consciousness technique nor of “Auflésung morphologischer und
syntaktischer Strukturen” (the dissolution of morphological and syntactic structures)
as Joyce's novel does (ibid.). According to their opinion, the Steppenwolf also lacks a
fragmentation of the plot when compared to André Gide’s Les Faux-Monnayeurs.
While one can certainly find reasons for calling Hesse's works traditionalist—rea-
sons that may be responsible for Hesse’s waning presence in academic scholarship
in recent years—there have also been some innovative approaches that challenge the
conventional wisdom among critics. In their introduction to a collection of essays,
Herwig and Trabert point out that the self-reflective nature of Hesse's work and the
inclusion of intermedial discourses, such as cinema, music, and visual arts, shows
Romanticism’s affiliation to modernist tendencies (9). They call the author therefore
a“Grenzginger der Moderne” (12). In view of the novel’s ironic commentary on the
modern era of Hesse's own time, its open-ended dialectical reflections on traditional
humanism and modernist anti-humanism, as well as its contrastive and playful jux-
taposition of competing discourses of mass and high culture, I would go further and
place the novel on the cusp of postmodernist/posthumanist tendencies. The discus-
sions surrounding the reception of cultural icons such as Goethe and Mozart, as well
as their ironic defamiliarization, are vital for Hesse’s critical revision of Germany's
humanist legacy.

The narrator of the “Tractatus of the Steppenwolf” emphasizes that the “Zweiteilung
in Wolf und Mensch, in Trieb und Geist, durch welche Harry sein Schicksal ver-
stindlicher zu machen versucht” (the dichotomy of wolf and “Man,” of instinct and
spirit, through which Harry attempts to make his fate more understandable) is a fic-
tional simplification, which does not do justice to a human being’s inner contradictions.
Instead of the Faustian “Zwei Seelen wohnen, ach, in meiner Brust!,” each I consists
of “eine hochst vielfiltige Welt, ein kleiner Sternenhimmel, ein Chaos von Formen,
von Stufen und Zustinden, von Erbschaften und Méglichkeiten” (a highly variegated
world, a little starry sky, a chaos of shapes, of levels and states, of legacies and possibil-
ities) (HSW 4:59).

By advocating that the abyss between mind and body is a human construct that teaches
more about humans than about animals, and that the man/nature opposition needs to
be overcome through a monistic philosophy, Hesse is following Nietzschean and Dar-
winian perspectives of looking at human development in terms of a continuum of the
animal species. Hesse's Steppenwolf also anticipates Deleuze and Guattari’s claim that
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“each individual is an infinite multiplicity, and the whole of Nature is a multiplicity of

perfectly individuated multiplicities” (Thousand, 254).

This is why the narrator of the Tractatus comments that Harry deludes himself over

the borders between the human and animal aspects in his soul: “Harry rechnet, so

fiirchten wir, ganze Provinzen seiner Seele schon zum ‘Menschen, die noch lange nicht

Mensch sind, und rechnet Teile seines Wesens zum Wolfe, die lingst iiber den Wolf

hinaus sind” (HSW 4:63) (“[Harry] assigns, we fear, whole provinces of his soul to the

“man” which are a long way from being human, and parts of his being to the wolf that

long ago have left the wolf behind” [HS 61]).

16. For an in-depth analysis of the textual correspondences between Nietzsche's philos-
ophy and Hesse's Steppenwolf see Dagmar Kiesel's essay “Das gespaltene Selbst: Die
Identititsproblematik in Hermann Hesses Steppenwolf und bei Friedrich Nietzsche.”
Kiesel points out that many of the novel's undetlying themes, such as the division of the
self, self-hatred, suicide, loneliness, and the individual’s relationship to the bourgeoisie
are also important aspects of Nietzsche's criticism of Idealist philosophy.

17. Nietzsche removes the terms “noble” and “servile” from their historical context of feudal
society and presents them as natural traits of animal species. According to Alphonso
Lingis, this “transference of the identifying characteristics of the noble animal upon the
human animal that rises from the herd is far older than feudal class society; we see the
falcon-man, lion-man, stallion-man, eagle-man, bull-man, cobra-man in the necropo-
lises of Egypt, on the temple friezes of the Assyrians, the Hittites, and on the seals of
Mohohendo-daro and Harrappa on the Indus two thousand years older still” (Animal
Philosophy 9).

18. The writings of Rousseau exerted a significant influence on Hesse (Schwilk 68, 143).
Yet Hesse takes issue with Rousseau’s nature/culture division by claiming that Rous-
seau’s return to nature is no longer a possibility for the Steppenwolf.

19. Sigmund Freud’s Das Unbehagen in der Kultur (1930) (Civilization and Its Discontents)
connects the diminished importance of the sense of smell in humans to a repression
that is connected to the process of civilization (Freud, SA 9:229). Cary Wolfe has also
pointed out this connection (Animal Rites 2).

20. Haller’s disdain for politeness is first mentioned by the editor (HS 9). There the editor
interprets Haller’s contemptuous“look which criticized both the words and the speaker
of them” in the spirit of a Nietzschen critique of civilization: “See what monkeys we
are! Look such is man! and at once all renown, all intelligence, all the attainments of
the spirit, all progress toward the sublime, the great and the enduring in man fell away
and became a monkey’s trick!” (HS 9). A second instance is when Harry is a guest at a
professor’s house and insults his hosts with his blunt criticism of their bourgeois taste
(HS 81-83).

21. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari have focused on what they call the theme of
“becoming-animal” as a kind of escape from preconceived notions of identity and
sameness: “To become animal is to participate in movement, to stake out the path of
escape in all its positivity, to cross a threshold, to reach a continuum of intensities that
are valuable only in themselves, to find a world of pure intensities where all forms are
undone as do all the significations, signifiers, and signifieds to the benefit of an un-
formed matter of deterritorialized flux, of nonsignifying signs” (see Calarco and At-
terton, Animal Philosophy 96). In view of the later deconstruction of the Steppenwolf
image, one could say that Hesse coincides with Deleuze and Guattari by attempting to
disrupt oversimplified abstractions, correspondences, dichotomies, analogies.

15
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From today’s perspective, Haller's characterization of jazz as a type of music that he
liked because of “einer grofien Aufrichtigkeit, einer liebenswerten unverlogenen Neg-
erhaftigkeit und einer frohen kindlichen Laune” (a great honesty, an endearing primi-
tive quality with something of the negro in it and childishly happy) certainly appears
racist. However, Haller displays the arrogance of the nineteenth-century German in-
tellectual elite that looks down on all non-European races and cultures. It characterizes
Haller as a protagonist who has not reflected on his own biases but who, in the course
of the novel, has to reconsider his prejudices.

A flashing neon sign that advertises the magic theater turns out to be Haller’s access
to a new experience that eventually lets him transcend the confinement to his dualist
worldview.

Some feminist approaches may not agree with this assertion because Hermine still re-
veals the masculinist division of mother and whore. On the one hand, Harry perceives
her as an all-knowing mother figure, and on the other, she is introduced as a prostitute.
In her article on“Hesse, Women, and Homoeroticism,” Kamakshi P. Murti argues “that
the female characters in Hesse's works,” including Der Steppenwolf, “are either reduced
to an object or allegorical status ... or become increasingly hermaphroditic to reflect
and enable the consummation of the protagonist’s homoerotic desires, both processes
resulting in the annihilation of woman as a subject” (270). While Murti’s observation
is indeed very well taken, Hermine differs from traditional masculinist fantasies as the
novel exposes her as the male protagonists projection. Moreover, the blurring of the
boundaries between Hermine’s spiritual and sensual qualities calls the mind-body split
as well as the gender division into question.

Hesse had already undergone psychiatric treatment with Josef Bernhard Lang, a stu-
dent of Jung, beginning in April 1916. Hesse also studied the dualism of the gnostic
worldview with its dual divinities for light and darkness, spirit and body. According
to Heimo Schwilk, Hesse is fascinated by the Manichean teachings and their ascetic
rejection of bodily pleasures. He is particularly intrigued by the idea of a creator that
unites both the good and the bad (Schwilk 201). Likewise, for Jung, the self is divine,
which erases the distinction between good and bad. One could read the Steppenwolf as
a literary response to his examination of these ideas.

In spite of all their deviances from the Darwinian point of view, as well as from each
other, Nietzsche and Jung agreed with Darwin’s anti-creationist, anti-transcendental,
and seemingly anti-Idealist views. Their philosophies exerted great influence on Hesse.
See, for instance, Kant's “Mutmafilicher Anfang der Menschengeschichte,” Lessing’s Die
Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts, Herder's “Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur
Bildung der Menschheit,” and Schiller’s “Was heifit und zu welchem Ende studiert man
Universalgeschichte?” Herder's narrative deviates from the other accounts as it replaces
the Enlightenment model of linear progress with an organic development that views the
phylogenesis of mankind in analogy to the ontogenesis of an individual human being. It
anticipates Haeckel's claim that ontogenesis repeats phylogenesis even though it was still
beholden to Christian creationism and did not espouse the theory of evolution.

As in Schiller’s Universalgeschichte, for instance, the pristine cultures of non-European
parts of the world, especially Africa, were equated to those of prehistorical Europe.

As mentioned before, Hesse published an article with the same title on 3 November
1914 in the Neue Ziiricher Zeitung, in which he pleads“for a civil tone among intellectu-
als” in view of the heated nationalistic fervor at the beginning of World War I (Cornils,
“Introduction”4).
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30. The references to Schiller’s works are taken from Simtliche Werke, edited by Peter-
André Alt et al. 5 vols. Munich: dtv, 2004. They are cited parenthetically as SchW
followed by volume and page number.

31. Haller’s sarcastic comments about the movie The Ten Commandments (1923) by Cecil
B. DeMille condemn the technological make believe of cinema that serves a superficial
sensationalism and commercialization of art (HSW 4:153; HS 162).

32. The irony and self-irony with which both the third- and first-person narrators ridicule
Haller’s elitist adulation of spiritual qualities and his concomitant desire to overcome
these sentimental yearnings also contradicts Jorg Drews’s contention that Hesse's novel
is something for “Ratsuchende” (Drews 26).

33. Swales points out the similarity to a passage in section four of the first part of Ni-
etzsche's Also sprach Zarathustra:“Der Mensch ist ein Seil gekniipft zwischen Tier und
Ubermensch—ein Seil iiber einem Abgrunde. / Was gross ist am Menschen, das ist,
dass er eine Briicke und kein Zweck ist” (Man is a rope stretched between the animal
and the Superhuman—a rope above an abyss. / What is great in man is that he is a
bridge and not a purpose) (Nietzsche, Werke 2:281).
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Conclusion

In view of the title of this volume, one might justifiably ask why the study does
not include any contemporary literature. Recalling previous chapters, it is ob-
vious that posthumanism includes a temporal aspect. As numerous literary
responses to the neo-humanist ideology under discussion have shown, eigh-
teenth-century humanism became inadequate to describe or represent the lived
experience of late nineteenth- and eatly twentieth-century subjects. The ideal-
ization of the individual was put to the test in literature, already at the inception
of neo-humanism during the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Thus, liter-
ature served as a testing ground for the dualist privileging of the mind over the
body throughout the nineteenth century. The literary enactments of humanist
ideas often criticized or undermined the bourgeoisie’s austere moral standards
by portraying the rationalist imperative to control one’s bodily instincts as the
cause of human suffering, Lessing, Schiller, Herder, and Goethe illustrated the
human subject’s inner tensions by dramatizing the conflict between emotional
and moral demands. Recognizing the power of the senses and emotions, their
theoretical essays blur the boundaries between allegorical fiction and rational
discourse, thereby differentiating the humanist assumption of the humanist
premise of individual autonomy. So, one may ask whether the term “posthu-
manist” could be applied to earlier periods than those from the late twentieth
century onward that we usually associate with it.! This study has intended to
trace humanism’s emancipatory trajectory by revealing how post-Kantian lit-
erary, scientific, and philosophical revisions of the mind-body dualism showed
an increasing awareness of the influences of the senses and exposed restrictive
norms of bourgeois morality as well as Eurocentric racial and gender biases
that eventually led to what is now called posthumanism.

While this investigation does not call for a revision of posthumanism’s
time frame, it has made the case that the literary engagements with humanist
ideals contest an unambiguous distinction between posthumanism and neo-
humanism. For this and other reasons, a definition of posthumanist literature
would ultimately be reductive, although it can serve as a provisional guide
to the goals of posthumanist approaches. Just as eighteenth- and nineteenth-
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century literary representations of neo-humanist ideas challenge and transcend
programmatic definitions, literature in general defies prescriptive standards
that restrict the autopoietic logic of fiction. The situational context, the figural
constellations and the characteristics of the protagonists, in short, the complex
demands of plausibility problematize even those literary works with specific
didactic intentions. As my study has tried to argue, literary fiction illustrates
examples of general ideas in specific contexts that allow explorations of hu-
man characteristics unconstrained by programmatic or ideological demands.
Because of their embeddedness in specific plausible contexts, the literary works
of this study have been shown to be more nuanced, ambiguous, and inconclu-
sive than the premises of neo-humanist ideological, aesthetic, and philosophi-
cal treatises.” By illustrating how unachievable ideological and ethical premises,
such as the control over one’s instincts, affect the fictional characters’ behavior,
literary works can challenge these unrealistic demands as they contradict hu-
man nature.

J. M. Coetzee's novel Elizabeth Costello (2003) is a contemporary example
that addresses the discrepancy between humanism’s unrealistic ideals and the
lived reality. The title figure is a well-known Australian writer who attends the
award ceremony for an honorary doctorate bestowed on her sister, Blanche. On
this occasion Blanche has to give a lecture addressed to faculty at the University
of Johannesburg in South Africa. Blanche, also known as Sister Bridget, a nun
and devout Catholic, takes a critical look at the origin and purpose of the in-
stitutionalized humanities. She traces the ethical dimension of the humanities
during the Renaissance back to their religious origins and their goal of finding
the true meaning of the biblical scriptures by studying the classical languages.
In her lecture she deplores the loss of the search for the “True Word” when the
study of classical languages became part of the university curriculum (Coet-
zee 22). She argues that at that point, the humanities no longer deserved that
name but should have been called “textual scholarship,” since this was what the
humanities turned into from the fifteenth century onward (119-20). Instead
of the search for the “True Word,” it was about “the recovery of the true text,
then the true translation of that text. ... This is how the studies, literary stud-
ies (as studies in interpretation), cultural studies and historical studies—the
studies that form the core of the so-called humanities—came together” (120).
For Blanche the humanities lost their way of finding the “redemptive word”
five centuries ago and “have taken a long time to die, but now, at the end of the
second millennium of our era, they are truly on their deathbed” (122).

Blanche’s speech, which was received “with a murmur of puzzlement,” is fol-
lowed by a dinner that the two sisters attend (123). During the dinner con-
versation, Elizabeth brings up Blanche's speech to an English professor named
Godwin who took offence with what he perceived as Sister Bridget’s attempt
to turn back the clock in a secular age (124). Elizabeth supports her sister, con-
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tending that she did not want to turn back the clock but was instead arguing
“that there has been something misconceived in the study of the humanities
from the start. ... Something wrong with placing hopes and expectations on
the humanities that they could never fulfill” (124). She lends further backing
to Blanche's argumentation by suggesting that she is well aware of the sorry
state of the humanities today, whose mission has been reduced to “moneymak-
ing” (124). Nevertheless, Elizabeth does not agree with her sister’s dire pre-
dictions. While she knows that the “Hellenistic” type of humanism—the type
that Winckelmann, Schiller, and Goethe represented—“was just a phase in the
history of the humanities” (131) and that the wide gap among posthumanist vi-
sions of a society without “poverty, disease, illiteracy, racism, sexism, homopho-
bia, xenophobia” are far from becoming a reality, she still believes in these ideals
by declaring “that people cannot live without hope, or perhaps without illu-
sions” (131). This is why she advocates “more inclusive visions of what human
life can be,” although she is aware that the humanisms of the past have not been
able to live up to what they proposed.

This leads us back to the fundamental question of whether the humanities
still have a place in an educational system that tends to become more and more
specialized and geared toward providing preparatory training for students in
their chosen professions. The idea of a broad, general education that enables
students to reflect on their roles as citizens in an increasingly complex and di-
verse society is perhaps more important than ever. In a society that may be
prone to disintegrate due to ideological polarization, economic disparity, tech-
nological specialization, and social fragmentation, a reflection on the human-
ist tradition based on representative literary works can perhaps make a small
contribution to keeping a dialogue on common human values alive. While all
of the analyzed works are part of the German literary canon and may not be
familiar to an American audience, their philosophical backgrounds and their
impact transcend national boundaries. A diachronic narrative on the develop-
ment of humanist discourses situates the literary works in the larger context
of the Western civilizational process during the past two hundred years. Yet
the literature under analysis was not meant to function as an illustration of
a preconceived trajectory. On the contrary, the close readings of selected rep-
resentative works were intended as interventions that show ruptures, gaps,
and modifications in discourses on humanism that have often been viewed as
homogenous.

Philosopher Peter Sloterdijk’s blanket statement on the failure of the hu-
manist enterprise in his controversial speech of 1999, titled “Regeln fiir den
Menschenpark” (“Rules for the Human Park”) is just one example among
many that witnesses the posthumanist trend of demanding a radical departure
from humanism’s unrealistic goals.’ In light of traditional humanism’s parochial
prohibitions and its numerous invocations for ideological purposes, Sloterdijk
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calls for a fundamentally different approach to “improve” on the nature of hu-
man beings. He considers genetic modification as a promising alternative to
what he views as a repressive humanist didacticism that has failed over the
long duration of the civilizing process since the French Revolution. For Sloter-
dijk, the European bourgeoisie used the humanist literary canon during the
nineteenth century to indoctrinate generations of students by forcing them to
read the classics in order to generate nationalist narratives that presented their
nations as natural successors to the Greeks and Romans. This is how the hu-
manist study of the classics served to establish patriotic communities of readers
all over Europe, according to Sloterdijk. He also rejects the premise that read-
ing can tame human nature by pointing out—not unlike Hesse's Steppenwolf,
discussed in the previous chapter—that the repressed instinctual side would
always find a way to erupt under duress.

Sloterdijk goes on to argue by selectively citing Nietzsche that humans have
been able to use a combination of genetics and ethics to domesticate themselves
under the tutelage of clerics and teachers. He sketches out a tentative alterna-
tive to this humanist self-abasement that allegedly has led the human species
to forsake its full potential. Plato’s Statesman serves Sloterdijk as an example
that envisions the active cultivation of a superhuman species, which in light
of the genetic revolution has become an imaginable reality. Sloterdijk refers to
Heidegger's “Brief iiber den Humanismus” (“Letter on Humanism”) (1947) as
the first posthumanist text that abandons the human-animal dualism.*

It is easy to acknowledge Sloterdijk’s point that humanist education has
not led to the intended qualitative moral betterment of humankind in view
of the countless atrocities of recent human history. Yet civilizational progress
has also undeniably led to a reduction of everyday violent aggression that is
characteristic of ancient or less-civilized societies where the rights of brute
force prevail. One may be willing to concede that literary canons have contrib-
uted to the enhancement of ethical sensibilities despite the daily outbreaks
of atavistic violence that seem to confirm Sloterdijk’s presumed revenge of a
repressed human animality. Similarly, his call for a posthumanist turn neglects
the plurality and flexibility of humanist discourses, which the literary exam-
ples helped to reveal.

As adumbrated above, the examples under discussion, their characters, and
their dilemmas are for the most part multifaceted and focus on topics that are
still relevant today, not least because of their ambiguities, as the chapters on
Moses and the Sublime have shown. Likewise, Lessing’s Enlightenment ped-
agogy is far from dogmatic and requires the readers’ active participation. His
dramatizations of ethical questions humanize Enlightenment premises by per-
sonifying them, which allows the audience to identify with the protagonists.
Empathy is essential for self-recognition and the goal of self-improvement.
Lessing’s pedagogy of self-tutelage is a prime example of the dialogic open-
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endedness of neo-humanist principles as it challenges dogmatism and the pri-
macy of expedience.

Regardless of the outdated aspects of their anthropological assumptions
and ethical norms, many of these early works strove to explore the full spec-
trum of human sensibility, a probing that eventually also questioned some of
the foundational premises of humanism, such as the preeminence of the intel-
lect. Another significant blind spot of neo-humanist ideology is its gender bias,
which excluded “the fair sex” from an education that allows the male subject
to achieve its full potential as self-determined individual. The Bildungsroman
therefore generally depicts the development of a male protagonist, with few
exceptions, such as Sophie de la Roche’s Friulein von Sternheim. The gender
bias is apparent in Kant’s and Schiller’s dualisms that project the mind-body
separation onto the gender division. Likewise, racist, nationalist, and Eurocen-
tric hierarchies that privilege the members of the educated European elite over
all other members of humanity are obviously in violation of humanism’s egal-
itarian premises.

In addition, the literary texts illustrate the power of metaphors. As is ob-
vious from the texts under consideration, the poetic qualities of the written
word are by no means restricted to fiction, nor are they limited to the effective
communication of abstract ideas. The analyses of all the texts under discussion
have demonstrated the communicative advantages of metaphoric expression.
Because of their sensory appeal, images, metaphors, and allegories are able to
reach nonspecialists. They make a more immediate and thorough impression
on the recipients than theoretical abstractions do. The comparison of Johann
Gottfried Herder’s humanist writings to those of the anti-humanist ego-
theory of contemporary neuroscientist Thomas Metzinger has shown that
even today’s scientists rely on allegories that have been handed down from the
Western classics to describe their theoretical abstractions in a tangible fashion.
Ironically and perhaps more importantly, Metzinger’s reliance on canonized
traditional allegories undermines his denial of the human subject’s agency and
confirms to the contrary that the ancient Greek practice of paideia (education),
the pedagogical foundation of the humanist tradition, is alive and well.

As some of the texts have shown, such as Lessing’s and Schiller’s (Univer-
salgeschichten) (Universal Histories), Herder’s historical, anthropological, and
philosophical essays, Goethe's drama Torquato Tasso or his poem “Metamor-
phose der Pflanzen,” or Carus’s Briefe iiber Landschaftsmalerei, poetic language
can not only anticipate or illustrate scientific discoveries but also present these
in the larger context of their effects on human beings, human nature, and na-
ture in general. For instance, Lessings Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts
not only tells the story of how Jews and Christians used the Bible to civilize
themselves, but it also conveys in allegorical form the significance of human
sensory perception for the process of learning in general. Lessing’s text shares
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with all the other texts in this volume a self-reflective element that scientific
discourses often lack. Yet scientific discoveries also inspire the poetic imagi-
nation, as we have seen in Mann’s Der Zauberberg or Hesse's Steppenwolf. Lit-
erary responses to scientific discoveries often explore the ethical dimensions
and effects of technological or civilizational progress by enacting them in re-
al-life situations. Another distinguishing characteristic between scientific and
literary discourses can be detected in the historical dimension. While scien-
tific approaches, such as humoral pathology, become obsolete, once they are
superseded by “more accurate” methods, they can have an extended life span as
historical documents in the humanities.

Even if one agrees with Coetzee’s protagonist that the eighteenth-century
“Hellenist” versions of humanism are dated and that more “inclusive visions of
what life can be have emerged since then” (131), they should nevertheless have
a place in the humanities. Certainly, along with new discoveries about human
nature in the life sciences, socioeconomic conditions changed vastly through-
out the nineteenth century. In view of these transformations that affected virtu-
ally every aspect of civic life, many fin-de-siécle writers, such as Schnitzler and
Hofmannsthal, considered many neo-humanist assumptions inadequate. Dar-
win, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud contributed to radically transformed views
about“human nature,” a term that in itself became questionable. The paradigm
shift affected all academic disciplines, even the natural sciences. Nevertheless,
humanist ideals still lingered in the background either in the form of a nos-
talgic longing for a more humane past or in the form of a discredited ideology
that was invented by a hypocritical bourgeois establishment. In the twentieth
century, humanism regained relevance in view of the unprecedented atrocities
of World War I. While Thomas Mann and Hermann Hesse were perhaps the
most prominent advocates of a more peaceful, humane, democratic society,
they also sarcastically exposed the anachronisms of a humanist elitism that
prevailed in the educational institutions and among intellectuals. Both Mann
and Hesse attempted to liberate themselves from the restrictions of a dualist
view of the human being as a rational animal; they nevertheless remained in-
debted to their nineteenth-century educational backgrounds. Yet in contrast to
the escapist humanist nostalgia after World War II that led the conservative
establishment to return to the Weimar classics to divert attention away from
the uncomfortable reminders of the recent past, Mann and Hesse were looking
to adapt the humanist agenda for the present. While this study did not discuss
any literary works during the second half of the twentieth century—this could
be the subject of a future study—it attempted to shed light on the cultural
transformations in the humanist enterprise that deserve continued attention
through ongoing adjustments to an increasingly diverse and culturally frag-
mented social reality.
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Notes

1. As mentioned in the introduction to this volume, a recent collection of essays, titled

Posthumanism in the Age of Humanism (2019), examines posthumanism in eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century philosophical, scientific, and literary texts as “an attempt to
critically interrogate the status of the human as exceptional, as autonomous, as stand-
ing outside a web of relations, or even as a subject or object of knowledge correspond-
ing to a determinate set of practices” (Landgraf et al. 2). In contrast to my study, the
essay collection focuses mainly on developments in the life sciences predominantly in

scientific, philosophical texts (ibid. 3).

. Elizabeth Costello, the protagonist of ]. M. Coetzee's novel with the same name and ac-

complished novelist, argues in a similar vein. Her son, the narrator, challenges Costello
because she chose Kafka's Report to an Academy (Ein Bericht fiir eine Akademie) (1917)
in an award ceremony to speak about realism. Her audience seems somewhat per-
plexed after her lecture because she explained that in Kafka’s story it is impossible to
tell “what is really going on in this story: whether it is a man speaking to men or an ape
speaking to apes ... (18). Most readers who know Kafka’s story will probably agree
with the narrator that it is an odd example of realist literature and would like to ask
Costello what Kafka has to do with realism. She answers this question later by saying,
“Kafka’s ape is embedded in life. ... That ape is followed through to the end, to the
bitter, unsayable end ...” (32). Costello’s point is that literature has to be embedded in
a situational context that defines its premises in order to be believable regardless of the
ideological reservations that the readership may have (33).

. Other examples can be found in Nietzsche's debunking of the repressive underpinnings

of the humanist idealization of human nature, or Horkheimer and Adorno’'s Dialectic
of Enlightenment. See also, Herbert Marcuse, “Humanismus—gibt's den noch?” Neues

Forum 196, no. 1 (1970): 349-53.

. Instead of worshiping the human as the apex of creation that can rule over nature,

Heidegger views the human as the “Hiiter des Seins” (steward of being) who inhabits
the house of language: “Vielmehr ist die Sprache das Haus des Seins, darin wohnend
der Mensch ek-sistiert, indem er der Wahrheit des Seins, sie hiitend, gehért” (24)
(“Rather, language is the house of being, in which the human being ek-sists by dwelling
in that he belongs to being, guarding it”). Translation borrowed from “Letter on ‘Hu-
manism,” translated by Frank Capuzzi in Pathmarks, ed. William McNeill (Cambridge
UP, 1998), 254. Heidegger's ontology categorically rejects the two-thousand-year-old
tradition of defining the human as a rational animal. Instead, he postulates a radical
ontological distinction between the human and the animal. Although Heidegger does
away with a metaphysical humanism, he still adheres to a metaphysics of presence by
enthroning Being. Moreover, man is still “the result of a simultaneous division and ar-
ticulation of the animal and the human, in which one of the two terms was also what
was at stake in it” (Agamben 92).
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