
With a new introduction by the author

The Scientific 
Origins of

National Socialism

Ernst Haeckel

Daniel Gasman

'ii
 a

f*
_

.



The Scientific 
Origins o f  

National Socialism

Daniel Gasman

With a new introduction by the author

2004
[ 1971]

0

Transaction Publishers
New Brunswick (U .S .A .) and London  (U .K .)



Contents

List of Plates ix

Introduction to the Transaction Edition xi

Preface xxxiii

Introduction: Ernst Haeckel and the Volkish Tradition xxxv

1. Ernst Haeckel and the German Monist League 1

2 . The Political Assumptions of Monism 31

3. Monism and Christianity 55

4• Monism, the Corporative State and Eugenics 82

5. Monism and Marxism 106

6 . Monism, Imperialism, and the First World War 126

7. Monism and National Socialism 147

Selected Bibliography 183

Index 203



List oj Plates

Frontispiece

E r n s t  H a e c k e l  a t  e ig h t y  : t h e  v o l k is h  p r o p h e t .

Reproduced from the journal o f  the Monist League, Das monistische Jahrhundert.

Appearing between pages 8 and 9

I. A POSTER ANNOUNCING A LECTURE ON EVOLUTION TO BE DELIVERED IN BERLIN BY 

HAECKEL.

Reproduced from Peter Klemm, Der Ketzer von Jena , Leipzig: Urania, 1968.

II. A GNARLED EVOLUTIONARY TREE DRAWN BY HAECKEL.

Reproduced from Peter Klemm, Der Ketzer von Jenat Leipzig: Urania, 1968.

III. ILLUSTRATION OF BIZARRE BOTANICAL SPECIMENS.

Reproduced from Haeckel’s Kunstformen der Natur, Leipzig: Verlag des Biblio- 
graphischen Instituts, 1899- 1904.

IV. (a) A d e t a il  f r o m  g u s t a v e  m o r e a u ’s  Galatea.
Reproduced from Odilon Redon, Gustave Moreau, Rodolphe Bresdin, New York: 
The Museum o f  Modern Art, 1961. Galatea is held in the collection o f  Mr & Mrs 
Harold Weinstein o f  Chicago, to whom acknowledgement is made.

(b )  A SYMBOLIST WORK BY HAECKEL DRAWN IN CEYLON.

Reproduced by permission o f  Johannes Hembleben from his book, Ernst Haeckel 
in Selbstzeugnissen undBilddokumenten, Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1967.



Ernst Haeckel at Eighty: The Volkish Prophet.



Introduction to the Transaction Edition

HE passage of time and the dramatic events of the twentieth century
offer a retrospect on the life and career of Ernst Haeckel that could 

hardly have been imagined a century ago. The somber events of World War 
II, the rise and fall of fascism and communism, the rapid growth of modern 
science, and the spectacular flowering of contemporary culture all seem strik­
ingly remote from the nineteenth-century world that Haeckel dominated.

After his death in February 1919, relatively little attention was paid to 
Haeckel’s memory, except for some very passionate, but ultimately guarded 
praise in Nazi Germany, and then, paradoxically enough, equally intense yet, 
in the end, decidedly wary praise in communist East Germany. Even at the 
present time, Haeckel, for many individuals, remains a rather elusive intellec­
tual and scientific figure: the popular German scientist who coined phrases 
like ‘ontogeny recapitulates phytogeny’ or the word ‘ecology,’ but whose politi­
cal and intellectual significance is indefinite or loosely associated with the 
materialistically and progressively inclined positivists of the late nineteenth 
century.

When this book was first published in 1971 I proposed that insights 
gained from the history of science could explain more successfully than any 
other theoretical framework the origin and nature of Nazi ideology. Nazism, 
I argued, closely paralleled the teachings of Haeckel, and reflected as well 
many of the demands articulated in the public programs of the German 
Monist League, an internationally influential organization that Haeckel 
launched in 1906, in the years prior to World War I. Other sources of Na­
zism were, I pointed out, also important to bear in mind, but its ideological
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THE SCIENTIFIC ORIGINS OF NATIONAL SOCIALISM

nature was most clearly apparent in the way that Haeckel had formulated his 
idiosyncratic Weltanschauung.

Thus, I suggested, the determining ideological characteristic of the Na­
tional Socialist State was the fact that it flaunted political and social doctrines 
that were allegedly derived from the established findings of modern evolu­
tionary science. No state or society has ever been initiated in an even re­
motely similar way, and it was this theoretical designation of the social realm 
based ostensibly on biological and scientific truth that marked German Na­
tional Socialism as an unprecedented episode in human history.

Since 1971, discussion of the meaning of the obsessive scientific con­
sciousness and Social Darwinist activity of the Nazi State,1 and the related 
role that Ernst Haeckel played in the formulation of Nazi ideology, has grown 
exponentially, and the interpretation that I have advanced has received an 
internationally widespread and positive response. Stephen Jay Gould, for ex­
ample, adopted my evaluation of the National Socialist political significance of 
Haeckel, and the developmental biologist, Scott Gilbert, has noted the role 
of The Scientific Origins of National Socialism in helping to redirect the field of 
developmental biology (evo-devoj in the 1970s, along with Gould’s Ontogeny 
and Phytogeny, a book influenced by the general philosophical and scientific 
evaluation of Haeckel’s work undertaken in The Scientific Origins.2 Noted 
historians like Michael Burleigh and Wolfgang Wippermann have approv­
ingly written that the ‘rather undifferentiated approach towards the history 
of German racism...has been corrected’ in The Scientific Origins,3 and the 
Oxford University historian of ideas, J. W. Burrow, has based his evaluation 
of Haeckel in his recently published The Crisis of Reason largely on the insights 
that I have offered.4 Many more examples of the worldwide influence of The 
Scientific Origins can be readily demonstrated.

However, popular interpretations of National Socialism frequently ignore 
the conclusions reached in The Scientific Originst and in a general sense, it is 
the failure to grasp fully the significance of the Haeckelian scientific origins 
of Nazism, and related fascisms in other countries like Italy and France, that 
continues to account for many of the inadequacies of recent studies of the 
Nazi and fascist phenomena.5 In The Nazi Dictatorship,6 for example, Ian 
Kershaw carefully summarized, in all their historical complexity, the main 
contemporary theories that seek to explain the origin and meaning of Na­
tional Socialism. Yet, assigning no role to the influence of science, and little 
to the importance of ideas, Kershaw listed hypotheses about fascism that, for
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INTRODUCTION TO THE TRANSACTION EDITION

all their flair, are never completely satisfying and, over the course of time, 
seem to fall by the wayside in the light of evolving research: such explanations 
for Nazism as the uniqueness of German history; the impact of the rise of 
totalitarianism; the Marxist hypothesis of an assumed crisis of capitalism; the 
role played by German industry in supporting Hitler; fascism as an histori­
cally determined manifestation of the unavoidable forces of modernization, 
dragging Germany kicking and screaming into the twentieth century; and 
Nazism as a consequence of the age-old irrational and destructive pattern of 
German anti-Semitism.

Kershaw does not seem to choose among these hypotheses and does not 
succeed in developing a coherent theoretical framework of his own that would 
account for the fascist phenomenon. Above all, he fails to single out the 
fundamental essence of National Socialism, its basic ‘pseudo scientific bio- 
logical-eugenicist underpinnings/ as one historian has recently expressed it, 
echoing, at least partially, the theoretical perspective I have urged since the 
early 1970s.7 In other words, even though details of Nazi racial policy are 
provided, the theories that Kershaw selects, at best, attach too little signifi­
cance to the massive racial and genocidal programs that overwhelmingly domi­
nated Nazi state policy—scientific racial and eugenic goals that were pursued 
at the expense of strategies and tactics that from a rational perspective would 
have seemed infinitely more desirable for protecting and sustaining the Third 
Reich.8

The fact remains, however, that on a basic level the history of National 
Socialism in Germany, and fascism in other countries like Italy and France, 
should be viewed largely from the perspective of the scientific culture rooted 
in evolutionary biology that emerged under the sway of Haeckelian Monism 
during the second half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth 
century.9 National Socialism, which, superficially considered, appears to be 
an anti-rational movement that was highly skeptical o f science, demonstrates 
rather a profound connection with certain heterodox traditions of scientific 
thought—above all, the tradition of Haeckel.10

Haeckel’s evolutionary Monism was formulated as early as the 1860s, and 
soon achieved great popularity as the authoritative voice of modern science. 
Monism’s influence extended not only to the biological and anthropological 
sciences, but also to a host of ideologies and social movements whose 
Weltanschauungs depended upon an ostensible scientific mandate for deter­
mining their ideas and agendas. Many of these movements were progressive,
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THE SCIENTIFIC ORIGINS OF NATIONAL SOCIALISM

left-liberal, and Marxist but, at the same time, somewhat paradoxically, mysti­
cally oriented individuals and groups also fell under the sway of Monism, 
such as proponents of volkisch nationalism in Germany who desired to create 
a new kind of nationalist consensus by synthesizing romantic, racial, and 
scientific beliefs, and adepts of spiritualized nationalism in Italy—adherents 
of Toscanita—'who were also revealingly inspired by the ‘scientific* maxims of 
Haeckels Monism.11 In addition, around the turn of the twentieth century, 
important branches of theosophy such as the anthroposophical movement of 
Rudolf Steiner also consciously and enthusiastically became linked to Ernst 
Haeckel and to the German Monist League. Theosophy helped to inculcate a 
general inclination for mysticism in European intellectual life, thus aiding in 
the creation of the general anti-rational Zeitgeist that contributed to the ‘crisis 
of reason* pervading the intellectual environment of the fin de siecle, and in 
turn helped nourish the birth and development of National Socialist-like 
ideas.12

Haeckel’s Monism advocated a fundamental and radical departure from 
the established intellectual and moral traditions of humanistic and rational 
science, drawing upon alternative heretical and non-Christian traditions of 
thought that stressed, among other things, the absence o f a personal God, 
the meaninglessness of existence, the essential amorality of the cosmos, and 
opposition to linear, progressive conceptions of history. His general assump­
tion that the monotheistic God was dead, that mankind was divided into 
separate and eternally divergent biological races, that the transcendental reli­
gions were rooted in anti-scientific superstition, and that morality was his­
torically relative were ideas that came to be accepted among many of the 
educated and semi-educated classes of Europe as irrefutable truths that were 
sanctioned by the most up-to-date science. Over time, Haeckel’s notions were 
increasingly radicalized, and eventually served as a major theoretical basis for 
National Socialist activity.

In denying the existence of a transcendent God and stressing the imma­
nence of spirit within matter, Haeckel intentionally rejected the ethical de­
mands of the conventional revealed religions, and he argued forcefully against 
the supposition of the uniqueness of man or the prospect of historical 
progress.13 According to his Monist philosophy, the political realm operated 
not in progressive linear stages, but according to the ultimate cyclical destiny 
of the cosmos, and therefore society could not be organized in any other way 
than as blindly adhering to the morally indifferent laws of nature. To subvert
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nature and its amoral rules would inevitably and fatally weaken mankind 
and lead to its racial and physical demise—an accusation that he leveled at 
Christianity with its roots in ethically imbued Judaism and the Mosaic code. 
Political life for Haeckel meant simply carrying out the will of nature, and he 
argued indefatigably on behalf of the idea that politics had to be understood 
as applied biology—an idea that would, in time, become one of the cardinal 
theoretical political principles of National Socialism.

Haeckel’s advocacy of a religion of Monism was intended as a substitute 
for conventional religion, and his new secular-religious creed achieved sur­
prising popularity among substantial numbers of the educated elite of Euro­
pean society, especially among the ranks of the cultural avant-garde, in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.14 These newly formulated sci­
entific-religious ideas also influenced broad strata of the population who 
were intimately tied to the burgeoning way of life of technically advanced 
industrial and urban civilization: scientists, engineers, physicians, pharma­
cists, and teachers, along with self-educated proletarians who frequently re­
ceived their smattering of formal education by attending Social Democratic 
Worker Institutes where the curricula were heavily infused with Monist con­
tent. Monism even influenced free-floating members o f the so-called 
Lumpenproletariat like Adolf Hitler who, cast adrift in rapidly growing urban 
commercial centers, were also searching for an ideology that could make 
sense of the confusion, alienation, and harshness of modern industrial and 
social conditions.

II

In spite of the wealth of evidence that can be adduced to demonstrate the 
profound influence of Haeckel on National Socialist ideology, a number of 
authors continue to vociferously campaign against the idea that Haeckel could 
be a forerunner of Nazism. In the debate over this issue the positions taken 
are for the most part not narrowly academic or purely technical, but fre­
quently involve broader conceptions of the meaning of contemporary history 
and politics, and ref lect constant kaleidoscopic shifts in historical perspective 
as left and right wing ideologies inevitably are led to redefine themselves in 
the light of changing historical and social conditions. Much of this emanates 
from the Ernst-Haeckel-Haus in Jena, an archive holding considerable trea­
sures of Haeckel’s career. Founded in 1918, the Haeckel-Haus continued to 
pursue its scholarly and archival activity under National Socialism and in
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1939 expanded its scientific endeavors as the ‘Institute for the History of 
Zoology, with Special Concentration on the Subject of Evolution/ 15 After 
World War II, the city of Jena found itself integrated into the German 
Democratic Republic, and the Haeckel-Haus was able to survive intact, al­
though soon to be reconstituted with a new political and scientific mission.

Not without conspicuous irony, Haeckel, who was an outspoken oppo­
nent of egalitarian socialism, an admirer of Bismarck, a supporter of aggres­
sive German imperialism, a confessed sympathizer with anti-Semitic sentiments, 
and a figure venerated during the Nazi period as a guiding light for racial 
eugenics, was now metamorphosed by the staff of the Haeckel-Haus into a 
progressive inspiration for communism. The GDR regime was anxious to 
discover indigenous heroes in an artificially created, nationalisticaily uncer­
tain, and geographically truncated environment. Almost certainly, if the 
Haeckel Archives had found themselves within the purview of the western 
powers, the propagandists of the GDR would have shown no hesitation in 
denouncing Haeckel as a prophet of imperialism and a supporter of rapa­
cious capitalism. Such, one must suppose, is the cunning of history.

In the GDR, only a handful of authors were permitted to write about 
Haeckel, and they invariably portrayed him as a thoroughly progressive mate­
rialistic thinker, whose philosophical speculations were akin to Marx’s dialec­
tical materialism—a scientist who was indefatigably committed to the pursuit 
of scientific and philosophical truth. In their writings, nothing was said about 
Haeckel and the Nazi past, or about his ties to idealistic mysticism and theoso­
phy.16 These authors did not permit the major cultural and political forces 
and ideologies of the twentieth century to intrude into their analyses, and 
their sense of Haeckel remained confined to boundaries of discussion hark­
ing back for the most part to the Marxist and narrowly Positivist intellectual 
traditions of the nineteenth century, and the years just prior to the outbreak 
of World War I.17

After the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the Haeckel-Haus was liberated 
from communist state control, but not from the vacuous scholarly tradition 
that had tended to mark the Soviet era. Even in recent years concerted 
efforts have been made to shield Haeckel from being tainted with National 
Socialist residues. Enjoying the ready assistance of a network of academic 
supporters and sympathizers throughout the academic community in Ger­
many,18 and in many other countries as well, the Haeckel-Haus stands ready 
to defend the legitimacy of Haeckel’s scientific and political reputation. Au­
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thors like Stephen Jay Gould, Michael K. Richardson, and Andre Pichot, who 
have, like myself, concluded that Haeckel demonstrated clear signs of subor­
dinating science to racial politics and originating National Socialist-like ideas, 
are, whenever possible, excluded from the Haeckel-Haus’ breviary of ap­
proved writers.19

In West Germany, before the fall of the Berlin Wall, recognition of the 
importance of Haeckel for fascist ideology was also quite slow in gaining 
acceptance. For example, in 1978, a major conference sponsored by the 
German Association of Historians of Medicine was devoted to Haeckel, and 
the lectures were subsequently published in 1980 in the Medizinhistorisches 
Journal. In general, the position taken was that Haeckel was a liberal, non­
racist, progressive thinker, deliberately obscuring a very different reality. It 
was only in the early 1990s, with the appearance of Ute Deichmann’s impor­
tant study, Biologen unter Hitler, implicating Haeckel in Nazi science and biol­
ogy, that in West Germany candid assessments o f his career became more 
acceptable and commonplace.20

Over the last two decades, in the United States and other western coun­
tries, various groups of revisionist historians have emerged, seeking to de­
fend Haeckel, and their writing is very much influenced by the East 
German tradition, by generally leftist and broadly progressive sympa­
thies, or simply by feelings of discomfort with ideas that tend to cast 
doubt on the constructive and politically indifferent world of purely objective 
scientific research.21

Consider, for example, a recent encyclopedia entry on Haeckel prepared 
by the English historian of science Nick Hopwood, which reveals a distinctly 
leftist and rather novel contribution to the panoply of revisionist arguments 
that have been used to short-circuit correlations of Haeckel and Nazism.22 
Firmly rejecting the conclusions reached in The Scientific Origins, Hopwood be­
lieves that a fully accurate and balanced picture of Haeckel can only be obtained 
by a reading of East German historians like Georg Uschmann (d. 1986) and 
Erika Krausse, scholarly affiliates of the Haeckel-Haus who composed their ma­
jor works about Haeckel under the tutelage of communism. Hopwood is utterly 
spellbound by East German accounts of Haeckel, and he recommends aban­
doning The Scientific Origins as a ‘gravely flawed1 work that ‘does not pass mus­
ter/ insofar as it links Haeckel with National Socialism. Some West German and 
other western scholars are recommended, but only to the extent that they reject 
any assertion that Haeckel might have been involved with Nazism.23
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In his reliance on the East German writers, Hopwood is seemingly not 
disturbed by the fact that they labored under the watchful eyes of communist 
state censors. Georg Uschmann, the author Hopwood most recommends,24 
undoubtedly must have experienced intellectual restraint under communism 
as agonizingly absurd, having spent time in Russian prisons because of youth­
ful Nazi affiliations and military service in the Wehrmacht. It would be hard 
to imagine that Uschmann, a talented and accomplished scholar, could have 
written in such politically correct and rigidly circumscribed terms about the 
dominant character of Haeckel’s materialism, the approach that pleases 
Hopwood, if he had been free to express in much greater detail all that he 
actually knew and understood about Haeckel.

In a biographical article, for example, published in the Dictionary of Scien­
tific Biography, Uschmann was careful to detach Haeckel from any political 
tradition and to sanitize any connections that Haeckel might have had with 
philosophical idealism, theosophy, or Monist religion that might have offended 
the official materialistic line of the East German regime. The most that 
Uschmann will admit to was that Haeckel’s ‘social Darwinism* led him to 
‘dubious conceptions’ of ‘philosophical, political, and religious questions.’25 
But nothing specific was revealed about this dimension of Haeckel’s thought, 
and Uschmann is very careful to skirt around all possible controversial is­
sues, especially excluding, of course, any embarrassing material that might 
have implicated Haeckel with National Socialism. In addition, and quite un­
derstandably, given his residence in East Germany, Uschmann could make 
no mention of his own participation in the activities of the Haeckel-Haus 
during the Nazi period, nor provide details about the writing of his doctoral 
dissertation on Goethe’s morphology, which was researched within the frame­
work of the Institute for the History of Zoology that, as has been noted, was 
established at the Haeckel-Haus in 1939.26

For Hopwood to recommend writing of this caliber on Haeckel can only 
demonstrate how easily it is to be blind sighted by ideological bias.

In the United States, the main inspiration for the school of revisionism 
in regard to Haeckel studies is Alfred Kelly’s widely quoted and influential 
book, The Descent of Darwin,27 a work published in 1981 that continues to be 
referred to as a scholarly and authoritative treatment of Haeckel and Ger­
man Darwinism. In another place I have tried to show that there was no 
empirical evidence for Kelly’s insistence that Haeckel had nothing to do with 
the formation of Nazism, that Haeckel was not an anti-Semite, and that he
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was simply an ordinary liberal progressive thinker of the nineteenth century 
who was not interested in politics. All the same, Kelly’s book is still cited as a 
corrective of my interpretation of Haeckel, and prized for what are termed its 
valuable and incisive insights.28 Michael Ruse, for example, the prominent 
historian of evolutionary ideas, has, over many years, expressed high regard 
for Kellys analysis. Though Ruse’s recent appraisals are more muted, he still 
credits Kelly’s basic interpretations of the character of German Darwinism.29 
In 1988, Thomas Glick, in the second edition of The Comparative Reception of 
Darwinism,30 accepted Kelly’s ‘correction of previous scholarship’ and his the­
sis that German Darwinism in the nineteenth century ‘became interchange­
able with progress’; that in Germany at that time ‘political conservatives saw 
struggle as Darwin’s primary message, while radicals stressed the require­
ments of social evolution’; and that ‘Nazi racism was not Darwinian, inas­
much as the “immutable superiority” o f the Germans precluded any 
evolutionist framework.’31

Though neither Kelly nor Glick gives clear examples of rightwing political 
‘conservatives’ who fathered Nazism, as opposed to ‘radical,’ presumably left- 
liberal, socialist, or Marxist progressives who resisted such ideas, this notion 
has also caught the imagination of other revisionist historians.

In reality, pre-Nazi Social Darwinism was not a phenomenon of the con­
servative right, nor was it the outcome of conventional rightwing conserva­
tive political thought or an expression of the final stages of the disintegration 
of capitalism as some Marxist writers have urged. As an ideology, Nazism was 
much more a special outgrowth of left-liberalism, positivism, Haeckelian Monist 
science, aspects especially of leftwing Social Democracy, and, lastly, of mystical 
attributes of the volkisch and theosophical movements. There was hardly an 
unbridgeable gap between extreme Social Darwinism and the political Left 
as Kelly and many of his reviewers and followers seem to believe. For a not 
insignificant number of writers on the political Left in Germany, class struggle 
was increasingly understood as time went by as simply the extension to soci­
ety of the fundamental Haeckelian Monist laws of unmitigated struggle. 
And some Social Democrats in Germany, like the author Ludwig Woltmann, 
for example, as even Kelly admits, substituted outright racial struggle for 
Marxian class struggle as the operative motor of history. In other countries a 
number of prominent Marxist thinkers also underwent the same kind of 
transformation—Enrico Ferri in Italy, for instance, the editor of the radical 
Marxist newspaper Avanti and mentor to the young Mussolini, and Georges
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Sorel in France, the founder of Revolutionary Syndicalism—both of whom 
influenced the birth of fascist ideology in Italy and France.32

What is clear, as I have written elsewhere, was that the ‘magnetic attrac­
tion between Marxism and Monism had little to do with [English Darwin­
ian] thought, but stemmed from...common origin[s] in German intellectual 
history, mainly left-Hegelianism and scientific materialism. Marxism and 
Monism were more like each other than either was to more conventional 
political or religious movements. Both shared contempt for revealed religion, 
a feeling for the relativity of traditional moral values, an addiction to struggle 
as the moving force in history, and a deterministic view of the world. The 
radicalism of Marx was symbiotically matched by the even more radical stance 
of Ernst Haeckel.*33

To be sure, much of the leadership of the Social Democratic Party in 
Germany and other countries, especially among revisionist Marxists like 
Eduard Bernstein, still accepted the basic traditions of the French Revolution 
and remained loyal to the underlying moral assumptions of Western Civiliza­
tion, as they fought for the creation of an egalitarian society. Yet, within the 
Social Democratic movement, the differences between Marxism and 
Haeckelian-inspired Darwinism became increasingly blurred as the nineteenth 
century drew to a close. As Alfred Kelly concedes, it became commonplace 
for ordinary Social Democrats to confound Marxism and Darwinism—and 
the Marxism-Darwinism that permeated the intellectual milieu of Social De­
mocracy contributed substantially to the general atmosphere that increas­
ingly made National Socialist-like ideas seem acceptable and scientifically 
plausible.34

Lastly, Glick makes much of Kellys arguments, that since the Nazis be­
lieved in the eternal existence of the Aryans, Nazi racial ideas as such could 
not be traced back to the teachings of Darwinian or Haeckelian evolution­
ism, but to other—though still unnamed—sources.35

As arbitrary as the Nazi notion of the eternal character of the Aryans may 
have been, it was not as far removed as might at first seem from the suppo­
sitions of Haeckels version of Darwinian evolutionism as modified by Haeckel’s 
basic Lamarckian developmental idea that nature ‘creates’ its own forms, his 
acceptance of the romantic and idealistic suppositions of Naturphilosophie, as 
well as the teaching of the Biogenetic Law, that original primitive biological 
forms, especially the innate characteristics of racial identity, reappear eternally 
in succeeding generations. These scientific-mythological assumptions of Haeckel
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became endemic to Nazi ideology. Reliance upon the Biogenetic Law, as well 
as the other idealistic and romantic ideas of Haeckel, added up to a basic 
modification of the thrust of Darwin’s theory of natural selection, which had 
emphasized random, non-directional developmental change in nature.

All this notwithstanding, shortly before the appearance of Glick’s book in 
1985, the distinguished historian of German eugenics, Paul Weindling, also 
entered the fray against my portrayal of Haeckel. Explicitly basing his analysis 
on Kellys ‘innovative study,’36 Weindling lent his considerable authority to 
the position that Haeckel could not possibly have been a precursor of Na­
zism. ‘A number of post-War studies,’ Weindling observed, ‘gave a hostile 
twist to the view of Haeckel as a key figure in the romantic and authoritar­
ian “volkisch tradition” (Gasman 1972, IX). The case rests on many distor­
tions and disregard to (sic!) continuities, such as the strong connections 
between monism and workers’ free-thinking organizations, and between 
monism and free-masonry.’37

Weindling does not explain why Monist influences on workers’ associa­
tions and the Freemasons should preclude the possibility of parallel influ­
ences on Nazi-like eugenics and racism, and rebellion against the precepts of 
Judeo-Christian civilization. Haeckel’s influence was both enormous and wide­
spread. But this in no way precludes all the many signs that Haeckel also 
played an important role in forming National Socialist ideology, and that such 
ideas could also influence the leftist and liberal groups that Weindling incor­
rectly assumes were intrinsically immune from harboring National Socialist­
like notions. Weindling might have inquired what all the Monist speakers 
were actually saying when they lectured before Social Democratic audiences 
in these by now famous workers’ academies.38

Weindling argues further that ‘Kelly has concluded that the Weltrdthsel 
has little trace of social Darwinism, “so that Haeckel exerted no mass influ­
ence as a social Darwinian” ([Kelly] 1981, p. 120).’39 I do not know what 
version of the Weltrdtsel Kelly and Weindling were using, but mine clearly 
states that the ‘struggle for life’ is the ‘powerful natural force which has 
exerted supreme control over the entire course of organic evolution for mil­
lions of years.’40 For Haeckel, such laws also applied literally to the workings 
of society. Only the conceit of man allows him to disingenuously separate 
society from the necessities of evolution and nature. ‘Do we find,’ Haeckel 
observed, ‘a different state of things in the history o f peoples, which man, in 
his anthropocentric presumption, loves to call “the history of the world”? Do
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we find in every phase of it a lofty moral principle or a wise ruler, guiding the 
destinies of nations?* On this radically Social Darwinian point, Haeckel is 
absolutely clear and unambiguous: ‘There can be but one answer in the 
present advanced stage of natural and human history: No, The fate of those 
branches of the human family, those nations and races which struggle for 
existence and progress for thousands of years, is determined by the same 
“eternal laws of iron” as the history of the whole organic world which has 
peopled the earth for millions of years.*41

And not only in the Weltrdtsel do copious references to Social Darwinian 
laws of struggle predominate. In countless Monist publications as well as in 
the other writings of Haeckel, composed until the end of his life, there is 
always an insistence on struggle as the driving force of history. To maintain 
otherwise, to deny this clear strain in Haeckel’s thought, is to severely distort 
the historical record.

Other authors, seeking always to exonerate the Monist tradition, are will­
ing to concede that Haeckel himself was perhaps a racist thinker and an 
extreme Social Darwinist, but that this was not necessarily true for some of 
his important disciples who have been thought of erroneously as messengers 
of Haeckel’s racism and extreme German nationalism. Writing, for example, 
about the Monist eugenicist Wilhelm Schallmayer, who died in 1919 but 
nonetheless enjoyed a favorable posthumous reputation in Nazi Ger­
many, historian Sheila Weiss, echoing the frame of mind of the other 
revisionist writers, has inexplicably argued that Schallmayer was not sympa­
thetic to racial eugenics, and that, in fact, he disavowed the Aryan racism of 
Haeckel.42 Weiss deems Schallmayer to be a liberal, cosmopolitan thinker 
who held to the idea of the unity of mankind, and that his program of 
eugenics was rooted in the need for capitalist inspired ‘national efficiency’—a 
desire for the cultivation of German national strength rather than in the 
fostering of Aryan racism. Capitalism, therefore, its ‘technocratic-managerial 
logic,’ is what led to the ‘Final Solution,’ and not ‘anti semitism,’ [sic!] or the 
ideas o f ‘Aryan superiority’ that have been ascribed to the German eugenics 
movement.43

As in the case of Kelly and Weindling, Weiss not only fails to provide 
convincing evidence for her view, but ignores available sources that clearly 
suggest the very opposite of what she claims. For example, in 1914, during 
World War I, at the time that Weiss portrays Schallmayer as an opponent of 
the kind of racism represented by Haeckel, Schallmayer prominently wrote
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that he owed his basic ideas and understanding of society directly to Haeckel, 
and that it was none other than Haeckel who had taught him that the 
‘knowledge of the doctrine of evolution should and must be employed in a 
practical way, and that above all the very least which we aim for is the im­
provement of our racial, social, and cultural conditions/44

Reference to ‘race/ and the concomitant power that hereditary germ 
plasm has in determining the definition of a nation and the composition of 
social reality, appears frequently in Schallmayers writings, and the biological 
racial idea dominates his thinking. Weiss has suggested that when Schallmayer 
employed the word ‘race,’ what he was really referring to was mankind, the 
human race in general, and not the German or white European race in 
particular, an assertion that is clearly contradicted by the available evidence 
Weiss herself presents45—for example, when Schallmayer typically raised Mo- 
nist alarms at the assumed racial threat posed to European civilization by 
burgeoning populations of the Orient.

To be sure, Schallmayer was highly critical of those racially inclined writers 
and propagandists, like Gobineau, who made claims that, from his perspec­
tive, were ‘unscientific/ Committed to the highest standards of scientific 
objectivity, he lashed out at the Germanic inspired ‘Schwdrmer,* ‘romantic 
dreamers* who, in his estimation, concocted fallacious arguments in the inter­
est of demonstrating German racial superiority. Although he could not setde 
the racial issue for himself in all of its ramifications, his demand for high scien­
tific standards was the outcome of his assumption that there was a firm 
foundation in biology for believing that there were intrinsic human racial 
differences, and that only the most rigorous laboratory standards and tools 
of analysis must be employed in researching such vital matters.

When Schallmayers classic work on eugenics, Vererbung und Auslese, ap­
peared in 1903, a review by Ernst Rudin46 in the Archiv fiir Rassen und 
Gesellschaftsbiologie, a journal whose founding was dedicated to Haeckel, and 
that frequently, though not exclusively, expressed support for racial biology, 
noted that Schallmayers book succeeded in helping to clarify the question of 
the meaning of race. It appears that Schallmayer s contemporaries did not 
have Weiss* views about what Schallmayer had in mind when he employed 
the term ‘race*; nor did the Nazis, who later on explicitly honored him as one 
of the important founders of the science of racial eugenics.

Schallmayer, a frequent lecturer at official gatherings of the German Mo- 
nist League, invariably took the occasion to advocate eugenic policies that
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would serve to strengthen the racial stock of the Germans. And there was 
no ambiguity in his frequently stated position. In lectures published by the 
Monist League, he cautioned that the Germans and white Europeans in 
general were involved in a racial war with the non-white Asian populations, 
and therefore racially inspired eugenics had to be wisely employed to main­
tain German and European dominance.

More recently, resistance to the idea that Haeckel should be linked with 
Nazism has resurfaced in an essay published in 1992 by the Italian historian 
of science Mario di Gregorio.47 Di Gregorio is willing to concede that Haeckel 
and Nazism are possibly linked—that this is perhaps a useful hypothetical idea, 
but in the end, he declares Haeckel to be innocent of all charges relating to 
Nazism. ‘There are some true things,1 di Gregorio admits, ‘in the interpreta­
tion of Gasman which can help us to understand in historical perspective why 
the actual results were the opposite of those intended.*48 ‘Each time that I 
offer a course on Haeckel,* he continues, ‘there is always a student who poses 
the inevitable question: Is not Haeckel indeed a precursor of the Nazis?* Di 
Gregorio explains that in the past ‘some have responded to this question in 
the affirmative and consider Haeckel to be a proto-Nazi.... But the question is 
poorly posed,* because it is based on ‘anti-historical* assumptions that ‘end by 
substituting the name of Haeckel for others who are presumed guilty, for 
example, Richard Wagner or Nietzsche. Like these, Haeckel has to be inter­
preted within the cadres of his own culture, which is entirely and profoundly 
anchored in the nineteenth century.’49

But di Gregorio’s exonerations of Haeckel stand on rather shaky logical 
and historical grounds, and they fall into the contradictions of intentional 
fallacy. If the ideas of Haeckel’s Monism add up to National Socialist content, 
then it can make little or no difference what Haeckel himself actually in­
tended, even though, in any case, there is more than ample reason to con­
clude that Haeckel did, in fact, sympathize with a congeries of ideas that are 
quite close to, if not completely identical with, Nazi ideology. Despite di Gregorio’s 
efforts to delineate a cultural divide between the nineteenth and the twentieth 
century so that one period’s ideas do not carry over to the other, the fact is there 
is hardly an unbridgeable chasm between the two eras, especially when it comes 
to the ideological growth of National Socialism, the course and development 
of which spans the intellectual and political history of both centuries.

To be sure, Haeckel was shaped by the culture of the nineteenth century, 
but he lived on well into the twentieth century. During the final years of his
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life, during World War I, he made more emphatic National Socialist-like state­
ments than ever before, and at a time when Nazism was on the threshold of 
organized political expression, Haeckel participated in proto-Nazi political ac­
tivities as a founding member of the Thule Society and a supporter of the 
extremely nationalistic Vaterlandspartei.

That Haeckel can be singled out to be an important precursor of Nazism 
does not negate the influence of Richard Wagner or Friedrich Nietzsche on 
National Socialism, as di Gregorio suggests. If Haeckel played such a role, the 
latter thinkers remain as before, and their influence on Nazism remains 
distinct from that of Haeckel’s. And on a host of other points di Gregorio’s 
arguments do not hold up to scrutiny, especially when he questions Haeckel’s 
political consciousness and revelations about the occult and mystical content 
of Haeckel’s Monism, idealistic aspects of Haeckel’s thought that increasingly 
capture the attention of many authors50—di Gregorio skeptically rejecting all 
such attributions.51

Ill

In view of the illustrations provided of attempts that have been made to 
discredit the idea that Haeckel can be linked with National Socialist ideology, 
it should be apparent that none have managed to provide convincing enough 
evidence to undermine the central hypothesis of The Scientific Origins, a work 
that was originally written without the benefit o f access to the Haeckel Ar­
chives. In 1989, however, the Berlin Wall came down, and shortly thereafter 
research in the former GDR became possible in ways that were not previ­
ously anticipated. Two trips to the Haeckel Archives in 1991 revealed the 
existence of letters to Haeckel from many prominent scientists as well as 
from individuals who played a prominent role in generating the fascist move­
ment, material I could not be certain existed when I wrote The Scientific 
Origins. However, the newly seen material unmistakably confirm the conclu­
sions reached in my original research, that Haeckel indeed had a lot to do 
with inspiring the first formulations of National Socialist and fascist ideology. 
The results of this research are available in my recently published book, 
Haeckels Monism and the Birth of Fascist Ideology, and this work should be read 
in conjunction with The Scientific Origins. It is my hope that both books, 
studied together, will lead to a fundamental revision of the way in which 
scholars have perceived the origin and nature o f National Socialism and 
fascism, and result in a clearer understanding of the close symbiotic relation­
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ship that exists between the two movements. The historical sources I have 
encountered have led inevitably to the conclusions presented, and hopefully 
the reader will also be convinced that it was Haeckel’s Monism that played a 
determining role in the birth and development of National Socialist and 
fascist ideology.

Daniel Gasman
2003
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A
lthough much attention has been paid by scholars during the last 
few years to the ideological content o f  National Socialism, the 

role o f  science, and especially o f  biology in the origin and evolution 
o f  German fascism has been relatively neglected, partially perhaps 
because fascism, stemming as it does largely from a conservative re­
action on the part o f  certain social classes and individuals to the modem 
industrial world, has seemed to be rooted also in opposition to modern 
culture and science. Yet science—distorted and crudely popularized as 
it was by the Nazis—did play an important part in their thinking and 
in the official ideology o f  the National Socialist state. This study, a 
somewhat revised version o f  a dissertation submitted to the graduate 
faculty o f  the University o f  Chicago for the doctorate in history, seeks 
to trace certain key features o f  National Socialism back to the concep­
tion o f  science and to the social Darwinism o f  Ernst Haeckel, Germany’s 
most famous nineteenth-century biologist.

The original idea for a work on Haeckel and social Darwinism in 
Germany emerged from discussions which were held with Professor 
S. W illiam Halperin o f  the University o f  Chicago. Since beginning 
graduate studies he has aided me not only in the research for this project 
but has given freely o f  his encouragement, assistance, and counsel in all 
that I have undertaken at the University. It has been a rare experience 
to have been his student and I owe much to his profoundly sensitive 
understanding o f  European History. For their genuine interest and 
helpfulness in the preparation o f  this work I should like also to thank 
Professors W illiam H. M cNeill and Allen Debus o f  the History
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Department at Chicago, Dr. Michael A. Hoskin, the editor o f  the 
History o f  Science Library, Professor Lawrence Kaplan o f  the City 
College o f  N ew  York, and Earl Fendelman, a discerning critic and 
friend. Professor Bernard Semmel o f  the State University o f  N ew  
York at Stony Brook has given not only the benefit o f  his criticism 
but has been a true friend in so many ways that I could not even begin 
to acknowledge my debt to him. W ere it not for the understanding 
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Introduction

Ernst Haeckel
and the Volkish Tradition

T he annus mirabilis o f  the intellectual history o f  Europe in the 
nineteenth century was 1859. Among the impressive and impor­

tant works to appear during that year were John Stuart Mill’s in­
fluential essay, ‘On Liberty,’ and at least two other books by different 
authors which were o f  overwhelming significance: Karl Marx’s 
Critique of Political Economy, and Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species. 
It is, o f  course, a truism to say that both Marx and Darwin were 
prophets o f  the age o f  realism and materialism that largely dominated 
European civilization during the last decades o f  the nineteenth century. 
In retrospect, and on its brighter side, the period after 1859, until the 
outbreak o f  war in 1914, was one o f  developing technology, o f  in­
dustrial and scientific progress, o f  a growing sense o f tolerance and 
civilization, and o f  overriding confidence in human ability to solve 
the ‘riddles’ o f  the universe. And despite the existence o f  some isolated 
voices o f  pessimism and despair, the last decades o f  the century repre­
sented an era o f  optimism in the power o f  science and faith in humanity 
to realize the older eighteenth-century vision o f  Condorcet, the 
potentially infinite progress o f  the human mind.

On its darker side, however, the same period appears as one o f  crass 
materialism, self-assurance to excess, and smugness. In addition, as we 
now rather painfully know, it harbored latent within itself the basis o f 
twentieth-century totalitarianism. A  number o f  years ago, Professor 
Carlton Hayes correctly indicated the complex and dual character o f 
this age. In the Introduction to his popular book, A  Generation of 
Materialism (1941), he gave evidence o f his own feelings about the
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period. He wrote that as a student he had viewed the last decades o f the 
nineteenth century as a ‘stage, indeed a glorious stage, in the progress 
o f  Europe and our Western Civilization toward ever greater liberty, 
democracy, social betterment, and scientific control o f nature.’ H ow­
ever, some thirty years later these decades also appeared to him as a 
‘fertile seedtime’ for the ‘quite different harvest o f  personal dictatorship, 
social degradation, and mechanized destruction’ which appeared in the 
twentieth century. And it was, he felt, the ‘dual character o f  the age—  
at once climax o f  Enlightenment and source o f  disillusionment’ which 
gave it its ‘peculiar interest and significance.’ 1 

In addition to this Janus-like character o f  the ‘Generation of 
Materialism,’ it is important to recognize that the writings o f such 
representative authors o f  the age as Marx and Darwin, contain along 
with their realistic, secular, and mechanistic appraisals o f  life and 
society, also a strain o f  romanticism— a strain perceptible not only in 
their own writings but also in the underlying consciousness o f  the age 
itself. Repelled by the harshness o f  reality, be it in the natural world 
or in the factory town, many Marxists and Darwinists were captured 
by visions o f better things to come, and o f  course, by utopianism, 
conceived frequently in dream-like and mythologically styled fan­
tasies. Marx allowed himself just such a fantasy when he envisioned in 
all seriousness his communist utopia which he said must emerge from 
the struggle o f  the classes, and which would, for the first time in 
history, transform, in a fundamental way, the nature o f  all human 
existence. Even Lenin, the archrealist, and seemingly ‘orthodox’ Marx­
ist, did not see fit to base his revolutionary theories on the inevitable 
and spontaneous laws o f  Historical Materialism. Rather, he accepted, 
somewhat unconsciously, to be sure, the romanticised revolutionary 
theory o f  the Narodniks. These Russian populists had taught that the 
outcome o f  a revolutionary struggle was determined by the decisive 
action and influence o f  the critically thinking individual who refused 
to submit to the fortuitous flow o f  history. Thus, in his famous struggle 
with the Mensheviks at the turn o f  the century, Lenin opted for con­
sciousness and action and opposed a reliance upon the inevitable, 
mechanical, progressive, and ‘spontaneous’ laws o f  history for the 
Russian Social Democratic Party. And for Darwin, despite his painful 
vision o f nature, ‘red in tooth and claw,’ and fraught with competition
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and death, there did seem to be an optimistic conclusion inherent in the 
nature o f  things. It is to be observed that he closed The Origin of Species 
with a utopian and prophetic vision o f  the inevitability o f  progress 
and perfection.2

In response, thus, to the bleaker effects o f  industrialism, technology, 
urbanism, and shallow materialism, the second half o f  the nineteenth 
century witnessed also a search for a spiritual essence within society. 
The neo-romanticism o f  the fin de siecle was an ideology framed to 
meet the dilemma o f  man’s existence in the modem industrial world. 
It reflected above all else a lack o f  spiritual values in the face o f  the 
predominance o f  the material and therefore sought for the ‘true’ and 
the ‘genuine.’ 3 It represented a search for roots and belonging within 
the shadows created by the harsh reality o f  the Industrial Revolution 
and mass urbanization. Many Marxists and Darwinists seemed to 
believe that by penetrating the secrets o f  society or nature, they would 
find their own identities, either historical, class, or racial. In a sense, as 
one historian has pointed out, this search for deeper reality would ‘lead 
to totalitarianism because it was always the search for some sort o f 
authority with which one could identify and which would liquidate 
the present situation o f  man.’ 4 Neo-romanticism, in other words, 
sought an absolute sanction for its ideas in either history or nature. 
And even though Marx and Darwin themselves were highly suspicious 
o f  the pursuit o f  unity and final authority in either history or nature, 
nonetheless, as frequently occurs, many o f their followers and epigones 
were not careful enough to draw a line and to heed, as it were, the 
Kantian exclusion o f  ultimate knowledge, o f  the quest after ‘Things in 
Themselves.’ Certainly, among the disciples o f Darwin, none pursued 
the ultimate secrets o f  nature and society more avidly than Ernst 
Haeckel, the self-appointed spokesman o f Darwin and Darwinism in 
Germany.

It may be said that in no other country o f  Europe, or for that matter 
even in the United States, did the ideas o f  Darwinism develop as 
seriously as a total explanation o f  the world as in Germany. But 
Darwinism in Germany was a system o f thought that was often trans­
formed almost beyond recognition. Darwinismus was far from the 
biological ideas or underlying moral and philosophical views o f Darwin 
himself. Professing a mystical belief in the forces o f nature, insisting on
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the literal transfer o f  the laws o f  biology to the social realm, and calling 
for a religious reformation in German life, Haeckel and his immediate 
followers held to ideas which were remote from the familiar naturalism 
o f  Spencer, Darwin, and Huxley.

A  close investigation o f  the major ideas o f  Haeckel and his followers 
reveals a romantic rather than a materialistic approach to biology and a 
striking affinity not with liberalism or socialism but with the ideology 
o f National Socialism. It will be the principal purpose o f  this study to 
demonstrate that the content o f the writings o f Haeckel and the ideas 
o f his followers— their general political, philosophical, scientific, and 
social orientation— were proto-Nazi in character, and that the Darwinist 
movement which he created, one o f  the most powerful forces in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century German intellectual history, may 
be fully understood as a prelude to the doctrine o f  National Socialism.

There appears to be substantial reason and evidence to view Haeckel 
in this light, to call most previous generalizations about him into 
question and to subject them to renewed examination. In virtually all 
studies o f  the history o f  ideas in the nineteenth century, Haeckel is 
seldom, if  ever, separated from the general progressive, scientific, and 
modernistic tradition o f  European culture and his name is found to be 
synonymous with materialism, naturalism, mechanism, and o f  course, 
Darwinism.5 He has traditionally been thought to embody optimism, 
progress, liberalism, socialism, and tireless opposition to arbitrary state 
power.6 He is invariably accepted as the intellectual embodiment within 
Germany o f  the feeling o f  optimism and security, engendered by 
science and industrialism, which suffused bourgeois civilization before 
the cataclysm o f  1914.

Our analysis, however, o f  the social Darwinist ideas o f  Haeckel and 
the German Monist League which he founded will question the 
traditional view o f  Haeckel as a progressive liberal or socialist. It will 
reveal Haeckel’s prophetic synthesis o f  romantically inclined Volkism 
with evolution and science— which provided an ideological basis for 
National Socialism. It will maintain that proto-Nazi Volkism did not 
invariably originate in opposition to science and modernism,7 but will 
seek rather to show that one o f the earliest, i f  not the earliest compre­
hensive program embodying National Socialist principles in Germany 
arose in the context o f  a movement which prided itself on its scientific
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ideology and modem view o f the world. And finally, the underlying 
purpose o f  our investigation is that these insights into the nature o f 
Haeckelian thought must alter our conception somewhat o f  the 
historical origins o f  National Socialism in Germany.

Ernst Haeckel was bom on February 16, 1834, in Potsdam.8 Shortly 
after his birth the family moved to Merseburg, a town in Saxony, where 
his father was a government lawyer. Haeckel remained with his family 
in Merseburg until 1852, and it was there that he received his basic 
education. At home the influence o f Goethe, Schiller, Schleiermacher, 
and Humboldt helped to shape his early mind. As a child Haeckel had 
wanted to become a botanist and had even kept a herbarium o f his 
own, where he noticed that not all o f  the varieties o f  plants could be 
classified according to the rigid definitions o f  the textbooks which 
assumed that nature was immutable. He was to remark many years 
later that he had noticed that there were ‘good and bad species,* and 
therefore made two collections. ‘One, arranged on official lines, offered 
to the sympathetic observer all the species in “ typical** specimens, as 
radically distinct forms, each decked with its pretty label; the other 
was a private collection, only shown to one trusted friend, and con­
tained only the rejected kinds that Goethe so happily called “ the 
characterless or disorderly races, which we hardly dare ascribe to a 
species, as they lose themselves in infinite varieties,’* . . .  In this a large 
number o f  specimens arranged in a long series, illustrated the direct 
transition from one good species to another. They were the officially 
forbidden fruit o f  knowledge in which I took a secret boyish delight 
in m y leisure hours.’ 9

Haeckel’s parents, however, wanted him to become a physician and 
adhering to their wishes he studied medicine at Wurzburg, Vienna, 
and Berlin between 1852 and 1858. He received his medical license in 
1858. However, the life o f  a general practitioner did not appeal to the 
young Haeckel and after a brief medical practice he returned to the 
pursuit o f pure science. Moving on to the University o f Jena he under­
took to do a dissertation in zoology under the direction o f the well- 
known anatomist, Carl Gegenbaur. Thus Haeckel became a zoologist 
and never returned to the practice o f  medicine. Gegenbaur prevailed 
upon him to accept a position at the University o f  Jena and it was 
there that Haeckel remained for the rest o f his life.10

E R N S T  H A E C K E L  A N D  T H E  V O L K I S H  T R A D I T I O N

xxxix



Haeckel’s adult life (he died in August, 1919), spans the years from 
the time o f the accession o f  Bismarck to power in the early i86o’s to 
the demise o f  the German Empire at Versailles in 1919. In 1866, 
Bismarck engineered his war against Austria and established his own 
state, the North German Confederation. In that same year, Haeckel, 
as a young man o f  thirty-two, published his first and what proved to 
be his most elaborate theoretical statement, his two-volume Generelle 
Morphologie, in which he attempted to subsume all o f  science under 
Darwinian principles and guidelines. Thus, the publication o f  his 
scientific manifesto coincides with the Bismarckian achievement o f 
German unification. The future evolution o f  his political and scien­
tific thinking was intimately allied with the history o f  the Second 
Reich.

As a young member o f the faculty o f  the University o f  Jena, Haeckel 
entered the decade o f  the sixties as a free-thinker and a liberal, but 
with strong nationalistic sentiments. Despite an oft-flaunted com­
mitment to political and social freedom, Haeckel, like most German 
liberals, looked to a strong state for help in the task o f  nation-building. 
One should bear in mind in discussing the history o f  liberalism in the 
nineteenth century that a relatively powerful middle class came into 
political prominence in such western countries as England and France 
where a strong state structure and a sense o f  national and historical 
identity were already in existence. Jealous o f  its own political preroga­
tives, liberalism in western Europe proclaimed a belief that that 
government is best which governs least and professed an attachment 
to the natural and inalienable rights o f  man. In Germany, on the other 
hand, the middle class was comparatively weak and a stable state 
structure was non-existent. As a consequence, and particularly after 
1848, and even more so after Bismarckian unification in the i86o’s, 
liberalism in Germany, aware o f  its own weaknesses, looked in­
creasingly to the advantages which a strong state could offer for the 
realization o f its own program. For the German liberals, the organiza­
tion o f  the national state appeared to be much more important than 
the abstract and somewhat alien western liberal conception o f  the 
freedom o f all men, and revealingly enough they called themselves 
National Liberals. Abandoning in practice many o f  the political 
principles to which they were abstractly committed, they were able
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to throw virtually unqualified support to the authoritarian Bismarckian 
state.11

In his political and intellectual evolution Haeckel may be cited as an 
illustration o f the tendency o f German liberalism to seek authoritarian 
solutions to Germany’s problems. Haeckel was early a fervent supporter 
o f  Bismarck,12 and as liberalism after the foundation o f the Second 
Empire in 1871 moved more and more to the political right and 
increasingly retreated from the cosmopolitanism inherent in the older 
liberal ideology o f the French Revolution, so too did Haeckel in his 
own development advance along the same path. In the decade o f  the 
seventies, Bismarck, with liberal support, was engaged in the Kultur- 
kampf. During the same decade Haeckel began to fight his own Kultur- 
kampf against all Christianity and on behalf o f  his own vision o f  modem 
culture and science which he opposed to traditional ethics and religion. 
O f  course, Haeckel viewed Bismarck’s battle against the Catholics as 
o f  the utmost importance and deeply regretted its cessation. During 
the 1880’s, Bismarck fought what he considered to be the new menace 
to Germany, the socialists and the Marxists. Paralleling the efforts o f 
Bismarck, Haeckel, along with his social Darwinist followers, set about 
to demonstrate the ‘aristocratic’ and non-democratic character o f  the 
laws o f  nature. And finally after the dismissal o f Bismarck by William 
II in 1890, an act which Haeckel condemned in the strongest language, 
he proceeded to ally himself with the most active imperialist and 
chauvinistic trends in German life. Until the end o f the First W orld 
War, and up to his death in 1919, Haeckel contributed to that special 
variety o f  German thought which served as the seed-bed for National 
Socialism. He became one o f  Germany’s major ideologists for racism, 
nationalism, and imperialism.

Haeckel’s politics, his vision o f  science and the world, in short his 
personal brand o f  social Darwinism, was in reality an uneven com­
posite o f  three streams o f  thought: German philosophical romantic 
idealism, scientific positivism and materialism, and Darwinism. Let 
us, therefore, briefly examine the nature o f  each o f  these aspects o f  
European thought and indicate in an introductory way how they were 
absorbed and changed both consciously and unconsciously by Haeckel.

Haeckel was first o f  all influenced by and heir to the powerful forces 
o f  German romanticism.13 Though a European-wide phenomenon,
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romanticism had been particularly strong in Germany, where it had 
become an all-embracing Weltanschauung capable o f  merging with 
many different social and political ideas. For one thing, German 
nationalism had been able to achieve a means o f  expression in roman­
ticism, so that once science came to challenge the romantic vision o f  
nature it also became willy-nilly a threat to German nationalism, 
national expression, and national self-consciousness. More than a 
literary movement, romanticism, in the writings o f Schleiermacher, 
Fichte, Novalis, Goethe, and the Schlegels, was really an expression o f 
German life and feeling. Historically, romanticism arose as a reaction 
to the ideas o f  the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, which 
had been brought to Germany by the invading armies o f  France during 
the revolutionary and Napoleonic periods. German patriotic opposition 
to the invader became in the realm o f ideas opposition to the way o f  
thinking o f the Enlightenment.

The French philosophes had taught that reason was superior to 
authority, tradition, and human intuition. The romantics, on the 
other hand, believed that certain truths were outside o f  the province 
o f reason, and they appealed to man’s need for faith and deeper emo­
tional feeling. As a form o f  conservative nationalism, romanticism held 
that the abstract concept ‘Man’ was a fiction and substituted in its 
place the notion o f the uniqueness o f  national and cultural identity. 
Thus, whereas for the French philosophes nationalism was subordinate 
to the universal human community, for the German intellectuals it 
was the other way around.

Despite its call for faith, romanticism, as it developed for the most 
part in Germany, lacked a religious sense o f God, and substituted in 
place o f  a deity the worship o f  nature and the religion and philosophy 
o f  pantheism. On this basis it proceeded in the realm o f  science to 
probe the secrets o f  nature by intuitive comprehension. Intent on 
finding unity in the world, romanticism and Naturphilosophie sought 
for the all-embracing laws o f  the universe. A  search was undertaken 
for cosmic principles, and it was in the midst o f  this quest after the 
unattainable that romanticism and its derivative science, Natur­
philosophie, deteriorated into charlatanism and quackery and assumed 
a mystical and falsely speculative character.14

However, romantic Naturphilosophie had one idea which was to
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be o f  monumental importance later on in the century— the idea o f 
evolution and development. For the romantics, nature was in a con­
tinual process o f  becoming. This was expressed at times in the form 
o f a belief in the existence o f a Chain o f Being in nature.15 From in­
animate matter all the way up to man and God, there was a unity and 
interconnectedness. In the course o f its development, nature realized 
itself in all o f  its manifold forms.16

It was not only in science, however, but also in history that the 
romantics looked for development. In their philosophy they opposed 
the eighteenth-century notion o f  abstract and universal man who 
supposedly organised his society after an abstract social contract. Culture 
and not abstract ideas was the key, they said, to a nation’s history. All 
aspects o f  culture were organically related to the same universal process. 
Religion, art, mythology, and science were therefore intimately bound 
up with the political and social structure o f any given age. Taken 
together they expressed the spirit or Geist o f a society. In this unity both 
the internal world o f man and the external world o f nature were one. 
Mind, by intuition, could grasp the essential reality o f  the whole, o f  
which it was both part and reflection. The appeal o f  this kind o f 
thinking is obvious. The individual who believed in this form o f 
secularised pantheism ostensibly found himself able to know the 
Absolute, the true spirit o f  the world, and to have communion with 
all o f  nature and history. B y  intuition, which the romantics regarded 
as a form o f reason, the individual, as it were, created the world after 
his own mental image.17

In addition, German romantic idealism saw an organic link between 
one age and another. All nations and all ages were, they believed, united 
in one historical process o f  development and becoming, from lower to 
higher cultural forms. Fichte, for example, developed his cultural 
romanticism into a form o f nationalism. For him, the Germans had 
certain distinctive qualities which gave them the potential to develop 
into the highest form o f nation— a nation in which full human freedom 
would finally be realised.

If romanticism was the first influence on the mind o f Haeckel, then 
the second was the materialism o f mid-nineteenth-century German 
philosophy. It may be said that the materialistic break with idealism 
and romanticism came from two directions. Firstly, the students o f
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Hegel— Strauss, Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer, and then Marx— derived 
materialism from his idealist philosophy and began to pay more atten­
tion to the actual workings o f  history rather than to the vague move­
ments o f the world-spirit. They looked to the ‘true* nature o f  man and 
history. Among the left-Hegelians it was discovered that Christianity 
stood in the way o f  the full development o f  mankind. In 1835, David 
Strauss published his famous book, The Life of Jesus, and in 1841, 
Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity appeared. Recognize, they all taught, 
the mythological nature o f  religion and mankind will then be free.

Secondly, idealism was seriously threatened by developments within 
science itself. Influenced by positivism, science sought only that which 
could be empirically verified. In Germany, Emil DuBois-Reymond, 
Johannes Muller, Helmholtz, and Rudolf Virchow, all disdaining idle 
philosophical reflection and abandoning Naturphilosophie which they 
correctly considered to be sterile,18 retired to the laboratory to get on 
with the practical work o f discovery and verification. In their hands 
science took on an experimental and empirical character and made 
progress which was both tangible and observable. But the very success 
o f  science also brought with it cultural tensions. B y its success laboratory 
science threatened the mystical unity o f man and nature which had 
been the basic creed o f  the idealists. Science, it was felt, had the capacity 
to destroy the deeper sense o f things. The same criticism which had 
been levelled by the romantics at the Enlightenment, the neo-romantics 
advanced against modem industrial society.19 In this situation some 
intellectuals retreated from an acceptance o f  the modem world. Such 
was the case, for example, with the two ‘Germanic critics’ Paul de 
Lagarde and Julius Langbehn.20 There was, however, a second alterna­
tive, a new unity between science and idealism. In 1859, Darwin’s 
Origin of Species appeared, and Haeckel, about to enter upon his career, 
sensed its possibilities. Here was the opportunity to bring the old 
Naturphilosophie into harmony with modern science. It was for this 
reason that he wrote conspicuously in his first major work, the Generelle 
Morphologie, that ‘all true science is Naturphilosophie.*21

The third major constituent o f Haeckel’s thought, therefore, was 
Darwinism. It may be said that i f  Darwinism in England was an 
extension o f laissez faire individualism projected from the social world 
to the natural world, so too was Haeckel’s biological work in Germany
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a projection o f German romanticism and philosophical idealism. Like 
Darwin, Haeckel moved from the social world o f  ideas to the natural 
world. In both cases, interestingly enough, it was not science which 
shaped their conceptions o f nature and man, but rather national, 
historical, and philosophical consciousness.

Broadly speaking, English Darwinism signified two things. Firstly, 
it meant o f  course, the theory o f  natural selection, or the fortuitous22 
and mechanical choice o f favored individuals and species in the struggle 
for life. Secondly, it may mean social Darwinism, or the application 
o f  the theory o f  natural selection and evolution to explain human 
society. Evolution, which is often equated with Darwinism, is only, 
in Darwin’s theory, a consequence o f  natural selection. It is not the 
other way around. Thus, from the purely biological and scientific point 
o f  view, Darwinism has this rather restricted meaning and is o f definite 
significance for science, for the philosophy o f science, and for scientific 
method.

Darwin’s significance for philosophy and scientific method resided 
in his eliminating the need for explanations o f final causes from the 
organic world and in the success which he had in providing a mechanical 
basis for the explanation o f organic change. Even though the actual 
mechanism o f heredity was unknown to Darwin, the theory o f  natural 
selection heralded a break with teleological, anthropomorphic, and 
religious explanations in the organic sciences. B y  his theory Darwin 
accomplished for the organic world what Newton succeeded in doing 
for the inorganic world in the seventeenth century. However, Darwin’s 
theory was even more thoroughgoing in its destructiveness o f  cosmic 
purpose than Newton’s conception o f a universal law o f  gravity. There 
were no universal forces in Darwinism, and even the term evolution 
was not to be found in the early editions o f The Origin of Species. Once 
Darwinism was accepted, nature could no longer be conceived as a 
creative whole, nor as giving evidence o f possessing directional charac­
ter. Rather, according to the implications o f Darwin’s theory, nature 
changed and sometimes ‘progressed’ by accidental and wholly unpre­
pared random variations— which, o f  course, implied that there is 
neither finality nor purpose in nature.23

However, apart from being a biological theory, Darwinism has 
seemed to some to have major implications for traditional religion,
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philosophy, and social science.24 This was especially true for Haeckel 
and his followers. Haeckel combined in his own person the natural 
scientist and the social theorist and political activist. Although he did 
not have an active political career, as did his contemporary and 
ideological opponent, R udolf Virchow, the famous pathologist and 
leader o f the Fortschrittspartei25 Haeckel was able, nonetheless, to carry 
great weight and authority in matters outside the realm o f science. 
Indeed it is safe to say that few men in modern times have had more o f 
a general cultural influence than Haeckel.26 As the recognized spokes­
man o f Darwinism in Germany he was taken as the virtually incontest­
able and exacting voice o f  science, both among many o f  the scientists 
and certainly among the general public.

In Haeckel’s thinking and writing the traditional elements o f social 
Darwinism were present in bountiful supply. It is apparent that he 
advocated an ethic o f competition and struggle as the foundation o f the 
laws o f human society. And his ethic o f the inherent struggle to be 
found in the world did play an overwhelmingly important role in 
stimulating the growth o f National Socialism. But there were other 
very important reasons why Haeckel’s social Darwinism became one 
o f  the most important formative causes for the rise o f the Nazi move­
ment. At the basis o f  National Socialist ideology in Germany lay not 
only the idea o f  struggle and the notion o f  racial conflict between the 
‘higher’ and ‘lower’ races o f men (for example, Hitler’s formulation 
o f  the differences between the human races was taken directly from 
Haeckel)27 but also the equally important religion o f  nature which 
implied among other things a contempt for rationalism and history. 
The Nazis, like Haeckel, sought to bring man back within the purview 
o f nature. By stressing in their ideology the importance o f rootedness, 
o f  Blut und Boden, the Nazis wished to deify the primitive forces o f 
nature. History and civilization, they felt, had separated man from his 
true character and destiny. This ideology, in the form in which the 
Nazis used it, had its immediate source to a surprising extent, in the 
social Darwinism o f Haeckel and in the Monist League which he 
founded and directed. Biology in Germany, which might have been 
expected to stand in the way o f the mystically false ideas o f the Nazis, 
came rather to their support and much o f the basis o f that support is 
directly traceable to the influence o f Haeckel himself.
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In the decades around the turn o f the century racially inspired social 
Darwinism in Germany, which was almost completely indebted to 
Haeckel for its creation, and which on the whole had little, i f  anything 
at all, to do with Charles Darwin, played a very important and decisive 
role in the intellectual history o f  the period. Haeckel’s ideas on social 
Darwinism were brought to fruition in a milieu that was particularly 
German. His ideas served to unite into a full-bodied ideology the trends 
o f  racism, imperialism, romanticism, anti-Semitism, and nationalism 
which were floating around among various dissatisfied and frustrated 
groups in German society, especially among the lower middle classes. 
Finding themselves in danger o f being forced down into the working 
class, the lower middle classes expressed their anxiety through the 
medium o f certain ideas which were mystically nationalistic and anti- 
Semitic, and which grasped for roots in German life and history. The 
form which social Darwinism took in Germany was a pseudo-scientific 
religion o f nature worship and nature-mysticism combined with 
notions o f  racism. It was based on both the social Darwinian ideas o f 
Haeckel and the ideology o f Volkism which was related to and largely 
inspired by his writings.

In Mein Kampf, Hitler, despite his criticism o f the political ineptitude 
and naivete o f the Volkists, made use o f the broad concept o f the Volk 
and o f  the Volkish state to describe his vision o f a racially powerful and 
united Germany. These terms and their ideological content are to be 
found throughout the literature o f National Socialism, and indeed 
Volkism was the ‘chief source o f inspiration for most leaders o f 
Naziism ,. . .  and it undoubtedly helped greatly to pave the way for 
the victory o f  Hitler’s party.’28 Many o f the important theoretical 
leaders o f  the Volkist movement were in one way or another connected 
either ideologically or personally with Haeckel. However, it should be 
pointed out also that not all o f  the Volkist writers or intellectuals were 
necessarily potential Nazis or harbored exclusively National Socialist 
ideas. It may even be said that many o f  their social criticisms o f  German 
society were often correct in a general way. On the other hand, they 
did help to provide a proper cultural environment which led to the 
development o f  Hitler’s movement. And in retrospect many o f their 
ideas and sentiments appear ominous indeed.

But what do the terms ‘Volk’ and ‘Volkish’ really signify? Perhaps
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these terms are best explained in a recent study on the origins o f  
National Socialism.

‘Volk* is one o f  those perplexing German terms which connoted far more than 
its specific meaning. ‘Volk* is a much more comprehensive term than people*; 
for the German thinkers ever since the birth o f  German romanticism in the 
later eighteenth century ‘Volk* signified the union o f  a group o f  people with a 
transcendental ‘essence.* This ‘essence* might be called ‘nature’ or ‘cosmos* or 
‘m ythos/ but in each instance it was fused to man*s innermost nature, and 
represented the source o f  his creativity, his depth o f  feeling, his individuality, 
and his unity with other members o f  the Volk.29

The Volkists thus represented a strain in German thinking which di­
verged sharply from traditional Western nationalism and traditional 
Western religion. Largely an ideology which appealed, as we have 
already noted, to the socially and economically threatened lower middle 
classes, it attempted a fusion o f  nationalism with neo-romanticism. It 
tended to worship nature, and frequendy gave rise to crackpot occult 
and faddist movements. In place o f the Rechtsstaat, that is, the legally 
constituted state, it stressed the importance o f ‘blood* and the supposed 
basic racial differences between people. In the Volkist conception o f  
the Chain o f  Being, the Volk, or race, stood in between the individual 
who was himself isolated and alienated by the forces o f modem society 
and the universe or cosmos at the opposite end o f  the scale. The Volk, 
or race, which partook o f  the universal allowed the individual to belong 
to something greater than himself. It gave to him a sense o f  identity 
with a cosmic significance. In this mystical union o f the people with 
the life forces o f  the cosmos the Volkists dreamed o f  binding the 
individual German to his natural and topographical surroundings, in 
short, to his regional landscape. Nature and individual, they felt, must 
be tied together in an indissoluble bond.30 These were also the essential 
ideas o f  Haeckel’s pantheistic religion o f  evolutionary Monism. In 
tills way he and his followers, brought science to the defense o f 
Volkism, and attached themselves to the pseudo-scientific myth o f  the 
racial unity o f  the Aryans.

It may be said that Haeckel gave to the idea o f  race a modem and 
scientific guise by the addition o f  a social Darwinist ingredient. In 1853, 
the Alsatian Frenchman, Count Arthur de Gobineau, published his
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famous book, The Inequality of the Human Races. In it he developed the 
idea that the Aryan race was the superior one among the world races 
and o f  course also among the Europeans. In actuality his book was an 
attempt at universal history with race and its significance as the key. 
He felt that the Aryans were destined to lose their strength because o f  
racial mixture. This, he believed pessimistically, was the fate o f every 
race.

At the time when this book was published Gobineaus ideas were not 
given much o f  a reception in either France or Germany.31 But in 
Germany later on in the century his ideas were revived in a new guise. 
B y  invoking the social Darwinist idea o f  the inevitability o f racial 
struggle in human life, it was proposed that the Aryans or really the 
Germans need not succumb to a fate o f deterioration as Gobineau had 
predicted. The Germans, it was felt, could fight and win against the 
double threat o f racial contamination and deterioration from within 
and racial threats from without. Haeckel, who accepted the Aryan 
myths o f Gobineau, supported the idea o f the need for maintaining the 
racial purity o f  the Germans. He warned repeatedly against the mixing 
o f  races and campaigned throughout his life for the most radical use 
o f  racial eugenics.

The fact that Haeckel was a reputable scientist helped Volkism to 
gain a respectable and appealing character. Because o f this respecta­
bility and the apparent scientific character o f  many o f  its leading ideas, 
a good number o f  teachers and academicians were attracted to the 
Volkist movement and became participants in it in one way or another. 
Its ideas were disseminated in the classroom or in the many books and 
articles that were written in support o f its major premises. It was 
Haeckel who brought the full weight o f science down hard on the side 
o f  what were Volkism’s essentially irrational and mystical ideas. In 
contrast with the ideas o f  those who had sought to escape from the 
harshness o f industrial reality into the idyllic communities and idealized 
spirit o f the Middle Ages, the Volkism that was being urged by Haeckel 
and by his followers was essentially modern.32 No need, they felt, to 
deny industrialism or the scientific revolution. On the contrary, once 
allied with a new pantheistic religion based on evolution and led by a 
biological elite forming the nucleus o f strong state power, German life
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would be reconstituted. The German people would then be ‘in har­
mony’ with the laws o f nature and with the animated and sentient 
forces o f the universe. The liberation o f Germany for Haeckel and his 
followers resided not in history but in freedom from history. The 
Germans, they felt, must return to the laws o f nature.

This study, therefore, will attempt to analyze the ideological content 
o f  Haeckelian social Darwinism. It will be concerned both with the 
social Darwinian ideas o f Haeckel and with those o f  his closest followers, 
generally in the context o f the organization which Haeckel founded 
and led, the German Monist League. Monism in general, o f course, was 
not only a German, but was also an international movement and 
ideology.33 Its program could be equated with the rebellion against 
revealed religion and metaphysical ways o f  thinking which had been 
sparked by nineteenth-century positivistic and materialistic science. 
Indeed, prominent scientists like Ernst Mach, Svante Arrhenius, 
Jacques Loeb, and Eh Metchnikoff openly and forcefully identified 
themselves with Monism and the attempt to bring science and its 
methodology into the domain o f  all areas o f human thought and 
endeavor. In Germany, Haeckel’s Monist League could be identified 
with this larger international movement based upon science. For many, 
i f  there existed one organization which truly expressed the modern 
temper, it was the German Monist League o f  Haeckel with its radically 
scientific and positivistic spirit and program. And, as such, its signifi­
cance and fame loomed large in Germany, a country which had 
witnessed the large scale application o f  science and technology to the 
national economy and to the larger national purpose. However, it was 
the positivistic content o f the ideology o f  the German Monist League 
combined with Volkish nationalism which gave to it its peculiar 
significance and importance for the history o f  the development o f 
National Socialism. In its program science and nationalism were in­
dissolubly combined and, as such, the German Monist League o f  
Haeckel assumed a character quite different from that o f  scientific 
Monism in other countries.

T o be sure, not all Monists were necessarily proto-Nazi. There were 
many who abhorred racism, Germanic nationalism, and Volkish 
mysticism. There were Monists who were simply positivists, pacifists, 
freethinkers, and Marxists o f varying persuasions who viewed Monism
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as an up-to-date ideology dedicated to the destruction o f theistic meta­
physics and religious obscurantism. The membership roster o f the 
League included the sociologist, Ferdinand Toennies, the Art Nouveau 
painter, Henry van de Velde, the pacifist, Alfred Fried, and political 
writers and intellectuals like Carl von Ossietzky, Otto Lehmann- 
Russbuldt, Helene Stocker, and Magnus Hirschfeld. The latter four 
were active contributors to the left-wing, strongly anti-fascist journal, 
Die Weltbuhne.34 But these individuals were not representative o f  the 
main ideology or prevalent mood o f  the Monist League in the years 
before the First W orld War. Under the leadership o f Haeckel, and 
then o f  Wilhelm Ostwald, it was the proto-Nazi and Volkish character 
o f  the Monist League which was predominant.35

This study, therefore, confines its attention to the predominant 
ideology o f Haeckel and the Monist League up through the period 
o f  the First W orld War. It seeks to analyze the ideas and programs o f 
those individuals who were typically representative o f  Monist thought 
up until that time, and concentrates on the writings and statements o f 
those who were the elected leaders o f the League, who edited its 
journals and wrote books on its behalf, and who enjoyed the confidence 
o f  Haeckel and Ostwald.

The chronological limit o f  our study is 1919, the year o f  Haeckel’s 
death. Under the Weimar Republic the character and content o f the 
ideology o f  the Monist League underwent a significant shift away from 
racism and Volkism in the direction o f  radical liberalism and sympathy 
for the social experiment o f  the Russian Revolution.36 It was only 
after the rise to power o f the Nazis in 1933 that the older character o f 
the Monist League reasserted itself and especially those who had been 
closest to Haeckel quickly and forcefully expressed their deep loyalty 
to and affinity with National Socialism.37
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5. For a typical, but incorrect view o f  the leadership o f  the Monist League as left- 
liberal, see Hajo Holbom , A History of Modern Germany, 18 4 0 -19 4 5  (New York: 
Knopf, 1968), p. 396.

36. For an expression o f  opposition to the new liberal tendencies o f  the Monist 
League after the First W orld W ar and complaint that the policies and ideas o f  
Haeckel were being abandoned, see Monistische Monatshefte, VI (1921), 321- 324.

37. For an expression o f  Monist thought under the Nazis, see Natur und Geist, (1933-  
1938), a journal edited by Haeckel’s close friend and collaborator, Heinrich 
Schmidt.
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Chapter O n e

Ernst Haeckel and the German 

Monist League

E
rnst Haeckel grew to maturity in the decade and a half following 
the abortive German Revolution o f  1848. The failure o f  the Revo­

lution to achieve for Germany a united and modem state structure 
caused political passions to smolder from frustration and bewilderment, 
and the era left an indelible impression on the youthful mind and 
oudook o f  Haeckel. Because o f  the failure o f  the Revolution, the 
political, social, and intellectual problems which had plagued the 
fragmented states and provinces o f  Germany before 1848 not only 
persisted but became more intense in the years that were to follow. 
Prussia did not succeed in resolving its old enmity with Austria, nor 
did it very quickly succeed in reconciling the differences within the 
Confederation between itself and the lesser states. After the agreement 
o f  Olmiitz with Austria (1850), Germany, and especially Prussia, 
‘entered into several years o f  a deep sleep o f  repression/1 

Throughout the decade o f the 1850s many kept alive the hope for 
a change in the political fortunes o f  Germany and nourished ideas o f  
unification and national revival. It is true that there was a great confusion 
about the form the new Germany should take once change came 
about. There were those who argued for a Germany under the leader­
ship o f  Prussia and separated from Austria, and there were others who 
looked towards an overthrow o f  the Hapsburgs in Austria, and the 
creation o f  a large Germanic Mitteleuropa. And there were still others 
who assumed positions in respect to unification which were variants o f 
klein- and grossdeutsch solutions to Germany’s political dilemmas. But 
the general concern widi the question o f  union is clear.
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Towards the end o f the decade two significant changes, one internal, 
the other external, offered the supporters o f  unification new hope. In 
1858, William I took over the leadership o f  Prussia from his ailing 
brother, Friedrich William, and in 1861 he succeeded to the throne. 
Though a pious and somewhat conservative man, William I took an 
active and positive interest in the unification question and offered the 
possibility o f  hope to aspiring nationalists. Secondly, and very signifi­
cantly, the nationalist movement in Germany was stimulated by 
events in Italy. In 1859, under the leadership o f  Cavour, Mazzini, and 
Garibaldi, Italy threw off the Austrian occupation in all her provinces 
save one, and largely succeeded in unifying herself. This success on the 
part o f  the Italian nationalists could not but suggest to the Germans 
that their political destiny was very similar. Both countries were 
involved in an intimate way with Austria and both were beset by the 
need for national self-realization.2

It was in this atmosphere o f  impending change, o f  national tension 
and awareness, that Haeckel completed his scientific and professional 
training, and began taking a passionate interest in the political condition 
and future o f  Germany. Even as a young student he had shown marked 
and strong nationalistic sentiments,3 and given a family tradition in 
which service to Germany and the state was venerated, this was not 
unusual. Reaching back more than a century into Prussian and Rhenish 
history, Haeckel’s family, on both sides, included prominent members 
o f  the upper governmental bureaucracy. His maternal grandfather 
served as a lawyer with the Prussian judicial administration and during 
the Napoleonic wars voiced noticeable German patriotic sentiments. 
The French considered him to be one o f  the more important govern­
ment administrators in the Rhine district and for a time removed him 
to Paris as a hostage where he continued to verbally defy French 
authority.4 As we have already noted, Haeckel’s father was also a 
lawyer, and he ended his career as a friend o f  Gneisenau, and as state 
councilor for the Prussian government in Berlin.5 So now, in the 
heat o f  the struggle for unification, Haeckel became intensely involved, 
albeit only in a very personal way, in the political tempest which was 
brewing. In 1859, he was in Italy, preparing and gathering material 
for his doctoral dissertation in zoology. The letters which he sent home
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to his fiancee, Anna Sethe, and the letters to his friends, especially to the 
writer and poet, Hermann Allmers, who was then also in Italy, were 
full o f  the drama o f  Italian unification and revealed his intense German 
nationalism and the profound hope that Germany would follow in 
Italy’s footsteps. Haeckel recognized that it was in Italy that he had 
finally become aware o f  how deeply he felt about Germany. Writing 
from Messina on October 16, 1859, he explained how the time spent 
in Italy had ‘stirred up and cultivated’ more than anything else a 
‘heightened inner love for our incomparable German fatherland.’ He 
wrote that wherever he went in Italy, no matter how magnificent the 
scenery and how beautiful the countryside, his love o f  Germany had 
to be expressed. ‘It had to be heard over all o f Italy and Sicily, in the 
majestic environment o f Naples, as well as on the glorious plains o f  
Palermo, among the quarries o f  Syracuse, as well as on the peak o f  
Aetna: Deutschland, Deutschland iiher alles, iiber alles in der Welti— Ich 
bin ein Deutscher, will ein Deutscher sein!’ And it was in Italy that he 
became acutely aware o f  the racial ties which bound all the German 
people together. In Sorrento he and his friend Allmers had come 
upon a Norwegian traveller. ‘The common bond,’ Haeckel wrote, 
‘o f  our German racial nature quickly allowed us to become acquainted 
with him and we were overjoyed to hear so well expressed . . . 
the noble and great ideas o f  the free German spirit.’ He met other 
Germans and described them as ‘sons o f the north’ and ‘relatives’ 
o f  the ‘same great national race.’ On N ew  Year’s Day, i860, 
Haeckel discovered a German ship in the harbor o f  Messina and 
boarded it. He drank to the new year with the crew and later wrote: 
‘This experience strengthened anew in me my belief that there exists 
in our common German nation a healthy embryo which is capable o f  
evolution and it is only because o f  this that one may hope for a healthy 
surge in our social relations.’6

B y the spring o f  i860, when Italy had already won her independence, 
Haeckel was back in Germany, and the letters which he continued to 
write revealed the depth o f  the impression which Italy had also left 
upon him in political matters. ‘I have no doubt,’ he wrote, ‘that this 
wonderful example o f the union o f  a free people is also o f  the greatest 
significance for Germany.’ If the ‘degenerate’ Italians could unify,
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then so too could the Germans, who stood far above them in ‘moral 
development,’ in the ‘complexity o f  their deep spiritual life,’ and in 
their ‘highly developed sense o f  justice.’ The real impediment to 
unification was the particularism o f  the feudal aristocracy, the ‘thirty- 
six parasitic robber princes, who, together with their lackeys’ deny 
freedom to the rest o f  Germany. But the ‘noble disposition’ which 
‘slumbers’ in the German people will ultimately allow them to realize 
their ‘fate.’7

Haeckel’s youthful vision o f a united Germany was, even more than 
might be expected, strongly chauvinistic and expansionist. The 
Germans, he believed, were superior to all other people and had thus 
to be allowed to dominate all o f central Europe. This attitude was 
clearly expressed in i860, when shortly after his return from Italy he 
attended a Turnfest at Coburg and noted the profound impression 
which it had left upon him. He observed with jo y  the ‘fraternization 
o f  young and old from all classes and estates, from all the cities and 
provinces o f  Germany from the Eider to Lake Constance, and from the 
Vistula to the Rhine.’ He saw die athletically oriented Turnfest as 
symbolizing a ‘single people o f  brothers,’ who, by ‘developing their 
bodies’ contributed to the ‘defense and strengthening o f  the entire 
people.’8

In addition, Haeckel looked to the creation o f  a strong government 
which would be able to bind Germany solidly together. Upon his 
return to Germany in the spring o f  i860 he recorded having passed 
through Paris on his w ay home and apart from the ‘unbelievable’ 
opulence o f  the Napoleonic capital he noted that France possessed a 
‘centralisation for which one must have deep respect’ and thus found 
that the ‘military despotism’ o f  Napoleon III was quite ‘bearable.’9 It 
was clear that his brief experience with France had served to accentuate 
for him the pitifulness o f  German particularism and political fragmen­
tation. He believed, o f  course, that the Germans could imitate the 
French because they were superior to them. He had written earlier 
from Paris: ‘W e will not only reach the [level] o f  the French in other 
things but will also surpass them, since w e still possess an inner essence 
which is lacking among the French: an earnest deep morality, a full 
inner soul, a happy pure family life, and a forceful striving for the 
essence and essentials o f  a thing.’10
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Then in the 1860’s unification finally came to Germany, but the 
longed-for consolidation was instigated by Bismarck, rather than by 
the liberal middle class. B y  uniting Germany under Prussia’s leadership 
and by excluding Austria from the new state, Bismarck attempted to 
maintain the historical existence o f  the Junkers while fusing their 
interests with those o f the middle class under a cloak o f  nationalism.11 
At first Haeckel opposed Bismarck and wrote to R udolf Virchow in 
May, i860, that Germany should not be united by a policy o f  “ ‘Blood 
and Iron.”  ’ However, six years later, once Bismarck’s12 Austrian war 
was over, Haeckel and his friends, despite their underlying grossdeutsch 
point o f  view, enthusiastically welcomed the new Germany and 
seemed to express no further regrets that political unification was 
bought at the price o f  true political liberty and real parliamentary 
government. At the time o f  the outbreak o f  the Austrian W ar, Allmers 
wrote to Haeckel that he was excitedly ‘following Prussia with true 
and happy exaltation on its energetic path to victory,’13 and he noted 
that a ‘unified Germany with Prussia at its head would be able to defy 
half o f  Europe.’14 Within a few weeks, when this short war had already 
ended, Haeckel wrote back to Allmers that he hoped that the diplomats 
would not destroy the newly arisen state and would grant to Germany 
her just demands.15

Four years later Haeckel and his friends greeted the Bismarckian 
W ar with France even more ecstatically than they had greeted the 
events o f  1866. In November, 1870, Allmers wrote to Haeckel: 
‘What a time this is! W hat exaltation, what victory!’16 In the future, 
Germany would become so powerful that ‘every people around her 
from near and from far will bow to the majesty o f  the German 
people.’17 A  short time later, Haeckel assured Allmers that he agreed 
with his appraisal o f the events o f  the Franco-Prussian War. ‘Naturally,’ 
he wrote, ‘I have followed all the victories o f  the newly blossoming 
fatherland with enthusiasm and like yourself hope for a promising 
future.’18

W hile Germany was thus in political ferment and was embarking 
upon its modem path o f  unification, Haeckel was also busy launching 
his own scientific career. In 1861, he received his doctorate in zoology 
and during the same year was appointed Privatdozent at Jena, having 
been recommended for the position by his former instructor in
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comparative anatomy, Carl Gegenbaur.19 During these first years 
o f  teaching, Haeckel, along with the rest o f the German scientific 
community, began making the acquaintance o f  Darwin’s book, The 
Origin of Species. It had been translated into German in i860, and the 
scientific and intellectual community was, on the whole, prepared to 
accept evolutionary ideas in biology. A t the same time many looked 
upon evolutionary theory with suspicion, knowing that, in the past, 
evolutionary ideas had been a refuge for philosophical idealism and 
teleological interpretations o f  the workings o f  nature. The German 
intellectual community remembered that the older Naturphilosophie 
o f  the opening decades o f  the nineteenth century had also espoused 
an evolutionary view o f  nature and had developed a number o f  
theories o f organic descent. It was well remembered that Naturphilosophie 
had been, because o f  its boundless and undiscriminating taste for vague 
and valueless theorizing, a ‘destructive influence on German science.’20 
Nevertheless there can be no doubt that by 1859, the year that 
Darwin’s book appeared, many German biologists and naturalists held 
to some belief in the transmutation o f  species.21

Haeckel himself read The Origin of Species for the first time during 
the summer o f  i860, and studied it with increasing care over the next 
two or three years. In November, 1861, he wrote to his fiancee, Anna 
Sethe, that he was ‘vertieft’22 in Darwin’s book. Then over the next 
year or two Darwin’s ideas seemed completely to pervade his thinking 
and he began to make Darwinism the focal point o f  his entire scientific 
and professional life. His conversion to Darwinism did not, by any 
means, take the form o f  a painstaking intellectual process o f  discovery, 
nor o f  a conviction slowly arrived at. Rather, Haeckel’s belief in the 
truth o f  evolution was realized in a virtual flash o f  immediate revelation 
and inspiration. He was later to remark that when he first read Darwin 
the ‘scales fell from m y eyes.’23 He related that he ‘found in Darwin’s 
great unified conception o f  nature and in his overwhelming foundation 
for the doctrine o f  evolution the solution o f  all the doubts which had 
bothered me since the beginning o f  m y biological studies.’24 Thus, 
from the very start his attachment to Darwinism was more than the 
acceptance o f  an interesting and possibly fruitful scientific theory. He 
immediately raised evolution and Darwinism to the status o f  a complete 
and final rendering o f  the nature o f  the cosmos. Through evolution he

T H E  S C I E N T I F I C  O R I G I N S  OF N A T I O N A L  S O C I A L I S M

6



studied the world and everything in it including man and society as 
part o f  an organized and consistent whole. He therefore called his new 
evolutionary philosophy ‘Monism/ and contrasted it with all o f  
traditional thought, which he rather disdainfully labelled ‘Dualism/ 
condeming the latter for making distinctions between matter and 
spirit, and for invidiously separating man from nature.25

H ow  are we to explain the ready and enthusiastic acceptance o f  
Darwinism by Haeckel? Perhaps part o f the answer is contained in a 
letter which he wrote to Allmers in December, 1863. In this letter 
Haeckel repeated a theme which had already occupied him very 
much in the past, the question o f  the political emancipation o f  Germany. 
However, he also implied that it was not enough to free Germany 
politically, confiding to Allmers that he was dismayed by the shallow 
intellectual and spiritual level o f the ordinary German. He wished to 
recreate the Germans, to make them into brave new men who would 
be at home in the natural landscape o f  the fatherland. Every German, 
he wrote to Allmers, should be urged to rise from ‘impotence* to ‘full 
independence/26 To accomplish this required a philosophy which could 
not only explain the world but would also at the same time provide a 
key to the spiritual and intellectual as well as the political emancipation 
o f Germany. In 1863, when Haeckel wrote these words to Allmers, 
he had already found in Darwinism a solution to his problems, 
and he set about elaborating what he considered to be the full 
scientific and social implications o f  Darwin’s theory.

In 1862, Haeckel became Professor o f  Zoology and Comparative 
Anatomy at Jena, and during that same year was also married. W ith 
his academic position now secure, Haeckel began lecturing at Jena on 
Darwin and concentrated heavily on expositions o f  Darwin’s theory. 
He presented Darwin as the most important and significant thinker o f  
the nineteenth century, and he reported that his talks were warmly 
greeted by his students and by the audiences at his public lectures. To 
his parents Haeckel wrote during this period that what he had to say 
about Darwin was being received with overwhelming enthusiasm.27 
In September, 1863, he undertook to defend the idea o f  biological 
descent and evolution before the thirty-eighth Congress o f  German 
Naturalists at Stettin. In his address, ‘ Ueber die Enttvicklungs— Theorie
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Darwins’ which became a kind o f  semi-official manifesto o f  the Dar­
winian movement in Germany, Haeckel proposed that evolutionary 
theory be accepted as the most important generalization o f  the nine­
teenth century, providing not only the basis for the science o f  biology, 
but for a whole new cosmic philosophy. Darwinism, Haeckel declared, 
was o f  fundamental significance for science and for the study o f man’s 
social institutions. Going beyond Darwin, who had not yet committed 
himself in public on the question o f  the origin o f  man, Haeckel ex­
plained that mankind had unquestionably evolved from the animal 
kingdom and that man’s social existence was governed by the laws o f  
evolution and biology. Furthermore, he said, evolution teaches that 
change is the outstanding characteristic o f  history, and he took advan­
tage o f  the occasion to point out that evolutionary theory provided a 
justification for the overthrow o f ‘ tyrants’ and ‘priests,’— those, in 
other words, who stood in the way o f  German emancipation and 
freedom.28

In February, 1864, just a few months after the Congress at Stettin, 
Haeckel’s wife suddenly and unexpectedly fell ill and died on the four­
teenth, Haeckel’s thirtieth birthday. The shordived marriage had been 
a very happy one and Haeckel often described their brief time together 
as the best and most satisfying period o f  his life.29 N ow , to mitigate his 
own suffering, which was intense,30 Haeckel threw himself into his 
scientific labors. In 1866, as we have already noted, he published his 
first lengthy and important book on Darwinism and evolutionary 
philosophy, the Generelle Morphologie. In an earlier work on single- 
celled sea organisms, Die Radiolarien (1862),31 Haeckel had briefly 
mentioned the need to understand and evaluate the problems o f  
organic classification in terms o f Darwin’s theory. However, it was only 
in the Generelle Morphologie that Haeckel actually presented an entire 
view o f  the organic and inorganic worlds from the standpoint o f  
evolution. The Generelle Morphologie, however, did not become a 
popular book and Haeckel himself admitted that its style was overly 
abstruse and ponderous. But it was followed by two popularizations 
o f  his evolutionary ideas, Natiirliche Schopfungsgeschichte (1868), and 
Anthropogenic (1874), which immediately became best-sellers and 
quickly transformed Haeckel into one o f  the most renowned scientists 
and writers in Germany. In all three o f  these works, the Generelle
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Morphologies the Natiirliche Schopfungsgeschichte, and the Anthropogenic, 
Haeckel discussed in great detail almost every area o f  biology known 
to nineteenth-century science and made it a point to stress that evolu­
tion was much more than a theory o f  natural selection. Darwin's 
theory, he contended, repeating the thesis o f  his address at Stettin in 
1863, was ‘only a small fragment o f  a far more comprehensive doctrine—  
a part o f  the universal theory o f  development which embraces in its 
vast range the whole domain o f  human knowledge.'32 And it was the 
‘whole domain o f  human knowledge' that Haeckel was actually 
seeking to encompass, including the laws governing the behavior o f  
mankind and history.

In 1867, Haeckel was married again, this time to Agnes Huschke, 
the twenty-four-year old daughter o f  an anatomy professor at Jena.33 
W ith his family life stable and relatively happy (Haeckel did not seem 
to feel the same deep affection for his second wife that he had felt for 
Anna Sethe) he was able to dedicate himself fully to his biological and 
scientific work. In the three decades following the appearance o f  the 
Generelle Morphologie he published an extraordinary number o f 
impressive, highly detailed, and important studies o f  various aspects o f  
biology related primarily to problems o f  organic classification and 
evolution. Thus, Haeckel was to achieve fame not only as a popu- 
larizer o f  the ideas o f Darwin and o f nineteenth-century evolutionary 
biology, but also as a famous zoologist in his own right. He was an inde­
fatigable researcher in zoolugy and some o f his work is o f  enduring 
value.34 For example, in Die Radiolarien, Haeckel described about one 
hundred and fifty new species o f  one-celled sea organisms and provided 
expert illustrations o f them.35 In addition, and for its time, Die Radio­
larien contained important descriptive material on assimilation in single 
celled organisms and contributed to the contemporary discussion o f 
the nature o f  protoplasm. Haeckel even came close to the discovery o f 
phagocytes, a number o f  years before their actual description by 
MetchnikofF later in the century.36 In the 1880’s Haeckel added another 
two volumes o f research to Die Radiolarien by describing, illustrating, 
and classifying a few hundred new species o f  primitive organisms. 
Apart from the Radiolaria, he also did pioneer work in the investigation 
o f  the properties o f the sponges and the medusae. In Die Kalkschwdmme 
(1872), and in Das System der Medusen (1879), he described many new
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species o f these types o f organisms, and his classifications have in a 
number o f  instances been retained in modem biology.37 In the 1890'$ 
Haeckel completed an enormous three volume work, Systematische 
Phylogenie, which contained much material on the classification o f  
both the vertebrates and the invertebrates. This work was warmly 
received. For example, the noted Swiss anatomist, Arnold Lang, 
lauded this work for its ‘intellectual achievement’ and recorded his 
‘amazement’ at the ‘enormous amount o f  knowledge which perhaps 
will never again be combined within one mind.’38

Beyond his work in direct zoological research, Haeckel also advanced 
a number o f  highly speculative biological theories which he considered 
to be not only indispensable corollaries o f  the theory o f  evolution but 
fundamental tenets o f  his evolutionary religion as well. Throughout 
his life Haeckel held tenaciously to the present existence o f  spontaneous 
generation, to pan-psychism or the belief in a world soul, to the Gastraea 
Theory or the supposition o f  a common ancestral form for all o f  the 
metazoa, and to the Biogenetic Law. For Haeckel these biological 
hypotheses were proven realities and he believed them to be more 
crucial supports for evolution than the theory o f  natural selection 
itself. N o amount o f  evidence that these ideas were at best premature 
hypotheses could shake his conviction as to their reality. For him they 
provided solid evidence o f the unity, sentiency, and constructive 
logic o f  the cosmos.39 The most famous o f  these theories was, o f  course, 
the Biogenetic Law, that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny; the idea 
that the biological history o f  an individual must in abbreviated form 
repeat the biological development o f its ancestors. Although this 
theory is now, at least, partially defunct, along with Haeckel’s other 
evolutionary hypotheses, it was o f  enormous influence in the nineteenth 
century and for fifty years biological literature was under its influence.40 
Scores o f  biologists came under its sway and it was not until the 
second or third decade o f the twentieth century that biology began 
to free itself decisively from its allurements.41

For all his fame as a zoologist, however, and as a scientific worker, 
the Darwinism which Haeckel urged was more akin to religion than 
to science. Although he considered himself to be a close follower o f 
Darwin and, as we have seen, invoked Darwin’s name in support o f 
his own ideas and theories, there was, in fact, little similarity between
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them.42 Haeckel himself openly thought o f evolution and science as 
the domain o f  religion and his work therefore assumed a character 
which was wholly foreign to the spirit o f  Darwin. Darwin’s empiricism, 
his caution in the face o f  speculative theories, his general mechanical 
conception o f  the workings o f  nature, were all in striking contrast to 
Haeckel’s biology. For Haeckel, evolution did not only mean the 
process o f  change from one species to the next. Evolution for him was 
a cosmic force, a manifestation o f the creative energy o f  nature. In his 
science-religion, therefore, he sought constantly for meaning, beauty, 
and regularity as inherent characteristics o f  nature and as signs o f  its 
divinity. For him poetry and science were one. His books and articles 
were interlaced with quotations from Goethe and as he himself 
conceded, his pan-psychism was in large measure derived from Goethe. 
And since evolution was not theory, but religion, his works exuded a 
mystical fascination with the processes o f life and regeneration. Haeckel 
saw nature through the eyes o f  an artist. He devoted his zoological 
study primarily to the primitive organisms o f  the sea because in his 
mind’s eye they were at the beginning o f  the upward spiral o f  the 
evolutionary tree, and he was certain that spontaneous generation was 
perpetually in progress in the depths o f the ocean. He therefore studied 
the lower sea organisms, he painted them, and in the end he began to 
worship them. Haeckel also campaigned vigorously for the acceptance 
o f  the animal origin o f  man. O f  course, ultimately, so too did Darwin. 
But the emphasis was different. For Haeckel knowledge o f  the animal 
origin o f  man did not deepen one’s knowledge o f  man qua man, as 
much as it showed how  man was rooted in nature and how meagre 
his distinctively human characteristics were. He emphasized not how 
far man has travelled from his animal past, but how  close he really 
was to his animal forebears. And thus, i f  Haeckel was the major source 
o f  Darwin’s ideas in Germany, then he ultimately helped to deny to 
Germany a true Darwinian revolution— the rendering o f  the processes 
o f  nature in terms o f  mechanism and empiricism.43

It was this desire on Haeckel’s part to make o f  evolutionary theory a 
religion which was so bitterly condemned by his erstwhile teacher and 
friend, R udolf Virchow.44 Contrary to Haeckel’s assertions, Virchow 
was not unalterably opposed to Darwin or to the theory o f  natural 
selection, but he did take serious exception to Haeckel’s attempt to
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make o f  evolution a cosmology. He felt that Haeckel’s evolutionary 
theories were poetic and religious fantasies rather than valid scientific 
hypotheses and he therefore attacked Haeckel publicly and unflinch­
ingly. Virchow denied that spontaneous generation, pan-psychism, 
and Haeckel’s other theories were established truths. And above all he 
questioned Haeckel’s desire to make evolutionary religion the ideo­
logical and ethical basis o f  the state and the foundation o f  all education. 
He sensed the danger: ‘Every attempt to transform our problems into 
doctrines, to introduce our hypotheses as the basis o f  instruction—  
especially in the attempt to dispossess the Church, and to supplant its 
dogmas forthwith by a religion o f  evolution— be assured . . . every 
such attempt will make a shipwreck, and in its wreck will also bring 
with it the greatest perils for the whole position o f  science.’45

But Virchow’s cries for caution were to no avail. Haeckel castigated 
Virchow’s demands for proof o f  his evolutionary hypotheses as 
‘perverse’ and insisted that further verification was not essential.46 
And it was not only Virchow who experienced Haeckel’s wrath. Even 
those who considered themselves to be Darwinists, but who objected 
to one or another o f Haeckel’s ideas, were subjected to frequent verbal 
abuse and condemned as purveyors o f  medieval superstition.47

It was, therefore, due as much to the extravagance o f  his ideas, as 
well as to his real talents as a zoological researcher, that Haeckel was 
able to attract students from all over Europe and the world to Jena, 
where he gained enormous fame as a teacher. Haeckel transformed the 
University o f  Jena into one o f  the most exciting centers in Germany for 
biological study. The University created a chair in zoology especially 
for him and also maintained an entire Zoological Institution. And he 
produced some o f  the most famous names in nineteenth-century 
biology. Among his students was Hans Driesch, the important theore­
tician o f vitalism in biology, Wilhelm Roux, the creator o f experi­
mental embryology, Max Verwom, the founder o f  cellular physiology, 
Alexander Kowalewski, the celebrated Russian embryologist, Paul 
Kammerer, the noted geneticist, Richard Semon, an important neo- 
Lamarckian, and the brothers Oscar and Richard Hertwig, who 
figured largely in the development o f the science o f  embryology in 
Germany48 And it is a further measure o f  the fame which Haeckel 
achieved in his lifetime that by his eightieth year, he had been accorded
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membership in more than ninety professional and scientific societies 
from all over the world.49 B y  his scientific accomplishments, and 
despite his extravagances and frequent acrimonious disputes, it is dear 
that Haeckel achieved an aura o f  respectability, authority, and veneration 
within the community o f German and world science.

At the same time, and although he was o f course mainly a zoologist, 
Haeckel viewed himself as fundamentally committed to the dissemina­
tion o f  Darwinism as a social and political ideology. Therefore, in 
addition to his work in the classroom and in the laboratory, he lost no 
opportunity to proclaim the need for a total revolution in German 
culture. There was, he contended, no reason w hy evolutionary Monism 
could not serve as the foundation for a whole new philosophy o f  life, 
and he sought not only through his popular writings but also in many 
public lectures to communicate this idea to the Germans. How well he 
was received by the general public is suggested by the remarks o f  an 
old gentleman who tapped Haeckel on the shoulder after one o f  his 
most famous lectures and confided to him: ‘Herr Professor, das war 
keitte Rede, das war eine Tat !’50

Thus, during the last decades o f  the nineteenth century, at a time 
when even T. H. Huxley, the Darwinian stalwart, was turning aside 
from the possibility o f  a social science and an ethics based on evolution­
ary naturalism,51 Haeckel continued more seriously than ever to 
develop and advocate his own evolutionary social Darwinism, applying 
to society the laws that he perceived in biological and physical nature. 
He turned his attention increasingly in the i88o’s and i 89o’s to the 
spelling out o f  the social, political, and religious interpretations o f  his 
conception o f  Darwinism. His main object came to be the elaboration 
o f  a Monistic religion having an evolutionary and naturalistic base, 
and the enlargement and deepening o f the ideas o f his earlier days into 
a complete system o f  thought. The major statements o f  his mature 
philosophical conception o f  social Darwinism and evolutionary religion 
are to be found in his famous Weltratsel (1899,) and in two other works 
o f  the same period: Der Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und 
Wissenschaft (1892), which was an important and authoritative state­
ment o f  the principles upon which he based his evolutionary religion 
and his evolutionary ethics; and Lebenswunder, published in 1904 as an 
explanatory sequel to the Weltratsel.
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O f all these works the most famous was, o f  course, the Weltratsel, 
the Riddle of the Universe. When it was first published in 1899 it 
immediately became, like Haeckel’s earlier popular works, the 
Naturliche Schopfungsgeschichte and the Anthropogenic, one o f  the most 
widely read and known books in Germany. It quickly became Ger­
many’s most popular philosophical work52 and during the first year 
after its appearance it sold more than a hundred thousand copies.53 It 
went through ten editions by 1919, was translated into about twenty- 
five languages, and by 1933 almost half a million copies had been 
bought in Germany alone.54

From the standpoint o f  scientific accuracy or up-to-date knowledge 
o f  science, the Weltratsel had little to recommend it and its deficiencies 
were quickly noted by many scientists and professional philosophers.55 
For example, Haeckel’s close friend and colleague, the noted anatomist 
Carl Gegenbaur, broke off a friendship with Haeckel that had lasted 
for forty-seven years because o f  the nature o f  the book. He angrily 
told Haeckel: *1 don’t approve o f  such stuff.. . .  One doesn’t have such 
things printed.’56 Or, another typical example, the noted neo-Kantian 
philospher, Friedrich Paulsen, also condemned the Weltratsel in 
harsh language. ‘I have read this book,* he wrote, ‘with burning shame 
over the condition o f  the general and philosophical education o f  our 
people. It is painful that such a book was possible, that it could have 
been written, edited, sold, read, pondered, and believed by a people 
who possess a Kant, a Goethe, and a Schopenhauer.’57 Paulsen seemed 
to fear that the general reader would be misled by the dogmatic force­
fulness o f  Haeckel’s book. He felt that for those unable to judge the 
scientific accuracy o f  Haeckel’s writings or the true implications o f  his 
ideas, a proper evaluation or understanding o f  the real nature o f  the 
book would be out o f  the question. Paulsen argued that ‘Haeckel was 
not to be taken seriously as a philosopher,’58 and suggested that he was 
insensitive to the problematical nature o f  the questions he was dealing 
with. ‘ Was Haeckel fehlt, dass ist uberall dasselbe; es ist, was Goethe die 
Fahighkeit zu sehen, "wo eigentlich das Problem eingeht.”  *59

However much serious opinion was repelled by what were regarded 
as the inaccurate and misleading generalizations to be found in the 
Weltratsel, as well as in the other popular works o f Haeckel, the book
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had a vast success among the general reading public. The reason is 
perhaps not difficult to discover. In the Weltratsel the scientific and 
philosophical ‘truths’ o f the world were seemingly presented in a 
clear and forthright manner by Germany’s greatest biologist. The 
mysteries o f  the world and o f  life were, Haeckel assured his readers, 
readily explainable and within the grasp o f  science. For every person 
wishing some acquaintance with the intellectual world and with the 
field o f  science, here was the necessary introduction. In addition, the 
Weltratsel offered a modern religious faith. The science o f  nature, Haeckel 
suggested, was not a vast impersonal discipline. On the contrary, it 
offered the basis for a faith as compelling as traditional religion. Such 
allurements were well-nigh irresistible, and the peculiar Haeckelian 
version o f  social Darwinism became diffused among large segments o f  
the semi-educated masses o f  the German population. For those who 
read Haeckel and were convinced, Haeckelian Darwinism assumed the 
character o f  a political and religious ideology and faith.

O f  course, it was not the semi-educated general reader alone who was 
attracted to Haeckel and to his ideas. Despite criticism from some 
professional quarters there were also countless members o f  the scientific 
professions and prestigious members o f  the academic and intellectual 
community who became deeply attached to Haeckel and to his ideas. 
Indeed, it is not really possible to understand Haeckel and the role 
which he played in German intellectual life without being aware o f  
the magnetic hold which he exerted on his adherents. He was regarded 
by them as a singular religious and national prophet. Thus, for example, 
among the numerous expressions o f admiration for him that characterise 
the literature o f  the Haeckelian movement, we find the statement that 
‘Haeckel is in fact the greatest theologian the world has ever seen.’60 
His disciples took him to be one o f  the most influential figures in the 
intellectual history o f the modem world. ‘One must,’ a typical state­
ment ran, ‘without being guilty o f any exaggeration, maintain that 
during the most recent years and decades every person who has in 
some way taken part in human culture . . .  has been compelled during 
his lifetime to take some position in regard to this individual, to his 
ideas, his strivings and the cultural movement which derives from 
him.’61 He was for them god-like. ‘This implacable opponent o f  all 
dogmatic Christianity revealed himself to me as the best and most
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advanced “ Christ”  whom I personally have known/62 And still another 
admirer said o f Haeckel: ‘I am certain that later decades will honor 
Haeckel, the artist and the man, to the same extent that priests o f  all 
kinds now slander and deride him.’63 For another Monist it was certain 
that Haeckel’s ‘name will become a shining symbol that will glow for 
centuries. Generations will pass, new ones will arise, nations will fall, 
thrones will topple, but the wise old genius o f  Jena will oudast all, 
and the words o f the poet will come true: “ The imprint o f [his] days on 
earth cannot disappear in aeons.” ’64 But above all, it was Haeckel, his 
followers admiringly and gratefully recounted time and time again, 
who was responsible for their intellectual and spiritual emancipation. 
One disciple wrote: ‘I thank Darwin and Haeckel for emancipating my 
intellect, for my deliverance from the bonds o f  traditional slavery, 
to which a great part o f  mankind is bound for all o f  their lives. They 
gave me a key towards an understanding o f  the great exalted secret o f  
nature and cleared the fog from m y eyes which had hindered a clear 
view o f  the world.’65

It was, however, not only as a proselytizer o f  a new religion, or as 
an intellectual giant in the realm o f  science and biology, that Haeckel 
was venerated. As Haeckel himself wished, his followers did discover 
in him also a prophet o f  the national and racial regeneration o f  Germany. 
After having read the Weltrdtsel one Monist recounted how he was 
able to see clearly for the first time the necessity o f  standing up for the 
‘preservation o f  the individual character o f  nations and races,’ and o f 
promoting the ‘unification and common effort o f  those races which 
were related to each other, especially the Germanic ones, for they 
were without doubt at the highest stage o f  evolution.’66 And Haeckel 
evoked among his followers a nationalistic faith that obviously touched 
the deepest springs o f  their emotions. Thus, they were consciously 
inspired by him to write in the following vein o f  the biological and 
spiritual continuity o f  the German people: ‘The individual must die, 
but his blood continues beyond the grave. Blood to blood and bone to 
bon e.. . .  The time o f  national strife is coming. One must not seek to 
bring nations closer together, but to fathom what one nation must 
hide from the other.. . .  It is good, beautiful, and true that our ancestors 
did not fear death, and we live that way, we live as Germans.’67 
Haeckel evoked for them the pagan German past. One o f his eulogizers
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recalled that when he met Haeckel for the first time he was certain 
that he was standing before ‘Odhin/ the god o f  German mythology: 
‘At that moment I rediscovered my fatherland and my people, and 
with that I was relieved o f  all unclarity and anger, o f the irony o f 
Heinrich Heine, which is a sign o f inner weakness. Rather, there arose 
the strong feeling o f cheerfulness and happiness which is bom out o f a 
faith that is sure o f  itself. In this way Ernst Haeckel returned to me my 
faith in m y people/68

The intensely mystical and romantic nationalism which characterized 
the life and thought o f  Haeckel was further expressed by his deep and 
symbolic attachment to the city o f Jena. In the past, Jena had been the 
home o f  such intellectual and cultural luminaries as Goethe, Fichte, 
Hegel, Schiller, Schelling, and Oken, the famous Naturphilosoph. 
Haeckel was keenly aware o f  the cultural history o f  this small city in 
the heartland o f  Germany and he pictured himself at the head o f  a 
grand intellectual and historical tradition. ‘What the Wartburg was 
for Martin Luther/ he wrote, ‘what Weimar was for the greatest 
heroes o f  German literature, Jena will remain in the future; a mighty 
fortress o f  free thought, free scholarship, free teaching— a mighty 
fortress o f  reason !’69

For Haeckel, therefore, Jena was truly at the center o f the world. As 
he became famous he was, as might be expected, offered new and 
lucrative academic posts at larger universities. He was approached, for 
example, by Wurzburg (1865), Vienna (1871), Strassburg (1873), and 
Bonn (1874).70 But his attachment to Jena and to the University ran 
much too deep for him ever to consider leaving. He described the city 
as ‘m y lovely, small old Jena with its . . . well known advantages and 
magnetism/ The ‘quiet life’ o f  Jena was much better for the pursuit o f 
science than a metropolis like Vienna or Berlin, where the atomsphere 
was ‘agitated/ and ‘full o f disturbances/71 Like many Volkists, Haeckel 
abhorred the large, modem city.

It was not only the culture and history o f Jena and the ‘wonderful 
Genius Loci’ o f ‘our Thuringian University’72 but also its natural setting 
which appealed very much to Haeckel. It evoked and symbolized for 
him the unique qualities o f  German nature. ‘The charm with which 
Mother Nature has in such a unique way endowed our idyllic valley o f 
the Saale, the picturesque forms o f our steep limestone mountains, the
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wonderous red tones and blue shadows with which the glow o f the 
evening sun paints them; our numerous valleys, the charm o f  our 
villages crowned with orchards— and then the richness o f  the flora, 
which serves to make wandering through the forest so enjoyable for 
the nature lover’73 made Jena, for Haeckel, a Volkish symbol par 
excellence, in which history and nature combine to form a perfect unity.

One o f  the events connected with Jena that was regarded by the 
Haeckelian Monists as o f  the greatest significance was a visit by 
Bismarck to the city in July o f  1892. The invitation was proffered by 
Haeckel at his own initiative and was enthusiastically accepted by 
Bismarck.74 When he arrived in Jena, Bismarck ‘embraced’ Haeckel 
with ‘terrific feeling.’75 Then the University students unbridled the 
horses from Bismarck’s carriage and pulled it themselves to the hotel. 
Addressing the assembled crowd from his window Bismarck reminded 
the inhabitants o f the historical significance o f  Jena. He voiced the 
fervent hope that Jena would continue her cultural tradition and that 
in general ‘Germany would not sink to the level o f France.’76

On the following day Haeckel addressed a gathering o f  the faculty 
o f  the University o f Jena which had been called to honor Bismarck. 
Haeckel was effusive in his remarks: ‘While the booming o f guns at 
the Battle o f Koniggratz in 1866 announced the demise o f the old 
Federal German Diet and the beginning o f a new splendid period in 
the history o f  the German Reich, here in Jena the history o f  the phylum 
[Stammesgeschichte or phylogeny] was bom.’77 Haeckel proposed, 
therefore, on the spot, the creation o f an academic degree o f  Doctor o f  
Phylogeny and enthusiastically suggested that the ‘new honorary title 
should be held for the first time by no one else than the creative genius 
o f  modem German history, Prince Bismarck, the deeply perceptive 
observer and anthropologist o f mankind, the far-seeing historical 
investigator and ethnologist, the practical creator o f  history.’78 The 
faculty seemed to gasp at the devilish unconventionality o f  Haeckel’s 
method o f conferring an honorary degree but he sensed their mood and 
quickly disarmed them by saying further; ‘I assume for myself the 
diplomatic audacity o f  our old Reich Chancellor . . . and pose the 
following question:. . .  Do any o f those here present. . .  have anything 
against naming Prince Otto von Bismarck Honorary Doctor o f
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Phytogeny?’ Since, o f course, no one dared raise his hand, Haeckel 
then procalaimed Bismarck as the ‘first and greatest Doctor o f Phyto­
geny’ and added a resounding ‘long may he live!’79

Haeckel’s significance as a romantic figure is also apparent in his 
widely celebrated reputation as a traveller.80 In frequent accounts his 
Monist followers relived the excitement and mystery o f  his journeys.81 
Haeckel’s Odyssean life led him to every comer o f  Europe, to the 
tropics, Asia Minor, North Africa, and the Arabian Peninsula. On the 
surface, his journeys were dispassionate— scientific trips on behalf o f 
naturalistic research. But the underlying tone o f his wandering was 
one o f  escape from the stifling conventionalities o f  European life in 
search o f  unspoiled nature and primitive and happy man. Like 
Baudelaire, who sang o f  ‘La Splendeur Orientate in his great romantic 
poem, L 9Invitation au Voyage, the mystery o f far-off places was re­
fracted in the prism o f Haeckel’s artistic imagination. In his voyages, 
and in the accounts and paintings which emerged from those experi­
ences, Haeckel dramatized the nostalgia and idealism o f  those for whom 
Western Civilization was in a state o f  fallen grace and for those who 
hoped to rediscover a tost paradise. In the tropics, Haeckel recounted, 
*1 might for several months throw off the conventionalities and 
unnaturalness o f  our civilized world, and, in the midst o f  tropical 
nature’s wanton luxuriance, for once yield myself to the full enjoyment 
o f  its beauties. Here surrounded by a simple uncultured people, I 
might hope to form an idea o f the imaginary paradisal civilization o f  our 
primitive ancestors.’82 And he gloried in the unspoiled innocence o f 
the natives. ‘Fortunate Singhalese! . . .  No political or war-like ambition 
tortures your soul; no disturbing thought or competition, rise and fall 
o f  stocks, drives slumber from your eyes! Those aspirations o f higher 
culture; titles, orders are unknown to you, and yet you rejoice in life !. . .  
How comfortably you lie there, dreamily watching the dancing 
sunlight. . . .’ W hat ‘care-burdened’ European ‘would not covet your 
innocent nature and your paradisal rest?’83

Despite the fact that Haeckel, virtually from the outset o f his career, 
had many highly devoted followers, no formal organization of 
Haeckelian Darwinists materialized until rather late in his life. There 
had always been, however, adequate channels o f communication for 
the dissemination o f  his ideas. In the 1870’s and 1880’s, Haeckel and a
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number o f  other Darwinists edited the widely read journal Kostnos 
which developed into the main forum for evolutionary discussion in 
that period. At the same time, the noted ethnologist, Friedrich Hell- 
wald, a convert to Haeckelian Darwinism, made available the pages 
o f  his journal, Das Ausland, to the Haeckelian school o f  thought. 
There were also numerous books and pamphlets written and published 
during the last three decades o f  the nineteenth century which expressed 
the broader implications o f  Haeckelian Darwinism for ethics, politics, 
and religion.84 But no formal organization came into existence. It was 
only after the great popular success which Haeckel achieved with the 
Weltriitsel that he began considering the possibility o f  founding a 
Monist organization. Most o f  his closest and ablest followers had 
already been very active in many branches o f  the German Free- 
Thought Movement, which had been founded in 1881 by the famous 
materialist, Ludwig Buchner.85 The Free-Thought Movement had, o f 
course, the desire to wean the Germans away from Christianity and 
it was composed o f  a broad coalition o f  diverse cultural groups and 
individuals o f  somewhat differing political and social views. They 
were united in their common opposition to and at times fanatical 
hatred o f  Christianity. But during the first years o f  this century the 
followers o f  Haeckel began campaigning for their own organization. 
They argued that it was not enough to talk about social Darwinism 
and evolution but rather that the ‘deed’ o f  evolutionary thought had to 
be carried out.86

In the autumn o f  1904, Haeckel, aghast at what he considered to be 
the increasingly dangerous rapproachment between the German 
government and the Catholic Center Party, and sensing, therefore, 
that the time was propitious for the founding o f  an organization o f  
Darwinists, presented to the International Free-Thought Congress 
which met that year in Rome, a program for the establishment o f  a 
Monist League.87 The proposal met with widespread favor among his 
followers. Then, after more preparatory work, on January 11, 1906, 
Haeckel succeeded in bringing the Monist League into existence at a 
meeting in Jena attended by his closest disciples. Haeckel himself was 
already over seventy years old and was only able to accept the tide o f  
honorary president o f  the new organization, but there was no question 
that he was to remain its guiding spirit. The first working president o f
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the Monist League was the radical Protestant theologian, Dr. Albert 
KalthofF, the pastor o f St. Martini in Bremen, a long-time convert to 
and active supporter o f  Haeckel’s ideas. The first general secretary o f  the 
League was Dr. Heinrich Schmidt, a close friend and colleague o f 
Haeckel, who ultimately became one o f Haeckel’s biographers and the 
editor o f  his collected works. Other important participants in the 
founding o f the League were such longstanding followers o f Haeckel 
as the romantic novelists and literary critics Wilhelm Boelsche and 
Bruno Wille; Dr. Arnold Dodel, an early exponent o f  Haeckelian 
Darwinism; R . H. France, a noted biologist and Darwinian spokesman 
and editor; Dr. Johannes Unold, a Munich physician and author o f  a 
number o f  works on evolution and politics, and shortly to become 
Vice-President o f the League;88 Dr. August Forel, the noted Swiss 
eugenicist; Wilhelm Schallmayer, one o f the founders o f  the German 
eugenics movement; Ludwig Gurlitt, the innovating educator and 
co-founder o f  the Wandervogel; and lastly Dr. Ludwig Plate, a well- 
known biologist destined to succeed to Haeckel’s chair at the Univer­
sity o f  Jena. In time, o f  course, the Monist League acquired other 
famous names like the sociologist, Franz Muller-Lyer and the novelist 
Herbert Eulenberg. Perhaps the most notable addition to the member­
ship o f  the League was the well-known chemist and Nobel Prize 
winner, Wilhelm Ostwald, who, with Haeckel’s assent, assumed the 
leadership and direction o f the Monist League in 1911.89

During its first years o f  existence the Monist League enjoyed a 
fairly substantial growth. Within five years it could boast a membership 
o f some six thousand and was organized into local groups meeting in 
about forty-two separate cities and hamlets throughout Germany and 
Austria.90 Between 1906 and 1912, the League published a monthly 
journal, Der Monismus. In April, 1912, it was superseded by Das 
monistische Jahrhundert, which soon became a weekly and was published 
until 1915, when its appearance was interrupted as a result o f the W ar 
and Ostwald’s resignation from the League.91 In addition, the League 
also published a number o f  pamphlets on various problems with 
which it was especially concerned,92 and also a smalljoumal for members 
o f its youth movement, Sonne. However, its influence went much 
beyond the membership and publications o f  the League itself. The 
Monist League as an organization and many o f  its individual members
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participated very heavily in the growing activities o f the Free-Thought 
Movement in the decade or so before the outbreak o f  the W orld War. 
Between 1907 and 1909, a coalition o f  Free-Thought organizations 
came together in what was called the Weimar Kartel. The Kartel 
directly embraced fourteen organizations and also encompassed five 
related groups. Its main purpose was to centralize opposition to the 
Christian churches and to organize systematic departure from the 
traditional faiths. The Monists were among the leading members o f 
the Weimar Kartel and were to be found as the leaders o f  many o f  the 
participating organizations. Thus, through the medium o f the Weimar 
Kartel, the Monist League enjoyed the advantage o f  directly reaching a 
much larger audience than its own membership would suggest or 
allow.93 There also appeared during the first decade o f  the century a 
number o f  semi-official Monist journals. Some o f the more famous 
ones were: Das freie Wort, Neue Weltanschauung, Dokumente des 
Fortschritts, and Zeitschrift fur den Aufbau der Entwicklungslehre. All o f 
these journals also reached a much larger reading public than that o f  
the official Monist journals themselves.

The main program o f  the Monist League was taken directly from 
the social Darwinism o f  Haeckel. In the Weltratsel, and in many earlier 
works, Haeckel had credited the scientific and technological advances 
o f  the nineteenth century and celebrated his own age as one o f  progress 
and material accomplishment. On the surface, therefore, he remained a 
spokesman for progress, optimism, modernism, and science. But there 
was another, more thoroughgoing, and profoundly different side to 
his thinking which actually determined the character o f  his social 
Darwinism. A  moody pessimism was also in evidence in his work and 
one is struck by the foreboding tone o f many o f  his pronouncements. 
This darker side o f  Haeckel’s thought was evident in his analysis o f  the 
condition o f German culture and society in the nineteenth century. 
When he directed his attention to ‘moral and social life’94 he found 
society lagging far behind the scientific advances o f the age. He thus 
complained that he felt an ‘uneasy sense o f  dismemberment and 
falseness’ and the threat o f ‘danger and grave catastrophes in the 
political and social world.’95 And he believed that the threat o f cultural 
and therefore o f social collapse was imminent. ‘To convince ourselves,’ 
he wrote, ‘o f  the truth o f this grave indictment, we need only cast an
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unprejudiced glance at our public life.’96 Haeckel, therefore, thundered 
denunciations o f German politics, culture, and society. He recorded 
his anguish over the ignorance o f politicians and o f  prevalent ‘socio­
logical blunders’ and ‘political nonsense.’97 Most branches o f the state, 
he lamented, were backward and corrupt, and Germany’s educational 
system was plagued by medieval learning and church morality. He 
excoriated the Germans for cultivating false values and wrung his 
hands over their failure to recognize and realize the truths that were 
apparent in nature. Disaster was on the horizon, he preached, unless 
Germany acted radically and forcefully to bring itself into harmony 
with the laws o f biology.

Following Haeckel, therefore, the Monist League did not see itself 
as a society devoted simply to the discussion and dissemination o f 
scientific thought. It also viewed Germany as standing on the brink o f  
cultural tragedy. Evolutionary science, it asserted, had to become the 
basis o f all aspects o f life, both personal and social. Thus, the League 
conceived its work to be the development and fostering o f a complete 
social, cultural, religious, and political program for Germany. ‘The 
German Monist League,’ its official program stated, ‘desires to be 
effective on behalf o f  a unified Welt- und Lebensanschauung based on 
natural knowledge,’98 and it appealed to all segments and social 
classes o f  the German people, especially those individuals who felt 
themselves to be free from traditional clerical beliefs and loyalties. The 
Monist League, the official program went on, ‘strives to bring together 
all individuals and organizations who no longer rely on the church for 
their outlook on the world.’99 Through ideological change and political 
action it hoped to create a truly unified nation. But at the same time it 
was opposed to any fundamental social change. What was needed for 
Germany, it argued categorically, was a far-reaching cultural and not a 
social revolution. Germany needed a new ideology, but not a new 
class structure. The Monists were, therefore, true practitioners o f 
conservative revolution.

The coming o f war in 1914 significantly limited the activities o f the 
League. Many o f its members were, o f course, drafted into the military 
and many fell at the front.100 Haeckel himself was in declining health 
during the war years but he nonetheless continued to write and to take 
part as much as he could in patriotic activity on behalf o f the war. He
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was, for example, among the signers o f  the manifesto o f  German 
intellectuals appearing soon after the beginning o f  hostilities, which 
denied that Germany was responsible for the outbreak o f  the conflict 
or that Germany had deceitfully violated Belgian neutrality. In addition, 
Haeckel also wrote an article in 1914 for the journal Nord und Siid, 
which was revealingly entitled ‘Englands Blutschuld am Weltkriege.’ 
A  year later he penned another bitter attack on England and the United 
States in Ewigkeit. Weltkriegsgedanken iiber Leben, Tod, Religion, und 
Entwicklungslehre. In 1914, he also had written another work on 
evolutionary religion, Gottnatur (Theophysis): Studien iiber monistische 
Religion. And in 1917 he completed a study o f  the evidence supporting 
the existence o f  the properties o f  soul which were to be found in the 
inorganic world: Kristallseelen: Studien iiber das anorganische Leben.

B y April 25, 1915, when Haeckel’s wife died, his own strength was 
clearly receding. The following August he wrote to his friend, Richard 
Hertwig: ‘Since the death o f m y beloved wife . . .  I have passed an 
unhappy summer in the midst o f the terrible war emergency. O f  
twelve nephews and great nephews who were at the front, seven have
fallen, two are severely wounded__ Our diplomacy has not overcome
the lies and intrigues o f  the enemy.’102

Despite his personal suffering and the losses to his family, Haeckel 
remained committed to the achievement o f  a full military victory for 
Germany at any price. As late as September, 1917, he was still arguing 
for the full prosecution o f  the war effort and fulminated continuously 
against all movements for peace and compromise with the Allies. Thus, 
he wrote to Richard Hertwig on September 19,1917: ‘The future now 
looks very black to m e! That the poor Reichstag allowed itself to be 
misled by two such dumb and frivolous fools as the ultramontane 
Erzberger and the social utopian Scheidemann to [pass] the stupid 
peace resolution o f  July, 1917, is most regrettable. W hat will peace look 
like?’103 And in accordance with his bellicose stand, Haeckel gave his 
support to the newly created Vaterlandspartei o f  Wolfgang Kapp and 
Admiral Tirpitz which was opposed to any peaceful termination o f  
the war. Many o f  the members o f  the Vaterlandspartei found their 
way into the ranks o f the National Socialists after the war.104

When the war finally ended with the defeat o f  Germany in Novem­
ber, 1918, Haeckel was cast into a profound depression and in his
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letters he expressed confusion and horrified shock. In a letter to a 
soldier at die front, written one day after the signing o f  the Armistice, 
Haeckel complained that peace would only bring about the racial 
destruction o f  Germany. ‘I fear,’ he wrote, ‘that the gready longed for 
peace will result in a full reversal o f  modem culture. Our laughing 
heirs will apparendy be the yellow Mongolians.’105 And at the begin­
ning o f  December, he wrote o f  his pessimism in a bitter and sad letter 
to Richard H ertwig: ‘Finis Germaniae!! I see no possible way out any 
more from the disastrous political situation in which we have been 
placed by the terrible war. Already today the entire left bank o f  the 
Rhine has been occupied by the French.’106 And he revealed that the 
German Revolution o f  November, 1918 left him completely hostile 
and cynical as to its possibilities. ‘The new “ German Republic” 
places its entire hope on the great “ national assembly,”  yet no one 
knows what kind o f  new folly will be perpetrated by the ordinary 
German citizen— the least politically educated [person] in the w orld!’ 
For the Kaiser, Haeckel expressed nothing but contempt. ‘And William 
II, that swaggering korps-student, who in 1890 replaced the creative 
genius o f the new German Reich, in order to lead us to such a glorious 
future.’ 106 But the worst thing, Haeckel complained, was the growing 
menace o f  socialism. ‘The prettiest role in the whole tragi-comedy is 
now being played by the new founder o f  the “ Bavarian Republic,” 
Herr Salomon Kuchewski, a Galician Jew, who, under the pseudonym 
Kurt Eisner has named himself president !’107 Haeckel continued to 
fulminate: ‘H ow is it possible for such a degenerate swindler to be able 
to tyrannise the whole Kingdom o f  Bavaria for four weeks?’108 The 
Bavarians themselves were to blame for this ‘Kopernickiade.’ By 
insisting on a special postal identification under the Second Reich, 
Haeckel suggested in all seriousness, they had ‘drastically weakened the 
unity o f  the German Reich before all the world.’109 And he upbraided 
the Bavarians for not taking immediate measures against the ‘disgrace’ 
o f  the new socialist republic o f  Eisner. On the other hand, he also 
expressed relief that the ‘German“ November Revolution”  ’ had 
passed over Jena peacefully. O f  Germany as a whole he remarked 
sadly: ‘W ho knows what will arise from this chaos’?110

Throughout the winter o f  1918-19x9 Haeckel was severely ill with 
the grippe. B y  the summer he confided to Richard Hertwig that the
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end was at hand. Five days before his death he complained about a 
local working-class rebellion that had taken place at the optical works 
o f  Carl Zeiss in Jena. He railed against the <damned, shop committees 
o f  the workers and expressed a fear that the University would lose its 
financial support. Death, he said, would come by early autumn. It 
came much sooner, on August 9, 1919111
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Chapter Tw o

The Political Assumptions o f Monism

I
n the tradition o f  nineteenth-century German romantic nationalism 
the Haeckelian Monists advanced their general philosophical system 

and social Darwinism as a critique o f the ideological foundations o f  
Western European civilization.1 Opposed as it was to Western rational­
ism, humanism, and cosmopolitanism, Monism, despite its links with 
the international scientific community and its professed attachment to 
international cooperation and harmony, was a distinctively Germanic 
movement and ideology. In its essence it represented a conscious and 
deliberate movement against all attempts to solve the national and 
spiritual problems o f  the Germans within the framework o f the 
intellectual, philosophical, social, and political realm o f liberal and 
Christian Europe. The Germans, Haeckel and his followers contended, 
must either accept a new philosophy based on evolution and science 
and unite with the forces o f nature, or cease, through weakness and 
deterioration, to exist as a nation.

The theoretical foundations o f Monist social Darwinism are to be 
found in the scientific and philosophical writings o f Haeckel. It was 
his conception o f man and man’s relation to nature which provided a 
basis for all Monist pronouncements on social and political questions. 
For Haeckel, the study o f the nature o f man was a consuming interest. 
He sought to solve the riddle o f man’s existence and he was haunted by 
what he believed to be man’s blind rebellion against his biological 
origin and biological destiny. For Haeckel, and for his Monist followers, 
therefore, the most important social consequence o f  Darwinism and 
evolutionary biology was its demonstration o f  the animal origin and
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nature o f man. Man, they argued, was a natural phenomenon and it 
was this incontestable fact which invalidated all traditional conceptions 
o f  his political and social possibilities. Since die decline o f  the ancient 
world, the Monists lamented, European civilization had been operating 
under the illusion and delusion that man enjoyed a unique existence 
and identity apart from nature. In their minds the main purpose o f  
evolutionary Monism was to dispel this ‘reactionary’ and ‘erroneous’ 
idea.2

Haeckel and his followers therefore sought, first o f  all, to discredit 
as scientifically untrue all the humanist characteristics which had come 
to be accepted as peculiar to man in traditional European culture. That 
man was a unique creature, that civilization represented a distinct 
triumph over the brutal conditions o f an animal and primitive past, 
that man’s spiritual worth was ultimately immeasurable, were all 
values and assumptions which were called into question by Haeckel 
and the Monists. Not only did they argue that man was physically 
‘one and the same in every important respect’3 with the anthropoids 
and other lower forms o f  life— one could observe, Haeckel noted, that 
the ‘milk-producing glands and teats o f apes and men are exactly the 
same in structure and development’4— but they especially emphasized 
that man’s powers o f reason, his intelligence, his rational consciousness, 
and his emotions were capacities and traits shared with the lower 
animals. For Haeckel, man had ‘no single mental faculty’ which was 
his ‘exclusive prerogative.’ Rather, he insisted, man’s ‘whole psychic 
life differs from that o f the nearest related mammals only in degree, 
and not in kind.’5 The love o f a mother for its child, for example, which 
had been ‘most nobly expressed in the pictures o f  the Madonna and 
C h ild . . .  expressing an endless number o f works o f  art,’ was to be 
found ‘no less developed among apes than among men.’ He therefore 
mocked and derided man’s pretentious beliefs in his own uniqueness: 
his emotions and physiology were the same as those o f  the lower 
animals. Darwinism showed that the more highly developed animals 
have ‘just as good a title to “ reason”  as man himself, and [that] within 
the limits o f  the animal world there is the same long chain o f the 
gradual development o f  reason as in the case o f  humanity.’6

One obvious implication which the Monists drew from their belief 
that man’s physical and mental characteristics were only ‘quantitatively’
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but ‘not qualitatively’7 different from those o f  the animals, was that 
man could lay no claim to a uniquely human soul. Any Socratic or 
Christian notions regarding the existence o f a soul, however casually 
held, were regarded by them as highly dangerous and unscientific. 
‘Man is not distinguished from [the animals] by a special kind o f  a soul,’ 
Haeckel maintained, ‘or by any peculiar and exclusive psychic function, 
but only by a higher degree o f  psychic activity, a superior stage o f 
development.’8 There was, therefore, no spiritual essence which was 
peculiar to man and any such assumption was a vain and erroneous 
humanist, Christian, or liberal illusion.

Thus, for the Monists, perhaps the most pernicious feature o f  
European bourgeois civilization was the inflated importance which it 
attached to the idea o f  man in general, to his existence and to his 
talents, and to the belief that through his unique rational faculties man 
could essentially recreate the world and bring about a universally more 
harmonious and ethically just social order. While it was undoubtedly 
true, the Monists admitted, that man was the highest achievement o f  
organic nature, a product o f the last stage in the evolutionary process, 
he was, on the other hand, an insignificant creature when viewed as 
part o f  and measured against the vastness o f the cosmos and the over­
whelming forces o f  nature.

It was Haeckel who had especially emphasized the insignificance and 
unimportance o f  man. ‘As our mother earth is a mere speck in the 
sunbeam in the illimitable universe, so man himself is but a tiny grain 
o f  protoplasm in the perishable framework o f  organic nature.’9 The 
magnificence and infinity o f the cosmos ‘clearly indicates the true place 
o f  man in nature, but it dissipates the prevalent illusion o f  man’s 
supreme importance and the arrogance with which he sets himself 
apart from the illimitable universe and exalts himself to the position 
o f  its most valuable element.’10 Contrary to what the humanistic 
tradition teaches, man does not stand at the center o f  the world, nor 
are his individual interests and desires necessarily the most important 
considerations in constructing a social and political philosophy. ‘This 
boundless presumption o f conceited man has misled him into making 
himself “ the image o f God,” claiming an “ eternal life”  for his 
ephemeral personality.’11 Man in general and especially the individual 
must abandon all illusions concerning his own primacy in the world.
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Since man was in all important respects an animal, the Monists 
argued, it follows that he had to adjust his life and his social ideals 
accordingly. As early as the 1860*8 Haeckel had written that it was 
‘absolutely necessary* that we should ‘compare human with extra­
human phenomena.*12 It had to be recognized that ‘man is not above 
nature, but in nature,*13 and throughout his career Haeckel always 
taught that ‘civilization and the life o f  nations are governed by the 
same laws as prevail throughout nature and organic life.*14 It was 
fundamental to his position that the ‘evolution o f man has taken place 
according to the same “ eternal immutable laws,** as has the evolution 
o f  any other natural body.’15

Following the teachings o f  Haeckel directly, the Monists insisted 
that for man the ‘same laws must be valid today which have regulated 
the life o f other species for millions o f years.’16 and these were to be 
found exclusively in the natural and not in the historical world. In the 
construction o f any science o f society it had to be kept clearly in mind 
that man could never hope to transcend his animal essence and character 
and escape into a deceptively idyllic world free from the competition, 
conflict, and aggression that characterized nature. ‘Natural selection 
in the struggle for life,* Haeckel wrote, ‘acts so as to transform human 
society just as it modifies animals and plants.*17 There need be no 
disappointment in recognizing this, for in fact man benefits from un­
fettered struggle. ‘Does not human nature,’ Dr. Johannes Unold, the 
Vice-President o f  the Monist League pointed out, ‘lose its best charac­
teristics and fall into weakness and sonambulism when there is 
general happiness and a termination o f  the struggle for existence?*18 It 
had to be realized that ‘every deviation from natural conditions brings 
with it inescapably grievous punishment.* Failure to follow the laws 
o f nature directly can lead to the ‘crippling* o f  man and to the ‘deterio­
ration o f the individual and his family.* For this reason biology had 
to ‘demand’ that sociology follow the laws o f  nature.19

It would be difficult to overemphasize the significance o f the accept­
ance in Monist thinking o f  the literal continuity between the laws o f 
nature and the laws o f  society. Any comparison which they made 
between the social and the natural world was in no sense analogical. 
Just as man was a product o f nature so too was the society in which he 
lived a direct outgrowth o f the natural world. Neither history nor its
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institutions represented a break or departure from nature in any way. 
And this position was maintained by Haeckel and the Monists with the 
utmost seriousness and dedication. They held to no Hegelian ideas 
about history as the process o f the unfolding o f reason, nor to any 
Marxian conceptions about the conquest o f nature by the social and 
technological forces o f  production, nor to any Comtian stages o f 
intellectual development. To the Monists, rather, civilization as a 
distinctively human creation literally did not exist. ‘History/ Haeckel 
wrote, is ‘wrongly taken to mean/ the history o f ‘civilization, morals, 
etc/ What he meant was that the ordinary history o f  the deeds, 
thoughts, and institutions o f men was a pale and insignificant reflection 
o f reality. For him, any consideration o f civilization apart from nature 
and its laws was simply not worthwhile. Real history, he insisted, ‘joins 
what is called the history o f the world to the stem-history o f  the 
vertebrates/20 Sociology as an independent science o f  an autonomous 
human realm was to him inconceivable. ‘When we take it in its wider 
sense human sociology joins on to that o f the nearest related mammals’ 
and all ‘social rules’ are ultimately reducible to the ‘natural laws o f 
heredity and adaptation/21 For Haeckel, therefore, there existed no 
aspect o f social science which could not be understood and expressed 
in biological terms.

T o be sure, the discovery o f the animal nature o f man and an aware­
ness o f  its possible implication for society was not limited to Haeckel 
and the Monists in the decades around the turn o f the century. To a 
large extent they moved along die same paths as those o f Sigmund 
Freud and his psychoanalytic followers, who under the influence o f 
the new biology also turned their attention to the importance o f  the 
biological and instinctual nature o f man.22 Whereas Freud, however, 
sought to caution society against the pursuit o f  the irrational and o f  the 
danger inherent in allowing man’s animal and sexual instincts to have 
free reign, the Monists came to a very different conclusion. Since man 
is limited, they argued, by his animal nature, he could only weaken 
himself by attempting to impose upon life an erroneous intellectualism 
and rationalism.23 As a humanist, Freud felt that man’s rationality 
could triumph over nature, although it is also true that he became 
increasingly and pessimistically aware o f the high price that would be 
exacted in human suffering for such a victory. For Haeckel and the
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Monists, on the other hand, there could be no humanistic cultural 
triumph over the forces o f  man’s animal nature and character. And it 
was this rather pessimistic and cynical conclusion which served to 
distinguish Monist naturalism from most, i f  not all, previous naturalistic 
attempts to explain man as an unique and superior creature o f  nature.24

Thus, in advocating the literal application o f  the laws o f  nature 
directly to society, the Monists believed that they had fathomed the 
deepest need o f  theoretical sociology, a scientifically established 
guide to action and to cultural and social reorganization unhampered 
by any humanistic illusions. ‘Until now,’ a leading Monist wrote, 
‘those who spoke the most about the ideals o f  mankind, knew the least 
about the true nature o f  man.’25 Thus, the Monists maintained, it was 
extremely unfortunate that the Christian West had failed to recognize 
the actual nature o f  man and instead had inculcated in him deceptive 
values and beliefs. European civilization, with its inordinate emphasis 
on the inviolability o f  the human personality and on the existence o f  a 
human soul, had mistakenly protected the weak members o f society 
and had cultivated a false and misleading humanitarianism. This had 
led, they felt, to the increasing enervation o f  the individual and to the 
decline o f  the natural strength o f  the most advanced European nations. 
The ‘artificial selection,’ Haeckel wrote, ‘practised in our civilized 
states sufficiently explains the sad fact that, in reality, weakness o f  the 
body and character are on the perpetual increase among civilized 
nations, and that, together with strong, healthy bodies, free and inde­
pendent spirits are becoming more and more scarce.’26 T o be healthy, 
a society had to be governed according to the absolutely unimpeded 
laws o f  nature. Only this literal application o f  natural law, Haeckel 
and the Monists argued, would constitute real progress; only under 
the sway o f  nature would man finally realize his true capacities and 
limitations. In effect, the Monists were urging a return to and a cultiva­
tion o f  the elemental and primitive forces o f  life, as we shall see later on 
in more detail.

It may be said that for the Monists the recognition o f  the animal 
nature o f  man was far from being simply an interesting academic or 
intellectual discovery. They contended that knowledge o f  the natural 
world provided them with deep insight into the true nature o f  national 
problems and they perceived in it the essential clue to a scientifically

3<5

T H E  S C I E N T I F I C  O R I G I N S  OF N A T I O N A L  S O C I A L I S M



THE POLITICAL ASSUMPTIONS OF MONISM

satisfying program for the social and political regeneration o f Germany. 
For them, Monism was the means o f bringing ‘all forms o f phenomena 
into a harmonious relationship*; and specifically it could bring about 
the transformation o f  the Germans into a ‘unified people* with a 
unified outlook on the world.27 Monism, they argued, meant liberation 
from Western Civilization. ‘For the fact that our culture can alienate 
nature to the point o f outspoken sickly aversion, we can think a period 
o f human degeneracy that is long since past but whose ideas still rule 
today, although they are clearly antagonistic to life.*28 They felt that 
traditional European civilization was an ‘anachronism, a monstrosity* 
which all along had advocated the harmful ‘Weltanschauung which 
arose two thousand years ago under the hallucination that the end o f 
the world is imminent.*29 Monism, on the other hand, was a new vital 
culture rooted in the natural tendencies and feelings o f the nation. Its 
doctrines expressed the ‘warm desire* for intellectual and social emanci­
pation which was ‘infusing* the Germans. Monism, they felt, repre­
sented an authentic ‘longing to be free from medieval ways o f thinking, 
medieval dogmas, and medieval oppression o f conscience.* It was an 
expression o f  their kind o f  ‘yearning for clarity and truthfulness in 
thinking and feeling* couched, however, not in the objective and 
detailed form o f rational truths, but launched rather as emotional and 
pathetic exhortations o f  a doctrine o f national liberation, addressed 
above all to the reliable patriotic German instincts, and aimed at 
triggering an enflamed response o f  herd consciousness. ‘Help us German 
men and women’ to fashion a new life and a new civilization they cried 
out in the same emotional way that Hitler shouted to the Germans less 
than twenty-five years later.30

One important way to make the Germans more aware o f their 
biological ancestry and at the same time to fight the weakness and 
decay which was inherent in Western Civilization, it appeared to 
Haeckel and the Monists, was to revamp Germany’s educational 
system. The Monists, therefore, called for a total revolution in the 
content o f  the educational curriculum and Haeckel himself became an 
outspoken pedagogical theoretician and educational reformer. Levelling 
what were often justifiable objections to many features o f  education 
in Germany, Haeckel, along with his Monist colleagues, attacked what 
they considered to be dead learning on all levels o f  the school system,
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ossified curricula, and pedantic and ill-educated teachers and professors. 
Haeckel, for example, often scorned his academic colleagues as Dunkel- 
manner— men o f  darkness— and in demanding a revitalization o f 
education often appeared to come close to the criticism o f other educa­
tional reformers like Jakob Burckhardt, Nietzsche, and Pestalozzi. 
On the surface, therefore, Haeckel frequendy pleaded a justifiable case 
against narrow and meaningless research, lifeless teaching, and educa­
tion which neither met the needs o f  the students nor awakened their 
creativity. Demanding the secularization o f  education and the introduc­
tion o f  science into the curriculum, Haeckel sounded like many other 
naturalistically and progressively inclined thinkers in the nineteenth 
century. But lurking beneath his progressive sounding phrases and 
ideas was a theory o f  education and a program which actively sought 
to undermine the entire humanistic tradition o f general education based 
upon instruction in the liberal arts. Haeckel saw in the transformation 
o f  the school curriculum a way to attack what he believed were the 
corrupting roots o f Western Civilization itself. The West, with its 
glorification o f man, its sense o f  civilization as representing the develop­
ment o f  the human spirit and the ever growing realization o f  human 
freedom, were, from Haeckel’s point o f  view, ideas which had to be 
combatted. B y  emphasizing the need for science in the new curriculum, 
Haeckel was at the same time demanding the curtailment or even 
elimination o f  the humanities. Instruction in classical civilization, 
languages, and history, the study o f  which made the student aware o f 
ties to a common European heritage were deemed by Haeckel to be 
unnecessary or even downright dangerous. In traditional education, 
Haeckel wrote, we have an ‘immense waste o f time over a “ thorough 
knowledge” o f classics and the history o f foreign nations/31 These 
studies, he felt, had to be supplanted by science so that the new curricu­
lum would place man in the proper biological perspective for the 
student. And to emphasize his anti-humanistic position, Haeckel wrote 
in the Weltratsel that in ‘all education up to the present time man has 
played the chief part [and] the study o f  nature was entirely neglected/32 
The aim o f the new education, Haeckel declared, was the very opposite 
o f this. ‘In the school o f  the future nature will be the chief object o f 
study; a man shall learn a correct view o f the world he lives in; he will 
not be made to stand outside o f and opposed to nature/33 For Haeckel,
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therefore, education was not to be based upon a general knowledge o f 
the history o f Western Civilization. Through the study o f science in 
general and biology in particular man would learn o f his real links to 
nature. And since he was addressing himself primarily to the Germans, 
Haeckel hoped that the reform o f the educational curriculum would 
help to disengage them from the traditions and outlook o f  an erroneous 
and harmful view o f the world which had been the mainstay o f  the 
traditional system o f education. The new education based upon science 
would teach the Germans that the universalist assumptions o f Western 
culture had been founded upon religious and metaphysical illusions.

In organizing their new cultural revolution the Monists came out in 
opposition to all ideas, religious or secular, which expressed the essen­
tial equality o f  mankind. They argued that men, as primarily biological 
creatures, were naturally divided into separate, racially determined 
species. It was their belief that the varied races o f  mankind were en­
dowed with differing hereditary characteristics not only o f color, but 
also more importandy o f  intelligence, and that external physical 
characteristics were a sign o f innate intellectual and moral capacity.34 
For Haeckel, for example, ‘woolly-haired* Negroes were ‘incapable o f 
a true inner culture and o f a higher mental development,* and he noted 
that ‘no woolly-haired nation has ever had an important “ history**.*35 
Rather, the making o f  real history had to be attributed to the white 
races, and even more specifically to the Germanic ones. In fact, it was 
only among the white Germanic races that one could find those indi­
viduals who possess a ‘symmetry o f all parts, and that equal develop­
ment, which we call the type o f  perfect human beauty.’36 Haeckel, in 
other words, by emphasizing the importance o f  external physical 
characteristics, offered to reduce the human individual to a racial type 
and to equate intelligence and race.37

Racial differences, therefore, the Haeckelian Monists contended, 
were fundamental and significant facts about the actual nature o f man 
and had to influence the development and outlook o f  any social theory. 
‘Though the great differences in the mental life and the civilization o f 
the higher and lower races o f men are generally known,’ Haeckel 
wrote, ‘they are as a rule undervalued, and so the value o f life at the 
different levels is falsely estimated.’38 For Haeckel, who recorded his 
support o f  the ideas o f  Gobineau,39 the ‘lower* races o f  mankind were
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nearer to the animals than to the ‘higher’ races. The ‘difference,’ he 
wrote, ‘between the reason o f  a Goethe, a Kant, a Lamarck, or a 
Darwin, and that o f  the lowest savage . . .  is much greater than the 
graduated difference between the reason o f the latter and that o f  the 
most “ rational”  mammals, the anthropoid apes.’40 Therefore, since 
racial difference was at the core o f  historical experience it was scientific­
ally incorrect to think o f  mankind as one. Haeckel voiced his regret 
that ‘most anthropologists dogmatically and firmly hold to the so-called 
“ unity o f  species”  for all the races o f Men, and unite them into one 
species, as Homo Sapiens.’41 This was untenable. ‘The unprejudiced 
and critical inquirer, when carefully comparing [the species o f  men], 
cannot rid himself o f  the conviction that the morphological differences 
between them are much more important than those by which, for 
instance, the various species o f  bears, wolves, or cats are distinguished 
in the zoological system. Nay, even the morphological differences 
between two generally recognized species— for instance, sheep . . . 
and goats— are much less important than those between a Papuan and 
and Esquimaux, or between a Hottentot and a man o f  the Teutonic 
race.’42 And since the ‘lower races (such as the Veddahs or Australian 
Negroes) are psychologically nearer to the mammals (apes and dogs) 
than to civilized Europeans, we must, therefore, assign a totally different 
value to their lives.’43

The importance o f  Haeckel’s support for racism obviously trans­
cended the meagre content o f  the ideas themselves. Haeckel, o f  course, 
was far from being the only popularizer o f  racial nationalism in 
Germany. Contemporaries, like Ludwig Schemann, the founder o f  
the Gobineau Society, and Houston Stewart Chamberlain, were even 
more active than Haeckel in disseminating racial propaganda. Haeckel, 
however, decisively contributed scientific authority to the cause o f  
racism. B y  bringing biology and anthropology to its support, in works 
that were widely read and credited, he succeeded in investing the ideas 
o f  racial nationalism with academic respectability and scientific assur­
ance. It was Haeckel, in other words, who was largely responsible for 
forging the bonds between academic science and racism in Germany 
in the later decades o f  the nineteenth century.

Following Haeckel, the Monists stressed the political implications 
which were to be derived from racial knowledge. ‘Much o f  contempo-
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rary research in anthropology may be false and a better knowledge 
may be lacking,’ a leading Monist and a close friend o f  Haeckel wrote, 
but the ‘enormous significance’ o f  ‘racial divisions will remain.’ One 
may observe the importance o f  race ‘when the French Revolution 
thinks in terms o f  die batde against German blood in France,’ or when 
‘Bismarck speaks o f  Slavic moonshine sentimentality,’ or when the 
‘strain o f French blood’ may be noted ‘in the sound o f  the words o f 
the Rector o f  the University o f Berlin, DuBois-Reymond.’44 Racial 
equality, another Monist pointed out, which has been preached in 
various ways by Christianity and by the ideology o f  the French Revo­
lution, was really nothing more than an impossible and naive dream 45 
In reality, the different races and nations have profoundly varied needs. 
Thus, one Monist, who was especially outspoken on the racial issue, 
wrote: ‘Yes, I must even go so far as to say: mankind is [composed] o f  
such varied races, which five in such varied climates and states, that 
they have no common inward needs.’46 In fact, he continued, we are 
‘completely defenseless against these physiological differences and their 
spiritual consequences.’47 He claimed further, on the basis o f  what he 
believed to be irrefutable evidence, that ‘contemporary research in 
racial science’ has shown that there are differences in ‘blood, albumen, 
and in embryology’ among the various races.48 One must admit, he 
concluded, that there were deep and profound laws o f nature which 
governed the differences between the races, and that these ‘rule silently’ 
but effectively 49

In general, the Haeckelian Monists readily assumed that nations were 
themselves representative o f  either lower or higher racial groups and 
that in the contemporary world it was the Germans who constituted 
the most advanced race. In the Natiirliche Schopfungsgeschtchte, Haeckel 
had confidently written that it was the Germans who had ‘deviated 
furthest from the common primary form o f ape-like men,’ and had, 
therefore, in modem times been able to ‘outstrip all other branches 
[of mankind] in the career o f  civilization.’50 He stressed that in the 
modem world it was the Germans who were ‘laying the foundation 
for a new period o f higher mental development.’51 Since, for Haeckel, 
it was the discovery o f  the philosophy o f  Monism which ‘formed the 
best criterion for the degree o f  man’s mental development,’ the 
Germans were the highest product o f evolution, having been the first
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to recognize, develop, and adopt his theory o f  evolutionary Monism. 
The Germans clearly stood at the apex o f  civilization.

Primarily because the Germans constituted a unique and highly 
developed race, the Monists sought to impress upon them the concept 
o f  the nation as a real evolutionary entity and attempted at the same 
time to disparage any conception o f the state and the community as 
merely mechanical contrivances o f  an ad hoc political organization. 
They adopted, in other words, a typically conservative organic theory 
o f  society and the state and translated it into racial terms. ‘According to 
the naturalistic way o f  thinking,’ a Monist political treatise stated, 
‘a people is not an aggregate, a sand-pile o f loose equal granules, but is 
an organic unity.’52 Germany’s future, like that o f  all biological organ­
isms and species, depended on assuring proper maintenance and conti­
nuity o f  its germ plasm.53 The nation, they urged, was a total ‘commu­
nity based upon race, spiritual and mental characteristics, language, 
history and a [territorial] homeland.’54 The Germans had to eschew 
cosmopolitanism and realize that significant history can only unfold 
within the context o f the national state. ‘It is the concert o f nations, 
not the chaos o f  individual persons, which comprises mankind.’55 
And since it was the nation which was the sole effective unit in the 
social evolutionary process, they warned that ‘every nation which did 
not maintain itself and utilize all o f its powers for the [advance] o f 
evolution sinned in terms o f itself and o f  mankind.’56 Germany there­
fore had an obligation, as the most advanced racial country, to take 
the initiative and insure its continued supremacy and strength by 
bolstering its national consciousness. The Germans had to realize that 
‘all possibility o f  human cultural evolution rests on the fact that man­
kind has evolved farther by the continuing accomplishments o f  gifted 
individuals, races, and nations.’ 57 And after all it had to be recognized 
that the ‘preservation o f  the culturally capable races appears to be more 
worthwhile for the progress o f mankind than a toilsome and pro­
tracted and perhaps unsuccessful raising o f  less capable and education­
ally less able human groups.’58

This emphasis on the organic racial unity o f Germany led some 
Monists to express nationalistic sentiments o f  a radically xenophobic 
kind. T o  be sure, on the surface, the Monists were not always entirely 
consistent on this point. At times, especially when participating in or
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sponsoring international congresses o f science, they liked to refer to 
the inherent unity o f the world scientific community and o f the urgent 
need for international harmony and cooperation. But, in reality, inter­
nationalism for most members o f the German Monist League, was no 
more than a ritualistic slogan which in no way expressed their true 
sentiments. Internationalism, for them, was only a residual legacy o f  
the liberalism from which modern science and evolutionary Darwinism 
had emerged in the nineteenth century. In actual fact, the German 
Monists were radically and, at times, irrationally nationalistic, despite 
an occasional obeisance to cosmopolitan ideals.59

Thus, in an article appearing in the journal o f the Monist League, 
Das monistische Jahrhundert, for example, it was argued that modem 
civilization had intruded between man and his natural feelings o f  
patriotism and love o f  country. The author, Ewalt Fincke, a member 
o f the Monist League in Jena, warned that a dangerous tendency was 
developing in Germany whereby people seemed to be suppressing the 
natural feelings which they harbored for their own country.60 He 
argued that the sense o f patriotism which arose naturally from pro­
longed contact with the natural environment o f the nation stood in 
sharp contrast with the artificially induced attitude o f internationalism 
or cosmopolitanism. ‘While patriotism dominates our mind cells 
through perception and other influences, mostly indirect, it is other­
wise with internationalism. W hat we hear and read o f foreign races, 
nations, states, and countries and see in illustrations does not come into 
our minds directly but indirectly and indeed artificially/61 All o f  the 
vehicles and activities o f  international communication and trade cannot 
compare in the intensity o f their effect with the feelings engendered 
by contact with the soil and landscape o f the homeland. This same 
Monist further cautioned that international relations were a product o f 
civilization and not o f  nature, and were therefore cold and false.62 
Thus, to maintain any cosmopolitan or international attitude was to go 
completely against nature and hence against the logic o f existence. 
‘Only he who neglects the wiser influences o f nature which the home­
land exerts upon him and attains thereby a kind o f  impotent thought 
which derives from civilization, only he will fathom the ultimate 
magic, how to unlearn patriotism and maintain internationalism/63 
Germany, therefore, was advised to cultivate a deep sense o f  the
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national. ‘W hat we sow is our own and cannot be other than national 
i f  we obey nature and i f  our culture is not used to turn nature upside 
down and against itself.’64

In the Monist ideology, radical racial nationalism was coupled with 
a profound and aggressive denial o f  the political and social assumptions 
o f bourgeois liberalism. Such liberal tenets as civil rights, constitution­
alism, the separation o f  the individual and the state, the free and 
unhindered discussion o f  political questions, and the desire for a solution 
to all social problems based upon the compromise o f  conflicting 
opinions and interests were all, in one way or another, denied by the 
Haeckelian Monists. The belief in the possibility o f  abstract justice, the 
rule o f  law, humane relations between individuals, and in the value o f  
personal liberty, and the related convictions that central authority was 
a threat and that only those societies were truly free where individuals 
were completely at liberty to pursue a diversity o f goals, interests, and 
activities— these ideas were seriously questioned and even denied out­
right by the Monists. In opposition to these liberal tenets, the Monists 
called for the supremacy o f  the racial community and the state over 
the individual and his subordination to the impersonal drive o f the 
Volk towards greater power and strength to assure favorable conditions 
for its continued existence. The institutions and prerogatives o f autho­
rity were to be wholeheartedly supported. The state is to be seen as a 
‘product o f  the human struggle for existence and [of human] striving 
for organization.’65 It is the state, it was maintained, which has played 
the central role in the drama o f  the ‘preservation o f  the nation,’ and 
thus ‘state interests’ clearly take ‘precedence over those o f  the indivi­
dual.’66 A  person who knew the ‘value o f  the state,’ Haeckel claimed, 
also exhibited a ‘more highly developed moral sense.’67 He therefore 
urged the individual to dedicate and sacrifice himself to the state and 
to realize that only by complete subordination to it were ‘welfare, true 
happiness, and satisfaction . . .  to be found.’68

Following Haeckel, therefore, the Monists regarded their ideology 
as a ‘state-preserving and a state-maintaining w ay o f life.’69 They con­
sidered the proper ordering o f  the state to be the ‘largest, most signifi­
cant task o f  man and o f  nature.’70 It was thus confidentially asserted 
that ‘our planet does not know anything greater or higher than the 
creation o f  such a community.’71 It was in the construction o f the state
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that the ‘creative forces o f the earth have assumed the greatest role/72 
No individual can supersede the state and the racial community which 
it supports and leads. It was Haeckel who pointed out that beliefs like 
those o f  the anarchist Max Stimer, or o f Nietzsche, which assumed that 
the state could be dissolved or transcended, were false and dangerous 
ideas.73 And Dr. Unold pointed out, with obvious reference to 
Nietzsche, that that ‘which rises above man cannot be a superman but 
only a well-organized commonwealth/74 

Indeed, it was solely in the context o f subordination to the organi­
cally constituted and centralized Volkish racial community that the 
individual German could realize his own individuality and effectively 
be able to assume an appropriate self-fulfilling social role. Dr. Unold 
pointed out that one o f  the gravest dangers o f  liberalism was that it 
‘exaggerated the formal concept o f freedom/ Instead o f urging indivi­
duals to realize themselves by submitting to the will o f the state, 
liberals ‘always strove for freedom from the state* and gave evidence in 
‘every respect o f  a fundamental hatred* o f it and even wanted to weaken 
it.75 Contrary to the assumptions o f  liberalism, the Monists argued 
that the individual could not allow himself to stand opposed to and 
separate from central authority. The individual had, rather, to feel 
‘grateful’76 to the state and to work in complete and willing harmony 
with it. Beyond this, the total resources o f  the nation had to be mobi­
lized behind the state and discrete interests and conflicts had to be disre­
garded or subjugated. ‘If a man/ Haeckel wrote, ‘desires to have the 
advantages o f  living in an organized community, he has to consult not 
only his own fortune, but also that o f the society, and o f  the “ neigh­
bours”  who form the society/77 He had to comprehend his responsi­
bility to the broader community. ‘He must realize that its prosperity 
is his own prosperity, and that it cannot suffer without his own injury.’ 
Haeckel sought to remind the Germans that ‘this fundamental law o f 
society is so simple and so inevitable that one cannot understand how 
it can be contradicted in theory or in practice; yet that is done today, 
and has been done for thousands o f  years/78 

In urging the Germans to become increasingly devoted servants o f  
the state, the Monists also urged them to acknowledge that ‘not 
enjoyment and happiness, but work is the basis oflife/ The community 
had to absorb the total energies o f  the individual. To stimulate such
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devotion the Vice-President o f die Monist League proposed the use o f 
the slogan ‘everyone a worker!’80 as the basic principle o f Monist 
social ideology and organization. A  person who ‘avoids social work/ he 
asserted, had to be considered a ‘parasite’ and was to be publicly accused 
o f ‘sinning against the essence o f life/81 To express their total service 
and dedication to the community, individuals were encouraged to 
suppress ‘greed’ and ‘lust’ and were warned not to try to avoid suffering 
and sacrifice. The world, it was stated, had to be viewed and under­
stood by the individual ‘heroically’ and reality had to be embraced in 
all its unavoidable harshness. The purpose o f  life was to be defined 
exclusively in terms o f  the preservation and strengthening, by what 
was termed ‘social and species morality,’ o f  the racial community as a 
whole.82 In the final analysis all considerations o f  state policy depended 
solely on whether or not the policy was good for the nation or the race 
as a whole.83

At the same time that the Monists voiced their belief in the efficacy 
o f  authoritarian political organization, they were explicitly critical o f 
any doctrine which advocated unhindered personal liberty and free­
dom. All ideas about human freedom in the liberal or existential sense 
were anti-evolutionary, they maintained, and were thereby a threat 
to the well-being o f the racial community. As far as the Monists were 
concerned freedom existed in direct proportion to state power. ‘The 
freedom o f all is secured not in the framework o f a weak state, but 
much more in the framework o f a strong state.’84 Freedom, in other 
words, meant submission to authority. ‘The greater the freedom, the 
stronger must be the order/ they contended.85 Freedom in the usual 
sense has never existed in the past and will never completely exist in 
the future. ‘There have never been nations or states in which every 
person had full freedom and where no one was subordinated.’86 
Monism, it was felt, had to make the Germans aware o f  this.

Philosophically, Monist distrust o f  doctrines o f political liberty and 
freedom rested on Haeckel’s insistent denial o f free will in man. 
Throughout his career he had strenuously argued that free will was a 
‘pure dogma based on an illusion/87 Neither by will nor by reason, 
could man triumph over the innate and compelling forces o f nature 
or defy the natural laws o f social and political reality. ‘The great
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struggle,’ Haeckel wrote, ‘between the determinist and the indetermi- 
nist, between the opponent and sustainer o f the freedom o f the will, has 
ended today, after more than two thousand years, completely in favor 
o f the determinist. The human will has no more freedom than that o f  the 
higher animals, from which it differs only in degree and not in kind.’88 
Reason and volition were, rather, expressions o f the vital forces o f 
nature which were manifested in the struggle for existence and in the 
continuing and unavoidable adaptation o f  the individual organism to 
its environment. The idea o f political liberty, corollary o f  free will, 
was also part o f the misleading dogma o f European culture and there­
fore had to be strongly combatted. In the Weltrdtsel, Haeckel pointed 
out that in the eighteenth century the philosophical bases o f liberty 
had been justifiably attacked by the materialistically inclined philo­
sophies. Haeckel believed himself to be following in their tradition. He 
suggested, however, that the thinkers o f the Enlightenment had been 
unavoidably limited in fully developing their negation o f the idea o f 
liberty by their inadequate scientific knowledge. But they were on 
the right road. In the nineteenth century there happily existed ‘very 
different weapons’ for the ‘definitive destruction’ o f  the idea o f  free­
dom. These were, o f course, to be found in the ‘arsenal o f  comparative 
physiology and evolution.’89 The biological sciences and the concept 
o f evolution had finally and conclusively succeeded in proving that no 
general principle o f  freedom could be applied to the individual. Hence 
there could be no political liberty in the usual bourgeois liberal sense. 
For Haeckel, man could only adapt to the inner drives o f nature and to 
those laws o f  society which truly reflected nature; he could not over­
power or overturn what is natural and hence irrevocable.

Based thus upon Haeckel’s denial o f free will and coupled with his 
general insistence on the insignificance and unimportance o f man, the 
Monists launched an attack on liberal individualism, declaring it to be 
an enemy o f the state and the race. They announced that their theory 
was ‘opposed to exaggerated self-seeking individualism,’ and to any 
way o f  life which ‘tended to ignore . . . connection with the commu­
nity.’90 They lamented the fact that under the political conditions 
which prevailed in Germany, individuals, inspired by liberalism, ‘ruth­
lessly allowed themselves to pursue their own class interests.’91 As a 
consequence society gave increasing evidence o f decadence while at
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the same time it tragically continued to allow the dissemination o f  
political philosophies which espouse the unfettered liberty o f  the 
individual. Demands for unlimited personal freedom emanated from 
all stations o f  the political spectrum, from the clerical forces on the 
right all the way over to the socialists on the left. But certainly the 
worst sign o f  social decadence was the freedom which under the canons 
o f  liberalism, permitted the anarchists to preach their harmful doctrines. 
‘The exaggerated egotistical pretensions among more or less degene­
rate individuals has reached its climax in the criminal madness o f  
anarchism.’92 A  philosophy which promulgated a weakening o f  state 
power to the extent that was demanded by anarchism was seen by the 
Monists to be nothing less than a pure case o f  political dementia.

In opposition to unfettered individual freedom, Monism they wrote, 
wished to awaken a ‘healthy drive for socialisation.’ It desired to culti­
vate an ‘insight’ into the ‘mutual dependence o f  the individual and the 
community.’93 Evolution, it was asserted, demonstrated that every­
where the individual must be placed by an ‘inborn drive’ at the ‘disposal 
o f  the species.’94 Conversely, the survival o f the individual was o f  no 
importance. Life itself was only o f  relative value and depended solely 
upon the usefulness o f  the individual organism to it own species and 
to the evolution o f  life in general.95 N o individual was o f unique value 
in himself and no individual could appeal to a system o f absolute ethics 
which guaranteed the preservation and the sanctity o f  life. It was 
Haeckel himself who argued the point: the precepts o f  moral law, like 
everything else, ‘rest on biological grounds and have been developed 
in a natural way.’96 Therefore, there could be no independent, intellec­
tual, objective, rational, or ethically moral order o f  the world— no 
Kantian imperatives— which could serve as an absolute guide to m an-, 
kind. Rather, all values were completely relative and arose only in 
the context o f changing evolutionary needs for survival.

These sentiments o f  Haeckel’s on ethics were enthusiastically echoed 
by his Monist disciples. ‘W e have no absolute ethics.’97 die Vice-Presi­
dent o f  the Monist League wrote, and another insisted that ‘objective 
good and evil in nature were nowhere to be found.’98 They proclaimed 
along with Haeckel that ‘heaven and hell are fallen’ and that we have 
‘learned to see true reality.’ Man could now be confident that the ‘mask 
o f  a moral order o f  the world has dissolved into fog’ ; absolute morality
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had been only an ephemeral ‘product o f  human poetry.’99 Success and 
survival o f  the species in the course o f  evolution was to be the sole and 
absolute determinant o f  morality and ethics.

Applying the precepts o f  their naturalistic ethics, therefore, the 
Monists felt free to advise the Germans that it was only natural to 
subordinate themselves to the state and to the race. The individual had 
to understand and accept the fact that in organic nature ‘thousands, 
indeed millions o f  cells and individuals are sacrificed’ in order that the 
species itself should be able to survive in the struggle for existence.100 
The main task o f  politics was to teach the individual how to adapt to 
existing conditions no matter how  harsh or immoral they might seem 
to be. For the Monists, the challenge o f  life was clear: ‘An organism 
which cannot adjust to changed living conditions . . .  goes under, and 
an organism which adjusts to new conditions o f  life too quickly and in 
a lop-sided way, degenerates.’101 Politics had to show that the ‘entire 
history o f  human civilization is in the final analysis nothing else than 
the sometimes more, sometimes less, conscious and successful process 
o f  the adaptation o f  single races, tribes, and individuals to the existing 
and to the changing conditions o f  life.’102 And no individual could 
surmount this reality despite the high-sounding claims o f  liberalism.

On the basis o f  all this w e are now in a position to see what the 
fundamental ideological presuppositions o f  Monism actually axe. In 
conceptual terms which were obviously identical with those o f  fascism 
and National Socialism later on, Monism wavered between a view  o f  
man which, on the one hand, was both disparaging and problematical, 
and, on the other, spoke o f  the Germans as belonging to a biologically 
superior racial community. Like National Socialism, Monism rejected 
the concept o f  an ‘artificial’ and ‘mechanical’ political community, 
deriding it as a product o f  bourgeois liberalism and substituting in its 
place a program for the organic racial state. Denying the ‘superficial’ 
and ‘legalistic’ claims o f  liberalism, Monism constantly stressed the 
need for a deep sense o f  rootedness on the part o f  the individual, and 
for establishing his bond with the larger cosmic and irrational forces 
o f  nature and race. Like all fascist ideology, Monism expressed a 
protest against the atomization and alienation o f  man in modem life 
and a hope for the evolution o f  a more natural, integrated, and harmoni­
ously functioning community. For Monism, as for National Socialism,

49
F



politics was to be simply the straightforward application o f the laws 
o f  biology. In the pages o f  its journals, in its many other publications, 
and in its frequent public gatherings, Monism proposed that the more 
quickly Germany separated herself from the Christian West and from 
bourgeois liberalism, the more certain would its future be and the more 
successful it would be in the struggle for life and for survival. How 
Monism sought to disassociate Germany from Christianity must 
therefore concern us next.
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Chapter Three

Monism and Christianity

Haeckel and his Monist followers seldom lost an opportunity to 
criticize established religion. They viewed Christianity as the 

principal force in the modem world impeding the victory o f science, 
and they accused established religion in Germany o f spiritual decay 
and political reaction. In the place o f  the Christianity they continually 
denounced the Haeckelian Monists proposed that a new pantheistic 
religion o f nature be created which would, they felt, more adequately 
serve and express the spiritual and national needs o f the Germans.

The Monist attack on Christianity came at a time when traditional 
religious beliefs were being forcefully challenged not only in Germany 
but throughout the rest o f Europe as well. As at no other time in the 
past, revealed religion seemed deeply threatened, and many would 
have subscribed to the prophecy o f  T. H. Huxley that ‘Christianity is 
doomed to fall/1 For Huxley and other intellectuals and writers who 
accepted a naturalistic point o f view, the impending demise o f Christi­
anity was predicted directly on the latest and inescapable findings o f 
science, which explained the nature o f man and society in terms o f 
mechanical physics and evolutionary biology. Bolstered by science, 
they uninhibitedly, even vociferously rejected the notion that man 
possessed a soul and scorned as the rankest superstition the idea that 
man could have been directly created by God.2

The Haeckelian Monist attack on Christianity and traditional creeds 
was in one sense a typical nineteenth-century critique o f  religion as 
outworn mythology, and it is for this that they are usually remembered. 
It would, for example, be difficult to discover a general history o f
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nineteenth-century European culture which fails to place Haeckel’s 
name alongside that o f  Huxley and Tyndall in England, Renan in 
France, and David Strauss and the other members o f  the Tubingen 
School o f theologians in Germany. T o the extent that Haeckel and the 
Monists viewed the Judaeo-Christian cosmology as standing directly 
in the path o f  advancing scientific knowledge, they may be considered 
typical naturalistic atheists o f  the nineteenth century. Throughout all 
o f  their writings they expressed the idea that ‘where faith commences, 
science ends,’3 and espoused a non-miraculous and empirical creation 
o f  the world. Science they all explained, must overcome the ‘irrational 
superstition’4 and false knowledge o f  mankind’s religious past.

The association o f  Haeckel and the Monists with nineteenth century 
naturalistic and materialistic atheism reveals, however, only one side 
o f  their relationship with Christianity and traditional religion. Undeni­
ably, they belonged to the school o f  the scientific critics o f religion. 
But at the same time, and even primarily, though this has been over­
looked, is that they belonged to the general intellectual movement o f  
nationalistic opposition to traditional Western Christianity which 
developed in Germany in the last century. The significance o f  their 
encounter with religion is to be found in the fact that they played a 
vital and critical role in the transformation o f  traditional faith into the 
pagan, racist, and often occult forms o f  belief which came to life in 
Germany in the later decades o f  the nineteenth century and which 
continued to flourish later on under National Socialism. The positive 
Christianity o f the Nazis and the even more radical non-Christian sects 
and cults which existed under their aegis can be traced back directly 
not only to such rightist nationalists as Chamberlain, Lagarde, Mathilde 
Ludendorff, and A d olf Bartels, but also to Haeckel and the Monists.5 
Sharing the desire o f other radical nationalists for a new Germanic 
faith, it was they who founded a non-Christian religious movement 
based on evolutionary Monism which became one o f  the most impor­
tant sources for the religious program o f  Volkism and National 
Socialism.

It may be said that the vigor with which Haeckel and the Monists 
pursued their attack on Christianity was, in large measure, rooted in 
the rapidly changing political and religious history o f  Germany in the 
nineteenth century. Especially after the Revolution o f  1848, the political
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importance o f both Protestantism and Catholicism in Germany 
increased immeasurably. Reacting to the attacks which were made 
upon them by the Liberals in 1848, the Protestant clergy drew ever 
closer to the Throne and to the feudal aristocracy, and reasserted their 
traditional conservative stance. Consequently, they came to be fre­
quently associated with the forces opposed to modem culture and, 
in addition, many complained that the well-springs o f faith were close 
to depletion in the Lutheran Church.

In the second half o f  the nineteenth century, Catholicism also 
emerged in Germany as a distinct and separate pobtical force with 
interests o f  its own. Condemned to minority status by the exclusion o f 
Austria from the German Confederation in 1866, the Catholics, unlike 
the Protestants, were unable to identify completely with the Germany 
o f Bismarck. The universalism o f Catholicism and its political philo­
sophy which rejected domination o f the state over the individual and 
the church, made it suspect in the eyes o f German nationalism. Many 
came, moreover, to fear Catholicism as an organized political force 
after the founding o f the increasingly powerful Center Party in 1870.6

It was Catholicism that felt the major thrust o f  Monist criticism o f 
Christianity primarily because the Monists alleged that it was estranged 
from the rising tide o f  German nationalism. But at the same time the 
Monists also deeply lamented the political conservatism and intellectual 
shallowness o f  German Protestantism. For them Christianity as a whole 
was a destructive and a superstitious faith and they therefore condemned 
it as an impediment to a fully satisfying spiritual life for Germany,

The Monist approach to Christianity was, o f course, set down and 
developed by Haeckel. Among his disciples acknowledgement o f  that 
fact was unanimous. They all repeatedly and worshipfully testified to 
the fact that Haeckel had taught them the truth about Christianity and 
that he was responsible for the intellectual revolution which had taken 
place in their own fives, their liberation from the bonds o f theistic 
religion. ‘All those/ a leading Monist wrote, ‘who have experienced 
that freedom for themselves will first o f  all thank Haeckel and will 
thereby celebrate . . .  as a cultural act o f  the highest rank his forthright 
and courageous action in freeing the spirituality o f  mankind from the 
chains o f  dogmatic religion/7 It was Haeckel, another Monist wrote, 
who ‘gave me the courage o f  my faith— others would say: disbelief/8
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It was Haeckel, he continued, who destroyed Christianity by ‘giving 
to mankind a better explanation o f  the nature o f  the entire world.’9 
It was Haeckel’s ‘badge o f  honor that he earned the hatred o f  the clergy, 
more so than any o f  his contemporaries. He carried it with dignity, 
like one who knows that his final victory is secure. W ith a clear vision 
he superintended the entire fight for the enlightenment o f  science 
against the teachings o f  the church and understood the place o f his own 
work within this evolution.’10 For the Monists, therefore, Haeckel’s 
view o f  Christianity meant the dawn o f  a new religious era. His 
insights into religion were like an ‘apple from the tree o f  knowledge’ 
and were a ‘first breach in the fortress o f  religious belief.’ 11 

For the first two decades o f his life Haeckel was a convinced Protes­
tant and his early religious life was somewhat typical for those Germans 
who had rejected the conservative orthodoxy o f traditional Lutheran­
ism, on the one hand, and the radical and rational faith o f  Enlightenment 
Deism, on the other. His family had come under the influence o f  the 
philosophy o f  Friedrich Schleiermacher, whose theology attempted to 
transcend the rigid dogmas o f  revealed faith, emphasized the emotional 
side o f  religion, and held to a conception o f  the divine which clearly 
bordered on pantheism. M y ‘pious parents,’ Haeckel wrote, ‘belonged 
to the Free Evangelical Church then under the charge o f  Schleier­
macher,’ and he described himself as a ‘convinced and zealous adherent 
o f  that liberal form o f  Protestantism,’ during his youth.12 He attended 
church, gave strong evidence o f a belief in God, and professed a 
doctrinal broadmindedness. ‘I attach,’ he wrote, ‘no great importance 
to the slight distinctions and differences that are to be found among 
true Christians regarding the opinions concerning the personality o f 
Christ; after all, scarcely two people have quite the same conception 
o f this question; it will always adapt itself and become modified accord­
ing to the ideas o f the particular individual.’13 Then, however, his 
university studies in natural science and medicine (1852-1858) and his 
‘many travels’ effected a change o f  mind after ‘heavy moral conflict.’ 
Ultimately, he reached the ‘conviction that the mystic faith-teachings 
o f  the Christian religion were completely irreconcilable with the certain 
results o f  scientific experience.’ He subsequently became ‘convinced. . .  
that the Christian religion, as far as the ethical and practical affairs and
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conduct oflife were concerned, gave foundations just as little unassail­
able, unreliable, and unsatisfactory in every point o f  view as were those 
o f  its theoretic view o f  the world/14 And when he became a physician 
he noted that he was able to witness at first hand the cruelty and the 
irrationality o f  life which also helped to undermine his faith.15

Yet, despite his ideological defection from Christianity, Haeckel did 
remain, technically speaking, a member o f  the church for most o f his 
life. It was only when he was already close to eighty that he made the 
final break and at a time when the Monist League was officially cam­
paigning for mass resignation from the traditional faiths. In an article 
written to coincide with his departure from the church, Haeckel 
conceded that as a young man ‘it would have been only natural to have 
given proper expression to his conviction outwardly by withdrawal 
from the Evangelical Church/ But he remained in the church, he 
wrote, solely ‘out o f  regard for family and friends’ to whom leaving 
would have ‘brought heavy sorrow and injury/16 

However, even before his conversion to pantheism, and while he 
was still a convinced Protestant, Haeckel displayed a marked hatred 
for Catholicism. In letters to his parents written from Wurzburg in the 
1850’s, he made frequent and disparaging references to the strange 
religious habits o f  the Bavarian Catholics, to the sinister intentions o f  
the Jesuits, and once to a Catholic procession where ‘in the middle o f  it 
was the Bishop, or whatever he might have been, a fat, bloated, well- 
fed priest, vestured in gold and silver/17 And in 1859, when he was 
travelling and studying in Italy he experienced a revulsion against the 
Catholic south which in its intensity could easily be compared to 
Luther’s reaction to his Italian journey at the beginning o f  the sixteenth 
century. Haeckel found Catholicism in Italy to be ‘disgraceful/ ‘out­
rageously superstitious/ and a religion which subjected the people to 
‘papal despotism/ While in Rome he felt that any good Christian must 
immediately turn into a ‘heathen’ rather than suffer the oppressiveness 
and backwardness o f the prevalent Catholicism.18 And about this time 
even his belief in Protestantism was being quickly eroded away and he 
wrote to his fiancee, Anna Sethe, that he conceived his mission in life 
to be the rescue o f  the Germans from the ‘chains o f  slavery’ which had 
been imposed upon them by the ‘priests/19 

Haeckel’s initial disappointment with Christianity gave way in his
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writings to absolute hostility and downright hatred. His analysis was 
direct and uncomplicated. He viewed Christian culture as a deteriora­
tion from the more advanced level o f development which civilization 
had reached in classical antiquity. For him, the coming o f  Christianity 
initiated the intellectual and spiritual decay o f the civilized world. Until 
its advent the ancient world exhibited a positive and aggressive spirit 
that was the mark o f fundamental social health; subsequently Christi­
anity, with its otherworldly ascetic mentality, had weakened this spirit 
and destroyed the social fabric o f civilization. Thus, for the past two 
thousand years European culture had been growing increasingly 
decadent.

Although Haeckel continually and sharply attacked traditional reli­
gion in his writings from the 1860’s onwards, his most extensive and 
sharply polemical treatment o f  Christianity appeared in the WeltrdtseL 
N o ordinary book, the Weltratsel became, by its popularity, the anti- 
Christian manifesto par excellence o f  the first decades o f  this century, 
and, to borrow a phrase, it stood for the final solution o f  the Christian 
problem. As serious in its denunciation o f  prevailing religion as Marx’s 
Communist Manifesto was o f  contemporary capitalism, the Weltratsel 
was even more radical in its approach to religion than the anti-Christian 
strictures o f  Paul de Lagarde or Houston Stewart Chamberlain. It 
admitted to no half-way measures, no compromise with the old faith, 
no Germanic Christianity. Only a new religion o f  nature would suffice. 
Christianity, by inverting the natural hierarchy o f  the world with its 
doctrines o f  equality, submission, and weakness had led the Germans to 
the brink o f  biological collapse. The Weltratsel therefore did not feature 
a dispassionate and objective rendering o f  the nature and history o f  
Christianity. It was an anti-religious tract and it became the chief anti- 
Christian German primer.

In its historical evolution, Haeckel wrote in the Weltratsel, Christi­
anity had passed through four distinctive periods. A t its inception 
‘primitive Christianity’ had advanced a few admirable ethical ideals 
which were, however, only less intelligent restatements o f beliefs which 
had ‘existed in theory and in practice centuries before the time o f  
Christ.’20 The Golden Rule itself was not o f Christian origin but was 
plagiarized from more ancient sources.21 Christ himself, Haeckel
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admitted, was a noble prophet and enthusiast. . . full o f  the love o f 
humanity/ However, he was intellectually retarded. Christ, Haeckel 
pointed out, was ‘below the level o f  classical culture* and ‘knew nothing 
beyond the Jewish traditions/ In any case, none o f  his writings have 
survived— a fact that, moreover, creates doubts as to whether he actu­
ally lived or not. All that we possess o f  his teachings was taken from the 
Gospels o f  the N ew  Testament, and because they were compiled after 
his death they are completely unreliable. And, in any event, the Gospels 
themselves were only the fantastic inventions o f  the Council o f  
Nicaea.22

Once the ‘primitive phase* o f  Christianity passed, dissolution and 
corruption o f  the church set in. During its second stage, ‘Papal Christi­
anity/ from the fourth to the sixteenth century, Christianity became 
particularly distorted. In the course o f  these centuries, Haeckel wrote, 
the papacy ‘tainted the spiritual life o f  Europe.* Papal despotism dark­
ened the Middle Ages. It brought ‘death to all freedom o f  mental life, 
decay to science, corruption to all morality.* In contrast with the ‘noble 
height to which the life o f  the human mind attained in classical anti­
quity/ it had under ‘papal Christianity’ deteriorated to a ‘level which in 
respect o f  the knowledge o f  the truth, can only be termed barbarian/ 
Under Catholic influence, all o f  medieval culture was corrupted. The 
philosophy, architecture, and poetry o f  the Middle Ages was ‘richly 
developed* but the conservative principles o f  their creation did not ‘tend 
to the cultivation* but rather to the ‘suppression o f  free mental re­
search.* Adherence to the essential attitudes o f  Christianity— the 
‘exclusive preparing for the unknown eternity beyond the tomb, the 
contempt for nature, the withdrawal from the study o f  it*— was 
enforced as a sacred duty by the Catholic authorities. Frederick the 
Great was correct, Haeckel concluded in his remarks about the Middle 
Ages, when he described the period from Constantine to the Reforma­
tion as being completely ‘insane.’23

Having thus disposed o f  fifteen centuries o f  European history, 
Haeckel conceded that the Reformation, the third stage in the evolu­
tion o f  Christianity, had brought a change for the better. He celebrated 
Luther as a German hero and proposed that the Reformation was the 
‘commencement o f  a new epoch.* It represented, he wrote, a ‘new birth 
o f  reason, the reawakening o f  science, which the iron hand o f  the
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Christian papacy had relentlessly crushed for twelve hundred years/ 
It was, in reality, the Reformation which made possible the eighteenth 
century Enlightenment.24

But the victory o f  science and reason was short-lived. After the 
eighteenth century religion raised its head once again. For Haeckel, 
therefore, the nineteenth century, the fourth stage, was a period o f 
‘pseudo-Christianity/ During this last period, he insisted, religion was 
completely emptied o f all content, but still managed to claim the 
allegiance o f  millions o f  people. In the Protestant camp the nineteenth 
century witnessed a naive attempt to synthesize science and religion. 
The result was that ‘scarcely anything remained o f  the destructive 
teaching o f  faith/ Protestantism failed to recognize that ‘dogmatic 
Christianity has lost every foundation/ Modem Protestantism, he 
asserted, is a ‘religious he o f  the worst character/25 Its faith is superficial 
and its fundamental beliefs are scientifically untenable. Neither the 
orthodoxy o f Hengstenberg nor the liberalism o f Hamack, Ritschl, 
or Troeltsch could save it.

Catholicism also, he felt, was bankrupt in the nineteenth century, 
and he raged against the Catholic church. It had, Haeckel complained, 
reacted negatively to everything modem. The Doctrine o f  Papal 
Infallibility and the Syllabus o f  Errors demonstrated beyond any doubt 
its backwardness. It had to be recognized that the history o f  the 
papacy ‘appears to the impartial student as an unscrupulous tissue o f 
lies and deceit, a reckless pursuit o f  absolute mental despotism and 
secular power, a frivolous contradiction o f  all the high moral precepts 
which Christianity enunciates/ The great majority o f  popes were 
‘pitiful imposters, many o f  them utterly worthless and vicious/26

Thus, to counteract the Catholic Church the KuIturkamp f̂ had to be 
pursued. Haeckel lamented its termination by Bismarck who he felt 
had misjudged and underestimated the ‘unsurpassed cunning and 
treachery o f the Roman curia/ and the ‘correlative ingratitude and 
credulity o f  the uneducated masses/ After 1890, when Bismarck had 
already fallen from power, Haeckel became increasingly critical o f  the 
courting o f  the Catholics by the government ofW illiam  II. He reacted 
bitterly to the important role which was being accorded to the Center 
Party o f  the Reichstag. For Haeckel, this could only mean that Germany 
was in great danger. The Catholic Church, he warned, was gaining too
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much power partly through the ‘unscrupulous intrigues and serpentine 
bends o f  its slippery Jesuitical politics, partly through the false church- 
politics o f the German government and the marvellous political incom­
petence o f  the German people/ Germany, he fumed, had thus to ‘endure 
the pitiful spectacle o f  the Catholic “ Centre” being the most important 
section o f the Reichstag, and the fate o f our humiliated country 
depending on a papal party, which does not constitute numerically a 
third part o f  the nation/21 Haeckel’s extremist, inflammatory language 
manifested the complete latent suhstance o f his two statements.28

In place o f Christianity, Haeckel was prepared to offer the Germans 
a new religion which was to be derived entirely from science and from 
the study o f  nature. He proclaimed to the Germans in ecstatic, poetic, 
and radically literal terms that 'Alles ist Natur, Natur istAUes'29 and that 
the ‘goddess o f truth dwells in the temple o f nature, in the green woods, 
on the blue sea, and on the snowy summits o f the hills/30 The old 
religious world was characterized, by the ‘gloom o f the cloister’ and the 
‘clouds o f incense o f the Christian Churches/31 but the new religion o f 
Monism would find its faith in the ‘loving study o f nature and its 
laws/32 He was expressing his most deeply felt belief when he proposed 
that Germany could literally save itself by religious devotion to nature 
and to natural law.

When Haeckel spoke o f  nature it is clear that he meant, o f course, 
‘holy German nature,’ winch he frequently described as his ‘true 
milieu/33 In a letter to his friend, Hermann Allmers, he once remarked 
that he would not trade German nature for anything that he had seen 
abroad, no matter how beautiful. ‘Admittedly/ he wrote o f  the south, 
‘we have no laurel trees and myrtles, no palms and stone-pines, no 
opuntias and agaves on sun-drenched heights, no eternally blue sky, 
no immense dark-blue sea. W e have, however, in our Germany the 
unmatched lovely green forest, and we have the freshly swelling moss 
within it and the bubbling springs and the singing and chirping o f birds, 
and we have the incomparable majestic change o f  the seasons, the lovely 
spring, merry summer, graceful autumn, and cozy winter, all o f  which 
are lacking in the sad south/34 For Haeckel, it was only ‘from honest 
German soil’ that it was really possible to ‘absorb a love o f  freedom and
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life, inner jo y  in art and nature, and a genuine striving after the true, 
the good, and the beautiful/35

Haeckel desired, therefore, to be able with his theory o f  evolution 
and religion o f Monism, to bring the Germans into a satisfying and 
harmonious relationship with what he considered to be their unique 
natural surroundings. He sought in his scientific-religious program to 
link the Germans to their native soil, on the one hand, and to the larger 
cosmos, on the other. He assumed that the Germans, once freed from 
Western Christianity, would then be able to give themselves over 
completely to his new Monist religion. ‘It is quite certain/ he wrote, 
‘that the Christian system must give way to the Monistic/36

Haeckel elaborated his pantheistic religion along the lines o f  his 
theory o f evolution and his philosophy o f nature. Although he con­
sidered himself to be a mechanistic materialist, it has long been recog­
nized that in actuality Haeckel’s philosophy o f  nature contained a great 
many idealist and vitalist assumptions which quite obviously trans­
cended his materialism. Haeckel assumed, for example, in a rather 
mystical and religious way, the absolute unity and constancy o f  nature. 
For him, the cosmos was incontestably an ‘all-embracing whole’37 
and he readily preached that the laws o f  nature were ‘absolute’ and that 
they were ‘true for the entire universe/38 Thus, he piously wrote o f  
the inherent regularity o f  nature: ‘When a stone is thrown into the air, 
and falls to earth according to definite laws, or when in a solution o f  
salt a crystal is formed, the phenomenon is neither more nor less a 
mechanical manifestation o f  life than the growth and flowering o f  
plants, than the propagation o f  animals or the activity o f  their senses, 
than the perception or the formation o f  thought in man/39 In fact, for 
Haeckel, the entire meaning o f  evolution was revealed in the unity o f  
the cosmos and in the ‘harmonious connection o f  all the great and 
general phenomena o f  organic nature/40

N ot only was the cosmos an interconnected whole but Haeckel also 
insisted on a theory o f pan-psychism. For him, there was no difference 
between the organic and the inorganic. ‘The distinction,’ he wrote, 
‘which has been made between animate and inanimate bodies does not 
exist.’41 All matter was alive and possessed all the mental attributes 
which are normally ascribed only to the higher animals. ‘Desire and 
dislike, lust and antipathy, attraction and repulsion, are common to
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all atoms.’42 All atoms possess, in addition, souls. ‘Just as the mass o f 
the atoms is indestructible and unchanging, so also are the inseparably 
connected atom-souls eternal and undying/43 For Haeckel, in other 
words, the entire universe was alive, and evolution was simply a mani­
festation o f  the profound creativity o f  nature. Indeed, his scientific 
ideas were far from reflecting ordinary mechanistic materialism44 

Having concluded that nature was alive, Haeckel elevated predomi­
nant scientific hypotheses o f  the nineteenth century, such as the theory 
o f  spatial ether and the laws o f  the conservation o f mass and energy, to 
the level o f  religious dogma and pantheistic faith. Matter, energy, and 
ether became for him the emanation o f  some divine spirit and he taught 
his followers to worship them. ‘The Monistic idea o f  God which alone 
is compatible with our present knowledge o f  nature, recognizes the 
divine spirit in all things/ ‘God is everywhere/ ‘Every atom is animated, 
and so is the ether/45 Thus, Haeckel presented the universe to his 
followers as a ‘colossal organism’46 bound together by a ‘mobile cosmic 
ether’ which by its universal diffusion ‘created divinity’47 and linked 
each individual to the divine cosmos. ‘Ever more irresistibly is it borne 
in upon us that even the human soul is but an insignificant part o f  the 
all-embracing “ world-soul,”  just as the human body is only a small 
fraction o f  the great organised physical world.’48 And Haeckel 
attempted to evoke the qualities o f  this divinely animated world to 
his followers in terms that can only be described as religious. Equating 
God with nature he wrote: ‘God is almighty; He is the single Creator, 
the single Cause o f  all things. . . . God is absolute perfection. . . . God 
is the sum o f  all energy and matter’— and Monism alone understands 
the true ‘unity o f  God and nature/49 

Like their mentor, Haeckel’s followers spoke o f the deep bonds which 
united them with nature. And like Haeckel they enthusiastically 
expressed the conviction that ‘nature is all soul* and insisted on the 
necessity and desirability o f  a deep emotional attachment to the natural 
world and to the soil o f  Germany.50 It was Haeckel, one Monist wrote, 
who was responsible for ‘rooting me once again in the soil o f  my 
homeland and thereby establishing for me m y moral existence/51 The 
Monists all piously believed that within evolutionary religion the 
‘cosmos itself becomes God’52 and they continually expressed their 
‘unshatterable attachment to Att-NaturZ53 In obvious imitation o f
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Haeckel's style and mode o f  religious expression, the writing o f the 
Monists was frequently couched also in the language o f  religious 
apostrophe. For example, in one o f  the issues o f  the official journal o f  
the Monist League, incantatory descriptions celebrate the natural world 
as origin, substance, and end o f  human life: ‘Nature unites us and holds 
us together with unbreakable bonds; it is the motherly womb from 
which we have sprung; it is the ocean in which our fives are absorbed. 
Innumerable and inseparable are the threads which bind us to the 
infinite cosmos.'54

Thus, for the Monists, evolutionary religion meant the final abandon­
ment o f Christianity and the total ‘immersion o f  oneself in nature.'55 
The ‘modem individual,’ they contended, desires to be ‘in and o f  
nature'56 and wants to ‘feel its pulse because he is blood o f  its blood.'57 
In nature alone man finds his roots. ‘The more fundamentally man 
contemplates nature, all the more deep and exalted is the feeling o f 
interrelatedness with all o f  organic nature, the more he feels that nature 
is his homeland and that it can become the basis for his own fife.'58 
It is for this reason that biology had to become the queen o f modem 
science. It is from biology that man learns the most about the ‘unity o f  
all organic fife' and the truth that ‘all organisms, from the simplest 
amoebae and bacteria, to plants and animals, all the way up to man, are 
similar and equal to each other because they follow the same general 
laws, have the same characteristics, and are blood relations o f  each 
other.'59 Furthermore, one can find real peace and contentment only 
in nature. And as one Monist expressed it: ‘I must let it be known that 
the holiest hours for me have been when I have submerged myself in 
the wonders o f  living nature and have observed how unconscious fife 
creates forms, performs acts, and expresses needs, just as people do.' 
It is then that he perceives how the forces o f  nature ‘control m y fife 
just as they do plants and animals.'60 Since the observation o f nature 
produces such revelations, it is essentially a religious activity, and the 
Monists accordingly cautioned that a person who contemplates nature 
assumes a great responsibility. ‘W e may not be trusted to contemplate 
the basic facts o f  biology, be it only the fife o f  an ant-hill or the budding 
and blossoming o f plants, without the deepest reverence.'61 And 
especially the evolution o f  man had to be studied in a religious spirit.
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‘The idea o f  the evolution o f mankind from the animal kingdom not 
only does not fill us with shame, but rather awakens in us a deep feeling 
o f awe, wonder, and contemplation before the development o f nature 
o f which we are a part/62

The new pantheistic religion which Haeckel and his Monist followers 
developed involved not only the deification o f  the cosmos but also 
the revival o f  many symbols o f  ancient German pagan religion and 
mythology. In their religious beliefs the Monists very frequently linked 
nature worship to the German pre-Christian past. For example, in an 
article written for the youth movement o f the Monist League, it was 
explained that the word Easter was derived from Ostara, the name o f 
the ancient mythological German goddess o f  spring. The young mem­
bers o f  the League were told how in ancient times the Germans, ‘who 
lived a very hard life/ had celebrated the rebirth o f  nature in the spring. 
It was to this concept o f rebirth, first developed by their ‘blue-eyed, 
blond-haired’ ancestors, that the young Monists were implored to 
dedicate themselves. Celebrate Easter, they were advised, not by 
attending church, but by leaving the confining walls o f  the city, and 
by going out into the countryside to observe and live in nature.63 
The young Monists were assured that in the spring the countryside and 
nature would cure them o f all unhappiness and would teach them the 
undeniable truth that only in the northern Germanic climates have the 
highest cultures been able to evolve. Whereas the tropics have enervated 
men, the author pointed out, the ‘magic’ o f  a ‘German spring’ would 
revivify them. Those who sought the joys o f  German nature would 
learn that it was ‘hardly an accident that culture had evolved to its 
highest degree in countries that enjoy a changing summer and winter.’64

The congenial pure nature religion o f  the ancient Germanic tribes 
would survive yet, the Monists often pointed out, had not Christianity 
been introduced as a corrupting influence. The ancient Germans were 
in fact justifiably repelled by the teachings o f  Christianity— teachings 
which might have been acceptable had they not been warped by the 
legalistic Jewish framework into which the Palestinian, Christ, cast 
them 65 But in this warped form the ‘new religion was forced upon 
them’ early in their history by the Franks66 W ith its ‘well known 
cunning,’67 the Christian church propagated its emphasis on the next
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world and its passive attitude towards this one, and thus almost com­
pletely succeeded in sapping the natural, ‘inborn* strength o f  the healthy 
‘nordic* people.68

The Monists pictured themselves, therefore, as rebelling against an 
‘oriental religion* which was ‘foreign’ to themselves and to this world.69 
‘N o longer.* they asserted, ‘can w e allow ourselves to dissipate our 
strength [in exchange] for the fantasies o f  a shadowy other world. 
Our full attention is demanded by this world.’70 Further adherence to 
Christianity could only lead to the decline and deterioration o f  Ger­
many. In fact, the only thing that had saved Germany thus far was the 
fact that it never really took Christianity seriously in the first place. 
‘H appily. . .  the purely Christian virtues were only practiced by a 
small minority and among these only fitfully. The forceful German will 
for life and activity simply pushed aside the weak, other-worldly, 
culture-destroying aspects o f  Christian ethics.*71 Germany had finally 
to realize that it could no longer be bound up in any w ay with a ‘papal- 
medieval* past.72

Consequently, the Monists campaigned vigorously for the abandon­
ment o f  the Christian holidays. They pleaded rather for the establish­
ment and acceptance o f  new ‘Volk’ holidays which would be based 
upon nature and which would replace the ‘anachronistic’73 ones o f the 
Middle Ages. In the Christian churches, they complained, one hears 
only empty sermons, mere phrases, and words which no one really 
believed anyway. The Germans had to be taught that a holiday could 
fittingly be celebrated by excursions into the countryside or by the 
cultivation o f  one’s garden; a winter holiday could be observed by 
bringing home buds in order to contemplate, at one’s own hearth, the 
life which was potential in them. Simple as such worship might sound, 
it contributed much more than Christian observance not only to the 
intellectual life but to the emotional life o f  man. B y  turning away from 
Christianity to worship nature, the new religionist would experience 
a higher pitch o f  feeling and spiritual intensity, an emotional release 
which would enable him to return to his ordinary life inwardly satisfied 
and refreshed.74

The Monist League did try to practice what it preached. It organized 
excursions into the countryside for religious observance, especially 
during the bi-annual solstice, June 21st and December 22nd. Given their
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predilection for the symbolism o f rebirth and their mystical attachment 
to nature, it is not surprising that the Monists were also drawn to the 
sun as an object o f religious veneration. The equinoctial festival had 
been a part o f the old Germanic pagan religious ritual, just as it was 
part o f  the cult practices o f  innumerable other primitive peoples and 
tribes. In the decades around the turn o f  the century the Volkish move­
ment as a whole in Germany had revived sun-worship and the Monists 
were among the most active supporters and enthusiasts o f this new 
pantheistic religion.75

As in most other areas o f belief and doctrine, the Monists derived 
their principles o f  sun worship from Haeckel. In the Weltrcitsel, he had 
proposed worship o f  the sun as a higher form o f religion than that o f 
Christianity. ‘Sun worship/ he wrote, ‘seems to the modem scientist 
to be the best o f  all forms o f theism, and the one which may be most 
easily reconciled with modem Monism/76 The sun is, he pointed out, 
the source o f  life and o f  energy. ‘Indeed, the whole o f  our bodily and 
mental life depends, in the last resort, like all other organic life, on the 
light and heat rays o f  the sun. Hence in the light o f pure reason, sun 
worship, as a form o f  naturalistic monotheism, seems to have a much 
better foundation than the anthropistic [sic!] worship o f Christians and 
o f  other monotheists who conceive o f  their god in human form/77

Following Haeckel, therefore, the idea o f sun worship was taken up 
with enormous enthusiasm by the members o f the Monist League. This 
was especially true o f Wilhelm Ostwald. His famour aphorism, ‘Waste 
no energy; turn it all to a c c o u n t /78 was intended not only as an im­
perative for practical material accomplishment on the part o f the 
Germans but also in the pantheistic sense o f utilizing the holy powers 
given off by the sun. ‘The sun is the best thing that we have/ he wrote, 
in one o f the journals o f the Monist League. It is the miraculous sus- 
tainer o f  all life on earth. ‘The sun is the mother o f  us all, and we must 
be grateful to it for everything that we are and do/79

Ostwald’s attitudes were echoed everywhere in the literature o f the 
Monist League. In a typical description o f  a solstice ceremony, we read 
that prayers to the sun are offered as the central part o f  the pantheistic 
ritual. For example, at one such celebration the following incantation 
to the sun was pronounced:
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W e are all children o f the sun. Out o f  its womb our planet was bom . An eternal 
law o f  nature compels us to be within its sphere and influence. The immensity o f  
space is cold, stiff, and lifeless—our luminous mother sun, warming and ripening 
our fruit, appears as the simple, true element o f  life. Our ancestors knew this in 
ancient times. Thus their justifiable jo y  when the sun made its slow victorious 
spiral across the sky. They then remembered that all those trees, which concealed 
their greenness in the winter-time, were consecrated to the god, W odan.80

And a typical poem, one o f many worshipping the sun which are to be 
found in the pages o f  the Monist League journals, went in part as 
follows:

Goldene Sonne, des unendlichen Weltalls strahlendes Herz!
Gliihend erstehst du aus der dunkeln Nacht.

D u liessest den Menschen werden, du liessest ihm wachsen!
Seinen Geist weckest du; Freude schufest du ihm. . . .
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Ach, was ware ohne dich, was auf Erden ist?

(Golden sun, radiant heart o f  the infinite cosm os!
Glowing, thou arisest out o f  the dark night.

Thou hast allowed man to be bom , thou hast permitted him to gro w !
Thou has awakened his spirit; thou hast created jo y  for him. . .  .

Oh, what would that which is on earth be without you?)81

(translated by Daniel Gasman)

But for the Volkists, the sun symbolized more than the life force 
which the early pagan rituals celebrate, and more than the yearning, 
in that damp and foggy northern climate, for warmth and light, which 
the early rituals no doubt also expressed. The sun now symbolized in 
addition the reawakening o f  a new national life and communication 
with the spiritual and energetic center o f the cosmos. Thus, for example, 
in Volkish painting the sun was a constantly present symbol o f  purity 
and in countless pictures and drawings created especially for the German 
youth movement, the rays o f the sun were seen as enveloping physically 
perfect blond Aryan specimens.
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The Monists mixed all these symbols o f the sun and German pagan 
religion together with pledges o f  loyalty to the national regeneration 
o f  Germany. For example, in July, 1913, it was reported in one o f the 
accounts o f  the activities o f  the League that the Breslau branch o f die 
organization had celebrated the summer solstice in customary fashion 
by marching out into the countryside. In the speech which one o f the 
speakers delivered, nature and sun were lauded, and then the speaker 
linked these symbols to the theme o f the reawakening o f Germany. 
He cried out:

Only when we stand for you Oh Volk true in battle and in death, when we seek 
only you in the strong roots o f  our moral force, can the humanity which is in us 
blossom forth to its fullest. Our personality stems from mankind and our indivi­
duality from the Volk.82

It may be said that in the Monist mind emotional appreciation and 
religious involvement with nature was linked, in an essential way, to 
artistic creativity. Very much like the famous Volkish author o f 
Rembrandt als Erzieher, Julius Langbehn,83 the Monists were interested 
in transforming the Germans into artists. They believed that artistic 
activity was religious activity and that it could provide one more link 
to the soil and to the natural landscape o f Germany.84 In their minds 
painting was a religious experience. For the Monists, artistic-religious 
sensitivity did not mean unlimited freedom o f imagination and crea­
tion. The artist, they believed, would have to be bound by the dictates 
o f  nature and natural law. Moreover, he would have to immerse him­
self in nature, become one with the object, therefore proceeding in a 
manner that was parallel to that recommended by Theodor Lipps, die 
main theoretician in Germany o f the concept o f  Einfuhlung, suggesting 
the idealistic belief that the artist in a mysterious way, becomes part 
o f  the contemplated natural model. Their naturalism, in other words, 
was not to be the product o f  detached observation, but was to emerge 
from a kind o f  mystical empathy with nature which was felt to be 
alive.85

It was Haeckel, once again, who first raised the cry among the 
Monists for the deliberate cultivation o f  artistic expression as a means 
for the veneration o f  nature. Before becoming a zoologist and a
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naturalist, Haeckel had been an artist, and had in fact at one time 
seriously considered painting as a full-time profession. Throughout 
his life he remained an indefatigable artist and devoted considerable 
time to sketching and to painting. In his scientific work, wherever 
possible, he made use o f  his artistic talents. His drawings, primarily o f  
lower forms o f  organisms, reflect an enormous enthusiasm for art, and 
in the course o f  his life it has been estimated that Haeckel actually 
executed the impressive number o f  more than fourteen hundred land­
scapes, and eight hundred water colors, not to mention numerous 
drawings and oil paintings.86

For Haeckel, nature was, as we might expect, the source o f  artistic 
inspiration and the rationale o f  artistic achievement because he sensed 
in it the creative demiurge. One admirer recalled his ecstatic reaction 
to the spectacle o f  nature: ‘I have never seen a person who could 
become so speechlessly enraptured while viewing a sunset as he. If he 
has observed a Radiolar through the microscope his entire countenance 
shines with happiness/87 For Haeckel there was no distinction between 
the beautiful in nature and the beautiful in art. There was in effect only 
one beauty, that o f  nature. N ot surprisingly, therefore, in the Weltratsel, 
Haeckel proposed the introduction o f artistic training into the Monist 
educational curriculum. Observation o f  nature and artistic study based 
upon it, he contended, would draw the student away from the harmful 
otherworldly aspirations o f  Christianity. Painting was to become a 
form o f religious worship, through the depiction o f  appearances and 
through the revelation o f  the profundity o f  nature. ‘Every pupil must 
be taught to draw well, and from nature; and, wherever possible, the 
use o f  water colors. The execution o f  drawing and o f  water color 
sketches from nature (of flowers, animals, landscapes, clouds, etc.) not 
only excites interest in nature and helps memory to enjoy objects, but 
it gives the pupil his first lesson in seeing correctly what he has seen/88 
Haeckel, insisting that art be linked to the real world admitted the need 
for some ‘artistic freedom in the individual treatment and effective 
composition o f the whole picture/ but at the same time demanded the 
‘conscientious adherence to nature in the reproduction o f details/ He 
believed that for a ‘perfect picture’ what was needed was the ‘synthetic 
and subjective glance o f  the artist’ as well as the ‘analytic and objective 
eye o f the naturalist.’89
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Very probably, Haeckel's curriculum stressed the need for concen­
trating on water color painting because the technique required rapid, 
spontaneous, execution; in this way the spiritual union with nature 
could be best attained. Thus, water color painting would allow the 
artist to capture nature, empathetically, to immediately reach its spiritual 
essence with a minimum o f  the rational interposition encouraged by 
the more elaborate medium o f  oil. B y  stressing the need to use water 
colors Haeckel was, in other words, insisting that any rendering o f 
nature had to be a spontaneous and direct reflection o f  its Geist. For him, 
art was to be a mirror o f  the external world and a sympathetic echo o f  
its soul. A  natural landscape especially, he felt, rendered in water color, 
would most forcefully bring to expression the artistic structure o f 
nature itself and would link the artist most clearly to his natural German 
landscape, and would arouse his religious sensitivity.

Haeckel’s followers were as enthusiastic about his artistic opinions 
as they were about his other formulations o f Monist belief and doctrine. 
‘W e Monists must become artists’90 was a statement to be found fre­
quently in Monist literature. Like Haeckel, the Monists insisted on the 
innate artistic creativity o f  nature which, they believed, provided the 
sole material subject matter for art, and especially religious art. ‘The 
artistic drive,’ they wrote, ‘which is peculiar to all o f nature, is alive in 
every cell’91 and following Haeckel, they insisted that the ‘laws o f art 
are basically natural laws.’92 W ith Haeckel, they also pleaded for the 
introduction and practice o f landscape painting. ‘From the insight,’ 
they wrote, ‘that all o f  nature is animated, it can be accepted that the 
landscape is o f  great importance. Escape into landscape has become a 
necessity in art.’93

In 1899, the same year in which the Weltrdtsel appeared, Haeckel also 
published another work which was very influential and highly regarded 
among his followers. It was called Kunstformen der Natur and was a 
collection o f large colored plates o f  cell life, plants, sea organisms, and 
animals. The Monists believed that the elements o f  all art forms were 
to be found in the study o f  these plates and the book was therefore read 
and pondered by the Monists with the utmost dedication and serious­
ness. On the surface, the plates are mainly technical illustrations fea­
turing attractive ornamental designs and patterns composed o f detailed, 
precise, and conventional renderings o f botanical and zoological forms.
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Yet, they are not quite objectively rendered and the information they 
are supposed to convey is hardly neutral. Their ornamental lay-out 
and hypertrophied patterning, and the fantastic and bizarre look o f  the 
unfamiliar flora and fauna, transform them in the direction o f dis­
quieting, even nightmarish representations that seem to be related to 
the type o f  naturalistic mysticism which can be observed in late 
nineteenth-century Art Nouveau and symbolist artists like Obrist 
and Redon.94 (See Plate III.) On the surface, therefore, Haeckel, 
in Kunstformen der Natur was simply the objective, scientific, portrayer 
o f  nature. But the essential strangeness o f  the plates reveal a mystical, 
decadent, and demonic vision o f  nature. All this notwithstanding, 
Kunstformen der Natur became for the Monists a kind o f  illustrated 
prayer-book o f  nature and a breviary for the natural forms o f  art.

As novel and interesting as the Monists’ project o f  transforming the 
Germans into artists in order to heighten their religious sensitivity may 
have been, their conception o f  art and specifically o f  style was at heart 
deeply conservative and completely divorced from the revolutionary 
artistic trends o f  late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European 
painting and aesthetics.95 Haeckel’s formulation o f art in the Weltrdtsel 
and in his Kunstformen der Natur revealed an eclectic-retardataire 
approach to art. Thus, on the one hand, the theory o f  art put forward 
in the Weltrdtsel and as illustrated in Haeckel’s many watercolors is 
firmly rooted in the romantic tradition o f  nineteenth-century landscape 
painting which included a naturalistic concern. On the other hand, 
certain o f his watercolors and the illustrations for Kunstformen der Natur, 
where the element o f  naturalism is also preeminent, have, as we have 
already noted, much in common with contemporary idealistic trends 
o f  symbolism and o f  Art Nouveau. And thirdly, on the whole, his art 
and above all else his stylistic orientation depended largely on reac­
tionary nineteenth-century academic-naturalistic art and stylistic 
methods which harked back to the Renaissance and to Aristotle’s 
theory o f  mimesis.96 In this way it diverged from the advanced 
tendencies o f romanticism, symbolism, and Art Nouveau. While the 
avant-garde o f romanticism and even more so that o f  the later symbol­
ism and o f  Art Nouveau (a number o f  Art Nouveau artists were initially 
influenced by Haeckel’s zoological drawings)97 attempted to liberate 
style from its attachment to appearances, Haeckel remained— consistent
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with his entire Weltanschauung— conservative, in that he clung to aca­
demic tenets preaching the subordination o f  art to nature and o f 
stylistic elements to the visible. Haeckel, despite his yearning for the 
world-soul, remained imprisoned by the surface appearances o f  nature 
and never allowed himself to advance in the direction o f  abstract 
painting. In contrast to him, for example, the Art Nouveau leader, 
Henry van de Velde, who in fact had some passing association with the 
Monist League, in precisely 1899, the year that Haeckel published his 
Ktmstformen der Natur, defended the self-sufficiency and expressiveness 
o f stylistic devices and pointed out as one art historian has noted that 
abstract ‘line derives force from the creator’— rather than from the 
phenomenal world— ‘and communicates its energy to the spectator.’98 
B y the turn o f  the century, in contrast to Haeckel’s anachronistic 
inclinations in art, the post-impressionist works o f  Seurat, Cezanne, 
Van Gogh, and Gauguin which were already widely known by the 
Germans and to a large extent German art itself were both gradually 
conforming to the revolutionary axiom o f Maurice Denis, the spokes­
man for the new art, who, as early as 1890, gave expression to the idea 
o f the emancipation o f  art from nature. ‘Remember,’ Denis wrote, 
‘that painting. . .  is essentially a plane surface covered with colors 
assembled in a certain order.’99 Thus, for those caught up by the newer 
trends in Germany or elsewhere, it was the artist, and not nature, who 
was the source o f the new world o f autonomous and expressive lines, 
forms, and colors.

It is therefore quite clear that, as opposed to the Monists, the most 
advanced European and German aesthetics and art, especially expres­
sionism from the beginning o f  the twentieth century, was basically 
anti-naturalistic. Its tenor was irrevocably revealed by Kandinsky, the 
spokesman o f  the Munich and European avant-garde, in his famous 
‘On the Spiritual in Art’ 100 written in 1910, where he definitely rejected 
naturalism and preached the gospel o f abstract art, which is the very 
antithesis o f die conservative Monist approach.

Thus, despite his own idealistic proclivities, and despite the birth o f 
modem art, Haeckel rather obstinately continued to insist on both the 
submission o f artistic forms and religious emotion to the demands o f 
nature. He did not yield to die new efforts to free the artist and his 
imagination from the restraints which were imposed upon him by
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nature and reality. In this spirit, symptomatically foreshadowing the 
famous Nazi exhibition oi'entartete Kunst’101 in 1937, his followers, the 
Monists, wrote that all o f  modem art, including abstract art, was 
‘decadent art.’102 This could hardly have been otherwise since in Nazi 
art the romantic, symbolistic, and naturalistic ingredients, which were 
central to the art o f  Haeckel and the Monists, played a decisive role, 
and one may see an uninterrupted line o f  development from one to the 
other, still another link between Haeckel, Monism, and Nazism. For 
the Monists, as for the Nazis, modem ‘decadent art’ could have place 
neither in their culture nor in their religion o f  nature. They insisted 
that one must regard the latest trends in art as one would an ‘unfruitful 
or degenerate plant.’103 Art could not and should not attempt to 
transcend nature. ‘It will be clear,’ a Monist wrote, ‘that in every material 
there slumbers a regular beauty which must not be killed by the artist, 
but awakened’104— and the contributions o f  modem art were to be 
rejected.

In conclusion, therefore, to repeat once again: Haeckel’s naturalism 
was not that o f  Courbet or Menzel, or o f  the Impressionists, based 
upon materialistic and scientific assumptions. Rather, it was a deceptive 
surface naturalism, which, consonant with Haeckel’s general position 
had, ingrained within itself the fantastic, the bizarre, mysticism, and 
idealism. Deep down, his naturalism, like that o f  the Nazis later on, 
was imbued with romantic and symbolistic mysticism. Despite 
Haeckel’s insistence on objectivity and ‘seeing,’ and despite his in­
hibited, precise, and academic-naturalistic style, his watercolors and 
his purported scientific drawings are much more akin to Moreau’s 
transcendental aspirations and belief in the reality o f  the ‘unseen,’105 
and actually recall more o f Redon’s brand o f  mysticism and his realism 
o f  the ‘invisible,’106 than they do the materialistically founded realism 
and impressionism o f  Courbet, Menzel, Monet, or Liebermann.107 
(See Plate IV)

In the Monist religious program, therefore, neither Christian other­
worldly art, nor modem anti-naturalistic or frankly abstract art could 
serve their purpose. For them ‘art could become religion’10* only by 
drawing its sustenance from this world and from the ‘eternal laws o f  
life.’109 It was only through naturalism— as tinted with mysticism as
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it was in their view— that the Monists believed that religion, life, and 
art, could become one.
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Chapter Four

Monism, the Corporative State 
and Eugenics

T
he modem theory o f  the totalitarian fascist state was adumbrated by 
the political and social ideology advanced by Haeckel and his 

followers. Its major assumptions and proposals were in all important 
respects identical with the political and social program o f later twentieth- 
century National Socialism. It was, in fact, the unique political con­
tribution o f  the Haeckelian Monists to bring together for the first time 
into one unified theory, under the auspices o f  science, the idea o f  the 
organically constituted corporative and racial state, o f authoritarian 
state power, and o f  eugenics as a means o f strengthening the political 
and social structure o f Germany.1

As in most areas o f Monist policy and belief it was Haeckel once 
again who set down the broad principles upon which his followers 
were able to elaborate a more complete program o f social and political 
action. In an important and influential address, ‘Ueber Arbeitstheilung 
in Natur- und Menschenleben,’2 delivered in Berlin in December o f 
1868, and in his Naturliche Schopfungsgeschichtey published in the same 
year, Haeckel provided the theoretical basis for the Monist political 
program. A  society's level o f  culture, he argued, stood in direct relation 
to the extent o f  the division o f labor in society. Primitive societies 
were characterized by little division o f  labor, but in modem, advanced 
civilization there was a steadily increasing ‘differentiation’ o f  tasks.3 
In fact, the enormous productivity and diversity o f  modem life could 
be traced to the division o f labor itself. In the organization o f  society 
men fell naturally into their various occupations, classes, and estates. 
Their abilities determined their social rank and, given the free operation
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o f  natural laws, the actual place a man held in society was a true reflec­
tion o f  his talents. ‘It is natural and necessary that the progressive division 
o f  labor constantly furthers mankind, and urges every individual 
branch o f  human activity into new discoveries and improvements. 
Thus progress itself universally depends on differentiation.’4

Clearly, Haeckel’s strong defense and glorification o f the division o f 
labor was, in reality, an attack on both bourgeois liberal and socialist 
conceptions o f society. His position implied opposition to the egalitarian 
individualism o f the ideology o f  the French Revolution and to the 
Marxian theory o f class conflict. Since men, according to Haeckel, 
were unequal, it appeared to him to be natural for them to participate 
in society only to the extent o f their abilities and to carry out their 
work in a cooperative and harmonious way for the benefit o f the 
entire community. In place o f individual and natural rights and the 
competition and movement o f free and equal individuals, Haeckel 
stressed the importance o f  the bonds o f community and the mutual 
obligation o f every individual to society.5 In the same way, he wrote, 
in which the ‘old Golden Rule o f  morals’ has characterized ‘narrow 
personabrelations/so too should it become the ‘norm within the state’ 
and ‘guide the conduct o f  the different social classes to each other.’6 
For Haeckel, therefore, the division o f labor was an accurate reflection 
o f  the veritable inequality o f all men; at the same time, it was the 
measure o f  their integration into an organically constituted society. 
‘The biologic (sic!) relation o f the cells to the tissues and organs’ o f 
lower organisms is the ‘same as that which exists among the higher 
animals between the individuals and the community o f  which they 
are component parts. Each cell, though autonomous, is subordinated 
to the body as a whole; in the same way in the societies o f bees, ants, 
and termites, in the vertebrate herds and the human state, each in­
dividual is subordinate to the social body o f  which he is a member.’7 

Thus, in the development o f their social and political program many 
o f  the significant followers o f Haeckel in the Monist League made a 
determined effort to reject outright all liberal and democratic political 
ideologies.8 At a time when democracy and parliamentary government 
were increasingly gaining acceptance as a solution for the political and 
social problems o f industrially advanced Western European societies, 
the Haeckelian Monists launched a systematic attack upon the doctrines

M O N I S M ,  T H E  C O R P O R A T I V E  S T A T E  A N D  E U G E N I C S

83



o f  democratic liberalism. To a large extent the tone o f the argument 
was set by the Vice President o f  the Monist League, Dr. Johannes 
Unold, who, in a number o f books and in the pages o f  the journals o f 
the League, warned that all o f  the ‘democratic illusions/9 o f the past 
had to be dispelled. ‘In place/ he wrote, ‘o f the natural right fiction o f 
free and equal individuals/ one had to recognize the ‘true nature o f 
man/10 Men were not only social animals but ‘predatory* ones as well 
and within society there was to be found a ‘natural inequality o f dif­
ferently talented personalities/11 Monism, therefore, could not allow 
itself to be ‘deluded* by the ‘phrases and illusions’12 o f  liberalism. The 
‘sharp sense o f  reality*13 which Monism possessed revealed the limita­
tions o f  liberal democracy. ‘Brutal reality has awakened us from the 
pretty dreams o f  good, free, equal, and happy people.*14 Rightly 
considered, reality demonstrates that ‘unlimited freedom leads to . . .  a 
lack o f  regard for the minority and the progressive deterioration o f the 
majority/15

This sweeping criticism o f democracy and liberalism was not confined 
to the writings o f  Dr. Unold. Professor Heinrich Ziegler, for example, 
a co-founder o f  the Monist League, and for a time a colleague o f 
Haeckel, also considered liberalism, equality, and democracy harmful 
philosophies o f political organization. ‘Many sociologists/ Ziegler 
wrote, ‘proceed from the idea that men are equal by nature. 
But day to day experience shows that the doctrine o f  the equality o f 
men is not correct.*16 The idea o f  human equality was an erroneous 
theory o f the Enlightenment philosophers and unfortunately, Ziegler 
lamented, ‘this false theory is still in operation in our own time.*17 
There were, he felt, ‘far-reaching differences* between men, and there­
fore political thinking had to be aware o f  them.18 Political theory had 
to recognize that ‘social inequality stands in intimate relation with 
natural inequality.’19

In their program for political organization, therefore, and since men 
were naturally unequal, the Haeckelian Monists attacked the democratic 
franchise. In language and concepts that recalled earlier nineteenth- 
century conservative polemics against democracy, they insisted that 
government elected by simple majority vote was ‘monstrous/20 They 
complained that in a democracy the ‘youngest/ the most ‘inexperienced* 
and the ‘poorest* have power.21 Where an equal franchise exists the
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masses are bound to select their representatives unwisely.22 4 W on’t they,' 
Dr. Unold cautioned, ‘give their approval to those who charm by their 
eloquence and win over the masses by promises?’23 The familiar 
conservative fear was expressed that government by the masses would 
lead to the triumph o f mediocrity. Democracy, it was felt, inevitably 
led to the ‘exploitation o f quality by quantity, the best by the majority, 
the fit and the conscientious by the unfit and the frivolous, the expert 
by the inexpert, the prudent by the covetous.’24 Democracy denied 
the creative talents o f  the elite who were necessarily small in number. 
It disregarded ‘all differences o f understanding and endowment’ and 
mistakenly believed that ‘every voter possesses so much insight that he 
can judge the most important affairs o f state and so much common 
sense that he will be inclined to pay attention only to the common 
good.’25 The truth o f the matter is, it was contended, that any demo­
cratic franchise would submerge those few individuals who really did 
possess greater intelligence and greater understanding o f political 
problems.26

For Haeckelian Monism, democracy had to fail because o f the basic 
irresponsibility o f  the masses, who, it was insisted, are more conscious 
o f their physical needs than o f higher and more desirable spiritual 
matters.27 The masses are lazy and are ‘always finding’ their ‘greatest 
happiness in the least amount o f work and in the most amount o f 
enjoyment.’28 They are incapable o f independent and responsible politi­
cal judgment and generally ‘listen more readily to promises and flattery 
than to proposals which demand difficult performance o f  duty, self- 
discipline, renunciation o f  present pleasures in favor o f  the future, and 
respect for others and for the whole [of society].’29 In addition, those 
who are elected by equal franchise will support their own political 
parties before they will see fit to support the nation as a whole. An 
equal democratic franchise will ‘never bring significant men into 
parliament.’ Under it there can be ‘no security that the representatives 
will possess the insight and the knowledge which is necessary forjudg­
ing the sometimes really difficult questions o f  internal or foreign 
politics.’ Under an equal francliise representatives will be elected who 
will possess ‘no common sense’ and ‘no interest in the success o f  the 
state.’ In fact there is no guarantee that an equal franchise will prevent 
‘opponents or traitors to the state from entering parliament.’30 Under.
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an equal franchise it was only the temper and the mood o f  the masses 
which controlled parliament. The masses ‘think only o f their personal 
advantage and not o f the far-off future and so there would always be 
the danger that in the pursuit o f  their closest interests— real or 
imagined— they would neglect to consider the good o f  the state/31 
The only conclusion which could be reached therefore was that demo­
cracy and mass rule would result in the complete and final deterioration 
o f  society. Democracy, these right-wing Monists felt, was the major 
political danger for Germany.

The Monists suggested that the franchise had to be arranged so 
that those who possessed greater ‘intelligence’ would have a better 
chance o f determining the outcome o f an election: i.e., the propertied 
elements o f  society and the professional classes, As Professor Ziegler 
pointed out, on the whole, the possessing classes not only had more 
intelligence but also paid higher taxes and, therefore, had a much 
better and superior understanding o f  the needs o f the state. The repre­
sentatives that they elect, he wrote, will inevitably reflect that intel­
ligence and concern. And Dr. Unold queried: ‘W hat person o f political 
or historical experience does not find it highly unreasonable and quite 
harmful . . . where voting is by simple count that the opinion o f  a 
twenty-six-year-old laborer can mean as much as that o f  a sixty-year- 
old owner o f a factory or that o f a tradesman?’32 Was it not rather clear 
that the equal franchise was unreasonable in that it ‘restrained and 
excluded’ the political power o f the ‘educated and the property-owning 
bourgeoisie, the middle class, which was the true backbone o f every 
state?’33 Is this not most obvious in the large industrial cities? There, 
the working class ‘robs’34 all the other groups o f  political influence. ‘W ho 
can justifiably explain that cities like Munich, Niimberg, and Stuttgart 
should be represented exclusively by members o f the workers party? 
Or who will sanction and who will maintain that it is correct that 
Social Democratic representatives who are elected by the immigrant 
working classes should be the true representatives o f  our Hansa 
cities?’35

As an alternative to democratic liberalism, a number o f leading 
Monists proposed the creation o f a corporative state.36 They saw in the 
corporative state a non-liberal and non-democratic form o f social
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organization which would guarantee at the same time social and 
economic stability, harmony between the classes, and national solidarity. 
Society, they contended, as before, was much more than a simple 
agglomeration o f isolated and atomized individuals. In terms that 
were once again reminiscent o f earlier nineteenth-century political 
conservatism, the Monists spoke o f the organic nature o f society and o f 
the mutual interaction and reliance o f its various parts on each other. 
‘What we desire and what we need/ Dr. Unold wrote, ‘ is neither mass 
nor class domination, but a forceful, well-ordered, and unified state/37 

Monist hankering after the corporative state was not particularly 
original, but rather reflected an ideological tradition which had been 
well-established in nineteenth-century German intellectual history. A 
desire to harness effectively the economic, social, and natural resources 
o f  the Reich behind a powerful centralized state and a hierarchically 
organized society was expressed as early as 1800 in Fichte’s Closed 
Commercial State, as well as in Friedrich List’s National System of Political 
Economy (1841), and in Ferdinand Lassalle’s advocacy o f state socialism. 
And during the first decades o f  this century, before the rise o f Nazism, 
corporatism often reflected middle class fears o f  the power o f big 
business, on the one hand, and Marxian socialism, on the other. 
Attempting to shield the middle class from the pressures and dislocations 
o f  modem industrial society, corporative theoreticians advocated a 
freezing o f  the class structure o f  Germany— a form o f society which 
would protect and shelter the various social classes in their respective 
economic niches. Thus, while not entirely new, the Monist position on 
corporatism was a restatement in para-scientific terms o f a political and 
social program for Germany which had threatened to become mori­
bund. It was the Haeckelian Monists, together with other social 
theorists like Othmar Spann, Oswald Spengler, and Moeller van den 
Bruck, who helped rescue the ideal o f corporatism for the modem 
industrial and scientific era in Germany. And although corporatism was 
ultimately rejected by the Nazis, it did influence the formation o f 
their ideology. And indeed, corporatism in its Monist form, was often 
closer to the spirit o f  National Socialism, than that o f Spann, Spengler, 
or Bruck, both because o f its ready acceptance o f racism and its 
willingness to sanction the predominance o f the state in all economic as 
well as in all political matters.38
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In the new state, as the Monist corporative theoreticians envisioned 
it, each individual would belong to an occupational or professional 
corporation. Natural ability would determine occupation, social 
standing, and rank. In this way a structured and hierarchically ordered 
society would be created. Each individual would be truly integrated 
into society and would perform his allotted economic task according to 
the laws o f  the division o f labor in the framework o f his vocational 
group. The structure o f  the new society would be shaped by the 
principle that ‘diversity stands higher than equality* and that ‘diff- 
ferentiation is higher than unity.*39

Neither social equality nor economic equality would be possible or 
desirable in the corporative state. The Monists denounced economic 
equality as one more destructive consequence o f  radical liberalism and 
its offshoot, socialism. Compensation, they argued, would be given 
only relative to the amount o f  work actually done and in terms o f  its 
value for the existence and well-being o f the entire community.40 
Furthermore, work would be compulsory and would not be left to the 
‘good will o f individual people.* Reality, it was argued, amply demon­
strated that people respond only to differential rewards. Where 
equality o f  compensation exists no labor is ever performed, and there­
fore, ‘all attempts to establish and justify human equality are shattered 
by this psychological necessity.’41 In the corporative state the obligation 
o f  labor and different compensation for varied abilities would become 
social ideals.

But perhaps most significantly, there existed in Haeckelian Monist 
thinking, as in all later fascist thought, the supposition that corporatism 
would transform the political life o f  the nation. For years Haeckel had 
complained about divisiveness in German life which he believed had 
been brought on by the existence o f diverse political parties. During 
Bismarck’s visit to Jena in 1892, for example, Haeckel proposed the 
creation o f  a ‘national party* which he said must ‘turn its back on the 
petty squabbles* o f  the various political factions. All groups which 
urged the ‘undermining o f the federal constitution*— and he singled 
out Catholics, Poles, Guelphs, radical freethinkers, and Social Demo­
crats— * were to be excluded from the new party o f national unity42 
Echoing Haeckel, therefore, the Monists asserted that under ordinary
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parliamentary government political parties had only played a quarrel­
some and destructive role, while political creativity had been the 
achievement o f a small elite. Dr. Unold, for example, pointed out that 
under liberalism ‘all the “ principal parties”— apart from a few far- 
seeing, right-thinking, patriotic individuals— have made it especially 
difficult, if  they have not completely thwarted, the political, spiritual, 
and moral evolution o f  our nation toward greater political maturity/43 
Therefore, the main reason for the establishment o f the corporative 
state would be to end, once and for all, the disruptive and destructive 
character o f politics which was inevitable under individualistic liberal­
ism.

The Monists assumed that the corporative state would be more truly 
representative o f the needs and interests o f individuals because the 
focus o f the new society would be economic rather than political. The 
individual would give up his political interests in favor o f economic 
matters, and political parties would be absorbed by and would disappear 
into the occupational and professional corporations. Men would then 
see themselves primarily as producers in an integrated society and 
would no longer be atomized individuals fighting for political expres­
sion. In this way the anarchy and confusion o f parliamentary democracy 
would be overcome. Because each corporate group was vital for the 
maintenance o f  society no group would be able to supplant or dominate 
another group. There would be mutual harmony and all would work 
for the common good o f  the state. The corporations will ‘think o f 
themselves much more as part o f the whole, and will learn to pay 
attention to the legitimate interests o f other social groups/ Politics 
would in other words, become a matter for discussion between non­
competing groups o f  mutually beneficial economic interests. And 
‘since it will no longer be a question o f  winning a majority, or o f 
plundering political power, so too will the so-called “ election battles” 
lose their bitterness and mendaciousness/ Instead o f  choosing between 
competing candidates an election would send to the government a 
‘fit (tuchtig) and understanding* representative o f  his vocational group. 
Debate in parliament would no longer be waged acrimoniously over 
remotely abstract issues but would ‘assume a much more correct and 
concrete character, since even though every group will emphasize its 
own vocational interests, nonetheless, in order to win the votes oL
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others it will become accustomed to proceed with moderation.’44 
Once liberated from political dissension the state will function more 

smoothly. With corporative representation the government will be 
able to ‘learn in a much more basic and essential way what the needs 
and interests o f single economic groups are, rather than, for example, 
when representatives o f  the Center Party suddenly intervene on behalf 
o f  the artisans, the farmers, or the factory workers, or when Social 
Democracy surrenders the interests o f  its electorate to its political 
principles.’45 In the ‘advanced evolutionary state’ political differences 
will iron themselves out and politics will ‘be directed along quieter, 
energy-conserving paths.’46 Each vocational group will learn the 
principle o f  cooperation and will ‘carry on only as part o f  the people 
as a whole.’ In the corporative state ‘there can be neither class nor mass 
domination, nor oppression o f  quality by quantity.’47 

A t the apex o f  the corporative structure the Monists envisaged a 
strong state power which would be controlled by a group o f biologi­
cally elite individuals. Its main function would be to exercise tight 
regulatory control over society. Professor Ziegler pointed out that 
‘whatever great and significant things have been done in the history o f  
mankind, have happened by the interaction o f  many people under a 
unified leadership.’48 But the Monists felt that that leadership might 
not arise i f  the proper biological conditions were not maintained.

Thus, along with their fear o f  democaratic egalitarianism and 
liberalism the Monists were also haunted by the dread o f  the biological 
deterioration o f Germany. Throughout all o f  their writings there was 
always the sense o f  time running out, an acceptance o f the reality o f 
biological decay which they believed was tragically undermining the 
health and vitality o f  the German people. The Monists believed, 
quite seriously, that each nation and racial group possessed a unique 
fund o f  hereditary qualities, the nature o f which determined their 
survival and prosperity. As Dr. Wilhelm Schallmayer, a leading mem­
ber o f  the Monist League and one o f Germany’s foremost pioneers in 
eugenics, maintained, the cultural and social superstructure o f a nation 
was determined not primarily by social and economic forces but by 
the condition o f  the germ plasm o f  its members.49 W ith the threat o f 
Germany’s imminent biological deterioration in mind, Dr. Schallmayer 
pointed out that nations and civilizations have declined in the past
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solely because they did not know how to avoid biological decay.50 
The Monists insisted that in human life the organic absolutely deter­
mined and had precedence over the cultural. Dr. Schallmayer warned 
the Germans that any politics which misused and misapplied the 
hereditary resources o f a nation was bad politics and had to be com­
batted.51 For him, and for most o f  the Monists the main task o f the 
state was to insure the survival and reproduction o f  only the biologi­
cally fittest individuals.52 Society, they urged, had to recognize that 
biology alone held the key to the rise and fall o f  civilizations and races, 
and that as long as a nation practiced correct biological selection it 
need never succumb in the struggle for existence.53

In this matter once again it was Haeckel who furnished the theoretical 
impetus and framework from which and within which his followers 
and disciples were able to develop a more complete program o f 
eugenics. Successful politics, according to Haeckel, was in reality noth­
ing more than applied biology, and he liked to evoke the memory o f  
the ancient Spartans, who, he maintained, were strong solely because 
they practiced biological selection. The most ‘remarkable' aspect o f  
Spartan history, Haeckel wrote, was their ‘obedience to a special law’ 
whereby ‘all newly-born children were subject to careful examination 
or selection.' Then, those children who were ‘weak, sickly, or affected 
with any bodily infirmity were killed.’ It was only the ‘perfectly 
healthy and strong children [who] were allowed to live, and they 
alone afterwards propagated the race.’ In this way the Spartans were 
‘not only continually in excellent strength and vigor,’ but they also 
perfected their bodies and increased their strength with every genera­
tion.54 Haeckel concluded, therefore, that the ‘destruction o f abnormal 
new-born infants’ could not be ‘rationally’ classified as ‘murder’ as is 
‘done in modem legal works.’ One should regard it rather, he wrote, 
as a ‘practice o f advantage both to the infants destroyed and to the 
community.’ Haeckel, therefore, advised the Germans to emulate the 
example o f the ancient Spartans. Was it not, he argued, only a ‘tradi­
tional dogma’ that life had to be sustained under all circumstances.55

The Monists themselves were well aware o f Haeckel’s early contri­
butions to the science o f eugenics and were especially struck by his 
conception o f  the role which the state had to play in the proper ordering 
o f  biological selection. Dr. Schallmayer, commemorating the eightieth
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birthday o f Haeckel, wrote with grateful admiration that he personally 
was directed onto the path o f racial and eugenic analysis by Haeckel 
and he noted that the master ‘did not shrink’ from applying eugenics 
to the problems o f  mankind. It was Haeckel, Schallmayer pointed out, 
who taught us that the ‘knowledge o f the doctrine o f evolution should 
and must be employed in a practical way, and that above all the very 
least which we aim for is the improvement o f  our racial, social, and 
cultural conditions/56

The Monists, therefore, under the guidance o f Haeckel, sought to 
awaken the Germans to the demands o f  biology and to the danger o f  
physical decline. The arguments which they advanced in support o f 
their objectives in this matter were strongly conservative and frequently 
puritanical to the point o f  ludicrousness. The Vice-President o f  the 
Monist League, Dr. Unold, warned, for example, in a series o f feverishly 
written tracts that ‘many talented civilizations have faltered by degenera­
tion through the pursuit o f pleasure/57 And almost every Monist author 
warned o f  the dangers o f alcohol and o f  illicit sexual relations.58 
Consumption o f  alcohol, they averred, over and over again, had to be 
prohibited, and sexual activity and behavior very severely controlled. 
‘O f  what help to a people/ Dr. Unold cried out, ‘are all economic, 
technical accomplishments and progress when its members, in exorbi­
tant egotistical intoxication with life and enjoyment lose interest in the 
future o f their own nation and sentence themselves to die out and bring 
about racial suicide by underplaying physical fitness/ The pursuit o f 
pleasure, that is, the consumption o f  alcohol and involvement in illicit 
sexual relations, weakens the ‘force o f life in the coming generation and 
renders it increasingly unfit in the struggle for existence/59 And in the 
same way in which he criticized liberalism for political disruptiveness, 
so too did Dr. Unold hold it responsible for the threatening biological 
decay o f Germany. He equated liberalism with ‘libertinism’ and strongly 
objected to a philosophy which taught that ‘that which pleases is 
permissible/ Dr. Unold singled out August Bebel, the Social Demo­
cratic leader, for especially harsh criticism because o f his alleged opinion 
that sexual conduct should be left to the free choice o f the individual. 
Unold was alarmed that Bebel did not seem to be ‘aware* o f the fact 
that the ‘survival o f  nations and o f humanity itself was dependent upon 
the regulation o f  sexual needs’ and that he did not understand that
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‘uncontrolled freedom and desire will lead to impotence and deadi.’ 
Dr. Unold even found that pornography was the fruit o f  liberal 
civilization. He thus self-righteously proclaimed that ‘a person who 
takes a stand against sexually stimulating and scandalous literature 
which poisons the [minds] o f young people through the frivolous use 
o f  art, is also setting himself against liberal principles.’60 Society, 
according to him, could not be permitted to pursue the liberal goal o f 
the greatest happiness o f  the greatest number. It had rather to pursue a 
goal o f  ‘Volkstuchtigkeit,’ the greatest possible biological fitness o f the 
nation. The basis o f  all political state activity had to be ‘Die Bahn frei 

fur die tiichtigsten auf alien Gebieten.’61
T o further convince the Germans o f the need for eugenic reform, 

the Monists continually pointed to what they considered to be a 
dangerous abundance o f  biologically defective individuals in human 
society.62 For them diis was the real social problem. There existed, 
they said, a veritable army o f the feebleminded who committed most 
o f  the crimes and were guilty o f most o f the drunkenness. Thus, 
Professor Ziegler informed his readers that ‘most murderers were 
feebleminded or epileptic.’63 In addition, he wrote, low intelligence 
was the cause o f most sexual crimes; if  one investigated the general 
situation further it would be discovered that it was principally among 
the mental defectives that alcohol was consumed in excess: alcohol, 
sex, and biological inferiority mutually worked to increase the dele­
terious effect o f  each.64 As to less sensational crimes, like robbery, one 
need only be aware o f the fact, as Dr. Ziegler wrote, that criminals 
seldom need money and break the law merely for the psychological 
pleasure which crime offers, to see how dangerous defective mentalities 
can be to society. Crime for the Monists, in short, could not be traced 
exclusively to social conditions but was also a manifestation o f  heredi­
tary inborn characteristics65

Although other causes were admitted, the Monists tended to regard 
poverty, too, as a frequent result o f  feeblemindedness rather than o f 
economic or social conditions. The impoverished elements o f the lower 
classes were often assumed to be the biologically unfit, whereas 
economic success was generally taken to signify high intelligence and 
favorable hereditary characteristics. Professor Ziegler, for example, 
asserted that the feebleminded made up the ‘lowest division’ o f the-
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wage workers, were the ‘poorest paid,’ and ‘suffered’ the most from 
‘temporary unemployment.’ He asserted that individuals on the lowest 
level o f society necessarily showed a ‘deficiency in diligence and 
patience,’ were ‘untrustworthy’ and ‘dishonest’ and had a predilection 
for ‘drunkenness.’ And these less endowed people were a terrible 
burden for society to support. Since they were the sources o f most 
crime and poverty they were the ‘worry children o f the state.’ Along 
with poverty went vagrancy and beggary, forms o f social behavior 
which the Monists maintained should be regarded as crimes. Vagrants 
and beggars were ‘inferior,’ o f ‘lower intelligence.’ They were the 
alcoholics and ‘vagrancy went together with larceny.’66

As for the Monists, therefore, different social classes possessed diverse 
hereditary characteristics, and they warned that the poor were dangerous 
because they were a source o f civil unrest and opposition to the 
power o f the state. Lower-class neighborhoods were ‘hotbeds o f moral 
decay’ and ‘constant centers o f varied infectious diseases, especially 
infectious sexual sicknesses.’67 O f  course, the opposition to the state 
which was manifest in the neighborhoods o f  the poor had much to do 
with feeblemindedness and drunkenness. Professor Ziegler reported 
with scientific certainty that in seventy-six percent o f  the instances 
where action against the security o f the state was concerned, drunken­
ness was involved and hence the major culprit. It was alcohol which 
unduly awakened the passions and emotions o f  the feebleminded 
lower classes against the state.68

The conclusion was accordingly reached that all conditions which 
could harm the germ plasm o f the superior elements o f  the population 
or which furthered the reproduction o f the inferior had to be eliminated. 
Thus, the Monists raised grave objections to the modem practice and 
theory o f medicine. It was felt that individuals who were damaged by 
disease probably should not be permitted to survive and certainly not 
to reproduce.69 This attitude was taken over directly from the earliest 
writings o f  Haeckel where he had strongly objected to the keeping 
alive o f  the chronically ill. ‘The progress,’ Haeckel wrote, ‘o f  modem 
medical science, although still little able to cure diseases, yet possesses 
and practices more than it used to do the art o f  prolonging life during 
lingering, chronic diseases for many years.’70 As a result there is a real 
danger that hereditary diseases will be transmitted increasingly to
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succeeding generations. ‘Such ravaging evils as consumption, scrofula, 
syphillis, and also many forms o f mental disorders, are transmitted by 
inheritance to a great extent, and transferred by sickly parents to some 
o f  their children, or even to [all] o f their descendants.’ Medicine prac­
ticed in this way, Haeckel asserted, actually aided in the spreading o f 
disease. ‘Now, the longer the diseased parents, with medical assistance, 
can drag on their sickly existence, the more numerous are the descen­
dants who will inherit incurable evils, and the greater will be the 
number o f  individuals again, in the succeeding generations, thanks to 
that artificial “medical selection,” who will be infected by their parents 
with lingering, hereditary disease.’71 It was preferable that life affected 
by such conditions be terminated. ‘W e are not bound,’ he wrote, 
‘under all circumstances to maintain and prolong life, even when it 
becomes utterly useless.’ He complained that ‘hundreds o f thousands o f 
incurables— lunatics, lepers, people with cancer, etc.— are artificially 
kept alive . . . without the slightest profit to themselves or the general 
body.’ He suggested that the number o f insane and incurably ill was 
steadily on the increase and therefore not only was eugenic action 
necessary for the protection o f  future generations but the present 
population o f  the diseased had to be eliminated. He thus advocated the 
setting up o f a commission which would decide on matters o f  life and 
death for the ill and the deformed. Upon a decision o f  the commission 
the ‘ “ redemption from evil”  should be accomplished by a dose o f 
some painless and rapid poison.’72

Haeckel’s Monist disciples took up the cry for the scientific and 
efficient elimination o f the diseased and pressed urgently for measures 
to forestall the reproduction o f  the sick and the feeble.73 In innumer­
able lectures, pamphlets and books they urged that civilization was 
becoming much too humane. N o effort should be made, they argued, 
to keep the weak and the sick alive by artificial means. ‘Our humani- 
tarianism onesidedly considers the well-being and complaints o f  
unfortunate individuals who are alive at present and is extremely 
indifferent or blind to the suffering which they inflict by their com­
placency on the next or on later generations.’ The weak and the 
crippled should be denied rather than offered care. ‘Instead o f  always 
increasing healing and nursing asylums for the spiritually and mentally 
ill, homes for cripples, etc., it would be a more far-sighted expression o f
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humanitarianism to provide for better human selection by favorable 
measures so that such unfortunates should not be bom so frequently.*74 

But it was not only the weak and the sick that had to be eliminated 
from society. The Monists also insisted that the rather large group o f  
criminals, alcoholics, vagrants, beggars, and the very poor be either 
eliminated or permanently separated from normal society. It was 
Haeckel once again who early in his career set down the basic proposi­
tions on the maximum use o f the power o f  life and death for these 
groups o f people. Haeckel declared himself unalterably opposed to the 
elimination o f capital punishment for criminals. He wrote that ‘capital 
punishment for incorrigible and degraded criminals is not only just, but 
also a benefit to the better portions o f mankind; the same benefit is done 
by destroying luxuriant weeds, for the prosperity o f  a well-cultivated 
garden.* Defend capital punishment, Haeckel argued, and mankind 
will be incomparably better off. The undesirables would not be able 
to transmit their hereditary qualities to future generations. ‘By the 
indiscriminate destruction o f all incorrigible criminals, not only would 
the struggle for life among the better portions o f  mankind be made 
easier, but also an advantageous artificial process o f  selection would be 
set in practice, since the possibility o f  transmitting their injurious 
qualities would be taken from those degenerate outcasts.*75 

Where the elimination o f undesirables was not feasible, harsh 
punishment should be instituted to forestall crime. An accused person, 
the Monists argued, should not be allowed to plead innocence by 
reason o f  insanity or o f  other causes supposedly beyond his personal 
control. All must be held accountable for their acts, including the 
feebleminded and the mentally ill.76 ‘One has the right,* Dr. Ziegler 
wrote, ‘to punish feebleminded and abnormal personalities.* They must 
be treated as one would discipline an animal. ‘When someone maintains 
that punishment should only be carried out when one believes in free 
will, then I may inquire o f him if  he ever had a dog; i f  this is the case I 
can show him that he surely often punished the dog without asking if  
the dog had free will.* If a crime is committed, it is because ‘those 
thoughts and deliberations which should and could have held back the 
criminal from his deed were not apparent or were too ineffectual.*77 

Above all the Monists sought to refute the idea that punishment 
could improve the character o f  the criminal or that he could be
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regenerated by education. Since they viewed punishment only as a 
deterrent against crime, they strongly criticized what they considered 
to be an erroneous theory stemming from the Enlightenment which 
held that improvement in the behavior o f the criminal is possible given 
the proper corrective institution or education. Modem theories o f 
education, Professor Ziegler argued, proceed from the ‘assumption 
that the criminal will be bettered.* On the contrary, ‘all things show 
that this is not the rule.*78 Criminals will always repeat their crimes no 
matter how long they are held in prison. Once released they must by 
an inner urge commit their crimes again.79

Therefore, the penal code must pay more attention to the personality 
o f  the criminal and not worry about the nature o f  the crime itself. 
Since the criminal’s mental condition could not be altered it was 
‘hopeless to try to improve those o f  low intelligence by punishment, 
because the essence o f  low  intelligence was to be found in the failure to 
think about consequences.’80 The more desirable course o f  action 
would be to place offenders permanently out o f  the way in institutions. 
‘If one wishes, for example, to prevent a drunkard from committing 
a crime, one must place him in an asylum for drunkards or forcefully 
prevent him from drinking in some other w ay.’ And the same was 
true for other varieties o f  criminals. ‘The vagrant must be placed in an 
institution where he can be put to doing appropriate work.’ Other 
more serious criminals must be permanently isolated from society. 
‘In regard to feebleminded offenders, especially young murderers and 
arsonists, human society has the greatest interest in being lastingly 
protected from such people. The same is true for many categories o f  
moral offenders, especially those who attack children.’81

These institutions were to become permanent dwelling places for the 
undesirable segments o f  the population. ‘Such institutions could be 
built according to the plan o f  modem insane asylums and must be 
provided with farms and workshops, with schools and churches.’ To 
prevent reproduction the men and the women would be separated. 
Their lives would be free not only o f sexual relations but also o f  alcohol. 
In this way ‘all offences will be prevented which stem from temporary 
or chronic alcoholism.’82

The Monists seemed to be proposing the creation o f  a well-disciplined 
sub-culture o f  inferior beings who would be permanently removed
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from the affairs o f  normal life. It was asserted that the inmates them­
selves would appreciate the value o f their confinement. ‘For many of­
fenders a lasting internment would not be a hardship because they will 
be in better circumstances than in their constantly recurring poverty. 
Many adapt themselves so poorly in human society that they can find 
no lasting work and can live nowhere in peace. They are pursued by 
bad luck wherever they are and cannot rise from poverty by their 
own efforts/ However, in any event, the most important consequence 
o f the asylums was that the ‘reproduction o f  the offender would be 
halted/ And since the number o f  criminals will thereby be diminished, 
there will consequently occur a ‘lessening o f  court costs, prison costs, 
and expenses on behalf o f  the poor/ Society will thus be well served.83

The Monist program o f eugenics was not only concerned with the 
negative idea o f limiting the reproduction o f  undesirables; it also tried 
to encourage the upper classes to increase their numbers substantially. 
The Monists vented their full fury on all neo-Malthusian ideas which 
suggested the dangers o f over-population. Neo-Malthusian ideas, Dr. 
Ziegler wrote, are ‘thoughts which murder a nation* and ‘reach out 
like a spiritual epidemic/84 And Dr. Schallmayer warned that ‘insuf­
ficiency o f  reproduction is the commencement o f  the political downfall 
and the demise o f  a nation/ while on the other hand, ‘a plentiful 
increase in numbers is the most important condition o f the durability 
o f  a nation/85 While the normal lower classes reproduce for quantity, 
the upper classes do so for quality.86 Dr. Schallmayer pointed out that 
in fact whatever strength the Germans possessed could be traced to their 
vigorous reproductive capacities. Indeed, all o f  Europe had to be 
warned that i f  it did not take adequate steps to protect its biological 
inheritance by fruitful reproduction on a large scale, it ultimately 
would not be able to counter the population explosion o f  the Orient.87

To insure an adequate increase o f the desirable elements o f the 
population, the Monists campaigned for new marriage laws. Dr. 
Schallmayer proposed that childless couples should be required by law 
to remarry in order to carry out their basic obligation to the nation to 
have children. T o remain unmarried would be criminally illegal. ‘For 
every healthy man and every healthy woman not to marry is a shame 
and a violation o f  their obligation to the state/88 And Professor 
Ziegler criticized the practice o f late marriage among the upper classes.
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This resulted, he warned, in less time for having children. Like Dr. 
Schallmayer, he pointed out that ‘only those nations can play a great 
role in world history which have a strong capability o f increasing; 
this rests on the supposition that the women may not throw off the 
burdens which reproduction entails.’89 

Thus, the Haeckehan Monists were also critical o f  another liberal 
demand, the emancipation o f women in terms o f  simple equality 
between the sexes. To be sure, one o f the principal planks in the 
platform o f the Monist League called for the emancipation o f  women, 
but this was increasingly understood by the right-wing leadership o f  
the League, in a novel way. Conceiving their program for emancipa­
tion in biological, rather than in social terms, great emphasis was placed 
on the differences between the sexes. Emancipation, they contended, 
did not mean that women would be free to fulfill exactly the same 
social role as that o f men. ‘It is unscientific and unrealistic to view 
women only according to the ideals and goals which are appropriate to 
men.* It had to be understood, rather, that there were ‘great differences 
in the inner life o f  the two sexes.’ Women had their own special natures 
with their own ‘desires and feelings.’90 And the Haeckelian Monists 
took this to mean that women could best fulfill themselves by having 
children, by being good mothers, and by helping to maintain the 
stability o f the family so that it could serve the state well. If a woman, 
they complained, is ‘free to disregard the marriage obligations o f  
reproduction there did exist the possibility that she would desire to 
have no children at all or only one or two.’ The full emancipation o f  
women, therefore, based upon exact equality o f  the sexes, could lead 
to ‘racial death.’91 Under emancipation o f  this kind the birth rate will 
sink and the nation will die out. Women must rather recognize their 
‘moral obligation’ to society. And despite all the talk about emancipa­
tion, these Monists went even so far as to maintain that there had to be 
a return to the ‘old-fashioned’ point o f  view which held that the 
highest obligation o f  the woman was to her family and that no social 
or professional obligation could be given priority over family fife.92 
In the evolutionary state, it was prophesied, motherhood would be 
honored and glorified. Birth control would be prohibited. ‘Under 
normal conditions a great number o f children should appear as a 
stroke o f  good fortune. It will in time be recognized that only those
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nations that produce a great many children are able to expand and to 
conquer new territories.’ On the other hand, where children are not 
valued society is bound to be poor and will soon cease to exist. Thus, 
from the Monist point o f  view the ‘artificial limitation o f  the number o f  
children is surely a great evil.’93 Monism had to awaken the Germans 
to the need for ever increasing their population.

Given all o f the Monists’ rather macabre suggestions on eugenics as 
a means o f  social reform, who can fail to notice the striking similarity 
o f their proposals to the sombre reality o f the Third Reich. W e shall 
see a little further on how in fact the continuity between the Monists 
and the racial eugenicists o f  Nazi Germany can in fact be readily 
established.
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Chapter F iv e

Monism and Marxism

T he relationship o f Haeckelian Monism and Darwinism to Marxism 
and to socialism in general became a politically and ideologically 

significant issue in Germany as early as the 1860’s and i87o’s, and the 
differences between them were heatedly discussed. The relative in­
tensity o f the discussion was an indication o f  the fact that what was at 
stake was not so much the narrower biological ideas o f  Darwin or 
Haeckel or the specific economic theories o f  Marx, but rather the 
broader philosophical views o f man and history held by the Marxists 
and the Haeckelian Monists. The essential point, perhaps, which 
emerged from the entire discussion was the fact that, on the whole, 
but with notable exceptions, the Marxists were still functioning within 
the framework o f  the ethical and humanistic tradition o f  secularized 
Christianity and the ideology o f the French Revolution, and that the 
Haeckelian Monists, once again, were committed to a different frame­
work o f ideas and to the destruction o f  all o f  the values o f bourgeois 
liberalism. And yet, at the same time, Marxian radicalism, with its 
opposition to many o f  the features o f traditional culture and religion, 
its sense o f  mission and belief in the fundamental transformation o f  
society, its materialism and naturalism, often was very close to Monism. 
Indeed, despite their differences and frequent acrimonious disputes, the 
Marxists and the Monists were more similar to each other, than either 
was to the more traditionally minded liberal or conservative parties.1

Along with most other materialists o f  the middle decades o f  the 
nineteenth century both Marx and Engels and many other prominent 
Social Democrats considered themselves to be Darwinists o f  one shade

106



M O N I S M  A N D  M A R X I S M

or another. Within a few weeks o f  its publication Engels had read 
The Origin of Species and wrote to Marx about the book in December 
o f  1859. Engels praised Darwin for his theoretical triumph over teleo­
logy in the organic sciences, but at the same time also cautioned Marx 
against Darwin’s ‘clumsy’ style and apparent lack o f  sophistication in 
philosophical matters.2

The following year, Marx himself read Darwin’s book, whereupon 
he immediately accepted the theory o f natural selection as a scientific 
confirmation o f his own ideas about human history. Darwin’s theory, 
he felt, with its emphasis on struggle and evolution in the natural 
world, was the perfect complement to his own theory o f class struggle 
and historical development. Writing to Ferdinand Lassalle in January, 
1861, Marx explained that ‘Darwin’s book is very important and serves 
me as a basis in natural science for the class struggle in history.’ O f  
course, he added, echoing Engels’ comments o f the previous year, 
‘one [had] to put up with the crude English method o f development.’ 
But nonetheless, he concluded, ‘despite all deficiencies, not only is the 
death blow dealt here for the first time to “ teleology” in the natural 
sciences but their rational meaning is empirically explained.’3 And 
writing to Engels about the same time, Marx noted that The Origin 
of Species ‘is the book which contains the basis in natural history for 
our view.’4

It may be said, therefore, that Marx, at least on the surface and 
initially, seemed to sense in Darwinism the same quest after the auto­
matic and irreversible laws o f  development and evolution based upon 
struggle and conflict which had characterized his own work. In 
Darwinism, he discovered a scheme o f  development, similar to his 
own, which excluded the intervention o f both God and man. For 
Darwin, nature evolved inexorably and alone, free o f outside inter­
ference. For Marx, the course o f history was determined largely by the 
unconscious operation o f  the forces and relations o f  material produc­
tion. And even further, the idea o f  Darwinian evolution seemed to 
Marx to serve in cutting away more o f the foundations from the static 
and harmonious vision o f the world which he felt had been characteristic 
o f  the ‘bourgeois’ economists and political theorists, as well as the 
utopian socialists. Among the various socialist doctrines, Marxism had 
been unique in its studied denial o f a theory o f harmony o f interests as
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the prime force in social organization and history. And since Marxian 
economics and historical theory denied the eternal validity o f bourgeois 
society it appears to have been a relief for Marx to discover that change 
and conflict also seemed to be the fundamental characteristic o f  the 
natural world. Thus, in his famous words at Marx’s graveside in 1883, 
Engels, assessing the significance o f  Marx, said: ‘Just as Darwin dis­
covered the law o f evolution in organic nature, so Marx discovered 
the law o f  evolution in human history/5

A t the same time, however, and despite these favorable opinions 
about the significance o f  Darwin, it cannot be said that Marx ever 
seriously accepted Haeckel’s misleading extension o f Darwin’s ex­
clusively biological theory that the laws o f  nature and history were 
literally the same. But this was less true for Engels, who had assumed 
the role o f  scientific mentor to the Marxist cause, and readily accepted 
the opinions o f Haeckel on scientific and biological questions.6 T o be 
sure, Engels expressed only contempt for the quality o f Haeckel’s 
philosophical and social thought. For him, Haeckel was one o f  the 
‘bourgeois materialists,’ a thinker who had not advanced beyond crude 
eighteenth-century materialism. Thus, in his famous essay on Ludwig 
Feuerbach and his posthumously published Dialectics of Nature, Engels 
took Haeckel to task in philosophy. ‘Where does [Haeckel] get his 
materialism from?’ Engels remarked with disdain and complained that 
Haeckel did not seem to be able to distinguish between inductive and 
deductive analysis. And not failing to make use o f  an opportunity to 
mock the Professors, Engels asserted that Haeckel’s errors were to be 
expected since they were ‘characteristic o f the thinking. . .  o f  our 
natural scientists.’7

Yet, it is apparent that Engels carried over more o f  Haeckel’s evolu­
tionary philosophy and science into his version o f  Dialectical Material­
ism than he realized or would have admitted. In his philosophical works 
written during the seventies and eighties o f  the last century, Engels, in 
good Haeckelian fashion, stressed continuity between the laws o f 
nature and history and viewed the development o f  human society in 
terms o f the unconscious operation o f  the general laws o f evolution.8 
Apparently captivated by the tantalizing vision o f  Haeckelian Monism, 
Engels felt certain that in combining Marxism with science and 
Darwinism, one could readily reduce all o f nature and society to simple
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and absolutely decipherable patterns o f development. Thus he wrote: 
‘But what is true o f nature which is hereby recognized also as a his­
torical process o f  development, is likewise true o f the history o f 
society in all its branches and o f  the totality o f  all sciences which 
occupy themselves with things human (and divine)/ Like nature, 
therefore, history follows an inexorable course o f  development which 
is set down by the laws o f  evolution. And although Engels conceded 
that men have consciousness, he nonetheless concluded that this could 
not alter or transform the fundamental and predetermined course o f 
history. ‘Thus/ he wrote, ‘the conflicts o f innumerable individual wills 
and individual actions in the domain o f  history produce a state o f 
affairs entirely analogous to that prevailing in the realm o f  unconscious 
nature . . . .  Historical events thus appear on the whole to be governed 
by chance. But where on the surface accident holds sway, there actually 
it is governed by inner, hidden laws, and it is only a matter o f dis­
covering these laws/9

Despite these similarities with Haeckel, the parallel between them 
should not be overemphasized or carried too far. Admittedly, Dialec­
tical Materialism, as rigidly formulated by Engels, stressed evolution 
and determinism while at the same time underplaying the importance 
o f  man's creative social role in history, a theoretical assumption which 
had been stressed earlier in Marxian philosophy. But even granting 
this, Engels nonetheless did not maintain with Haeckel that there 
existed an absolutely literal and direct connection between the laws o f 
nature and man. Ultimately, for Marx and Engels, and despite the 
influence o f Haeckel, it was the economic forces o f  production and not 
the Haeckelian laws o f  nature which were really the decisive factors in 
human history. Like most other non-Haeckelian social Darwinists, 
Marx and Engels conceived o f  the relationship between nature and 
history only in broadly analogical terms. In addition, it should be kept 
in mind that Marx, who often departed from the economic determinism 
that is the basis for Historical Materialism, tended, especially in his 
earlier writings, to place much emphasis on the independent role o f 
human consciousness in shaping the course o f history. For him, man is 
related to nature only through the social world and the industry which 
he creates. And unlike Haeckel, who completely rejected free will, and 
Engels who appeared to deny it, Marx wrote, in a by now famous
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sentence: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various 
ways, the point, however, is to change it/10 There were also moments 
when Marx dismissed the social insights o f  Darwin himself He once 
observed, for example, in an amusingly penetrating comment, that all 
that Darwin had discovered in the natural world was bourgeois society 
writ large. ‘It is noteworthy/ he wrote to Engels, ‘how Darwin re­
discovers his English society with its division o f  labor, competition, 
the opening up o f  new markets, “ inventions,”  and the Malthusian 
“ struggle for existence,”  among the animals and plants. It is Hobbes* 
helium omnium contra omnes, and it reminds one o f  Hegel in the Pheno­
menology where bourgeois society figures “ spiritually as an animal 
kingdom/* whereas in Darwin the animal kingdom becomes bourgeois 
society/11 Implied in Marx’s shrewd observation was the understanding 
that it would be ludicrous to attempt to derive a meaningful ethic from 
the Darwinian natural world.

If Marx and Engels, therefore, appeared to accept the relationship 
between their ideas and those o f Darwin in a half-serious, half-sceptical 
way, so too did their followers in Germany attempt to bring Marxian 
social science into harmony with Darwinism, and at the same time 
paradoxically to maintain a decided difference from it. For example, 
such prominent Social Democrats as Heinrich Cunow and August 
Bebel attempted, in the pages o f the chief Marxist journal in Germany, 
Die neue Zeit, to correlate Marxism and Darwinism. And in his highly 
popular book, Die Frau und der Sozialismus, which became a standard 
handbook o f  Marxian theory, Bebel devoted much space and emphasis 
to the relationship between Marxism and Darwinism.12 Bebel, like 
Engels unable to escape the allurements o f scientific Monism, suggested 
that all o f  natural science, Darwinism, social science, and Marxism were 
really only related parts o f  one unified theoretical system o f the world. 
‘In order/ he wrote, ‘to understand the origin and evolution o f  the 
good and bad qualities o f  sexes and nations, the same methods must be 
applied and the same laws examined as those by whose help modern 
science explains the origin and evolution o f species and genera with their 
respective characteristics in the animal world. W e refer to the laws 
named Darwinian/13 And his description o f  the nature o f those laws 
sounded completely Haeckelian. ‘Man/ Bebel wrote, ‘can form no 
exception to laws which apply to all organisms in nature; he does not
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stand outside nature, but is from a physiological point o f view nothing 
more than the most highly developed animal. Unfortunately this is 
very far from being generally recognized/14

At the same time, however, reflecting the ambiguity o f the Marxist 
position in regard to Darwinism, Bebel could hardly help also pointing 
to the social and psychological differences between animals and men. 
The condition o f man, he stated, depended not only on his own physical 
attributes but also on the nature o f the prevailing economic and social 
conditions. An improvement in social conditions would also bring with 
it an improvement in the general well-being o f  the species and a mitiga­
tion o f  the harsh laws o f  nature.15 As a Marxist, Bebel viewed the goal 
o f  social development as involving the termination o f  the struggle for 
existence among men and the establishment o f  a classless society. In 
classless society men would devote their energies solely to the further 
conquest o f nature and not to fighting with one another. Socialism 
would bring about an amelioration o f the conditions o f oppression, 
exploitation, and wasteful struggle, which were the commonplace pro­
ducts o f  all class societies. Bebel, therefore, despite his statements in 
support o f the Darwinian laws, concluded his analysis o f the relation 
o f  Marxism to Darwinism by stating: ‘The Darwinian law o f the 
struggle for existence, which finds its expression in nature in the 
elimination and destruction o f lower by stronger and more highly 
developed organisms, arrives at a different consummation in the human 
world/16 For him as a Marxist, the end o f  evolutionary struggle and 
development would have to be the creation o f a perfected, egalitarian, 
and peaceful humanity. Thus, in the socialist society o f  the future as 
Bebel envisioned it man would finally be able to transcend his animal 
origins.

The attempt on the part o f  the Marxists to share in the prestige o f 
Darwinism and to bolster their own position by attaching themselves 
to it quickly drew a loud protest from Haeckel and from his followers.17 
In 1878, responding to the public charge o f Rudolf Virchow, the 
radical liberal, that Haeckelian Monism led to socialism and was, 
therefore, a dangerous doctrine,18 Haeckel angrily asserted that there 
was in fact no connection between the two philosophies.19 Replying 
to Virchow, Haeckel indignantly wrote: ‘I ask myself in surprise, 
“ What in the world has the doctrine o f  descent to do with socialism?” *
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As far as he was concerned, the ‘two theories are about as compatible 
as fire and water/ He explained that the doctrine o f evolution and 
theory o f  descent taught that the ‘equality o f  individuals which 
socialism strives after is an impossibility, that it stands, in fact, in 
irreconcilable contradiction to the inevitable inequality o f  individuals 
which actually and everywhere subsists/ The general equality which 
socialism demands is a chimera based upon a false interpretation o f  
nature. While socialism, he wrote, ‘demands equal rights, equal duties, 
equal possessions, equal enjoyments for every citizen alike/ the doctrine 
o f evolution ‘proves, in exact opposition to this, that the realization o f  
this demand is a pure impossibility, and that in the constitutionally 
organized communities o f men, as o f the lower animals, neither rights 
nor duties, neither possessions nor enjoyments have ever been equal for 
all the members alike nor ever can be/ It had to be understood, rather, 
that it was the very essence o f life to be full o f  inequalities. Thus, 
Haeckel actually found that the evolutionary doctrine was the ‘best 
antidote* to the ‘fathomless absurdity o f  extravagant socialist levelling.’ 
Darwinism was ‘anything rather than socialist! If this English hypo­
thesis is to be compared to any definite political tendency— as is, no 
doubt, possible— that tendency can only be aristocratic, certainly not 
democratic, and least o f  all socialist/ In short, the political doctrine 
implied by evolution is elitist. ‘The theory o f  selection teaches that in 
human life, as in animal and plant life everywhere, and at all times, 
only a small and chosen minority can exist and flourish, while the 
enormous majority starve and perish miserably and more or less 
prematurely. The germs o f every species o f  animal and plant and the 
young individuals which spring from them are innumerable, while 
the number o f those fortunate individuals which develop to maturity 
and actually reach their hardly-won life’s goal is out o f all proportion 
trifling.’ Repeating his oft-stated position, Haeckel declared that the 
struggle for existence is universal and eternal, and socialism could not 
bring it to an end with all o f its utopian dreams. ‘Only the picked 
minority o f  the qualified “ fittest”  is in a position to resist it successfully, 
while the great majority o f the competitors must necessarily perish 
miserably. W e may profoundly lament this tragical state o f things, but 
we can neither controvert nor alter it/ The political principle to be
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derived, therefore, from evolution is ‘aristocratic in the strictest sense 
o f the word/20

In Die Frau und der Sozialismus, Bebel sought to answer the anti- 
Marxist charges o f  Haeckel. He accused Haeckel o f  propagandizing 
and acting in support o f  the established political and social forces o f 
Germany, and o f having abandoned the ‘democratic* implications o f 
Darwinism. Bebel did not explain exactly what he meant by ‘demo­
cratic/ but he wrote that ‘it is quite natural that Prof. Haeckel . . . 
should protest energetically against the fearful accusation that Darwin­
ism plays into the hands o f  socialism/ This was simply because 
Haeckel’s position represented an unjustifiable extension o f the laws 
o f  nature to human society. Haeckel’s position, he wrote, was ‘at best 
a rude, mechanical application to humanity’ o f  Darwinism. Haeckel, 
Bebel felt, had failed to understand the difference between the uncon­
scious world o f  animals and plants, and the conscious existence o f  
human society. He had erroneously assumed that ‘because the struggle 
for existence in nature is carried on unconsciously by animals and 
organisms without knowledge o f laws, that the same thing must take 
place among men.’ Haeckel had overlooked the fact that ‘though man 
is a reflecting animal, the animal is not a reflecting man’ ; hence his 
‘false conclusions.’21

Although Haeckel continued to make brief and bitter attacks on the 
Marxists22 the actual spelling out o f the details in the ideological debate 
with them was left to his Monist followers. In 1893, Haeckel’s col­
league, the zoologist Heinrich Ziegler, published a book entitled Die 
Naturwissenschaft und die sozialdemokratische Theorie, in which he 
appraised Marxism from a Monist point o f  view. In his book, to which 
Haeckel gave his unqualified support,23 Ziegler explained that he had 
found especially disturbing the Social Democratic claim that their 
interpretation o f Darwinism accorded with scientific principles. It was 
the Monist position, rather, which was closer to nature and to science. 
It was apparent, Ziegler continued, that Bebel’s Marxist approach to 
Darwinism was utopian in content and, therefore, o f absolutely no 
practical value as a workable political doctrine. Like Haeckel, Ziegler 
repudiated Bebel’s belief in the equality o f  all men and in the possibility 
o f  creating a society free from competition and conflict. He criticized
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Bebel for believing that by changing the external conditions o f man­
kind a wholly new individual and a new human nature could be 
created. Human adaptation and resultant biological change was a slow 
process, and ‘before mankind would have gotten used to the new forms 
o f  social organization, any new society would by that time have 
collapsed.’24

In order to demonstrate historically that change among humans 
and in society took a very long time, Ziegler pointed to the experience 
o f  the French Revolution. ‘In France,’ he wrote, ‘in the course o f the 
Revolution there was great opposition to the privileges o f  the nobility 
and against “ aristocratic sentiment,”  but no one can now deny that in 
Republican France a Vicomte is regarded as standing higher than a 
bourgeois.’ Human nature, Ziegler wrote, could be altered only after 
innumerable generations had elapsed. Denying the inheritance o f  
acquired characteristics, Ziegler proposed that human heredity was 
‘hard’ and therefore that human nature could not be easily altered. 
Thus, for Ziegler, the ‘character o f  mankind considered in its natural 
constituents is yet the same as it was at the time o f  Moses or Homer.’ 
It was these irrefutable facts about human nature which had to be pre­
supposed by any political theory. ‘In relation to the establishment o f  
new political and social relationships one can only reasonably take into 
consideration the next century, and for so short a time the instinctive 
character o f  mankind will remain a constant and unchanging one.’33

It may be said that the Monists alternated between excessive admira­
tion and profound loathing for the Social Democratic movement. This 
was as true for Haeckel as it was for his followers.26 Indeed, some o f 
the Monists were in fact members o f  the Social Democratic Party, and 
all o f  the Monists admired the Party for its successful organizing 
abilities and for the political power which it had managed to obtain 
for itself. They felt themselves to be at one with Social Democracy in 
its anti-clerical activity and in its efforts to improve the condition and 
to raise the cultural niveau o f  the German working class. In other 
words, in terms o f  immediate and practical goals, Monism found much 
with which to identify in Social Democracy, and admiration for the 
Marxists was frequently voiced by members o f the League. When 
Bebel died, for example, in 1913, Das monistische Jahrhundert eulogized 
him as one o f  the greatest German leaders. Bebel was praised for having
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helped to improve the general material and intellectual level o f  the 
German proletariat, an effort which was assessed by the Monists as a 
‘patriotic attainment o f the first rank/ In an ‘age o f commerce/ they 
wrote, Bebel had successfully taught the Germans how powerful an 
idea could be and how necessary it was to cultivate an ideal. The Social 
Democratic Party and Bebel, therefore, could provide an ‘example* 
for Monism and could show how the ‘forces o f  courage, sacrifice, and 
perseverance can be awakened in man/27

It was the long range goals o f Social Democracy— its desire for 
violent revolution, nationalization o f  all the means o f  production, and 
the creation o f  a cosmopolitan world community based upon the 
power o f  the industrial working class— which were decisively rejected 
by the Monists, who nevertheless also considered themselves socialists. 
In contrast with Marxian internationalism, however, the Haeckelian 
Monists were ‘national* socialists, dedicated to the racial community 
o f  the Germans; and their political and social allegiance was to the 
peasantry and to the lower middle class rather than to the industrial 
proletariat o f  the Marxists.28

Thus, in the prolific writings o f  one o f  the more articulate spokesmen 
for Haeckelian Monism, Dr. Johannes Unold, expressions o f admira­
tion for Social Democracy were to be found in juxtaposition with 
lengthy and vitriolic attacks upon the ‘unhistorical radicalism’ o f  
Marxism. In truly conservative fashion Unold argued repeatedly that 
civilization could progress only under conditions o f  the strictest social 
control and organization. Monism, therefore, had to be fully opposed 
to any ‘attempt to bring about progress by a full break with the past 
and by destroying that which exists/ For new social relations and condi­
tions to be o f ‘value and durability, the germ o f the new must be long 
prepared/ Unold argued. He felt that the Marxist advocacy o f ‘forceful 
revolution’ would lead to a ‘view o f  nature and o f  cultural history 
which would inevitably result in tragic repercussions.’29 It was not 
‘revolutionary radicalism/30 that Germany was in need of, but rather 
a ‘strengthening and diffusion o f conservative points o f  view /31

In his criticism o f Social Democracy, Unold pointed to what he 
considered to be the basic ideological errors o f the Marxists. He stressed, 
first o f  all, that they had irresponsibly advocated the subversion o f 
state power. This negative position, he felt, made Social Democracy,



despite some admirable characteristics, a highly dangerous movement 
from the standpoint o f  national unity.32 The Marxists, Unold wrote, 
were gravely mistaken when they taught that the state had arisen 
historically by force and thereby had to be overthrown by force in a 
final revolutionary struggle. On the contrary, reiterating the Monist 
position, Unold pointed out that the state was created neither by force 
as the Marxists maintained, nor by voluntary contractual agreement, 
which was the theoretical assumption o f liberalism. Rather, it was a 
natural organic form o f  social organization and its continued existence 
was justifiable and made necessary thereby. The Marxists did not seem 
to realize that a ‘more advanced kind o f  state could be created’ only by 
‘being true to history and by limiting oneself to that which was 
possible.’33

Unold also found the Marxists to be a disrupting force in the day-to- 
day life o f  German politics. They refused, he complained, to participate 
in and cooperate with the bourgeois parties. Social Democracy, Unold 
explained, behaved in this way because it naively fought for the attain­
ment o f  a classless society, which was unrealizable. Therefore, he wrote 
with the outlandish exaggeration typical o f  the Monists, ‘considered 
from an evolutionary point o f view Social Democracy was the most 
reactionary o f all the political parties. For it was not content, as were 
some o f  the conservatives, or [members] o f the Center Party, to return 
to medieval political conditions, but wished rather to impose primitive 
forms o f  state and social organization on our richly evolved civilized 
communities with their densely and highly individualized populations, 
their many activities, and their diverse needs.’34 In fact, the only time 
in history when the Marxist program had ever been fulfilled in any 
w ay was at the dawn o f  civilization when common tribal ownership 
o f land existed. ‘A t that time there was no classes but only equality o f  
rights and equality o f duties for all.’ But with social evolution all that 
has changed and society can never return to the condition o f its origin. 
B y its support o f  common ownership o f  the means o f  production, 
therefore, Marxism simply was advocating a return to the most primi­
tive conditions o f  mankind’s past. ‘In the Social Democratic proposals 
one may observe a deliberate pursuit . . .  o f  evolution in a reverse 
direction, a complete return to truly original stages, a form o f  state and
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social organization which is similar to the phenomenon o f child-like 
behaviour in old age.’35

Having established to his own satisfaction the retrogressive and 
reactionary character o f Marxism, Unold wrote further o f the ‘torpi­
dity’ o f  Social Democracy and warned o f  the ‘mob domination’ which 
would inevitably characterize a communist victory.36 Monism, there­
fore, had to ‘work against . . . one-sided brutal communist mass 
domination or the brutal bureaucratic state.’37 The real weakness o f  
Social Democracy was that it wished to perpetuate the basic assump­
tions o f  liberalism, and had inherited all o f  its ‘weaknesses and short­
comings’ in a ‘stronger and more vulgar form.’ Thus, any victory o f 
the forces o f  Social Democracy would result in the disregard o f  the 
rights o f  other groups in the nation. It would occasion a ‘brutal 
trampling o f  remaining classes and interests to realize the mass domina­
tion o f  the proletariat with its communist tendencies.’ Under com­
munism there would be oppression o f  quality by quantity. ‘By 
exaggerating the concept o f  the “ sovereignty o f  the people” and by 
mistakenly equating the working class with the people, the Social 
Democratic Workers’ Party wickedly strives to achieve a “ free 
nation,”  that is, a community, in which a pure numerical majority 
exploits the community and the state as a means o f  oppressing those 
who think differently.’ Thus, to allow the Marxian revolution to take 
place it to court political tyranny and would result in a ‘new form o f  
unlimited absolutism.’ And all o f its objectives were a threat to the 
well-being o f  the nation. ‘The mass domination which it has striven 
for for over twenty years, free and equal citizenship, the dictatorship 
o f  the proletariat, the socialization o f  the means o f  production, direct 
legislation by the people, election o f  all officials and judges by majority 
vote, the establishment o f a “ people’s army” led by citizen-officers, 
will never lead to a free people’s state.’ Rather, it would result in a 
‘terrible despotism’ that would ‘squander public wealth’ and permit 
the ‘exploitation’ o f  the ‘honest’ and the ‘fit.’ In the final analysis 
society would descend into military dictatorship in order to be rescued 
from the harmful effects o f  class levelling. Monism had, therefore, to 
reject all o f the political demands o f the Social Democrats. Indeed, the 
goal o f  Monism should be to curb the ‘covetous’ and the ‘uneducated’ 
masses. The Monists must make Germany aware that once allowed intc^
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power Social Democracy would ‘awaken among the German working 
class a monstrous megalomania, an insatiable lust for political power/38

It may be said that i f  Social Democracy stressed proletarian power 
and class struggle, the Monists emphasized the need for class harmony—  
even, we must note, at the price o f  suppressing all dissident elements. 
While Social Democracy, the Monists argued, reflected only narrow 
party interest, Monism stood for ‘unity in thought and action/39 
In his Autobiography, Wilhelm Ostwald recalled that a number o f  
left-wing Monists had urged outright alliance with the Social Demo­
crats. But Ostwald opposed their request and explained that such a 
merger would have been ‘impossible for me, as long as the large 
contradiction between the concept o f socialism and class struggle was 
not removed. Because a party which is active in class struggle, is 
without doubt clearly unsocial/40 For the Monists it was the nation 
itself which was superior to any particular class or group. Social 
Democracy, they complained further, demanded absolute obedience 
and suppressed differences o f  opinion as a ‘betrayal* o f the interests o f  
the working class. As a consequence, Monism had no option but to be 
‘opposed to such a fanatically inspired party with such a narrow one­
sided conception o f  things* which only expressed the needs and senti­
ments o f a part o f  the nation. Thus, not only was Monism without 
‘obligation to [accept] Social Democratic views/ but it also had the 
‘right and the duty to make the Social Democratic Party aware o f  the 
dangers o f  the “ unavoidable evil”  which it brings about/ But, o f  
course, once Social Democracy recognized the errors o f  its ways it 
would then be free to play a constructive role in German political life. 
B y revising its ideology, Social Democracy and Monism ‘will be 
friends with each other/41 they wrote. And revealingly, Dr. Unold, 
despite his bitter ideological attacks on the Marxists, was still willing 
to hope that ‘German Social Democracy can and w i l l . . .  advance the 
evolution o f our society once it renounces its radical and doctrinaire 
fantasies/42

The social and economic program which the Monists advanced as 
an alternative to that o f  the Social Democrats represented a kind o f  
middle course between laissez-faire capitalism, on the one hand, and 
Marxist socialism, on the other. For the Monists, the solution to the 
economic and social problems o f Germany did not consist in the total
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overthrow o f capitalism and the complete nationalization o f  the means 
o f production. It was to be found, rather, in a social system that would 
attempt to curb the evils o f large-scale free enterprise and at the same 
time succeed in avoiding the pitfalls o f socialist collectivism. Like the 
Marxists, therefore, the Monists could point out that they were opposed 
to the traditional privileged groups and classes in society. They claimed 
to recognize the necessity o f  combatting the elements o f  ‘capitalism, 
monarchism, the church hierarchy, and the Prussian landed aristo­
cracy/43 And Dr. Unold even openly agreed with the Social Demo­
crats that the working class had truly been exploited by ‘plutocratic’44 
capitalism and that the bourgeoisie had always perversely attempted 
to keep real political power to itself.45 The Monists emphasized, o f 
course, that a solution to these problems could not be found in Marxism, 
but that one had to look rather to the writings and the social and 
economic programs o f  such social theorists as A d olf Damaschke and 
Heinrich Wehberg.

Around the turn o f the century, Adolf Damaschke and Heinrich 
Wehberg appeared as potent forces in non-Marxian German social 
reform circles. Influenced to very great extent by the ideas o f  the 
American social critic Henry George and his theory o f  the single tax, 
Wehberg and Damaschke, as presidents o f  the German Land Reform 
League, proposed a scheme for the abolition o f  urban poverty, the 
cessation o f the flight o f  the peasants from the countryside to the city, 
and the termination o f  land shortages. Highly critical o f  capitalist 
speculation in land and what they regarded as the increasingly excessive 
cost o f ground rents and interest on mortgages, these German land 
reformers suggested an immediate nationalization o f  ground rents, a 
cessation o f  real estate profiteering, and the ultimate nationalization 
o f  all land. It was their intention to make the German peasantry abso­
lutely secure in its tenure o f land and at the same time to free as much 
rural property as possible for resettlement by workers from the 
urban industrial slums. Apart from land, however, the remaining 
branches o f the economy would be allowed to remain in private 
hands, their scheme thus representing a compromise between the 
demands o f socialism, on the one hand, and capitalism, on the other. 
Damaschke and Wehberg envisioned the creation o f  a revitalized



German peasantry fully enjoying the fruits o f  its labor and secure from 
the exploitation o f  mortgage banks and land speculators.46

The Monists were avid supporters o f the ideas o f  Wehberg and 
Damaschke, and many branches o f  the Monist League associated them­
selves with the program o f  the German Land Reform League.47 
Unlike Marx, who spoke contemptuously o f the ‘idiocy o f  rural 
life,’48 and his followers, who labored to raise rural life up to a higher 
cultural level and to involve it within the orbit o f  the urban center, 
the Monists envisioned the future o f  Germany as dependent upon the 
creation o f  a rejuvenated countryside, a retreat from the cities, and the 
establishment o f  a vital and biologically healthy and vigorous peasant 
class. Running throughout the writings o f Haeckel and the literature 
o f  the members o f  the Monist League was a strong undercurrent o f  
hostility to urban civilization, which they along with many other 
Volkists, saw as the epitome o f the rootlessness and shallowness o f  
modem life.49 They lamented that the German peasants were being 
increasingly forced off the land and compelled to migrate to the cities, 
where they were ‘uprooted, homeless,’ and ‘far from friends and 
relatives.’50 For the Monists, it would appear, a nation could well exist 
without its large cities, but deprived o f  a peasantry rooted in the land, 
it would be certain to go under.

Thus, the Monists took the issue o f  land reform very seriously and 
argued that the proposals o f  Damaschke and o f  the Land Reform 
League deserved to be put into practice.51 The disposition o f  land, 
they wrote, is the ‘basis o f  all private as well as national existence’ and 
the ‘future o f  our nation depends upon it.’ Life is not possible without 
the land; it is its ‘first,’ its ‘most necessary condition.’52 In Germany, 
they asserted, the land once belonged to the people. ‘But there came 
a time when, from mistaken ideas, the land was made an object o f  
speculation, to be bought and sold, like any other article o f  trade. It 
was forgotten that land was something different; that it could not be 
increased according to the need for more; that it is absolutely necessary 
to all life and labor.’53 Only proper land reform, therefore, can provide 
a ‘healthy basis for the life o f the German citizen.’ On the soil o f  
Germany, they said in tones o f  indignation, there now exists a ‘slavery 
o f  the many by the few who are in possession o f the land.’54 Therefore, 
it was in the national interest that the activities o f  the land speculators
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and o f  the landlords should be brought to an end. Landlords and 
speculators are parasites. ‘What was the cause o f  the great increase in 
the value o f the land? Was it the labor o f  the few who own it? Did 
they make any improvements that were o f benefit to the community? 
Oh no, the landlord has done nothing. Without labor, without trouble, 
or care on his part, his possessions have increased in value.’ Rent was 
only ‘tribute’ which the peasants payed to the landlords, who ‘pocket’ 
the value o f the labor o f others.55 The Monists, therefore, urged the 
nationalization o f rent and then ultimately o f  land itself. Capitalism, 
with its ‘smell o f  blood and death,’ could not be allowed to operate 
unhindered when it was a question o f  Germany’s very earth. Rather, 
there had to be an immediate ‘cessation o f uncontrolled private 
property in land’ and the abolition o f  the social system which had led 
to the ‘private misuse o f the soil o f the earth.’ It was necessary to ‘fight 
against the Manchester School which has conceived o f land and earth 
as commodities.’56 And they cried out in ringing terms: ‘On to the 
combat! Let us not superficially remove the withered leaves, but dig 
at the roots and remove the cause which is eating at the life o f the tree! 
The battle is for a holy cause.’57

For the Monists, therefore, Social Democracy was in error when it 
conceived o f  capitalism in general as ‘exploitative.’ Cure the land o f  
the system o f speculative free enterprise, the Monists argued, and the 
economy o f Germany would once again be healthy. What was wanted 
was not the overthrow o f capitalism but the institution o f  a program 
that would establish ‘peace between individualism and socialism!’58

And finally, to illustrate further the theoretical hiatus separating the 
Monists from the Social Democrats, it should be recognized that they 
not only placed their faith in the rural classes rather than in the urban 
proletariat, but that there was apparent in their thinking a strong quest 
after the creation o f a rural utopia. In the Monist mind the introduction 
o f land reform was linked to the establishment o f utopian-like agrarian 
communities. At a Congress o f the Monist League in 1912, Wilhelm 
Ostwald announced the launching o f a program for the founding o f 
rural Monist cooperatives all over Germany. Although the plan was 
ultimately not carried out, except for one abortive attempt, Das 
monistische Jahrhundert reported that the proposal itself was greeted 
by the members o f  the League with ‘enthusiasm and excitement.’
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Ostwald’s idea was described as an ‘audacious’ one and the Monists 
were certain that the ‘scientific, economic, and moral preconditions 
existed* for the successful establishment o f  such communities.60 
Moreover, they were aware o f other contemporary experiments in 
Germany in utopian living, especially o f  the colony o f  vegetarians 
founded in 1893, which was called Eden. The Monists were very 
impressed by Eden with its semi-cooperative w ay o f  life and an 
economy based upon horticulture. They recognized in Eden a com­
munity which had escaped from the ‘decaying influences o f  the 
Metropolis* and which provided a life o f  rootedness in the soil.61

This surge o f  desire among the Monists Tor a utopian existence is 
highly revealing. It demonstrates clearly how  deep their opposition 
to and alienation from prevailing German society. For them ultimately, 
the only real solution to their own and Germany’s problems lay in 
escaping from reality by establishing a perfect life, based upon science, 
in the midst o f  decadent industrial society. Thus, as Ostwald outlined 
his plans to the Congress o f  1912, the Monist colonies would ‘offer 
adults a place for the recovery [of their health] and protection against 
the confusion o f contemporary life.’ In contrast with the alienated and 
lonely life to be found in the cities, the colonies would furnish the 
proper surroundings and atmosphere for the development o f  ‘honest 
and worthwhile friendships.’ And ultimately he expected that these 
colonies would form a vast and mighty network throughout Germany. 
‘What I am presenting here in embryonic form,’ Ostwald prophesied 
to the Congress, ‘will become a reality for decades and for thousands 
o f  years to come.’ In these colonies a new way o f life and new physical 
and mental personality— the personality o f  Monist man— would be 
created.62

Monism, therefore, in the end pictured the social and economic 
transformation o f  Germany in terms that were quite different from 
those o f  the Marxists. In the next chapter we shall see how the Monists 
wished to utilize territories outside o f  Germany for the further realiza­
tion o f  their ideals.
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Chapter S ix

Monism, Imperialism, 
and the First World War

Haeckel and the Monists were among the first to formulate a pro­
gram o f racial imperialism and Lebensraum for Germany. For them, 

historical progress was determined not only by the competition o f  
individuals within society, but also by the conflict and struggle o f 
divergent races and nations. At home, they argued, Germany could 
best gain internal security and stability for itself by fostering class 
harmony and by attempting to shift the struggle for existence to 
areas outside the country.1 Then, once this was accomplished, a strong, 
united, and biologically superior nation would be free to engage in 
empire building on a grand scale and progressively subdue the less 
endowed, backward nations and races o f  the world for the benefit o f  
the mother country. It was, in other words, the essential contribution 
o f  the Haeckelian Monists to bring scientific jargon once again to the 
support o f  political and social theory.

Haeckel’s vision o f German imperialism took in the vast arena o f 
the entire world. Early in his career he advanced the idea o f  inter­
national racial struggle as one o f  the fundamental characteristics o f 
history. The laws o f  nature, he urged, taught that some races or nations 
were destined to surpass and to conquer and destroy others. ‘In the 
struggle for life/ he wrote in the Natiirliche Schopfungsgeschichte, ‘the 
more highly developed, the more favoured and larger groups and forms, 
possess the positive inclination and the certain tendency to spread more 
at the expense o f  the lower, more backward, and smallest groups/2 An 
examination o f  the contemporary world would reveal that ‘while the 
European tribes spread over the whole globe, other tribes or species
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draw nearer to their complete extinction.'3 Under prevailing racial 
conditions, while the ‘Indo-Germanic’ species o f men are spreading 
the ‘net o f their domain’4 over the world, the non-European tribes are 
destined to be subjected to them. Even if  the lower races were to 
‘propagate more abundantly than the white Europeans, yet they would 
sooner or later succumb in the struggle for life.’5 And Haeckel alluded 
to the ‘American and Australian tribes’ and to die ‘Papuans and Hotten­
tots’ who were, under the inexorable laws o f nature, ‘fast approaching 
their complete extinction.’6

For Haeckel, therefore, the ‘lower’ races o f mankind were either 
already on their way to extinction or were, in general, incapable o f 
civilization and were as a consequence very much in need o f  the 
leadership and organizing capacity o f  the Europeans. ‘All attempts,* 
Haeckel wrote, ‘to introduce civilization among [the African and 
Australian tribes] and many other tribes o f  the lowest human species, 
have hitherto been o f no avail; it is impossible to implant human 
culture where the requisite soil, namely the perfecting o f  the brain, is 
wanting.’7 Such species o f men cannot be ‘ennobled by civilization’ 
which rather only ‘accelerates their extinction.’8 Haeckel thus concluded 
that since it ‘would be easier to train the most intelligent domestic 
animals to a moral and civilized life’9 than the majority o f natives, the 
interests, needs, and desires o f  primitive peoples did not have to be 
reckoned with too seriously and did not have to stand in the way o f 
colonial expansion. Indeed for Haeckel the lives o f  natives hardly had 
the same ‘value’10 as that o f  the white man and therefore colonies 
could be established and maintained principally according to the needs 
o f  the Europeans. In all imperialist ventures, therefore, Haeckel urged 
a policy o f ‘realism’ based upon the teachings o f  biology and anthro­
pology, the nature o f  which, he was certain, had not yet been clearly 
enough perceived by the Germans as a whole. ‘The views on the subject 
o f European nations which have large colonies in the tropics, and have 
been in touch with the natives for centuries,’ he wrote, ‘are very 
realistic, and quite different from the ideas that prevail in Germany.’ 
The Germans could have been much more successful in the gaining o f 
colonies i f  they had ceased to be bound by the ‘idealistic notions’ o f  
the existence o f  an ‘abstract ideal-man’ whose personality did not at
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all ‘tally with the facts.’ Rather, only when there was general recogni­
tion o f  the ‘low psychic life o f the natives’ would Germany’s empire 
really flourish throughout the world.11

Haeckel therefore assumed the task o f  trying to awaken the Germans 
to the need for colonial expansion. In 1890, in a book describing a 
journey to Algeria, he noted that he had witnessed the penetration o f  
the French into North Africa, and the overwhelming conviction which 
he drew from his trip was that Germany, like other European nations, 
was obligated, for its own security, to acquire new territories. In strong 
language, he sought to forewarn the Germans that the French— a 
‘talented* and a ‘nationalistically imbued’ people— would inevitably 
wish to regain the ‘prestige’ which they had lost on the batdefield in 
1870. Algeria, he observed, was becoming a powerful hinterland ready 
to serve the already growing strength o f France. Germany therefore 
had to emulate her and to maintain its own prestige and power. ‘A  
colony like Algeria,’ he wrote, ‘would inestimably raise our position 
in the world and our national strength.’ Colonies are absolutely in­
dispensable for Germany’s survival. He thus proposed the creation o f  
‘agricultural’ as well as ‘commercial’ territories which would serve to 
absorb Germany’s ‘overpopulation’ and function as trading and coaling 
centers for its navy and commercial interests. He cautioned that with­
out colonies Germany was losing the best elements o f  its population 
through emigration. W ith colonies, on the other hand, migrants 
would remain within the orbit o f  German culture and at the same time 
would be serving the ‘motherland.’ Imperialism, Haeckel contended, 
was only a natural consequence o f  the ‘struggle for existence’ among 
the nations and the sooner the Germans realized how ‘vulnerable’ their 
‘geographical position’ was in Europe, the sooner would they under­
stand that the acquisition o f colonies was a 'question o f  life itself.’ And 
he called upon ‘every German citizen who loves his country’ to 
vigorously support the creation o f  empire.12

In consequence o f his overwhelming enthusiasm for the acquisition 
o f foreign territory, Haeckel became one o f the principal founders 
and architects o f  Germany’s most militant imperialistic, nationalistic, 
and anti-Semitic organizations, the Pan-German League.13 Riding the 
crest o f support for colonial expansion during the two closing decades 
o f the nineteenth century, the Pan-German League advanced a radically
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aggressive program in support o f German territorial growth. Not 
only did the lure o f  new markets and sources o f raw materials entice 
the League to support imperialist adventure, but it also viewed 
colonialism itself as a stimulus for nationalism and Germanic national 
pride. The Pan-German League wished for notliing less than the 
creation o f an enormous world-wide German community which 
would be bound politically and culturally to an enlarged Germany on 
the continent. It was clearly the underlying assumption o f  the League 
that an expanded Germany would have the right and the obligation to 
rule the world.14 And, although its membership was comparatively 
small, consisting for the most part o f individuals representing the 
German academic community, the League was able to exercise 
enormous influence on both the governmental and private level in the 
years before and during the First W orld War. In the words o f  the 
famous socialist Kurt Eisner, the Pan-German League ‘attained a 
greater influence on the direction o f  policy than even the powerful 
associations o f  landlords and capitalists. . . . From the first naval 
measure to the last army bill, all the armaments plans originated in the 
circles o f  the Pan-Germans/15

It may be said that the principal role which Haeckel played in the 
organization and activities o f the Pan-German League was to serve as 
the ‘ Verbindungsmann16 for the social Darwinism and racial elements o f  
its program. Haeckel's presence gave to the League added weight as a 
movement espousing a program based upon science and he helped 
greatly to enhance its appeal not only to the community o f  the educated 
in Germany, but also to the general public. And not only Haeckel, but 
also other Monists were to be found among the active members o f  the 
League. For example, Johannes Unold, the future Vice-President o f 
the Monist League, wrote a number o f tracts for the Pan-Germans in 
a series which was headed Der Kampf um das Deutschtum. In one pamph­
let, Das Deutschtum in Chile, Dr. Unold proposed that it was absolutely 
necessary that there be created a governmental organization which 
would serve to coordinate the world-wide interests o f growing German 
colonial activities. He suggested that the Germans had a special ‘talent' 
for colonial enterprise and that their ‘teutonic drive for expansion' 
would hopefully lead them to ‘fight for an honorable share' in the 
division o f the world, which he considered to be still possible for them.
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The Germans, he wrote, had to gather the needed courage for an 
‘audacious* pursuit o f  ‘ WeltpolitikZ17 Then, referring specifically to 
the community o f Germans in South America, Dr. Unold suggested 
that all English, French, and American influence on that continent had 
to be supplanted. ‘Englishmen and Yankees/ he wrote, ‘were not liked 
because o f their uncouth ways’ and the French were experiencing a ‘rapid 
decline into general corruption’ and were ‘losing’ their capacity for ‘leader­
ship/ This left the w ay open for the Germans, who, by the use o f their 
‘characteristics and capabilities* were in an excellent position to become 
the ‘spiritual, economic, and political teacher and leader’ o f the South 
American nations.18 Unold warned that if  the Germans did not assume 
a role o f  leadership in South America, then the entire continent would 
o f necessity sink into torpidity, leaving itself open to the ‘exploitation 
and domination’ o f  the United States. And it was not only in regard to 
South America that the Germans had to look for an opportunity to 
perform a creative and civilizing role. Unold attempted to remind the 
Germans that they could not afford to lose sight o f  their world mission 
in general, i.e., the cultural and political salvation o f  mankind. The 
opportunity to rescue world culture belonged ‘incontestably’ to the 
‘German people/ he wrote. Through imperial expansion, Germany 
would be able to shower the world with its greatness and capacity. 
And he concluded his pamphlet by warning what a ‘loss to humanity’ 
it would be i f  the Germans failed to emigrate and neglected to insure 
the creation o f  a healthy and biologically fit German community in all 
parts o f  the world.19

The actual extent and depth o f  convictions supporting imperialism 
among the leading members o f  the Monist League did not really 
become fully apparent, however, until the outbreak o f war in 1914. It 
was this conflict and the issues which it engendered which brought to 
the surface the real nature o f  Haeckelian Monist thinking on the need 
for empire both in Europe and abroad. The First W orld W ar revealed 
the radically aggressive content o f their program and shattered all 
attachment to the superficial and largely illusory pacifism and inter­
nationalism which the Monists had often flattered themselves as sub­
scribing to before the war.20

It was Haeckel, once again, who gave direction and authority for the 
position o f  the Monist League on the war and it was he who clearly
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set forth a world-wide program o f territorial aggrandizement for 
Germany. In a number o f  articles and in a more lengthy monograph on 
the war Haeckel sought first o f  all to rouse the Germans to support the 
conflict on the basis o f the teachings o f evolution. He explained that 
now, more so than ever before, the Germans had to confront the basic 
fact o f life that ‘struggle is the father o f all things/21 In evolution, it 
was not only a question o f ‘competing* peacefully with one’s adversary: 
there were occasions when a struggle had to lead to the ‘complete 
destruction’22 o f  die enemy. It was this latter contingency which was 
demanded by the First W orld War. To accomplish this annihilation o f 
the enemy, Haeckel admitted, would require much sacrifice, but 
steeled by the doctrines o f  evolution and Monism, Germany would be 
able to prevail in the end. Thus, addressing himself to the German 
soldier, Haeckel bravely gave assurances that life even under the best 
o f  circumstances was uncertain and that in general one had no reason 
to fear death. Science and evolution, he explained, taught that there 
was no after-b'fe and that life in general, even in peace time, was 
purely a matter o f  chance. Death, therefore, had to be accepted passively. 
‘The well-educated man o f  the present,’ Haeckel wrote, ‘familiar 
with the teachings o f  biology, especially one convinced o f  the truth o f 
the theory o f evolution, regards death with rational resignation, as a 
natural necessity, which must come sooner or later in any circum­
stances.’23 The soldier who accepts Monism will ‘leave his fate to blind 
chance, which rules the universe in the absence o f  a wise Providence.’24 
In this way he will find hardly any difficulty in sacrificing himself for 
the fatherland. ‘If his ethical development is high enough for him to 
have achieved the proper balance between egoism and altruism, he 
will also be mindful o f  his social duty to the state and will gladly offer 
up his life for the preservation o f  the fatherland.’ And Haeckel was 
confident that ‘thousands o f German warriors [would] go into battle’ 
with ‘enthusiasm’ and would ‘sacrifice even their family happiness to 
the higher interests o f their country.’25 

It was Haeckel’s profound belief that England alone was responsible 
for the outbreak o f  the war. O f  course, there can be no doubt that for 
Haeckel a war between Germany and England was a deep disappoint­
ment. He was attached to England through his friendship with Darwin 
and had in fact visited Great Britain frequently and had also made a
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personal contribution over a number o f  years to a rather large project 
on the classification o f  sea organisms which had been sponsored by the 
British government.26 Haeckel was, moreover, preoccupied with 
what seemed to him to be a bitter paradox, that Germany was com­
pelled to enter into battle with a nation that was o f the same racial 
stock as that o f  Germany. He confided that he would have preferred 
an alliance o f Germany and England, for both, he felt, had a ‘common 
Germanistic culture.’27 As one racial stock they could have dominated 
the world. ‘Germany’s army as the strongest power on land, England’s 
navy as the strongest power on sea, could, when united, bring the 
gift o f permanent peace and progress to the whole civilized world.’28

But Haeckel lamented that this entire vision o f  a racially united 
Germany and England had vanished as i f  in a dream. He complained 
that the ‘deep-rooted egoism o f the English’ had destroyed the possi­
bility o f such a London-Berlin axis. Rather, the gulf between the two 
nations had become so wide that a ‘real reconciliation between Ger­
many, who had been attacked, and her treacherous, murderous 
English brother [was] not to be thought o f  for some time.’29 The 
responsibility for the war, Haeckel wrote, rested squarely on the 
shoulders o f the English, who had started it in their quest after world 
domination. ‘England, the most powerful pirate state in the world, is 
aiming . . . not only to maintain unlimited dominion o f  the seas and 
control o f  all her colonies throughout the world, but also, hand in 
hand with this, to exploit all the other nations for her own benefit, 
regardless o f their interests.’30

It is somewhat amusing that Haeckel’s disillusionment with England 
was expressed in terms that bore rather close resemblance to the 
irrational plaints o f a betrayed lover. In his denial o f  Germany’s 
responsibility for the war he accused England o f  entering the conflict 
solely to carry out her ‘long planned attack on the German Reich’31 
and to effect its ‘subjection to the British Empire,’ or even worse to 
bring about its complete ‘destruction.’32 The English claim o f having 
become involved in the war because o f  the violation o f Belgian neutra­
lity by Germany was only a smokescreen to cover their long con­
templated aggression against the Reich.

Thus, Haeckel felt free to launch a tirade o f  abuse against the English. 
He accused them o f international ‘robbery’ and derided their alleged
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conception o f  themselves as a ‘Herrenvolk / which he claimed rested on 
the ‘fancy that England [was] a chosen nation selected by divine 
Providence in order to bring true culture to all the other nations.’33 
Haeckel was, o f course, blindly accusing England o f  many o f  the 
same characteristics which he found to be honorable and acceptable for 
Germany, but his anger and frustration knew no bounds. ‘With 
astonishing cunning and consistency,’ Haeckel fulminated, ‘dishonor­
able England has carried through’ its basic self-aggrandizing principles 
for centuries, ‘unmoved by every touch o f conscience and feeling o f  
shame/ Its ‘effective means have always consisted o f making the 
European nations hate each other’ and encouraged them to ‘tear each 
other to pieces’ so that it could reap the advantages and augment its 
‘power and purse/ The English were opportunistic and destructive. 
They had continually ‘violated written agreements, broken promises, 
terrorized neutral states, destroyed their navies, and bombed their 
open cities/ They had cleverly wielded their foreign policy to attain 
their goals o f  aggression, to make certain that no nation should be 
‘powerful enough to oppose British tyranny/34 They were ‘betrayers’ 
and they used ‘diplomatic intrigues’ to ‘cut Germany off from every 
tie with the outside world.’ They had often made ‘our postal relations 
impossible with the world, cut submerged cables, disturbed our short 
wave telegraphic stations, and plundered our prospering colonies in 
Africa and Asia.’ B y  the use o f propaganda England had ‘spread a 
great systematic net o f lies all over the world, through which foreigners 
were kept in the dark regarding the true circumstances o f the war, its 
causes, course, and significance/35 The English foreign secretary, Sir 
Edward Grey, was a ‘murderer o f  millions’ and the world’s ‘arch 
liar/36 It was Grey who provided the English Parliament with false 
and misleading documents about the war and thereby confused 
England’s responsibility for it.37 And finally Haeckel descended rather 
ludicrously to petty and carping criticism o f English national habits. 
‘W e are reminded/ he complained, ‘only o f the stubborn opposition 
o f  England to the metric system, the already generally accepted 
decimal system, as well as her medieval ceremonies and festival 
processions, o f  its rigid habit o f dress, or the ridiculous comedy o f  the 
suffragettes, something that would not have been possible in any 
reasonable continental state.’38
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Perhaps the most revealing and significant aspect o f Haeckel’s 
attack on England and his evaluation o f  the nature o f the war was the 
racial interpretation which he gave to it. In terms that are much more 
reminiscent o f  the Third rather than o f the Second Reich, Haeckel 
sought to justify a morally, intellectually, and biologically pure Ger­
many in its fight against an immoral, racially heterogeneous, and hence 
inferior enemy. He conceived the war as a struggle between the racial 
cosmopolitanism o f  the British Empire, on the one hand, and the 
racially superior Aryan Germans on the other. Even though he ad­
mitted that England was o f  the same racial stock as that o f Germany, 
Haeckel felt that it had nonetheless committed the grievous error o f  
polluting Europe by bringing into battle the inferior races o f the 
Empire allowing them to fraternize with the white and racially 
superior Europeans. ‘Many new and incredible things,’ he wrote, ‘have 
happened in the gigantic world war to surprise twentieth century 
humanity. One o f  these, fraught with grave consequences, is the way 
in which England has mobilized all o f  the different races o f  man.’39 
And to place in bold relief the perfidy o f the English in this matter 
Haeckel spelled out a long list o f  the inferior races that were being 
called into batde. ‘First come the yellow, slit-eyed Japanese; then the 
Mongols from Indo-China, and the brown Malays from neighboring 
Malacca and Singapore; the dark-brown Austral negroes and Papuans 
from Oceania, the Kafirs from South Africa, and the Senegal negroes 
from North African colonies. And that no shade may be lacking in the 
color scheme o f  the “ inferior”  races. . .  the remnants o f  the redskinsare 
dragged to the blood-steaming batdefields o f  Europe.’ Frightened by 
the number o f different races that the English were supposedly throwing 
into the battle, Haeckel warned very seriously that this racial mixture 
would prove disastrous for the future o f Europe. ‘Deep students o f  
ethnology and far-sighted statesmen point with anxiety to the grave 
consequences that are sure to follow this “ fratemalization”  o f  all the 
races both to England herself and the supremacy o f  the white race as 
a whole.’ The English were tragically oblivious to the fact that the 
‘cultural and psychological differences that separate the highest deve­
loped European peoples from the lowest savages are greater than the 
differences that separate the savages from the anthropoid apes.’40
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Even further, for Haeckel the war appeared as a tragedy for the 
Germans and the Austrians because their ‘educational level’ was ‘much 
higher on the average than among [their] opponents, and therefore 
their personal life value [was] also much higher.’41 He was aghast that 
on the battlefield they would be subjected to the barbarian practices o f  
the racially inferior troops o f  the enemy. ‘One need but think o f  the 
excruciating agony o f the wounded soldiers left lying in the turmoil 
o f  the international slaughter; one need but think o f  our noble, finely 
educated German volunteers tortured and maimed in inhuman fashion 
by the “ hyenas” o f  the battlefield, the barbarian Indians and the cruel 
Senegal negroes.’42 It was also fully apparent that the German soldier 
showed his superiority by being ‘less prejudiced and more capable o f  
arriving at a fair judgment’43 o f  the nature o f the world than either the 
English, French, Russians, or Italians. As opposed to the German soldier, 
the Allied troops had a defective understanding o f  the world. The out­
look o f the Englishman was ‘obscured by his egoistic megalomania, the 
Frenchman’s by his extravagant national vanity . . . the Italian’s by his 
pride in ancient Rom e . . . the Russian’s by his panslavic mania.’ All 
these people, Haeckel was certain, necessarily judged most ‘political 
events very one-sidedly and often quite wrongly.’44

Based upon a prognosis o f  an undoubted German victory, Haeckel 
was explicit about the territorial gains that Germany was destined to 
enjoy. He spoke first o f all about the most immediate goal o f the war 
as the ‘release o f the entire world from the insufferable despotism of 
Great Britain.’45 In order to smash English power, Haeckel advised the 
Germans to undertake the ‘necessary invasion o f the British robber 
sea state’ and with the aid o f the ‘German navy and army to occupy 
London.’46 More fundamentally, however, Germany had to ‘make 
herself a great power on an equal footing with the other great 
powers. . . .  Like them she should try to acquire colonies and hold her 
just share in the world’s trade.’47

It may be said that within Europe, Haeckel envisioned the creation 
o f  a vast Germanic Mitteleuropa. ‘W e now hold,’ Haeckel wrote, 
‘considerable territory as valuable security— on the west, Belgium and 
the north o f  France; on the east, Poland and die Baltic provinces. These 
rich countries were formerly German possessions. Antwerp must 
remain our stronghold on the North Sea and Riga on the Baltic Sea__
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A t all events, when the treaty o f  peace is concluded we must demand a 
considerable extension o f  the German Empire/

Haeckel justified the need for territorial expansion on the basis o f  a 
theory o f Lebensraum. ‘The German Empire/ he wrote, ‘being over- 
populated, has urgent need to extend and strengthen its frontiers 
which before the war were most unfavorable to it/ He pointed out 
that Germany needed additional territory to stem the tide o f  emigration 
and to forestall the Germans from becoming ‘cultural manure’ for other 
nations. O f  course, an extension o f  territory would also provide a 
better line o f  defense against the possibility o f  ‘future attacks/48 It 
would secure a protected area ‘against perfidious England in the west 
as well as barbaric Russia in the east/49 

It was Haeckel’s conviction that the new territories o f  continental 
Europe that were destined to be incorporated into Germany would also 
have to be Germanized culturally. Unlike Friedrich Naumann, the 
famous theoretician and popularizer o f  the idea o f  Mitteleuropa, who 
proposed the alliance o f  a culturally autonomous and a politically and 
economically interdependent central Europe, Haeckel envisioned the 
same large area as unified, but subjected directly to German control 
and culture.50 ‘The new provinces,’ he wrote, ‘which we are going to 
annex are energetic and intractable, but with cautious, intelligent 
treatment they can be Germanized, or at least made accesible to 
German culture, an important task that is not new for Germany. In 
former centuries she carried it on over a large extent o f  territory.’51 

In addition to the acquisition o f  territory on the European continent, 
Haeckel also pointed to the need for a worldwide system o f German 
colonies. ‘The German Empire/ he wrote, ‘as a world power needs 
extensive colonies.’ In the seventeenth century the ‘Great Elector had 
the far-sightedness to recognize this political necessity.’ In the nine­
teenth century, Bismarck, the ‘great founder o f  the new German Em­
pire, had translated it into action . . .  in the face o f  persistent opposition 
from many short-sighted politicians/ Haeckel advised, therefore, the 
creation o f a kind o f  Mittelafrika. The Congo would become Germany’s 
possession and its ‘immense area o f  wealth and resources’ could for 
‘centuries to come’ be turned into an ‘exceedingly profitable field o f  
exploitation/ In Africa, Germany must take special pains to see that 
England is ‘driven out altogether.’ England must not be ‘permitted to
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carry out her magnificent scheme o f  establishing a world-wide empire 
on land as well as on sea by building direct lines o f  communication 
from the Cape to Cairo, and from the Niger to the Irawadi/ Further­
more, the Suez Canal had to be internationalized and Egypt had to 
revert to her ‘rightful owners,’ the Turks.52

For Haeckel, therefore, the successful conclusion o f the war was 
obviously going to lead to German supremacy in Europe, Africa, 
Asia, and Asia Minor. Victory would mean the realization o f  the 
original dream o f the Pan-German League.

Although a number o f  Monists refused to support the war effort 
and continued to maintain their pacifism and internationalism, for 
most members o f  the Monist League, as for Haeckel, the war was 
immediately and enthusiastically welcomed as offering the possibility 
o f  deliverance from an insufferable historical reality which denied 
Germany the deserved fruits o f  empire.53 The war seemed to them to 
be a heaven-sent opportunity not only making possible territorial 
expansion but also providing the requisite conditions for the total 
transformation o f  German life and culture according to the Monist 
program. Thus, many o f  the leading Monists, like Haeckel, were 
among the most determined defenders o f the righteousness o f  the 
conflict. In August, 1914, immediately after the commencement o f 
hostilities, the President o f  the Monist League, Wilhelm Ostwald, 
drafted a manifesto which was given prominent display in Das monis- 
tische Jahrhundert. ‘Overnight/ Ostwald proclaimed, ‘the German 
people finds itself in battle against the insidious attack o f a neighbor 
who has for centuries appeared to be only good/54 The launching o f  
the war on Germany was an ‘attack o f  barbarism against culture, o f  
hordes against organized life/ Ostwald, therefore, strongly urged the 
Monists to place all o f  their strength and property at the disposal o f 
die fatherland.55

Ostwald’s plea for Monist participation in the war effort was echoed 
by other Monists. The editorial board o f Das monistische Jahrhundert 
declared that the outbreak o f  the conflict had solved the problem o f the 
relationship between nationalism and internationalism for the Monist 
League. The only way internationalism could be approached, they 
wrote, was through a strong and vibrant national state.56 Still other 
Monists rallied to the cry o f  ‘Deutschland uber Aiks957 and the slogan
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was proclaimed, Monists to the Front!*58 In ringing articles that 
attempted to outdo each other in declarations o f  patriotism it was 
proclaimed that the ‘German nation has arisen, the storm is breaking 
out/59 In Das monistische Jahrhundert patriotic poems with a deep 
Volkish content appeared:

Unser Glaubc—deutscher Glaube! neu gestarkt—  
in alter Form—ward er uns ein neuer Inhalt.

Hundertfach klingt in diesen Kriegestagen, klang 
in diesen Luthertagen, das W ort vom  neu belebten 
deutschen Glauben—das W ort vom neu erkannten 
deutschen Gott, von der tiefen neu erwachten Religiositat I60

(Our faith—German faith! Newly strengthened—  
in its old form—it has for us a new meaning.

There resounds a hundred times in these days o f  war, 
there has resounded in these Lutheran days, the message 
o f  a newly revived German faith—the message o f  a
newly recognized German god, from the deep and newly awakened religiosity)

(translated by Daniel Gasman)
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Other poems sang o f  the mass destruction o f  the enemy:

W ie machtig sich iiber die Grenze schieben 
Die russischen Horden in wildem Triumph,
D a heisst es einfach: ‘Schlachtplan sieben*
Und den Feind begrabt der masurische Sum pf!

W ie hat der Franzos* sich geblaht und gebriistet,
Als lagen wir schon vemichtet da,
Jah  iiberrannt—wir standen geriistet
Und sturmten ihn nieder mit deutschem Hurra!61

(How powerfully in wild triumph the 
Russian hordes steal over the border,
Here it is simply called: ‘Battleplan Seven*
And the enemy is entombed by the Masurian sw am p!

Oh, how the Frenchman boasted and bragged 
how we were lying here defeated,
Suddenly overrun—we stood prepared
and stormed him down with a German Hurrah!)

(translated by Daniel Gasman)
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As Haeckel had done, die Monists also insistendy disclaimed any 
responsibility on the part o f  Germany for the war. They referred 
repeatedly to the Kaiser as a leading ‘pacifist’ and were certain that the 
conflict was a defensive one for Germany.62 ‘The German people, 
Kaiser, and army did not want the war; it was forced upon them’63 
was a typical Monist position. Germany, they argued, was the innocent 
victim o f half-civilized and backward nations. ‘Russia and Serbia,’ a 
Monist wrote, ‘have not yet joined the ranks o f  the civilised nations. 
They are still robber states consisting o f a band o f thieves in the guise o f 
a state.’64 And like their mentor Haeckel, the Monists lost no oppor­
tunity in attempting to awaken the Germans to the threat which 
England posed for the future o f Europe. N ot only, they contended, 
were the English highly aggressive but they had malevolently instituted 
the calamitous policy o f  calling upon the inferior races o f  the Orient 
and o f  their Empire to fight in Europe.65 ‘Japanese, Indians, and 
Egyptians’66 were to be found among the British soldiers. This was a 
calamity; it had allowed the inferior races to witness first-hand a 
European civilization divided within itself and it had provided the 
‘Negro with a view o f a war o f  whites against whites.’67

The Haeckelian Monists were among the most constant supporters 
o f the idea which equated Germany with civilization itself. They 
asserted in self-righteous and arrogant terms that Germany was the 
bearer o f all that was truly worthwhile in world culture. ‘W e have to 
maintain,’ wrote Wilhelm Breitenbach, a leading Monist, ‘that 
universal values are bound up with our own existence, values which 
stand or fall with us, and objectively speaking, i f  we go under, the 
world will be much poorer in its essential qualities.’68 Thus, from the 
Monist point o f  view, through the war Germany was actually con­
fronting her ultimate historical destiny. ‘W e did not want this war,’ 
another leading Monist wrote, ‘and have never conceived o f such an 
involved fate for the Germans. However, we must! Either it casts us 
into the abyss or it exalts us to world historical greatness and leader­
ship.’69 Were Germany to be defeated, he contended, there would be 
total ‘chaos.’70 A  British victory would mean that Europe would be 
‘lacerated for another half century by useless wars.’ Then the leadership 
o f  humanity would ‘pass to the Americans or to the East Asiatics,’ 
which would, o f course, subject the world to racially inferior elements*
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Unquestionably, the Germans had to ‘triumph, in order to save for 
the future o f mankind something o f  German fitness, inwardness, 
chivalry, and the art o f  organization/71 

It was taken for granted by the Monists, following Haeckel, that 
Germany would annex territory both in Europe and in other parts o f  
the world after the war. ‘The aim o f victory/ they wrote, ‘is for 
Germany and Germanic culture to arrive by struggle at a leading 
position in the world, which it deserves; and the most important goal 
which lies behind victory is obviously Germany’s security for the 
future and the realization o f  a lasting peace in Europe/72 One o f the 
most vociferous advocates o f  territorial and economic aggrandizement 
for Germany was the President o f the Monist League, Wilhelm 
Ostwald. His radical pan-German ideas are revealed in a number o f 
speeches delivered at gatherings o f  the Monist League, and in an inter­
view with a Swedish journalist in December, 1914, while on a trip to 
Stockholm to persuade Sweden to come into the war on the side o f 
Germany. In both his speeches and in his remarks to the Swedish 
journalist, Ostwald defended Germany’s role in the war by first o f  all 
maintaining that since its ‘Kultur was ‘above that o f  the rest o f Europe’ 
it was obligated to ‘bring its neighbors up to its own standards o f  
civilization, even i f  force had to be employed/73 For Ostwald, there­
fore, the war was a kind o f blessing because it offered Germany the 
opportunity to convey her talents to Europe and even to the rest o f  the 
world. ‘It is war,’ he uninhibitedly remarked, which will ‘make the other 
nations participate.. .  in our higher form o f  civilization/74 He contended 
that Germany’s enemies were at a very low level o f  culture and there­
fore were sorely in need o f German know-how. ‘Among our enemies 
at present/ he said, ‘Russia has in fact reached only the stage o f  the 
hordes while the French and the English are now where the Germans 
were more than fifty years ago.’ A  victory for Germany would open 
up Europe to German investment and economic activity which would 
serve to raise the level o f the other continental nations. ‘In view o f our 
immense force o f  expansion . . .  we shall profit so greatly from the 
relations with our neighbors that war will be impossible in the future. 
It is under this form, that o f the right to hold property, that we look 
forward to a conquest/75
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At the end o f  the war, Ostwald farther suggested, there would 
have to be a complete ‘rearrangement o f the map o f Europe/76 
Borders would be so drawn that the possibility o f all English influence 
and threat o f intervention in the affairs o f other nations would be 
eliminated. The era o f  English ascendancy was at an end, he prophesied. 
‘It is the last o f  a barbaric epoch. If we want lasting peace . . .  England’s 
maritime power must be destroyed; for it has been the source o f  all 
wars for centuries/77 In the redrawing o f the map o f Europe ‘equili­
brium will not be attained by having a conglomerate o f  absolutely 
equal states, something which hitherto England has used for its own 
advantage. W ith the exception o f  Russia, which belongs to Asia and 
not to Europe, Europe will be an organized whole, in which every 
nation would be assigned a special significance and position, in order 
to advance the common well-being o f  all European nations/ O f course, 
the actual leadership o f  the newly formed Europe would devolve 
exclusively upon Germany.78 There would be a confederation o f  
states, a United States o f  Europe, with the Kaiser as president. It did 
not matter in the least whether the smaller nations desired such a 
political union with Germany or not. Ostwald insisted that they 
would be compelled to participate even against their will.79

As we have noted before, part o f  the Monist dream was to recon­
stitute Germany as an organic state free o f political or class hatred and 
directed towards a common national and racial goal. Interestingly 
enough, the Monists felt to a very large extent that they had attained 
at least the beginnings o f  such a harmonious social structure for Ger­
many with the Burgfrieden which had come into existence at the out­
break o f the war. In their articles and speeches during this early war 
period the Monists frequently contrasted the harmony and bonds o f  
German life with the weakness and alienation o f Western capitalist 
and liberal society. Ostwald, for example, stated that ‘while among the 
English and the French individual personal freedom stood highest, we 
Germans have achieved a higher stage o f organization by bringing 
together highly evolved personalities for common work/80 The 
ideal o f  an integrated nation was being reached and he happily noted 
that the war had served to ‘remove party differences’ in Germany. 
He was o f the opinion that ‘this accomplishment reached immeasurably 
far’ and that the ‘deep rift which rent our nation, has been removed.
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hopefully for all time/ Ostwald was especially impressed by the fact 
that the Social Democrats had become loyal citizens, and he was 
confident that the Marxists would now finally abandon their adherence 
to a theory o f  class struggle and would seek to work in harmony with 
other groups o f  a unified nation. W ith this unity the ‘preconditions 
existed for the German people to take over the organization o f  
Europe/81

Contentment with the Burgfrieden and assessment o f  its deeper 
meaning for Germany came also from other Monists. For example, in 
a speech to the Monist League, the famous Volkish theologian, Dr. 
Max Mauernbrecher, explained to his audience that the structure o f  
the modem Western state as it was developed by France during the 
Enlightenment and the French Revolution had a fatal flaw. France 
had not been able to ‘discover any way to bind the atomised individual; 
it had elan and spirit, but not organization. It broke up the old, but 
could not create the new, neither in state or society, nor in the rearing 
o f  character and religion/82 England also, Mauerenbrecher said, 
suffered from an ‘inner weakness/ She was the victim o f  her capitalism 
and her mercantile social system. In becoming a nation representing 
exclusively the interests o f the bourgeoisie, England had substituted 
crass money making for ‘knighthood/ ‘heroism/ and the ‘old English 
ideal/83 Thus it had no real strength or desire to fight. It could only 
devote its energies to making money. It was necessary, Mauerenbrecher 
argued, for Germany to ‘melt in an intense flame the spirit o f capitalism 
which reached us from England and to grasp old English pride and 
heroism for our own temper o f life.’84

For the Monists, therefore, the war was finally going to allow them 
to fashion a new civilization that would be free o f  the atomized 
individualism o f the French liberal state and the commercial huckstering 
spirit o f  the English bourgeoisie. As Dr. Mauerenbrecher preached to 
the Monist League: ‘In a word, the German period o f  humanity cannot 
simply signify the continuation o f  French Democracy or English 
capitalism. N ew  forces are appearing . . . which guarantee a newly 
created culture/85 W ith a German victory, he prophesied, a new 
world would arise. ‘When an old Europe breaks up in convulsions 
and a new one arises in the flames then indeed sacrifice is necessary/
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But he assured the Monists that the ‘value and greatness’ o f the new 
civilization would have made the price worthwhile.86
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Chapter Seven

Monism and National Socialism

TF one surveys the origins o f  die Volkish movement in Germany during
the three or four decades prior to the First W orld War it is apparent 

that Haeckel played an influential, significant, indeed a decisive role in 
its genesis and subsequent development. An impressive number o f  the 
most influential Volkish writers, propagandists, and spokesmen were 
influenced by or involved in some way with either Haeckel or his 
Monist followers. In the development o f racism, racial eugenics, 
Germanic Christianity, nature worship, and anti-Semitism, Haeckel 
and the Monists were an important source and a major inspiration for 
many o f  the diverse streams o f  thought which came together later on 
under the banner o f National Socialism.

Probably the most important and far-reaching influence o f Haeckel 
may be found among the leading racial anthropologists and eugenicists 
who lived and wrote in the decades around the turn o f the century. 
Apart from such writers as Wilhelm Schallmayer, Heinrich Ziegler, 
and August Forel, whom we have already noted as active members o f 
the Monist League, the fact is that nearly all other leading figures in 
the field o f  eugenics and racial science in Germany were deeply and 
consciously indebted to Haeckel for many, i f  not for most, o f  their 
ideas. It was this group o f  individuals, both within and outside o f  the 
Monist League, who as it were published the banns for the marriage 
o f  racism and eugenics which took place a few decades later on under 
the Nazis.

One o f  the most influential authors in the field o f  racial anthropology 
and eugenics was the physician Ludwig Woltmann (1871-1907), who
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has been described as the ‘most important representative o f  the 
Gobineau theory o f  the Nordic race’ in Germany at the turn o f  the 
century.1 Woltmann studied under Haeckel and in 1900 submitted a 
manuscript, (Der politische Anthropologic,’ to an essay contest in which 
Haeckel, Heinrich Ziegler, and another Monist, Professor J. Conrad, 
were the judges. The contest itself, which ultimately led to the publi­
cation o f  ten volumes o f  influential social Darwinist tracts, was 
sponsored by the industrialist, Alfred Krupp, and its theme was:
4 What can we learn from the principles o f Darwinism for application 
to inner political development and the laws o f the state?’2 The first 
prize was won by Haeckel’s disciple, Wilhelm Schallmayer, for his 
manuscript, ‘Vererbung und Auslese ; Woltmann, who won fourth 
prize, hotly rejected the decision o f the judges and withdrew in anger 
from the contest, which served to alienate him permanently from 
Haeckel.3 Nonetheless, as a result o f  the contest and the publicity 
surrounding his dispute with the committee o f  judges, Woltmann 
gained a great deal o f  popular recognition and in 1903 published the 
contest-essay on his own. A  year earlier, in 1902, he founded a racist 
journal, the Politisch-anthropologische Revue, and in its pages cam­
paigned for the forceful biological maintenance o f  the Nordic race. 
Also, in a number o f  books written during the seven or eight years 
before his premature death in 1907, Woltmann attempted to effect a 
fusion o f  the ideas o f  Haeckel and Marx.4 Although he criticized 
Haeckel’s negative attitude towards socialism he accepted his funda­
mental idea that there was an exact parallel between the laws o f  nature 
and those o f society. A  member o f  the Social Democratic Party, 
Woltmann transformed the Marxist concept o f  class struggle into a 
theory o f  worldwide racial conflict.5 He described the Germans as the 
highest species o f  mankind and contended that the perfect physical 
proportions o f  the Nordics expressed an inner superiority and a 
heightened spirituality. Like Haeckel, he argued that any mixture o f  
the races would lead to the biological deterioration o f  the Germans. 
Woltmann, like Haeckel, taught that life was a constant struggle for 
existence and for racial purity, and he sought to forearm Germany 
against biological decay.6

Even closer than Woltmann to Haeckel’s social theories was Otto 
Ammon (1842-1916), another leading social Darwinist and racial
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anthropologist.7 Ammon was among the authors recommended for 
additional reading in the Weltrdtsel,8 and in three influential books, 
Die natiirliche Auslese beittt Menschen (1893), Der Darwinismus gegen die 
Sozialdemokratie (1893) and Die Gesellschaftsordnung und ihre naturlichen 
Grundlagen (1895), Ammon very closely paralleled Haeckel’s social 
Darwinism. For Ammon, predictably, the laws o f  nature were also 
the laws o f society. Struggle for existence and the inequality o f all men, 
he wrote, were permanent aspects o f life. Bravery, cunning, competi­
tion were all parts o f  the eternal scheme o f things and it would be 
foolish to wish them away.

In obvious imitation o f Haeckel, Ammon taught that Darwinism 
had to become Germany’s new religion. It had to be accepted as a 
complete Weltanschauung and its ideas had to be encouraged in every 
facet o f  life. W ith a triumph o f evolutionary Monism, he contended, 
religion and philosophy would no longer be in mutual contradiction.9

Ammon also repeated the well-worn racial arguments. He suggested 
that the lower races o f  mankind had to succumb in the struggle for 
existence. Racial struggle itself was a ‘necessity for mankind.’10 Only 
when weak individuals and races perish is mankind as a whole able to 
reap the benefit. Ammon believed, o f  course, that it was the Germans 
who possessed superior racial and biological characteristics and he 
appealed for a return to the values and attitudes o f the primitive 
Germanic tribes, who had led lives o f  natural bravery unencumbered 
by the errors and weaknesses o f Christian civilization.11

The ideas o f other prominent social Darwinists like Alexander Tille 
and A lfred  Ploetz who also began writing in the decades around 
the turn o f the century, may also be linked with Haeckel.12 In 1893, 
Tille published a book entitled Volksdienst. Von einem Sozialaristokraten9 
which was highly praised by Haeckel.13 Tille freely borrowed Haeckel’s 
conception o f the ‘aristocratic’ character o f nature and he argued that 
social inequality was biologically determined. His defense o f  social 
inequality won for him the appreciation and support o f  a number o f  
German industrialists, who appointed him director o f  public relations 
for German industry in Berlin and in Saarbriicken. Like Haeckel, Tille 
attached enormous importance to the animal origin and character o f  
man and he felt that a general acceptance o f  this fact would lead to 
spiritual and ideological changes both necessary and desirable in German

T49



cultural life. And in another influential and widely read book which 
also received the approbation o f  Haeckel, Von Darwin bis Nietzsche 
(1895), Tille, who acknowledged his debt to Haeckel, explained the 
impact which the discovery o f  biological evolution had made on 
ethics, and agreed with Haeckel that all absolute ethical values had 
been obliterated by the discovery o f evolution. Tille argued that only 
the unimpeded laws o f  nature could be the source o f  morality.14

Dr. Ploetz was vitally interested in the problem o f  achieving proper 
biological selection and became one o f  the more important workers in 
the school o f  racial hygiene in Germany.15 Interested primarily in 
maintaining the vigor o f  the Germans, who he believed were threatened 
with biological decay, Ploetz advocated sending the biologically unfit 
to the battlefield, so that biologically superior individuals could be 
preserved for reproduction. He demanded that married couples be 
required to submit to the state an affidavit o f  their intention to have 
children. A  medical board would then determine i f  they were biologi­
cally and materially fit to procreate. If, despite this precaution, children 
were bom with physical or mental defects, they would have to be 
eliminated.

In 1904, Dr. Ploetz became one o f  the principal founders o f  the 
racially inspired eugenic journal, Archiv fur Rassen- und Gesellschafts- 
biologie. Among the editors were not only such future Nazi scientists 
as Eugen Fischer and Fritz Lenz, but also Ludwig Plate, a close col­
league o f  Haeckel, a member o f the Monist League, and the successor 
to Haeckel’s chair in zoology at the University o f  Jena. The first issue 
o f the Archiv was dedicated to Haeckel and to August Weismann. 
In the articles o f the journal, Haeckel’s name was constantly referred to ; 
it is clear that the contributors regarded him as Germany’s major 
prophet o f  political biology, and one cannot avoid noticing the great 
weight which at all times was attached to his scientific authority, and 
to his ideas on politics and eugenics. The Archiv, which continued to be 
published right up through the Nazi period (until 1944), became one 
o f the chief organs in Germany for the dissemination o f  eugenic 
and provided a respectable scientific framework for Nazi writers. 
Many o f its contributors expressed racist and Nazi-like eugenic ideas 
long before the existence o f  the National Socialist Workers’ Party.

T H E  S C I E N T I F I C  O R I G I N S  OF N A T I O N A L  S O C I A L I S M



M O N I S M  A N D  N A T I O N A L  S O C I A L I S M

After 1933, therefore, no need was found by the new regime to disband 
the Archiv, to alter its general point o f view, or to change its board o f  
editors. On the contrary, it may be said, that the Archiv fur Rasseti- 
und Gesellschaftsbiologie, with notable exceptions, had anticipated events 
by over a quarter of a century.17

In regard to the racial theory o f the Germans as Aryans, one should 
take note o f  the famous colleague o f Haeckel, Ernst Krause (pseudo­
nym Carus Sterne).18 Together with Haeckel, Krause edited the 
journal Kosmos, the chief organ o f the Darwinian movement in Ger­
many in the 1870^ and in the i88o’s. In addition, Krause had been 
the noted author o f popular biographies o f  Erasmus and Charles 
Darwin. In these books he had attempted to demonstrate the conti­
nuity which he believed to exist between English and German 
Darwinism, and he became one o f  the most widely read popularizers 
o f  Darwinian ideas in Germany. But Krause was also at the same time 
an imposing figure in the Volkish movement. In the early i89o’s, and 
shortly before his death, he wrote two influential books in defense o f  
Aryanism and Germanic ideology. In his Tuisko-Landy der arischen 
Stamme und Gotter Urheimat (1891), he undertook to locate the place 
o f  origin o f  the Aryans, to trace their migrations, and to assess their 
impact on the racial development o f Europe. And in a second work 
published two years later, Die Trojaburgen Nordeuropas: ihr Zusammen- 
hang mit der indogertnanischen Trojasage von der entfuhrten Sonnenfrau 
(Syrithy Ariadney Helena), dent Trojaspielen Schwert- und Labyrinthtdnzen 
zur Feier ihrer Lenzbefreiung, Krause involved himself in all kinds o f  
historical and literary gyrations to prove that the Greeks were really 
Aryans and were consequently the racial forebears o f  the Germans.

The individuals whom we have mentioned thus far in our discussion 
wrote and worked, more or less, generally within the precincts o f 
scientific and intellectual respectability. But it is important to recognize 
that Haeckel and the Monists also influenced and inspired a number o f 
important Volkists who may be grouped among the more radical and 
eccentric figures in the racial and eugenic movement. For example, 
there were some Volkists who forcefully advocated the immediate 
establishment o f  racially-pure, rural utopian communities. Rebelling, 
as did the Monists, against urbanism and the unhealthy life o f  the 
industrial center, their avowed purpose was to help maintain and foster



the purely Nordic qualities o f  the Germans. These communities were 
to provide a stable and convenient framework for the breeding o f  
large numbers o f  Aryans. And one o f  the most persistent and famous 
advocates o f such breeding communities was the youth movement 
leader and well-known novelist, the author o f  Varum (1907), Willibald 
Hentschel.

Hentschel, who was bom in 1858, studied and completed a degree 
in zoology under Haeckel's direction.19 However, after leaving the 
University o f Jena, Hentschel declined to accept an academic position 
and instead became involved in many Volkish and anti-Semitic 
pursuits. He became a close friend and ideological collaborator o f  
Theodor Fritsch, the well-known anti-Semitic publicist, and his works 
were published by Fritsch’s Hammer Verlag.20 But the most influential 
aspect o f  Hentschel's career and the leitmotiv o f  his thinking was the 
propaganda which he disseminated in support o f  a plan for the 
establishment o f  a breeding colony for pure Nordics which was to be 
called Mittgart, after the name o f  the legendary home o f  the Aryans. 
In this community as Hentschel envisioned it, an Aryan elite would 
be created by scientific methods o f  procreation and he was certain that 
in short time it would be able to boast a membership o f  the best racial 
elements in Germany. The cities, on the other hand, would become 
centers for the biologically unfit who would be allowed to quickly 
die off.21

After the First W orld War, Hentschel’s ideas bore practical fruit 
when he became the ideological mentor o f  the Artamanen, a right 
wing youth movement. The name o f  the organization itself was 
Hentschel’s invention, which he derived from the name o f the god o f  
the Aryans, Artam. Under the leadership o f  Wilhelm Kotzde and 
Bruno Tanzmann, the Artamanen became the most influential racial- 
utopian and proto-Nazi youth movement in the Weimar Republic. 
Following Hentschel, they propagandized for the creation o f a racially 
pure Germanic peasantry to be fashioned upon the nobility o f German 
blood. Lebensraum, for an expanding population, could be attained by 
the exclusion o f  the Poles from the eastern territories, and the newly 
acquired land resettled by racially acceptable Germans rescued from 
urban industrial slums. For the Artamanen the perfection o f the race 
could only take place in intimate connection with the soil o f Germany.
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They therefore took up residence in rural communities and worked 
as agricultural laborers. It was their aim to accumulate capital and 
settle down as peasants forming the nucleus o f racially pure communi­
ties.

From the start there were close ties between the Artamanen and the 
Nazis and many o f  the individuals who first received their ideological 
and social training in this movement later on became officers and 
leaders in the SS.22 Among the charter members o f  the Artamanen 
are Heinrich Himmler, the leader o f the SS, R udolf Hoess, the 
Commandant o f  Auschwitz, and Walther Darre, Hitler’s minister o f  
agriculture and architect o f  Nazi resettlement policy in the east.23 
Through Hentschel, therefore, and the Artamanen, Haeckel’s racial 
eugenics found one more way to practical expression in the Third 
Reich.

On the lunatic fringe o f the social Darwinist movement one might 
also place the contribution to Volkism o f the Viennese racial philo­
sopher and publicist, Dr. Georg Lanz von Liebenfels.24 Liebenfels was 
a frequent contributor to the semi-official Monist journal, Das freie 
Wort, and was himself the editor and publisher o f a notoriously anti- 
Semitic and crackpot racist magazine, Ostara, Zeitschrift fur Blonde. 
His main idea was that only blond Aryans were truly human and he 
sought to warn the Germans that their innocent young Nordic maidens 
were in constant danger o f  being ravished by men o f the inferior races, 
whom he likened to animals. In books with such exotic titles as 
Theozoologie oder Die Kunde von den Sodoms-Afflingen und dem Gotter 
Elektron, or, Anthropozoikon: Der Vormensch, Affen und Tiermensch in der 
Bibel, Liebenfels wrote that true homosapiens had ethnological roots 
only in Germany and that the sole bearers o f  culture in the modem 
world were the Aryans.25

One might also, in this regard, take notice o f Hermann Rohleder, 
a member o f  the Leipzig branch o f  the Monist League, who published 
a volume on racial anthropology in 1918 called Kiinstliche Zeugung und 
Anthropogenie26 Rohleder dedicated his book to Haeckel ‘with 
deepest honor.’ As Fritz Bolle has pointed out, Rohleder’s thesis was 
quite simple and provides one with a good example o f  the brutal 
tendencies o f  social Darwinist thought in Germany. Rohleder pro­
posed the mating o f man and ape in order to demonstrate once and for
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all the animal character o f  man and his derivation from the anthro­
poids.27

It was not only in the realm o f  eugenics and racism, however, that 
Haeckel and the Monists profoundly influenced the rise o f  the Volkist 
ideology. Their far-reaching impact may be observed in the outlook 
and organization o f  the highly influential Bohemian literary circle o f  
Friedrichshagen, which began meeting around the turn o f  the century.28 
The Friedrichshagen Circle, which was named after the suburb o f  
Berlin in which it met, was the gathering place o f  a truly outstanding 
number o f  Germany’s leading Volkist intellectuals in the decade and a 
half prior to the outbreak o f the First W orld War. The leaders and 
founders o f  the Circle were two important Monists: Bruno W ille 
and Wilhelm Boelsche.29 Both were life-long fighters for Darwinism 
and nature worship, and their novels, essays, and literary criticism were 
vere widely known and read in Germany. Both had been very close to 
Haeckel, had written biographies o f him, and were among the founders 
o f  the Monist League. Among other important Volkists who were 
attached to Friedrichshagen was Fidus (Karl Hoppner), the famous 
illustrator whose drawings for the youth movement were especially 
known; the celebrated author Gerhardt Hauptmann and his brother 
Carl, who was an active member o f  the Monist League and had been a 
student o f  Haeckel; and the proto-Nazi writer, Moeller van den Bruck, 
the author o f the influential book The Third Reich. Bruck’s first wife 
was Hedda Eulenberg, an active member o f  the Monist League, and a 
frequent contributor to Monist journals on cultural topics.30

Haeckelian Monist influence may also be observed in the highly 
important Volkish circle o f  the publisher and author Eugen Diederichs. 
In a very real sense it was Diederichs who actually brought Volkish 
ideas into widespread respectability during the first two decades o f  this 
century. Through the medium o f his publishing house, which incident­
ally was located in Jena, Diederichs presented the ideas o f  Monism to 
the German reading public in scores o f  books and brochures. In 1912, 
Diederichs founded the highly influential journal Die Tat, which 
Haeckel himself recognized as a Monist publication.31 In addition, 
Diederichs also organized a cultural circle in Jena, the Sera group, 
which, as the name suggests, was dedicated in Monist style to sun- 
worship and Germanic mythology and pagan religion. The influence
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o f  Diederichs extended into the 1920’s and through Die Tat influenced 
the formation o f the National Socialist ideology. And after 1933, many 
o f  the members o f  the Tat Circle enthusiastically entered the ranks o f  
the Nazi party.32

It is perhaps one o f the more persistent generalizations o f  modem 
German history that the youth movement arose in Germany largely 
as a reaction to the materialism o f  Haeckel and to the mechanistic 
culture which he is reputed to have encouraged.33 In actual fact, the 
very opposite is true. Haeckel and his Monist followers were at the 
very center o f  the formation o f  the Wandervogel, Germany’s modem 
youth movement.34 It was Haeckel’s very close and dedicated follower, 
and co-founder o f  the Monist League, the famous educator, Ludwig 
Gurlitt, who, together with men like Karl Fischer, brought the German 
youth movement into existence for the first time in Steglitz, a suburb 
o f  Berlin, during the early years o f  this century.33 Gurlitt, who had 
already written widely on the need for educational reform and had been 
expelled from the staff o f  the Steglitz Gymnasium for his innovating 
ideas, was also the mentor o f  Karl Fischer, who is ordinarily regarded 
as the founder o f  the youth movement.36 It was Gurlitt who actually 
conveyed to Fischer the educational ideas o f Paul de Lagarde and Julius 
Langbehn, the chief nineteenth-century prophets o f  the Volkish move­
ment.37 And once the Wandervogel was established, Gurlitt himself 
became the first chairman o f  the advisory council o f the organization.38 
A  few years later when the Monist League was formally organized, a 
Monist youth group was also created, Sonne, which affiliated itself 
with the larger German youth movement.39

In addition, it should also be recognized that Haeckel had other 
channels available to him to reach the younger generation. For 
example, one o f  his closest followers was Georg Hirth, a co-founder 
o f  the Monist League, and the editor o f the romantic youth magazine, 
Jugend. In the pages o f  Jugend, which was one o f  the most widely read 
publications for youth in Germany at the turn o f  the century, Haeckel’s 
ideas about nature worship received wide coverage from Hirth. In 
February, 1904, to celebrate Haeckel’s seventieth birthday, an entire 
issue o f  Jugend was devoted to him. Haeckel was presented as the 
romantic prophet o f nature worship and the illustrations and designs 
accompanying the articles evoked in typical Jugendstil the imagery o f
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the mysterious and o f  far-off places.40 German youth, therefore, had 
every opportunity to become familiar with the true content o f Haeckel’s 
social Darwinism, and his ideas o f  the need for a return to nature and 
for the cultivation o f  a life within nature.

Even further, Haeckel’s influence is to be noted in the Germanic 
Faith movement, an organization founded by Wilhelm Schwaner and 
Ludwig Fahrenkrog, which unquestionably accelerated the develop­
ment o f  an anti-Christian pagan religion in Germany. Schwaner was 
one o f  the original founders o f the Monist League,41 and in 1913 wrote 
the Germanenbibel, a rather popular collection o f  patriotic writings 
derived from famous German literary figures. Another popular book 
which he wrote was a work for educators which was entitled Unterm 
Hakenkreuz, a collection o f  essays from a radically Volkist point o f  
view. Schwaner was also a leader in the Volkserzieher, an organization 
which played an active role in the famous Wandervogel convention at 
the Hohe Meissner in October, 1913. Called on the centenary o f the 
Napoleonic wars in Germany, the meeting at the Hohe Meissner sought 
unsuccessfully to unite the entire German youth movement. At the 
convention the Volkserzieher urged the Wandervogel to adopt a radical 
Volkish program and they proclaimed that they ‘regard Germany, 
not Palestine, as the promised land.’42 In addition, Schwaner was also 
an active Pan-German and wished that the frontiers o f Germany 
should encompass, not only Austria, but also Switzerland, Luxem­
burg, Holland, and Belgium.43 This, he argued, would prepare Germany 
to meet any combination o f  powers that might be thrown against her.

It was in 1908 that together with a friend, the artist Ludwig Fahren­
krog, another disciple o f Haeckel44 Schwaner founded the Germanische 
Glaubens Gemeinschaft (GGG). B y  means o f  the organization both 
Schwaner and Fahrenkrog sought to apply the pantheism o f  Haeckel 
towards the formulation o f  a completely pagan religion rooted in the 
festivals o f  pre-Christian German life.45 The organization became part 
o f the general Free-Thought Movement in Germany and gained a 
significant following. In fact, many o f  the ideas o f the GGG were 
carried over into the Germanic pagan religious movement o f Mathilde 
Ludendorffin the 1920’s, which in turn directly influenced the religious 
program o f the Nazis.46
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In yet another sensitive area, the Jewish question, one may detect 
the influence o f  Haeckel and the Monists. In his attitude towards the 
Jews, Haeckel once again revealed the radical nature o f his thinking 
and demonstrated agreement with the prevalent anti-Semitism o f many 
o f his Volkist colleagues. Haeckel was one o f  the most vociferous 
opponents o f the Jews, and his importance for the history o f anti- 
Semitism in Germany is that he did much to bring the Jewish question 
into the realm o f biology. As in all questions the Jews were subjected 
by Haeckel to ‘scientific’ analysis and he, along with his other anti- 
Semitic contemporaries, discovered that the Jews possessed inborn 
racial characteristics which apparently were resistant to change. 
Haeckel made his anti-Semitism widely known and lent his authority 
to it in the Weltrdtsel, where he asserted that Christ’s merits derived 
from the fact that he was only half Jewish. Like his contemporaries 
Houston Stewart Chamberlain or Paul de Lagarde, Haeckel sought in 
the Weltrdtsel to uphold the reality o f  an Aryan Christ. He therefore 
asserted that Christ’s true father was a Roman officer who had seduced 
Mary. The proof o f  this was that Christ exhibited positive traits o f 
personality which could not, according to Haeckel, have been Jewish. 
‘The characteristics which distinguish [Christ’s] high and noble persona­
lity, and which give a distinct impress to his religion, are certainly not 
Semitical; they are rather features o f the higher Arian [sic!] race.’47

In 1893, the novelist, essayist, and journalist Hermann Bahr, him­
self a Monist, conducted a series o f interviews among outstanding 
German personalities in order to ascertain their attitude towards the Jews 
and anti-Semitism48 Haeckel was among those interviewed and his 
response, as we might expect, betrayed strong feelings o f  anti-Semitism.

In a callous and at times flippant response, Haeckel charged the Jews 
themselves with generating anti-Semitism. Shrugging off all responsi­
bility on the part o f  the non-Jewish world, Haeckel told Bahr that the 
very durability o f  anti-Semitism throughout history led one to the 
inescapable conclusion that the Jews were in fact the source o f their 
own misfortune and were themselves to blame for the sentiments that 
were often expressed against them. ‘I cannot believe,’ Haeckel said, 
‘that such a powerful, enduring, and great movement could have been 
possible without adequate cause.’49 He found, rather, that anti- 
Semitism arose from an inner justification and was not to be considered
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the product o f a pathological state o f  mind. Approvingly aware o f  its 
pervasiveness, Haeckel acknowledged the existence o f  anti-Semitic 
feelings among many o f  his students and this seemed to him to be 
completely normal and predictable.

In offering further observations on the Jewish question, Haeckel 
asserted that he considered anti-Semitism to be a ‘national* and ‘racial* 
problem rather than a religious one. And evoking the spectre o f  intrin­
sic Jewish -cosmopolitanism, Haeckel contended that the Jews were 
alienated from German life and society and that the Germans therefore 
felt ill at ease among the Jews. In addition, the problem, he explained, 
was exacerbated by the fact that Germany was in the midst o f  a 
national renaissance. Since nationalism and not internationalism was 
the prevailing political current not only in Germany but throughout 
all o f  Europe, it was therefore to be expected that anti-Semitism would 
continue to grow and develop. ‘ Vorderhand ist das Nationale Gefiihl int 
Wachsen, im Erstarken,’50 he observed, and anti-Semitism was an 
inevitable and justifiable by-product o f  this movement.

A  possible w ay o f resolving the conflict between the Germans and 
the Jews, however, was total assimilation into German life and culture. 
Assimilation, Haeckel contended, had to be demanded o f  the Jews, 
even compelled i f  necessary. ‘It must be understood that the [German] 
people will no longer tolerate the strange ways o f  Jewish life, and their 
desire is to deprive the Jews o f  all that is specifically Jewish and to 
convert them to German habits and customs so that they will resemble 
the people among whom they live in all respects.’51

As far as the anti-Semitic movement itself was concerned, Haeckel 
expressed the belief that its continued existence was needed because it 
performed the necessary function o f  compelling the Jews to assimilate. 
It served to make them aware o f their own condition and was therefore 
a healthy social movement. ‘Anti-Semitism is a justifiable idea because 
it [seeks to] free the Jews from their separatist behavior, and desires that 
they assimilate with us completely.* And only by disappearing as a 
separate group could the Jews demonstrate their patriotism and at the 
same time serve the national interests o f Germany.52

Hermann Bahr also asked Haeckel i f  anti-Semitism might not in 
reality have the opposite effect and encourage the Jews to isolate them­
selves from the Germans. Haeckel replied by saying that every social
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movement had its successes and also its dangers. As for himself, he 
felt that, on the whole, the anti-Semitic movement had served to 
awaken the Jews and the Germans to the existence o f a Jewish question. 
It had helped to show that the continued emigration to Germany o f 
Jews from eastern Europe had to be stopped. The Russian Jews, 
Haeckel argued, were absolutely incapable o f  imbibing German culture, 
and it was even in the interest o f the German Jews themselves to have 
the easterners excluded. ‘In this matter false humanitarianism can only 
be harmful and I think that we have to energetically protect ourselves 
from the Russian Jews.’ In attitudes that were very close to Hitler’s 
view o f the Russian Jews whom he viewed so myopically in Vienna, 
Haeckel described them as a ‘filthy’ people with an ‘outlandish’ 
appearance. Indeed, the impression he conveyed to Bahr was that they 
could hardly be considered to be human at all.53

As far as the Monist League was concerned, although it was not 
officially anti-Semitic and even though some Jews were to be found 
in its ranks,54 there were frequent expressions o f  uneasiness about the 
‘Jewish question.’55 The problem o f the Jews, they wrote, was ‘one of 
the most difficult’56 that Germany had to face. It was their feeling that 
the Jews had to renounce all ties to Judaism and to world Jewry so that 
they could cease to exist as a separate group.57 W ith the renunciation 
o f  Judaism, they wrote, the Jews would happily ‘disappear for all time 
as an individual nation.’58

But beyond anti-Semitism and the other links that have been estab­
lished, certainly the most significant and heretofore largely unnoticed 
and unrecognized influence o f  Haeckel and the Monists on the develop­
ment o f  National Socialism is to be found in Hitler himself. It has only 
relatively recently been observed that a relationship appears to exist 
between, on the one hand, the general outlook o f  Hitler and the 
framework in which he cast his ideas and, on the other hand, the social 
Darwinism o f Haeckel and the Monists.59 However, these insights have 
thus far not been developed or elaborated upon to any great extent. 
More intensive probing into the ideological framework o f  Hitler’s 
thinking, especially as intimately recorded in his Tischgesprdche, 
reveals a critical, general and also a specific relationship with the ideas 
o f Haeckel. Indeed, rightly considered, a number o f  Hitler’s con­
versations and the content o f some o f his writings emerge as an ex­

159



tended paraphrase and at times even plagiarism o f Haeckel’s Naturliche 
Schopfungsgeschichtc and the Weltratsel. The first question that should be 
answered, therefore, is whether or not it is likely that Hitler read the 
works o f  Haeckel or was in a position to know o f his ideas or the 
beliefs o f  any o f  the Monists.

There appears to be at least two significant contacts that can be 
established between Hitler and members o f  the Monist League. Hitler 
was familiar with the ideas ofW ilhelm  Boelsche, the literary critic 
and guiding spirit o f the Friedrichshagen literary circle, who was, as 
we have already noted, also a close disciple and biographer o f  Haeckel 
and a co-founder o f the Monist League. Boelsche did much to popula­
rize the ideas o f  Haeckel in Germany and influenced Hitler mainly 
through his widely known book, Vom Bazillus zum Affettmenschen. 
From Boelsche Hitler had direct access to the major ideas o f Haeckelian 
social Darwinism.60 Secondly, Hitler himself stated that in his youth 
he had been profoundly influenced by the famous Norwegian explorer 
o f  Greenland and the Arctic, Fridtjof Nansen.61 Nansen was a member 
o f the Monist League and recognized Haeckel as one o f the most 
decisive intellectual influences in his life.62 W hat Hitler could discover 
in Nansen’s writings was a glorification o f  nature, especially o f  the 
ice-bound north, and a stress on the original and distinctive elements 
which were to be found in pre-Christian northern European culture. 
Apart from Boelsche and Nansen, to discover other exposures o f  
Hitler to the ideas o f  Haeckelian Monism we must rely mostly on 
inference.63

In the decade and a half prior to the outbreak o f  the First W orld 
W ar, Hitler was in his late teens and early twenties. As part vagrant, 
part bohemian artist in Linz, Vienna, and Munich between 1900 and 
1914, Hitler made his first wider contact with the outside world and with 
higher culture.64 According to his own accounts he became an avid, 
even voracious reader during this period and sought to educate him­
self, especially after failing to gain admission to the Academy o f Fine 
Arts in Vienna. Although it is doubtful that Hitler was as disciplined 
or as comprehensive in his reading as he claimed,65 it is nonetheless 
apparent that whatever smattering o f culture he possessed was gained 
primarily during those years before the war. Even as an undisciplined

THE S C IE N T IF IC  O RIG IN S OF N A T IO N A L  SO CIA L ISM

160



M ONISM AN D  N A T IO N A L  S O C IA L IS M

reader there is every reason to suppose that the young Hitler would have 
had some contact with Haeckel’s Weltratsel, which, as we have seen, was 
one o f  the most read and popular books in Germany during the first 
decade o f the century. A  work like the Weltratsel would have especially 
appealed to a pseudo-educated mind like that o f  Hitler, as it had to so 
many others without much sophistication who had sought an authori­
tative yet simple account o f modern science and a comprehensible 
explanation o f  the world. Thus, it may be taken as likely that Haeckel’s 
ideas filtered down to Hitler in one way or another. This is supported 
by the fact that in the 1930’s, when Hitler had assumed power, in one 
o f his conversations with Rauschning he referred specifically to 
Haeckel’s opposition to Christianity, giving evidence o f  understanding 
the context in which Haeckel had cast his thinking. Thus, at least 
some o f Haeckel’s focal ideas were clearly known by Hitler. To 
identify Darwin, instead o f Haeckel, as the matrix o f  Hitler’s social 
Darwinism, as is generally done, is to ignore, in addition to the 
enormous success o f  the Weltratsel and Hitler’s reference to Haeckel, 
the obvious reality that since the publication in 1866 o f  Haeckel’s 
Naturliche Schopfungsgeschichte, the Germans understood Darwin and 
Darwinism through the distorted lenses o f Haeckel. When the Germans 
refer to Darwin, more often than not they in fact mean, not Darwin, 
but Haeckel and his Monist philosophy.66

Hitler’s indebtedness to Haeckel lies in the underlying ideology at 
the heart o f significant parts o f his conversations, speeches, and writings. 
They show a basic kinship with the principles and even with some o f 
the formulations o f Haeckelian social Darwinism and with Monism. 
Hitler’s views on history, politics, religion, Christianity, nature, 
eugenics, science, art, and evolution, however eclectic, and despite the 
plurality o f their sources, coincide for the most part with those o f 
Haeckel and are more than occasionally expressed in very much the 
same language. Naturally, this is not to deny the influence on Hitler 
o f  many other writers and Volkish intellectuals, for it is apparent, that 
Hitler’s views were far too heterogeneous a compilation to be limited 
to a single source. Yet, the evidence does seem to show parallels and 
affinities between Hitler and Haeckel that so far have not been satis­
factorily explored and determined. In the thought o f  Hitler, as in 
that o f Haeckel, social Darwinism was brought together under the
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rubric o f  evolutionary religion and it is this common feature o f  
their thought which indissolubly binds them together and makes 
them part o f one intellectual tradition. Both Hitler and Haeckel 
shared a common sense o f  mission in regard to man and to his relation­
ship to nature. In his general outlook on the world Hitler protested as 
much as Haeckel did that the great defect o f  modem Western society 
was that man was in constant violation o f nature. As Ernst Nolte has 
expressed it, Hitler was in ‘dread’ o f  the forces o f ‘antinature.’ He 
believed that there were ‘certain basic structures o f  social existence’ 
which were ‘threatened’ by the ‘transcendence’ in man, by his quest 
for freedom and equality, and by his uncalled for rebellion against the 
dictates o f  nature. In his Weltanschauung, therefore, Hitler was ‘afraid 
of man for man’ and defended human culture as he understood it 
against the Western tradition. Like Haeckel he sought to curb the 
‘germs o f  disintegration’ within society by returning to the paths 
marked out by nature. For Hitler, therefore, social Darwinism was not 
simply the idea o f  struggle. It was the holy conception o f  nature and 
understood in this way his idea o f  the world was indistinguishable from 
that o f  Haeckel.67

In the Tischgesprachef one o f the words and concepts most frequently 
employed by Hitler was W issenschaft, science.68 From the content o f  
his conversations it is patently clear that he thought o f himself as rooted 
in the rational and scientific tradition o f  modern European civilization 
and that he was certain that there was a basis in science for all o f the 
beliefs and policies which he espoused. But it was as true for Hitler, 
as it was for Haeckel, that science, as one historian has observed, ‘did 
not mean . . .  a special application o f  rational culture, the by-product 
o f a free ranging imagination coupled with a disciplined outlook on 
the world.’69 It consisted rather o f a literal reading o f  nature, a dis­
covery o f  the absolute, irrevocable, and incontestable laws o f  the 
world. Thus, as far as Hitler was concerned, it was not necessary to 
grasp the meaning o f  nature. One had only to describe the world and to 
accept its laws and its phenomena unquestioningly and with devotion. 
‘As for the why o f  these laws, we shall never know anything about it. 
A  thing is so, and our understanding cannot conceive o f  other schemes.’70 
Thus, in the same awe-inspired way that Haeckel had taught that we 
cannot know the impenetrable and ‘innermost character o f  nature’ and
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had urged deference to the ‘great eternal iron laws’71 o f the universe, 
Hitler spoke o f  the necessity o f  becoming familiar with the laws of 
nature which he was certain would ‘guide us on the path o f progress.’72 
He urged that it was ‘useful to know the laws o f nature— for that 
enables us to obey them. To act otherwise would be to rise in revolt 
against heaven.’73

Hitler applied his belief in nature to the world o f man in the same 
resolute and literal way that had been characteristic o f  Haeckel. He 
argued that in human affairs ‘as in everything, nature is the best 
instructor.’74 He insisted, as Haeckel had, that ‘one must start by 
accepting the principle that nature herself gives all the necessary indica­
tions, and that therefore one must follow the rules that she has laid 
down.’75 And for Hitler, as for Haeckel, this was especially true in 
regard to the laws o f  society. Hitler, like Haeckel, lamented the tragedy 
that ‘man, alone amongst the living creatures, tries to deny the laws 
o f  nature.’76 It was nature that had to provide absolute guidelines for 
the total organization and direction o f  society.

Like Haeckel, Hitler conceived o f man’s lot on earth as ‘characterized 
by an eternal struggle . . .  against beasts and against men themselves.*77 
History was nothing less than ‘an eternal struggle for existence,’ and 
politics had to be based therefore upon the direct application o f  the 
laws o f  nature and struggle. ‘The earth continues to go round, whether 
it’s the man who kills the tiger or the tiger which eats the man. The 
strongest asserts his will, it’s the law o f nature.’78 One must recognize 
the radical bond which united man and society with nature. It was true 
that ‘men know as little w hy they live as does any other creature o f  the 
world.*79 But they were subjected to the conditions o f  life whether 
they liked it or not. ‘Nothing that is made o f  flesh and blood can escape 
the laws which determine its coming into being. As soon as the human 
mind believes itself to be superior to them, it destroys the real substance 
which is the bearer o f the mind.’80

Like the Monists, Hitler was concerned with preserving and main­
taining the biological prowess o f Germany: just as weaker animals 
were weeded out by natural selection or struggle so too must weaker 
human beings be eliminated. And he evoked the memory and tradition 
o f  the eugenic practices o f  the ancient Spartans in language virtually 
identical to Haeckel’s. It is to be recalled that Haeckel had written:
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‘Among the Spartans all newly bom children were subject to a careful 
examination and selection. All those that were weak, sickly, or affected 
with any bodily infirmity, were killed. Only the perfectly healthy and 
strong children were allowed to live, and they alone afterwards pro­
pagated the race.’81 Similarly Hitler wrote: ‘Sparta must be regarded 
as the first folkish state. The exposure o f  the sick, weak, deformed 
children, in short their destruction, was more decent and in truth a 
thousand times more humane than the wretched insanity o f  our day 
which preserves the most pathological subject/82

N ot only his eugenics but also the manner in which Hitler formu­
lated his racial ideas seem to have been freely borrowed from Haeckel. 
Like Haeckel, Hitler believed that mankind was divided into separate 
races that were as sharply divided from each other as species in the 
animal and plant kingdom. In the struggle for existence the lower and 
weaker races were bound to die out, and here again Hitler appears to 
plagiarize Haeckel. One need only compare their definitions o f racial 
difference. For Haeckel, the ‘mental differences between the lowest 
men and the animals are less than those between the lowest and the 
highest man/83 Similarly for Hitler the ‘difference which exists between 
the lowest, so-called men and the other highest races is greater than that 
between the lowest men and the highest apes/84 For Haeckel, the 
difference between the reason o f  a Goethe, a Kant, a Lamarck, or a 
Darwin and that o f the lowest savage. . .  is much greater than the 
graduated difference between the reason o f  the latter and that o f  the 
most “ rational”  animals/85 Similarly, for Hitler ‘there is less difference 
between the man-ape and the ordinary man’ than there is between the 
latter and a ‘man like Schopenhauer/86 These nearly identical passages 
would appear to suggest that Haeckel’s ideas and characteristic formula­
tions did somehow reach and affect the mind and thinking o f  Hitler.

Highly revealing is the fact that Hitler not only conceived o f  social 
problems in general in the light o f  biology but also treated the special 
Jewish question in the same way. For this, too, there was a tradition in 
Monism. As we have noted above, Haeckel regarded the Jews as a race 
with unenviable characteristics and described them in biological terms. 
And other Monists had on various occasions repeated an idea which 
was gaining popularity in Germany in the last half o f the nineteenth 
century that the long survival o f the Jews could be explained in terms
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o f natural selection. By no means implying it as a compliment, they 
developed the notion that through persecution and difficult conditions 
the Jews had become extraordinarily strong. Their powers o f survival, 
it was implied, were somehow rooted in their physical makeup.87 But 
this idea can also be found in Hitler, who had explained in the 
Tischgesprdche, that ‘Der Jude ist der klimafestete Mensch der Erde ,’ the 

Jew is the ‘only human being capable o f  adapting himself to any 
climate and o f  earning a living just as well in Lapland as in the tropics/88 
Thus, he warned, it would be all the harder to eliminate them. In 
planning for their destruction one had to take into account their special 
biological characteristics, and Hitler linked the discovery o f the ‘Jewish 
Bacillus’ to the same kind o f  work which had been performed in the 
nineteenth century by Pasteur and Koch.89 For Hitler, since the ‘Jewish 
virus’ caused disease it was only natural that the Jews had to be elimi­
nated. The need was objective, natural, and scientific. ‘Whose fault is 
it when a cat devours a mouse? The fault o f  the mouse, who has never 
done any harm to a cat?’90 Once a ‘people is rid o f  its Jews’ then it can 
‘return spontaneously to the natural order.’91 And while Haeckel did 
not himself advocate the physical elimination o f  the Jews, nonetheless 
the idea o f  using physical force against the Jews could be found in at 
least one Monist author, Heinrich Pudor.92

Hitler’s conception o f  history was likewise tied to his acceptance o f 
the literal supremacy o f  nature. Very much like Haeckel and the 
Monists, Hitler argued that Western Civilization had obscured the true 
relationship between man and nature. Somewhere along the line man’s 
knowledge and understanding o f himself had gone awry. Not sur­
prisingly, for Hitler, as for Haeckel, the culprit was Christianity. For 
two thousand years Europe had been trying to convince itself that man 
was not really part o f  nature, and that had led to the continual decline 
o f  civilization after the fall o f the ancient world. Consequently, in the 
Tischgesprdche, Hitler dwelt inordinately on the evils o f  Christianity 
and offered the Germans a new faith which was to be rooted in nature. 
Once again the content o f  the Weltratsel is manifest.

Yet even the most recent studies o f the mind o f Hitler describe his 
notion o f the decadence o f Western Civilization as some sort o f lunatic, 
but nonetheless original theory. For example, the English historian, 
Norman Cohn, has recently written the following:
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. . . Hitler arrives at a whole philosophy o f  history, an interpretation o f  human 
existence from the beginning onwards, which has a certain crazy originality. 
As Hitler sees it, human history forms part o f  nature and follows the same laws 
as the rest o f  nature. I f  it has gone wrong, that shows that some force is at work 
to frustrate nature’s intention, and that has in fact been the case for thousands o f  
years. There follows an outline o f  history which portrays it as one long degenera­
tion. Nature demands inequality, hierarchy, subordination o f  the inferior to the 
superior—but human history consisted o f  a series o f  revolts against this natural 
order, leading to ever greater egalitarianism.93

But this conception o f  history was hardly the fruit o f Hitler’s ‘crazy 
originality.’ It was only a simple repetition o f  Haeckel’s historical views 
which had been widely disseminated in Germany since the 1860’s and 
had already become the property o f countless Volkists. For Hitler, as 
for Haeckel, since its inception Christianity had preached against the 
laws o f  nature, and this had led to the decline o f  society. It was 
Christianity which had destroyed the natural hierarchical order o f the 
world. This was essentially the thesis which we have seen Haeckel 
advancing in his Naturliche Schopfungsgeschichte and in the Weltratsel, 
and it was also the major historical assumption o f  Hitler. Let us there­
fore have a closer look at Hitler’s opinion o f  Christianity and see to 
what extent a parallel can be established with Haeckelian Monism.

There was first o f all a common historical appraisal o f the effect 
which Christianity had had on civilization. It might be recalled that 
Haeckel had written o f  the ‘barbarism’ which Christianity embodied 
in contrast to the ‘noble height to which the human mind had attained 
in classical antiquity.’94 For Hitler, too, the ‘heaviest blow that ever 
struck humanity was the coming o f Christianity.’95 The history o f the 
world, he felt, had been fundamentally disturbed by its appearance. 
‘But for the coming o f  Christianity, who knows how the history o f  
Europe would have developed? Rom e would have conquered all o f 
Europe, and the onrush o f the Huns would have been broken on the 
legions. It was Christianity that brought about the fall o f Rome—  
not the Germans or the Huns.’96

For Hitler, as for Haeckel, the worst period in the history o f  Europe 
was the time o f the ascendency o f  the Papacy. For Haeckel it was the 
‘despotism o f  the papacy that lent its darkest character to the Middle 
Ages; it meant death to all freedom o f mental life, decay to all science, 
corruption to all morality.’97 For Hitler the ‘period stretching between
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the middle o f  the third and the middle o f the seventeenth century 
[was] certainly the worst humanity has ever known; blood-lust, 
ignominy, lies/98 If it hadn’t been for Christianity, the ‘Roman 
Empire under Germanic influence would have developed in the direc­
tion o f  world domination, and humanity would not have extinguished 
fifteen centuries o f civilization at a single stroke/99 For Hitler ‘Christi­
anity [was] the worst repression that mankind can ever have under­
gone/ It had ‘promulgate^] its inconsistent dogmas’ and had ‘impose[d] 
them by force/ One had finally to realize that ‘such a religion carries 
with it intolerance and persecution. It’s the bloodiest conceivable/100

Further, as we recall, it was Haeckel who had denounced Christianity 
for showing ‘contempt . . .  for self, for the body, for nature, for 
civilization, for the family, and for women/101 He derided its morality 
o f  weakness102 and its fantastic belief in the next world.103 Likewise, 
Hitler saw ‘Christianity as a rebellion against natural law, a protest 
against nature/ Did it not represent, he contended, the ‘systematic 
cultivation o f  human failure?’104 It was a ‘catastrophe’ to be ‘tied to a 
religion that rebels against all the joys o f  the senses.’105 Christianity, 
Hitler said, was an ‘invention o f  sick brains; one could imagine nothing 
more senseless, nor any more indecent way o f  turning the idea o f 
God-head into a mockery. A  Negro with his tabus is crushingly 
superior to the human being who seriously believes in transubstantia- 
tion/106 And Hitler concluded as Haeckel had done that there was 
‘something very unhealthy about Christianity.’107 Its pessimism had 
to be overcome.

Hitler mocked the articles o f  Christian faith as much as he lamented 
their deleterious effect on history. And here once again he expressed 
ideas which sound very Haeckelian. He asserted that Christ was not 
Jewish and was illegitimate— an argument directly from the Welt- 
rdtseL108 ‘Galilee,’ Hitler said, ‘was a colony where the Romans had 
probably installed Gallic legionnaires and it’s certain that Jesus was not 
a Jew. The Jews, by the way, regarded him as the son o f a whore—  
o f  a whore and a Roman soldier.’109 In the same way that Haeckel 
mocked all conceptions which conceived o f  God in man’s image,110 
Hitler joked that ‘i f  the mental picture that Christians form o f God 
were correct, the God o f  the ants would be an ant, and similarly for 
other animals/111 In the spirit o f  Haeckel, Hitler termed Heaven and
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Hell nonsensical’ ideas.112 Hitler even repeated the same scientific 
arguments which Haeckel had originally advanced against Christianity. 
Time and again Hitler spoke o f the affront to science which Christianity 
represented. And, most significantly, like Haeckel, he stressed and 
singled out the idea o f biological evolution as the most forceful weapon 
against traditional religion and he repeatedly condemned Christianity 
for its opposition to the teachings o f evolution.113 For Hitler evolution 
was the hallmark o f  modem science and culture, and he defended its 
veracity as tenaciously as Haeckel.

Thus, for Hitler, as for Haeckel, Christianity had to be abandoned. 
Hitler even criticized Houston Stewart Chamberlain for supposing 
that there were some spiritual values in Christianity that were worth­
while.114 Nor did he feel that a return to the worship o f  pre-Christian 
Germanic cults was possible.115 Rather, Hider’s solution o f the 
religion problem was completely Haeckelian. ‘W e shan’t be able to 
go on evading the religious problem much longer. If anyone thinks it’s 
really essential to build the life o f  human society on a foundation o f  
lies, well, in m y estimation, such a society is not worth preserving. 
If, on the other hand, one believes that truth is the indispensable 
foundation, then conscience bids one intervene in the name o f  truth, 
and exterminate the he.’ 116 For Hider, as for Haeckel, the only alterna­
tive to Christianity was a religion o f nature and science. The form o f 
the new religion which Hitler proposed was nothing less than an exact 
duplication o f  Haeckel’s evolutionary Monism. ‘Man,’ Hitler said, in 
a passage that might easily find a place in Haeckel’s famous essay, 
Der Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und Wissenschaft, ‘has dis­
covered in nature the wonderful notion o f that all-mighty being whose 
law he worships. Fundamentally in everyone there is the feeling for 
this all-mighty, which we call god (that is to say, the dominion o f  
natural laws throughout the whole universe).’ 117 Man, Hitler believed, 
is o f  nature and must immerse himself in it— a direct parallel to the 
credo o f the Monist religion. ‘The elements o f  which our body is made 
belong to the cycle o f  nature.’118 If man conforms to nature then in 
the ‘long run’ he will ‘triumph over [Christian] religion.’119 In the new 
nature religion, he argued, it would be realized that nature was a unity 
‘From now on in, one may consider that there is no gap between the 
organic and the inorganic world.’120 Salvation was to be found in the
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study o f  nature and in the worship o f  its diverse forms and beauties.121 
‘I think that the man who contemplates the universe with his eyes wide 
open is the man with the greatest amount o f  natural piety; not in the 
religious sense, but in the sense o f [possessing] an intimate harmony 
with things.’122 It is ‘possible to satisfy the needs o f  the inner life by an 
intimate communion with nature.’123

Hitler described the satisfaction to be derived from the worship and 
study o f  nature in purely Monist terms. There was that same belief in 
its power o f redemption. ‘Even in raging winter, one knows that 
spring will follow. And if, at this moment, men are being turned to 
blocks o f  ice, that won’t prevent the April sun from shining or restoring 
life to these desolate spaces.’124 Man had to stand in awe before the 
infinity o f  the cosmos. Just as Haeckel had taught as one o f the articles 
o f  Monist faith that the ‘ extent o f  the universe is infinite and unbounded’ 
and that the ‘duration o f the world is equally infinite and unbounded. ’12 5 
Hitler believed that the ‘cosmos is infinite in all senses’ and that this 
truth about nature had to be disseminated among the masses and 
‘expressed in an accessible fashion.’126 Like Haeckel, Hitler suggested 
that the infinity and magnificence o f  nature had to be studied with 
aid o f the microscope and the telescope.127 As a counterweight to 
Christianity he proposed the construction o f  astronomical observa­
tories all over Germany. They would be the principal weapon, he 
believed, for changing the religious sentiments o f the entire German 
people. W ith Haeckel and the Monists, therefore, Hitler preached his 
cardinal religious idea: observe nature and ‘you destroy the world o f 
superstition.’128 For Hitler, as for Haeckel, nature was salvation.

And finally, one last illustration o f how seriously Hitler had accepted 
the idea o f  evolution in the Haeckelian sense, and the literal reading o f 
nature. In the final days o f  the war, rejecting all pleas on the part o f 
his advisors to arrange a compromise peace with the allies in order to 
spare Germany further destruction, Hitler ordered instead the destruc­
tion o f  the factories, bridges, railroads, and all utilities. When it was 
protested that this would harm Germany more than it would the 
advancing armies, Hitler said to Albert Speer: ‘If the war is lost, the 
German people will perish too. There is no need to take any heed o f 
the industrial plant and artifacts which the Germans might need to 
continue a primitive existence. On the contrary, it is better to destroy
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these things ourselves. This people have shown themselves to be the 
weaker, and the future belongs to the stronger people o f the East 
exclusively. Those who survive this battle are the less worthy anyway, 
for the best will have fallen/129 Hitler ended his life as an evolutionary 
Monist in the deepest sense.

After 1933, many prominent Nazis who apparently were more 
aware than Hitler o f their intellectual predecessors had no hesitation in 
expressing their deep debt to Haeckel and freely described him as a 
major prophet o f  National Socialism. In February, 1934, to commemo­
rate the Centenary o f  Haeckel’s birth, celebrations were held at the 
University o f Jena. In an address prepared for this occasion, the 
zoologist, Professor Victor Franz, suggested that the idea o f evolution 
had become an intellectual treasure for the new Nazi state and he 
linked the spirit o f  Darwinism to a poem which appeared in one o f  
Gottfried Feder’s pamphlets, Was Will Adolf Hitler? Das Programm der 
N.S.D.A.P .13° Franz described Haeckel as a ‘mighty nordic type’ and 
proudly related that Haeckel had pursued a life o f  action and physical 
accomplishment. Haeckel, Franz continued, was aware o f the racial 
uniqueness o f  the Germans, and he recounted a trip which Haeckel 
had made when he was a young man to the island o f  Heligoland, 
where he had reported finding the ‘superb, nordic, primitive German 
Kernvolk,’ 131 Franz also found much to admire in Haeckel’s political 
beliefs. He explained that Haeckel opposed the Social Democratic 
concept o f  the equality o f man, and that he understood that Darwinism 
was an aristocratic and not a democratic ideology. Indeed, Franz 
explained, Haeckel was a socialist, but certainly not o f  the Marxian 
persuasion— implying o f course that he was a National Socialist. 
Franz also recalled Bismarck’s visit to Jena in 1892, and he invoked 
Haeckel’s name as a symbol o f the heroic in life and as a person who 
should serve as a model for Nazi youth.132

In another eulogy written for Haeckel’s Centenary, the noted 
biologist and anthropologist, Professor Gerhard Heberer also claimed 
Haeckel as a prophet o f  National Socialism. ‘It is to be recalled at this 
opportunity,’ he wrote, ‘that Haeckel was one o f  the first fighters for 
eugenic measures. His proposals were being brought into reality 
in the new Reich.’135 And Heberer also noted the Germanic content 
o f  Haeckel’s thought. Referring to the ultimate significance o f  the
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Weltrdtsel, Heberer contended that in the ‘final analysis [the Weltratsel] 
was a protest o f the Germanic spirit against the [spirit] o f the Medi­
terranean/134

There were, in addition to these celebrations at Jena, frequent 
references to Haeckel as a precursor o f National Socialism in the 
various journals o f racial biology which were published under the 
Nazis. In February 1934, also to commemorate the Centenary o f 
Haeckel’s birth, Der Biologe, distributed by the enthusiastically pro-Nazi 
publishing firm o f J. F. Lehmann, devoted an entire issue to Haeckel. 
One o f the articles praised Haeckel as a pioneer in the development o f 
National Socialism and the author remarked how Haeckel could 
hardly have realized during his own lifetime how  faithfully the Nazi 
leadership would be willing and able to carry out his ideas, especially 
in the realm o f  eugenics.135 In another issue o f  the same journal, in 
May, 1934, the well-known Nazi racial biologist, Professor Ernst 
Lehmann, lauded Haeckel as a ‘revolutionary o f the spirit’ and argued 
that the essence o f the National Socialist striving to attain a bond with 
nature was akin to the strivings o f  Haeckel.136 And in an article inspired 
by the naturalistic principles o f  Volkism written during the previous 
summer, Professor Lehmann located the essence and origin o f  National 
Socialism in the Darwinian revolution and credited Haeckel’s role in 
the growth and diffusion o f  Nazism.137

Thus, among many Nazi scientists and intellectuals there was general 
acclaim for Haeckel as a forerunner o f  National Socialism. It is note­
worthy that the official ideologist o f Nazi Germany, Alfred Rosenberg, 
wrote o f  his own intellectual debt to the Haeckelian tradition. In his 
memoirs he described the formative influence o f  his studies at the 
Realgymnasium in Reval. This school, Rosenberg’s editors explain, 
was ‘completely based on the spirit o f  the scientific positiveness o f  the 
nineteenth century, without classical precepts,’ and thoroughly shaped 
Rosenberg’s early mind. The school’s director was admiringly 
described by Rosenberg as a ‘naturalist’ who ‘owned a large butterfly 
collection, wrote on the geological history o f Estonia, and corres­
ponded with many o f the scientific institutes o f  the Reich.’ This same 
director, Rosenberg added, ‘sent his only son to Jena’ where ‘Haeckel 
and Eucken were making this university world famous.’ And as a 
consequence o f  his Gymnasium background, Rosenberg’s editors add,
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‘Rosenberg was never able to shed the influence o f the Monists o f 
Haeckel's caliber, and the foundation for his later anti-Christian 
philosophy was obviously laid there and then. This adulation for the 
supremacy o f science, elevated to the realm o f philosophy, is en­
countered time and again later on, specifically in the field o f hereditary 
biology/138

Among some o f  Haeckel’s other eulogizers in the Third Reich, might 
be mentioned Hans F. K. Gunther, Nazism’s leading racial anthro­
pologist, who, interestingly enough, joined the faculty o f the University 
o f  Jena shortly before the Nazi revolution.139 In addition, Haeckel 
was celebrated in the pages o f the official ideological journal o f  the 
Nazi party, Nationalsozialistische Monatshefte,140 and a biography o f  
him was published in 1935 under the auspices o f  the Institut fur mensch- 
liche Erbforschung und Rassenpolitik.141 Haeckel’s Nazi biographer, 
Heinz Bruecher, gave assurances not only o f  his importance for the 
development o f  the basic doctrines o f  National Socialism but also o f 
his proper biological background— his Aryanism, his blond hair, and 
his blue eyes.

And even among those Nazi leaders where there is no specific 
mention o f  Haeckel, nonetheless, the influence o f Haeckelian ideology 
is clearly in evidence. In Himmler, for example, biological analogy 
pervades much o f  his thinking. Trained early in life in agricultural 
genetics Himmler attempted to use his knowledge for the selection o f 
members o f the SS. He thought o f  himself as operating completely 
within the framework o f science and in his famous conversations with 
his physical therapist, Dr. Felix Kersten, he revealed how the idea o f 
nature dominated his thinking and gave evidence o f  the same mystical 
reverence for nature and its powers which had characterized Hitler.142 
But it was not only among the main Nazi leaders that Haeckelian ideas 
were to be found. The entire literature o f  National Socialism was 
suffused with veneration o f  nature and adherence to the dictates o f  
science. The Nazi state, for example, publicized’ itself as the ‘biological 
will o f the German people’ and National Socialism was defined as 
‘political biology.’143 In innumerable scholarly journals and books the 
biological basis o f  the new state was stressed and the rebirth o f  the 
German people was linked to the laws o f biology.144 In fact, Nazism
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completely assimilated the fundamental ideas o f  Haeckel and the 
Monists.

Among Haeckel’s closest followers in the Monist League, National Social­
ism was openly and enthusiastically welcomed as the ideology that they had 
been espousing for years. In 1933, with the triumph of Nazism, the Monist 
League was dissolved. But during the same year, Heinrich Schmidt, Haeckel’s 
biographer and editor of his collected works, launched a new nature-philo­
sophical journal, Natur und Geist, which he edited until his death in 1935. 
The journal was dedicated to the ideals of National Socialism and expressed 
a fawning admiration for Hitler and the new regime. Published until 1938, 
Natur und Geist was conceived as a continuing memorial to Haeckel, and its 
content celebrated the unity of Monism and National Socialism. In 1942, a 
society of scholars, centered at the Haeckel Haust was founded, the Ernst 
Haeckel Gesellschaft—an organization enjoying the protection of the Gauleiter 

of Thuringia, Fritz Sauckel, who would be condemned to death at the 
Nuremberg trials.145 Members included a who’s who of prominent Nazi aca­
demics like Dr. Karl Astel, rector of the University of Jena, and Dr. Gerhard 
Heberer, who had been inducted into the SS by Heinrich Himmler.146

One question remains to be answered, however. Haeckel was clearly 
accorded recognition by some Nazi intellectuals and by his followers 
as a forerunner o f  the Third Reich. Yet at the same time, it is also 
apparent that Haeckel did not figure in Nazi propaganda as a major 
prophet o f  National Socialism. He never attained the status o f  Lagarde 
or o f  Houston Stewart Chamberlain in the annals o f Nazi history. And 
the reason is clear. W hile Darwinism was part o f  the Nazi educational 
curriculum in biology, official National Socialist ideology was suspi­
cious o f  the idea o f  human evolution and, while not outrighdy denying 
it, tended to play down the theory o f the animal origin o f  man. It must 
be remembered that the Nazis had assigned a heroic and eternally 
superior character and racial constitution to the Aryans. It was therefore 
hardly ideologically admissible at the same time to allow for the 
evolution o f  the Aryans from a group o f  inferior anthropoid progeni­
tors. Any theory o f  this kind would have destroyed the notion that 
the Aryans were in possession o f  racial superiority from the beginning. 
This dilemma o f  the Nazis, however, in regard to the complete accept­
ance o f  the idea o f  evolution was in fact an Haeckelian dilemma
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magnified many times. Haeckel and the Monists had also tried to 
disseminate their belief in man’s immutability in a world which by 
the fundamental tenets o f their own theory was assumed to be con­
stantly in motion.147
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