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that which here offers itself is supposed to contain the ultimate 
explanation; and when the soul-life is treated as something 
quite subsidiary and its peculiar quantities are carefully kept 
away from the general conception of the whole-can we fail to 
recognise in all this (and we might add much more of the same 
kind) the influence of that particular conception of reality which 
the mechanical theory of nature develops and unceasingly 
manifests in its work ? And is it not at the same time clear 
that in this way the whole formation of concepts is influenced 
from within in the most violent fashion and directed towards 
aims of which it is itself unconscious? In reality, it is in this 
direction, in particular, that the age develops its feeling and its 
claim to be accepted as a matter-of-course (as we have above 
described). Also where we are divided upon the ground of the 
age and split up into hostile camps, the difference is often merely 
that in the one case naturalism exerts its influence more directly 
and more openly, in the other more indirectly and more secretly. 
The critical examination of concepts has not only to follow this 
up more exactly into details ; it must also ascertain what 
part of the real content of our work lends such power to 
naturalism; it must further investigate whether this achieve­
ment of the age corresponds with the demands both of the 
world-historical position of life and work, and of the rational 
nature of man. 

A critique of naturalism upon the ground of the age itselt 
is exercised by idealism with its affirmation of an independent 
spiritual world and its endeavour, from the more exact content 
of the latter, to impart a content and meaning to the whole 
of reality. But the concepts themselves proclaim, however, 
that this effort draws its power more from the results of the 
past than from the achievements of the present ; no less do 
they announce that the historical powers continue to exert 
their influence far more in certain very general outlines and 
impulses than in their more specific characteristics. This is 
equally true of all the three chief traditional forms of idealism : 
the ethico-religious form (inner transformation), the resthetical 
(artistic development), and the intellectual (pure thought). 
The first tendency gives us such concepts as "inner feeling," 
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individual opposition movements may inflict considerable injury 
upon naturalism ; but they will not be able to overcome it. 

It is no wonder that the age is witnessing the growth of 
an aspiration towards an idealism of a new and specific 
description, a mere universal form of idealism; a form that 
shall be in a position to value and appropriate the facts and 
truths revealed by the realistic movement. The aim of this 
aspiration seems incontestable and we cannot fail to recognise 
the conspicuous importance of individual achievements in this 
direction. But the average level of this movement appears, 
more especially as seen in its concepts, to be inadequate as 
compared with the demands made by the actual situation. 
The principal concepts often present themselves in such very 
abstract guise that they have no imperative and binding power. 
But little is gained when, as the result of all our labour, we 
maintain such ambiguous quantities as "spirit," "reason," 
"morality," "purpose" and so forth. 

Moreover the affirmations inherent in the concepts are often 
so weakened, that although the opposition to current modern 
opinion is diminished, yet, at the same time, the whole char­
acteristic nature and influence of the concepts is abandoned. 
The advocates of metaphysics, for example, often understand 
this concept in such a modest fashion that it does no more 
than add a subsequent hypothetical mode of contemplation to 
our other knowledge and does not effect an essential elevation 
of the whole. The concept of religion is no less suspended 
in the air when it is interpreted as a merely subjective feeling 
of the infinite. When thus watered down, the-idealistic position 
becomes, for the first time, genuinely untenable ; for now the 
whole imperative character of inner necessity is extinguished; 
now the entire position is made dependent upon a sympathetic 
mood, which may or may not be forthcoming. The little which 
still remains is now, more than ever, apt to seem too much. 
A similar lack of spirit on the part of idealism is the source 
of attempts to harmonise, through a dovetailing of the concepts, 
great antitheses that are in reality irreconcilable. Thus we 
hear much of inductive philosophy, of a real-idealism, of im­
manent, or even natural religion-all futile attempts to evade 
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the great either-or which runs through our human existence. 
We become aware, in general, here, of om· inclination to soften 
down the sharpness of the problems, to hold fast, as an 
appearance, what has been given up in essence, to accept the 
consequences while rejecting the principles. All these are so 
many signs of the intimidation of idealism by the modern age, 
a confession of its lack of belief in itself. Its own inherent 
nature once for all places idealism in opposition both to the 
average position of the age and to the watered-down opinion 
of the general level. Idealism pays too dearly for the attempt 
to make itself more acceptable through a pleasing adaptation 
and timid justification; for it thereby loses everything that 
makes it strong and valuable. In matters of this kind, the 
greater can be easier than the lesser. It is a question of 
courage and of the power of originative creation. These we 
must and shall rediscover ; but perhaps the discove1·y will not 
come until we are in need, until we stand at the edge of 
the precipice. 

It is seen, therefore, that in the consciousness of the age 
there is no systematic, idealistic thought-structure to counteract 
natm·alism. But the latter has another full-grown opponent, 
which is certainly not to be reckoned to idealism, but which 
is undoubtedly closely connected with one of the latter's chief 
forms, namely with intellectualism. We refer to subjectivism, 
that free development of the individual which emancipates 
him from all systematic bodies of thought, and sets him in 
a position of supposed independence with respect to the world, 
thereby demanding that all reality shall be exhibited as such 
to the separate individual and the whole content of life be 
developed from his standpoint. At the same time the existence 
of the individual transfers itself wholly into his immediate ideas 
and feelings. It is the idea, in particular, which thrusts itself 
between the man and the object and with its reflection, con­
tinually transforming the objects into images, ultimately 
threatens to dissolve the whole of reality into nothing but 
phenomena, into a mere realm of shadows. Since there is 
an endless multiplicity of individuals, each with his own specific 
position, the different tendencies ramify in all possible direc-
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tions; there develop, side by side with one another, a varied 
wealth of opinions with all the changes of a kaleidoscope, and 
if each of these tries to make itself valid beyond its own individual 
point, there must ensue of necessity an endless conflict of each 
against all and all against each. We are thus apt to get a 
state of affairs in which each tries to outdo the other ; there 
is a scramble after what is striking, sensational, paradoxical, 
an ever-increasing disappearance of the objective nature of 
the things, an extinction of the feeling for what is true and 
healthy, and, in short, a continuous sinking of the level of 
life to the point of complete disintegration. 

To the various stages of this process of disintegration we 
find corresponding stages in the formation of concepts. In 
the first place, the whole life of civilisation shows a stronger 
development of concepts giving distinct prominence to the 
subjective aspect of the life-process, and to the relationship 
of occurrences to this aspect. In this way alone can we explain 
the preference for concepts like "appearance," "value," "theory 
of knowledge," "critical," "optimism-pessimism," and so 
forth ; in this way alone may we understand the unceasing 
care to effect a right delimitation of subjective and objective, 
and the endeavour to deduce the fundamental spiritual processes 
(for example, art, morality, religion, and their concepts) 
" psychologically " from the subject. 

This subjective tendency makes its appearance in a 
more pointed form in the emphasis laid upon the differences 
between individuals and upon the equal rights of all. It is 
this tendency of the age that permits us to use, daily, concepts 
like "standpoint," "point of view," and "opinion." Further 
it compels us moderns to consider even the best established 
doctrines and concepts not so much as products of a thought­
process embracing us within a superior necessity, but as the 
subjective attempts of a puzzling and tentative reason. Even 
in the case of creative work we cannot turn away from ourselves; 
with all our effort we cannot get away from the subject. How 
great is the difference here between the systems, say, of Kant 
or Hegel, with their compelling and unifying ideas, and such 
systems as that of Lotze, that in the midst of all pure endeavour 
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to reach the actual matter itself and all its tenacious energy 
of thought never lets us forget for a moment that we are 
listening to the opinion of an individual-a highly intelligent 
individual-but still an individual. 

With this subjectivity, the modern mode of thought certainly 
gives us an amazing freedom in the handling of concepts, an 
inexhaustible power of bringing forward now one side and 
now another, and of continually placing the concepts in new 
relationships ; in short we obtain all the advantages of a highly 
developed, freely poised reflection. But the more such reflection 
leaves out of sight the actual matter itself and the more the 
freedom degenerates into self-will, the more the solidarity of 
spiritual creative work is broken up, with the formation of 
innumerable, sects, the more helplessly the concepts must follow 
every change of situation and of mood, and the more inevitable 
becomes the temptation exactly to reverse their natural and 
simple meanings. It may even be said that such a rank growth 
of subjective self-will must finally inwardly destroy all concepts, 
as fixed and definite images of thought, held in common, and 
again throw men back upon changing and unstable ideas. We 
thus relapse completely into sophistry, albeit under the guise 
of high-sounding names. And all this takes place side by side 
with the most exact scientific and technical work in the 
various separate departments ! 

In our age, this subjectivism is involved with naturalism, 
in the most remarkable fashion. Out of simultaneous attraction 
and repulsion there arises a state of absolutely inextricable 
confusion. Subjectivism and naturalism travel a good way hand 
in hand. They are at one in their rejection of a substantial 
idealism; while both place the whole life-process on the one 
level of immediate consciousness, and both split reality up 
into innumerable separate elements. When, further, naturalism 
looks upon all spiritual life as a mere phenomenon accom­
panying the nature-process, it can hardly understand this life, 
with respect to its content, otherwise than as a mere mental 
idea, a reflection of that which is taking place in the real world 
without. For example, the equivalence of soul and conscious­
ness, and the prefixing of the concept " phenomenon " in 
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the case of nature and soul, bear clear witness to such an inner 
agreement. 

But it is precisely this agreement that makes all the more 
intolerable that contradiction between the two tendencies, which 
any careful consideration of their more detailed nature must 
force into prominence. The two points of departure and the 
two tendencies of thought stand in complete opposition to one 
another ; and the content of reality is fundamentally different 
in the two cases. On the one hand, nature is the enduring, 
the all-embracing, the all-producing; on the other, the mental 
image is the sole certainty, and nothing is real for us that is 
not contained in it. In the one case, the soul is precipitated 
by the nature-process; in the other, nature is a mere phe­
nomenon in the life of the soul. With naturalism, objective 
reality takes the first place, with subjectivism, the condition 
of the subject. In the first case, we have the immense solidity 
of the kingdom of ponderable quantities ; in the second, the 
volatile lightness of a realm of airy thoughts. A mutual under­
standing, under these circumstances, is completely out of the 
question : for each aims at being the whole and must desire 
full validity-in which case, however, the other is given a 
significance that it cannot by any possibility accept. In spite 
of this, the age effects a certain adjustment of these irrecon­
cilable adversaries : in the case of material things it follows the 
view based upon natUI·e, with its wealth and its obviousness ; in 
the form of life, however, subjectivism rules, with its plasticity. 
In this way, not only do we fall under the influence of conflict­
ing bodies of thought, being drawn now in this direction, now 
in that, and compelled to fight against that with which we cannot 
dispense, but each.one:of the two sides suffers the severest injury. 
The analytical and all-penetrating subjective reflection makes 
the naturalism spiritless and senile; it causes the latter, in its 
spiritual creative work, to lose just that impulsive youthful 
strength which forms its chief justification ; while, on the other 
side, the plastic thought is paralysed and crushed to the ground 
through deriving its content from the nature-process alone. 

Thus the life of the age in its most specific nature is rent by 
a destructive cont1·adiction. It is impossible that it can come 
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to rest in itself. Idealism, too, in its present form does not 
carry us beyond this situation, partly on account of its inner 
division, partly on account of its lack of strong characteristic 
form. When, therefore, to-day, the age, by means of the con­
cepts, draws the individual to itself, it does not place him in 
any safe path or assign him any peaceful task ; it leads him, 
on the contrary, into complications so serious that they must 
become unbearable as soon as we become clearly conscious 
of them. 

In the case of such a confused and divided state of things it 
is obvious that if we desire to rise beyond it, we cannot possibly 
be satisfied merely with bettering something here or there, with 
making this or that alteration. The whole becomes proble­
matical. A thoroughgoing renewal of our intellectual existence 
and with it of the state of our concepts (that is of the general 
concepts, with which alone we are concerned at present) is 
clearly an urgent need, an imperative demand. 

For a more detailed development of my convictions with 
respect to these problems the reader is referred to my large 
work : JI.Iain Ciirrents of Modern Thought. At present there 
is only one thing more to be said. The forwru.'d movement of 
naturalism which is so characteristic of our age, is certainly 
based upon great experiences and contains fruitful germs for 
the further development of our life as a whole. But the ultimate 
meaning and true spiritual significance of that which is here 
striving to assert itself, cannot be deduced from the immediate 
impression and from without ; only a life-process embracing it 
and illuminating it from within can decide as to this. The 
present age, however, does not possess a superior activity which 
takes to itself the work of each separate department and meets 
the result with an originative creation based upon the whole. 
This triumphal advance of natmalism shows that the objective, 
although in reality so deeply rooted in the spiritual work, has 
separated itself from the later, and (as if founded in itself) now 
sets itself up against the spiritual as though it (i.e., the objective) 
were an alien thing. The created works have separated them­
selves from the creative force ; as compared with the latter 
they have become gigantic and direct themselves against it 
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with titanic defiance, endeavouring finally wholly to repress it. 
But the more this movement progresses, the more strongly it 
must be realised that these works of the spirit live, after all, 
only by virtue of communicated power. This power must with­
draw itself from them more and more, with their growing 
alienation from the mother soil; and thus their content will 
grow ever poorer and poorer, and human existence, in spite of 
all its activity, become increasingly empty. With correspond­
ingly greater force, however, we feel ourselves urged at the same 
time towards a concentration and fresh development of the 
spiritual life, so that its living unity may become equal to the 
works, so that in the face of dissolution, it may assert itself 
as a whole, and again draw to itself that which hits been 
alienated, in as far as the lattei· has not become permanently 
hostile. In the case of a task so gigantic that, according to the 
present appearance of things, it even seems impossible, philosophy 
can work only side by side with other powers, and the role 
assigned to the investigation of concepts is a modest one indeed. 
This sketch should show, however, that rightly treated it is 
able nevertheless to contribute something. 
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