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I


I doubt I am the only one who wondered about the origin of the notion of monism.   Depending on our definition of the word, monism has been around for some time.   Even using the definition our convener gave to the word in announcing the Wiles Colloquium - the theory that all spirit and matter are united in a single original substance - is very reminiscent of Spinoza and who knows how many sources in Eastern thought.   So what are we to do in such a circumstance?  First, let's realize that monism is most commonly assumed to be a phenomenon of the later nineteenth century.  It is most often associated with Ernst Haeckel since it was from the General Morphology and the Natural History of Creation that the word came into general parlance.

But I believe it will be helpful to take a look at the period before the monist century our conference has identified, 1845-1945.   Le me confess right here at the outset that as I worked on this assignment on monism in religion I found myself asking some preliminary questions.  My investigation of them may have gotten a little out of hand, but I am convinced that some interesting insights have emerged, at least for me, and I hope they will contribute to our collective thinking about monism in this colloquium.   For one thing, I quickly discovered that my original title, "Monism in Protestant Theology," was woefully narrow.  I needed to talk about "Monism in Protestant Religion," and in doing so I would want to draw on individuals who, while providing insights on the subject, themselves came from a variety of professions.

Two different results have surfaced from asking about developments during the eighteenth century and in the German Romantic Period.  Let me take them in turn before focusing on monism in religion closer to mid-century.

First, I have become clearer in my mind about two different meanings of monism that have been in use and about the implications of each.  The origin of the word "monism" itself, from what I've been able to turn up. occurred well before Haeckel made it popular.  The first reference I found to the concept - Monismus - came in a work of the German philosopher Christian Wolff (1679-1754) from 1721.  In the preface of his Vernünftige Gedanken von Gott, der Welt und der Seele des Menschen of that year Wolff designated by monists those philosophers who, in opposition to Descartes's dualism of res extensa and res cogitans, assume but one fundamental substance.  He distinguished two kinds of monists - "materialists and idealists."

Up to around 1830 monism was rarely used in general discourse, though the term was always present in lexicons and historical philosophical works.  It first came into English in 1832, through the work of another German, the philosopher Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann (1761-1819).   Tennemann was one of the relatively few Kantians of the German Romantic Era.  A respected historian of philosophy, he supplemented his nine-volume History of Philosophy with a briefer compendium, entitled Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie, in 1812.
  This went through several editions and was eventually translated into English in 1832 as Manual of the History of Philosophy.   From here the word "monism" made it into the Oxford English Dictionary.

Tennemann's use of Monismus is instructive because he reinforces the understanding of Wolff but then introduces a new meaning of the term by tying it to the work of Schelling.   It is this new meaning, emerging from German romanticism, that gives rise to the monism we find later in Haeckel.

The context in which Tennemann defines "monism" is his treatment of the method of philosophy.  One has a choice of starting points, he says.  Either start with an inquiry into the nature of our faculties for knowledge and move to the knowledge itself of things.  (One hears, of course, the influence of Kant here.)  Or start with the knowledge of things and move to a theory of knowledge.  The first route is called the critical method and the latter the dogmatic method of philosophy.


Monism emerges as Tennemann spells out characteristics of dogmatism.   Dogmatism wants to establish certain doctrines and it assumes, without first examining the limits of reason, that human reason can uncover the laws and nature of things.    It is when he describes the number of fundamental principles dogmatism may embrace that monism is mentioned:  Here, he says, a bit mysteriously:  "With reference to the essence of things, it [dogmatism] becomes Dualism or Monism, and the latter either positively and negatively together as materialism or spiritualism or positively alone as the system of Absolute Identity."
  When he uses the enigmatic phrase "positively and negatively together" I take Tennemann to mean what Wolff understood monism to be.   In other words, when monism is either materialism or spiritualism it is exclusive.  When it is materialism it positively asserts the primacy of matter but negatively denies the presence of spirit, and when spiritualism it reverses the order.  This contrasts monism to dualism, understood as Descartes's radical separation of fundamental reality into two different kinds - matter and spirit.  Monism chooses between the Cartesian options and makes everything out of the choice.

This interpretation is reinforced by the final phrase, "positively alone as the system of Absolute Identity."   This is a reference to Schelling's system, which does not exclude but embraces both matter and spirit as one.

So, on the one hand there is the monism that results from asserting that reality is either material or it is spiritual.  Here the idea is that only one of Descartes's two fundamental realities is the real fundamental reality, the other being non-existent or at best derivative.   Either matter in motion is all the reality that exists, and everything we experience is reducible to that, or spirit is the ultimate reality, to which even the so-called material world owes its existence.  These kinds of monism also continue to exist in the nineteenth century, even in the context of issues of religion, as we will see.   But there is also a new kind of monism that blends materialism and spiritualism together.  That's what happens in the third example of monism Tennemann mentions - the system of Absolute Identity.   

Tennemann has in mind Schelling's system of philosophy, which, as a Kantian, he opposes.  Schelling's monism harks back to Spinoza, whom Schelling openly cites.  It is a denial that fundamental reality can be separated into matter and mind.  Spinoza did so with his concept of substance.  Schelling sees the need for uniting mind and matter because of the question with which he begins:  "Not how [purposive] Nature arose outside us, but how even the very idea of such a Nature has got into us."
   For that a new realm was necessary, a realm which subsumed both mind (as rational intelligence) and nature (as the not-self).   Assuming this realm, Schelling's system adopted the dual task of showing how mind was implicit in nature and how nature was implicit in mind. 

Long before Hegel made it popular, Schelling was articulating the claim that the real was the rational and the rational was the real.  Unlike Hegel, Schelling wished not to subordinate the real world to that of mind - the two were dialectically intertwined.  He rejects the notion, emphasized by Kant, that our knowledge of nature is to be depicted by treating it as mechanism.  To do so, according to Schelling, separates us from nature rather than acknowledging that we too are part of nature.  The appropriate metaphor for nature is organism.  Nor is knowledge confined to snapshots of nature; rather, knowledge comes from experiencing development.  The evolution of nature and spirit together is a fundamental source of a true understanding of the Absolute.

This rejection of separate realms of mind and matter is, I suggest, a fundamental assumption of much later monism as well.  It accords well with the definition mentioned at the outset - theory that all spirit and matter are united in a single original substance.   But, just because this romantic sense of monism reminds us of Haeckel and the late nineteenth century does not mean that it is the only variety of monism to persist in the nineteenth century.  There is also materialistic monism and spiritualistic monism in nineteenth century religion.   

First, spiritualistic monism is recognizable in the speculative idealism of the Hegelian school.   Just after Hegel's death the jurist and historian of religion Carl Friedrich Göschel (1784-1861), whom Hegel had positively reviewed, published The Monism of Thought: An Apology for Present Day Philosophy at the Grave of Its Founder, in the preface of which he named monism the central point of current philosophy.  Göschel's aim was to use monism as something that made clear the incompatibility of Hegel's philosophy with clerical Christianity.  In this connection he was answering Christian Herrmann Weisse (1801-1866), who already in 1829 had criticized the "dualism" of content and form of the religious ideas in Hegel's philosophy of religion.  Weisse said it was not possible to move, as Hegel purported to, from the purely logical categories of being to the reality existing in these forms without dragging in experience.  Göschel saw even then that such a claim threatened the destruction of the Hegelian school.  He attempted to resist that development by emphasizing the "monistic" structure of Hegel's thought. 
 
What about monistic materialism?  By itself, materialism technically has no capacity to establish anything beyond itself.   Materialism is not, as Schelling assumes nature must be, purposive in itself.   We will see opponents of materialism insist that it is blind necessity, purposeless, impossible to impart meaning to human existence.  But proponents of materialism did not agree that it held no meaning for humans.  Materialistic monism inevitably brought with it agendas for religion.  As Professor Weir so cogently argues in his wonderful study of "The Secular Beyond," it was the assumptions that monism brought to materialism "that enabled materialism to provide a basis for religious transcendence."
   So, it turns out, whether one calls oneself simply a monist where matter and spirit were one or a materialistic monist does not appear to matter much.    


The second insight that comes from looking back to the turn of the century has to do with an implication of the appearance of Kant's philosophy at the end of the eighteenth century.   It helps us see what I wish to characterize as the essentially nineteenth century nature of monism.  Let me explain what I mean.

The radical nature of Kant's Copernican turn, in which the beginning point is the subject, not the objects of the senses
, meant that a new conception of truth came on the scene that Germans thereafter had to deal with.  If you were a German intellectual in the nineteenth century you had to come to grips with Kant one way or another.  Most, especially monists, did so by disagreeing with him.   Kant's radical new way of doing metaphysics had a profound impact on the way in which individuals pursued the question of truth, particularly in the context of the natural sciences.   I think this question of truth is an important one for us because, at least throughout the nineteenth century, it was a central concern of not only scientists, but of philosophers and theologians as well.  

What Kant did with his Copernican turn was to introduce a new conception of how one went about finding truth, one that many found disruptive to the understanding that had reigned in the West since the time of the Greeks.  Our monists will largely reject Kant's new approach as well, but in so doing they reveal something essential about monism that we do well to keep in mind.  I'm willing to call this something - which I'll get to in a second - the essentially nineteenth century nature of monism.   Let me be clear.  I'm referring here to monism as an intellectual world view.  And I am fully aware that monism survives into the twentieth century.   But it does so, I would argue, as a holdover from the intellectual outlook of the previous era, not as a mark of a worldview that will last and be characteristic of the new century.


The best way to understand all this is to summarize the traditional view of truth and then see how Kant changes the game.  I've dealt with this matter in print
, so here I will summarize that treatment very briefly in order to see how it might shed light on the meaning of monism at mid-century.


The classical understanding of the nature of truth is called the correspondence theory of truth.  As the name suggests, truth is attained when a correspondence is established between the worlds of thought and of things.  The realm of things is assumed to be independent of the mind that knows it.  To establish the truth of a claim about this realm it is necessary to exhibit a match between the rational description given in the claim with the way things are as apprehended in experience.  Here the realm of things - nature - is assumed to be rational, so it is just a matter of coming to the correct rational description.  Schelling's philosophical system, with its declaration that there is a match between the real and the rational since they are both intertwined, makes abundantly clear his dependence on the correspondence theory of truth.  


This is also the understanding of truth historically associated with Newtonian natural science, in which nature is depicted as a machinery.  Here, although humans are detached from nature as they attempt to know it, there is an assumption that we can discover the rational laws written into nature.  Hence there is the goal of uncovering nature's secrets, of fully capturing nature in rational categories.  It is what Gerald Holton has called the Ionian enchantment, the desire "to achieve one logically unified and parsimoniously constructed system of thought that will provide the conceptual comprehension, as complete as humanly possible, of the scientifically accessible sense experiences in their full diversity."
  

To illustrate the correspondence theory, I like to cite the Dutch physiologist Jakob Moleschott from 1867.  He said, no doubt in opposition to the Kantian tradition that he as a materialist rejected, that "The natural scientist does not give in to the belief that he has created the law.  He feels in his innermost being that the facts impose it on him."
  As is evident here, the correspondence theory is a metaphysical assertion: truth is determined by what really exists "out there."  Our monists embrace this traditional conception of truth.  That's what imparts, in their minds, authority to their conclusions.  And that's also what makes monism so nineteenth century.


With the appearance of Kant's philosophy a new theory of truth became possible, one that contributed to, though by no means established on its own, the eventual appearance of a viewpoint more characteristic of the twentieth century different from that of the nineteenth.  This is the coherence theory of truth.
  Without getting into the different varieties of coherence theory,
 what marks this approach is that, where knowledge of the world is concerned, what matters is not a correspondence between a proposition about reality and a reality independent of anything that may be believed about it.  What matters is the proposition's coherence within a set of beliefs.   "The coherence, and nothing else, is what its truth consists in."


Kant held that we cannot know the world as it is in itself.  In knowing the phenomenal realm we do not apprehend the world as it really is in spite of what those who embrace a correspondence theory of truth say.   Coherence theory, then, does not make the traditional metaphysical claim about the nature of reality.  It is anti-realism in contrast to the realism of correspondence theory.  The truth of a proposition about nature is not measured against external nature, as in correspondence theory, but internally with respect to its coherence within a set of beliefs about nature.  The ultimate touchstone of our knowledge is not nature, but the subject.  This is why Kant says we are lawgivers to nature, meaning that we dictate to nature the general conditions under which nature is to be known.


I bring all this up because Kant's thought hovers in the background all through the nineteenth century.  There are neo-Kantians who continue Kant's emphasis in the years immediately following his death in 1804 (for example Wilhelm Tennemann), but it is not until the rise of the neo-Kantian movement of the second half of the century that Kant makes something of a comeback.  And then it is in opposition to the more visible voices of materialists and monists, who denounce the "theological" nature of Kant's viewpoint because of its insistence on a realm of the unknowable.  As Ludwig Feuerbach said in his Philosophie der Zukunft: "Kantian idealism, in which things are arranged according to the understanding, not the understanding according to things, is therefore nothing other than the realization of the theological idea of the divine understanding, which is not determined by things, but instead determines them."
 


Monists simply could not relate to the implications of neo-Kantianism.  They started from the world of experience and did not acknowledge that their inferences about the truths they discovered were in any way flawed or even problematical.  And the world of experience they took as their point of departure involved a nature that was hardly one created from dead, inert, and passive matter, but a nature that was alive, filled with aesthetic and moral truth as well as the truth revealed by the laws revealing the behavior of matter.

II

Let me begin our discussion of monism in religion with an expression of it during the Romantic Era itself.  Among the most influential theologians of that time, and of all time for that matter, was Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834).   He is known for having reconfigured the discussion of religion at the turn of the nineteenth century.  Surrounded by many who were critical of religion or had given it up, Schleiermacher wrote his famous speeches in 1799 in which he defended religion, albeit in an intellectual form hardly traditional.  This is not the place to go into an exposition of his religious thought, except to show how some of his fundamental ideas express agreement with what we are calling monism.

Schleiermacher's main biographer, Wilhelm Dilthey, makes the claim that to understand his thought one must begin with Schleiermacher's assumption of Naturphilosophie.
  Schleiermacher drew on Schelling often, but it emerges into full view in two concepts especially, first in Schelling's evolutionary and dialectical conception of nature and second in his insistence on the unity of mind and nature.  It was in his understanding of ethics that the adoption of these two tenets of Schelling's thought becomes most visible.  That, in itself, is important for us, for Schleiermacher believed, like later monists apparently did as well, that a moral sense was written into nature and history.

Schleiermacher's articulation of this conviction is, unfortunately, couched in the abstruse language and categories of Schelling's philosophy.  Let me give you a sufficient taste of it to convince you that Schleiermacher's thought can indeed be seen as monistic or, at the very least, as proto-monistic.  "All lower, earthly nature, existing for itself, is in place prior to moral process, and in so far as the original being of reason can be seen in the real, having been built into human nature as a part of the evolutionary process of nature, namely as a higher bringing forth of the ideal in the real, to that extent moral process rests on the physical and is, conversely, its continuation."
  This is a difficult passage, to say the least.  Here's what I take from it.  First comes nature.  As it evolves it produces humans, who are therefore part of nature.  Their existence, as part of the real world, is the highest expression of the ideal.  Hence morality, a capability of this highest evolutionary product, is built into and therefore expressive of, the real world.
 

Later monists will need no such abstract philosophical justification of the moral sense of nature, but they will want nature to have one.  That is a mark of monism - to be able to assert that the unity of mind and matter into a fundamental substance lying behind both brings characteristics of both mind and matter with it.  When combined with the authority of scientific method, they are able to assert that the moral claims they make are built into the real world they have objectively researched.  Their "truth" justifies the moral and political agenda of monism.

There is, of course, a major difference between Schleiermacher's monism and that of later figures.  He was, after all, a cleric, later adding to his duties a professorship of theology.  Schleiermacher had no difficulty moving beyond Schelling's impersonal Absolute as the union of matter and spirit, to the personal God.
  We might, then regard Scheliermacher's monism as a kind of diversion from Schelling's original emphasis.  Schelling seems closer to later monists in this regard, although, of course, in the insistence on the central role of experimentation they remain different.  I turn next to two figures who, like Schleiermacher, embraced a monism that retained a personal God as the great unity, but who, like later monists, also insisted on experimentation as the means to knowledge.

III

The first example of a natural philosopher who came to hold that the unification of matter and spirit leads explicitly to God I will mention only very briefly.  Listen to the account given by the British chemist Humphrey Davy in 1830 of his conversion away from materialism to a more acceptable religious outlook.  In his Consolations he notes how "The doctrine of the materialists was always, even in my youth, a cold, heavy, dull and insupportable doctrine to me, and necessarily tending to atheism."  But when he heard the plan of the physiologist, involving 

the gradual accretion of matter and its becoming endowed with irritability, ripening into sensibility and acquiring such organs as were necessary, by its own inherent forces, and at last arising into intellectual existence, a walk in the green fields or woods by the banks of rivers brought back my feelings from nature to God; I saw in all the powers of matter the instruments of the deity; the sunbeams, the breath of the zephyr awakened animation in forms prepared by divine intelligence to receive it; the insensate seed, the slumbering egg, which were to be vivified, appeared like the new born animal, works of a divine mind; I saw love as the creative principle in the material world, and this love only as a divine attribute. Then, my own mind, I felt connected with new sensations and indefinite hopes, a thirst for immortality.
 

David Knight calls this a "higher pantheism" and notes that it required abandoning the move from nature to God of the older natural theology.   There nature was an "it," with no attributes of person and certainly none of soul.  Knight says, for example, of Robert Boyle, one of the creators of argument from design, that he was, "a good protestant who wanted no intermediary between himself and his God."
   Men like Davy, the astronomer John Nichol, and the physicist John Tyndal
 did, however, and it was because nature united matter and spirit into one that it could serve in that capacity.

Another transitional figure who bridged the gap between the Romantic Era and later monism was the Danish chemist Hans Christian Ørsted (1777-1851).   Ørsted left Denmark for an extended trip through Germany in 1801.  He met with numerous members of the Romantic Circler in Jena, including Schelling, and became enamored of nature philosophy.  What particularly appealed to him was the insight that Schelling announced first at the end of his Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature and then elaborated in his second work, The World Soul: we must interpret the empirical world in light of a "hypothesis of higher physics" that mind and nature are united.  To capture the idea Schelling called his unifying notion a world soul.

Ørsted, we have recently learned, never really imbibed a conservative Danish Lutheran orthodoxy from his upbringing.  Hans Christian and his brother Anders received their earliest religious instruction from a German wig maker named Christian Oldenburg and his Danish wife.  It is true that the focus here was reading the Bible, Luther's catechism, and pietistic works Oldenburg read to the boys.   But at home their vistas were broadened every Sunday through the sermons and other works of the Royal Confessor to the Danish Crown, Christian Bastholm (1740-1819), either read to them by their mother or read by them to her.

Bastholm's work shows the influence of the philosophy of Christian Wolff, the disciple of Leibniz cited above for his early use of the term monism.  Wolff opposed what he perceived to be an overdependence of some Enlightenment thinkers on reason by insisting on the fundamental unity of reason and revelation.  In a work of 1783 Bastholm writes that  "Reason and revelation are united to prove the [infinity of God]," while in an earlier book from 1779 he declares "What revelation teaches, reason confirms" and "What reason teaches, revelation confirms."
  According to Bastholm, this harmony between reason and revelation is most vividly displayed in nature; in fact, it is the systematic application of reason in natural science that imparts greater perfection to our understanding of the Creator.
  Andrew Wilson's study of Bastholm's influence on Ørsted emphasizes the role of the concept of Kraft in his thought, amounting to what Wilson calls a "theology of Kraft."  Nature was created by divine force and is maintained by natural forces that find their origin in God.  "Every single thing that is produced by the power of nature (Naturens Kraft) according to its orderly way, has no less a ground for its existence in the Divine that the whole of nature."

Bastholm provided Ørsted with a lasting theological foundation that later served him well in his study of natural science.
  Wolffian natural theology, with its sense of a divinely animated nature, stayed with him throughout his life.  But it was not the sole source of his understanding of nature and its relation to spirit.  The philosophy of Kant and also of Schelling played a large part in his acceptance of respectively a dynamic conception of matter and of the unity of nature and spirit.  The Kantian influence, while important, takes us too far afield from our major concern with the variety of monism Ørsted embraced.   Here Schelling is more important.

What Ørsted above all took from Schelling's Naturphilosophie was philosophical confirmation that "nature is a productive product."  He wrote to his brother-in-law in 1807 that Schelling  had "reiterated this in many different ways.  The most beautiful and striking [way] is that nature is nothing other than the revelation of the Divine."
  Much later, in 1845, Ørsted put it in a manner that reverberates very well with what would become the central tenet of monism.  "Spirit and nature are one, seen from two different sides."

As an old man of 73 Ørsted sent Schelling, who was also still alive, a copy of a book on Christian dogmatics that had just appeared by a professor of theology at Copenhagen.  It was an acknowledgement of his debt to the aging philosopher, sent because Ørsted was confident the position taken by the author of the work would please Schelling.  First of all, the work, by Hans Martensen, was one of the few remaining endorsements of Schelling's Naturphilosophie, whose heyday was long past.  Martensen openly rejected the depictions of nature he saw in the works from his time in 1850, preferring those like Schelling's from earlier in the century.  He embraced Schelling's notion of a world soul, even though he went beyond Schelling in equating it with the way the Christian God is known in nature.  Like the sentiment Ørsted had expressed just five years before, Martensen declared that "God and the world are but two sides of the same unity."
  Ørsted mentioned in his accompanying letter that he, too, had just written a book whose goal was "to prove from empirical science how the collective laws of nature form a rational whole, and how nature itself is a revelation of the creating, living Reason."   Such a notion, he conceded, was for Schelling "as old as your philosophizing."

Ørsted had preached the same message all his life.  In 1814 he had objected to a work by the noted Danish cleric and theologian Nikolaj Gruntvig, who set himself the goal of blaming Naturphilosophie for the lack of spiritual life in Denmark.  Gruntvig's central concern - that Schelling's system made the notion of a personal God impossible -  highlights for us an important issue.  If Schelling himself took no pains to link the Absolute to a personal God, certainly Ørsted did.  There were those who did regard Schelling's system as atheistic, but Ørsted was hardly among them.  One lesson we can take from this is that this proto-monism of Davy and Ørsted saw no problem at all with the idea of a personal God, however vaguely He was understood.  Ørsted replied to Gruntvig by complaining of his "thoughtless declamations against the sciences, of which he has no idea," and noting that they had "emptied his works of all love and humanity."

The book that Ørsted mentioned to Schelling he had just written was his two volume Der Gesit in der Natur of 1850.  It is a collection of essays, taken from various points of Ørsted's career.  From their very titles
 it is obvious that Ørsted reiterates in this work what has already been described of his position.  He maintains that the material realm involves constant change, always on the road between birth and death.  What demands our devotion is what doesn't change - "the forces that produce things and the laws by which they act." All these forces resolve themselves into a constant power and all the individual laws of nature become one all pervasive and constant law of reason.  But what is constant it does not remain impersonal: "That reason and the force to which everything owes its essential nature is only the revelation of an independent, living Omniscience."

David Knight suggests that Ørsted's book represented a style that had gone out of favor by mid-century.  No longer were polymaths respected; rather, Europe had entered into a age of specialization.
  But Ørsted still wanted to sum things all up under one grand message.  He was fighting a losing battle on many fronts since what I have called his proto-monism was unconvincing to many.  When they heard his reference to God and the constant laws of nature in one breath, they saw an impersonal deity, forced to abide by laws from which he could not extricate Himself.  Ørsted was aware of the challenge.  He had even articulated it himself in the words of a character he created in a dialogue written for the Danish Popular Journal in 1837.  The character replies to Ørsted's position to say that

All your natural science is adverse to the disposition of my mind; it transforms the whole mode of thought, and turns it away from God.  In your science, it is not He who permits the sun to rise and set, or who holds the earth in His hand, or who gives it summer and winter.  No; with you it is the blind laws of nature which accomplish this.  It is not His anger which emits the lightning.  No!  With you it is only an electric spark, driven by blind necessity.  It is not His power which permits the storm to sweep over the earth.  No! It is disturbed equilibrium.  It is not His goodness which sprinkles the earth with the waters of the heavens.  No!  It is only, as I have been told, a sport between warm and cold currents of air.

But Ørsted's attempt to depict the spiritual in the material was not the only one that was perceived to go awry.  So too did that of the German radicals Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872) and David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874).

IV

Feuerbach is an example of someone whose understanding of religion underwent a switch from idealistic monism to materialistic monism.  He entered Heidelberg to study theology, but switched to philosophy and fell under the spell of Hegel's system, prompting his transfer to Berlin during the heyday of Hegel's fame in the 1820s.  His gradual defection from Hegelian idealism took a long time to play itself out, but already in 1827 he had begun to have doubts.  It had to do with the relation of thought to being.  Feuerbach wondered whether Hegel's approach could take nature seriously since it seemed to deal only with the intellectual realm.  If there were no such thing as nature to begin with, Feuerbach said, then logic certainly could not produce one out of itself.

But if there were doubts, they were not sufficient to temper his enthusiastic embrace of what Carl Friedrich Göschel touted as Hegel's "monism of thought" in 1832.
  At this juncture and throughout most of the 1830s Feuerbach retained his allegiance to Hegel's speculative idealism, even launching biting replies to works that dared critique Hegel for obliterating the real world by eliminating any essential role for phenomena.
  He also critiqued empiricism in his book on Leibniz's pneumatology in 1837, although he did include here a positive appraisal of the historical role of empiricism.   But he was gradually changing his mind - unbridled spiritualism was beginning to give way to a view in which matter would hold sway.  His conversion was completed in his work of 1839, Toward a Critique of Hegelian Philosophy.  

We do not get in Feuerbach's new outlook an open and explicit declaration of the unity of mind and spirit in one fundamental reality - he does not appear to have been attracted to Schelling's understanding of nature.  In the critique he focuses on the problem in Hegel.  The realm of the real world, in Hegel the alienation of the Idea, is, according to Feuerbach, "only a pretence."  "The Idea begets and testifies to itself not in a real other…{but] out of a formal, apparent contradiction."
  His doubt from 1827 has become a new conviction: Hegel had not taken the real world seriously.  

But if Feuerbach has questioned the spiritualistic monism of his mentor, he proceeds to switch it for a monism of matter.  In his next work, the one for which he is famous, he declares himself to be a materialist:  "I found my ideas on materials that can only be acquired through the activity of the senses, not producing the object from the thought, but conversely the thought from the object; and only objects that exist outside my head."
  He identifies now, he says, with realism, with materialism.

But in his new realism he has retained his conviction that, as he now puts it, "The laws of reality are also the laws of thought."
  The difference now was that the laws of thought found their source in the laws of reality.  "Philosophy is the knowledge of what is.  The highest law, the highest task of philosophy is to think of and to recognize things and essences as they are."
  This was the correspondence theory of truth baldly stated.  Feuerbach's conversion to naive realism may be a bit surprising, given his background, but it stands as an indication of the limited options available to those grappling with scientific method in the decades around mid-century.   While there was an awareness of the problems induction raised, it would be a while before the depth of the challenge would be recognized.
  In the meantime, there were many who believed that the observation and experimentation of natural science not only gave unquestioned results about the natural world, but also lent authority to judgments about religion and politics.  This was certainly the case for the scientific materialists of mid-century, and it would also mark later monism.   It was, in other words, very much a nineteenth century outlook.

Feuerbach tried to explain why his materialism possessed the capacity to move beyond the purely material realm into that of thought, where moral and political judgments were born.  It was not because fundamental reality combined both spirit and matter.  It was because the ideal derived from the material.  The ideal, he said, did not have to do with the real, but with what was practical in our interaction with the real.   In the Foreword to the second edition of his critique of religion he said: "The Idea is for me only faith in the historical future, in the victory of truth and virtue; it has for me only a political and moral meaning; but in the area of genuine theoretical philosophy, only realism, materialism in the sense given above, is for me valid, in direct opposition to Hegelian philosophy, where precisely the reverse occurs."
   

The political agenda in Feuerbach's case emerged most forcefully in his review of the scientific materialist Jakob Moleschott's book of 1852, Die Lehre der Nahrungsmittel: Für das Volk.   Entitled "Natural Science and the Revolution," Feuerbach began with a scathing attack of the forces that had re-established power after the failure of 1848.  He pointing out that governmental censors were making an error in exempting natural science from suspicious works.  Why? Because Moleschott's scientific treatment of diet contained "ethical and political significance."  As Feuerbach reached his peroration, he introduced into Western civilization, in German a pun, one of its classic wise sayings: "Food becomes blood, blood becomes heart and brain, thoughts, and mental substances. …  If you wish to improve the people, then given them better food instead of declamations against sin.  Man is what he eats. (Der Mensch ist was er isst.)"

Feuerbach's devastating critique of religion - that it was all based on a projection of human needs into the heavens and therefore a giant illusion - came directly from his materialism.  He had found the truth and felt obligated to expose the fundamental falsehood of religion.  And that undivided truth of nature brought with it first an exposure of the lies of the past and, in the form of hope for the future, a capacity for moral and political judgment.

V

Another defector from monistic Hegelian idealism was David Friedrich Strauss,
 the radical theologian whose book on The Life of Jesus shocked Europe in 1835.  When he wrote that work he was still very much a devotee of idealism.  In fact, it was his focus on the ideal meaning Jesus carried, at the expense of any concern with the historical Jesus, that caused such offense.  Although he conceded that there had been a real historical figure, it hardly mattered.  

It was the mythical content of the gospel accounts, unconsciously crafted by their authors to portray Jesus as the messiah, that enabled the life of Jesus to express the participation of humanity in divinity not in concepts - that was philosophy's job - but symbolically.  Strauss despised the old tradition of rationalist theologians who debunked miracles by exposing what had "really" occurred.  Of course the miracles were simply mythical stories, but to give a naturalistic explanation of them totally missed the point of their eternal symbolic value.  Strauss's readers, of course, only heard him acknowledge that miracles were not real, not caring that for Strauss the real lay in the realm of the ideal.

In subsequent writings Strauss more and more acknowledged the work of higher criticism and natural science as a means of undermining the literal interpretation of scripture, thereby making it more possible for humankind to grasp the symbolic meanings present.  His Doctrine of Faith of 1840 even stated in its subtitle that the work was about Christian doctrine "in its battle with modern science (Wissenschaft)."  The greater time scales both geology and astronomy had opened up showed, for example, that the Genesis account of creation was not about seven days of divine activity, but that the earth and humans had come about by means of an evolutionary process gradually over long time.
   Everything he did, however, merely hardened the public against him as an enemy of religion.

Strauss generally remained out of the limelight after 1841.  He had few defenders, even from among the ranks of the higher critics of the Bible.  Disillusioned, he forsook scholarly theological publications for almost twenty years.  Even then, with the appearance of his second Life of Jesus in 1864, he decided not to write for scholars but for the general public.  In this work, and in his book of 1872 called The Old Faith and the New, Strauss openly appealed to those who no longer believed the dogmas of the church, a group he imagined to be "an innumerable multitude" from the educated classes.

It is in the latter work that Strauss appeared to go over to the dark side of materialism.  In answer to the question, "How are we to understand the universe?", Strauss abandoned his old Hegelian assumption that reason alone could account for the real.  Like Feuerbach, he now acknowledged that the real was the source of our understanding.  Knowledge of the real comes through, as he put it, "an inferential process."  His approach sounded like straightforward Baconian empiricism.  Humans had the capacity to receive impressions from "the objective causes of these impressions," and these "more and more separated themselves into groups … till at last this whole richly partitioned and orderly system of our present conception of nature and the world is formed."
   Where he once had embraced the pure coherence theory of his mentor Hegel,
 in which no fundamental claims could be made by the so-called real world of the thing-in-itself, now he opted for a correspondence theory of truth, in which the results of our observation of the world are faithfully captured in our rational accounts.  

Strauss, of course, saw this as the replacement of faith by science, a process he characterized in the fourth edition as justified.
  Hence the claim of his title - to be replacing an old faith with a new one  - rang hollow.  He was, rather, replacing the old faith with new knowledge.
  Darwin lay at the center of his new conception of things.  Not only evolution - that had been around before Darwin - but the notion that blind natural law without the interference of an external intelligence produced everything that was.   Teleological explanations based on design were against the spirit of modern science.  As long as a personal God was thought to exist, individual purpose and the general purpose of the world would be referred to him.  But any purpose that existed had nothing to do with humans, the earth, or any other passing entity.  The only purpose the universe has was, he said, "achieved  in every moment of its developmental history."

Strauss's eloquence rivaled that of Ernst Haeckel, whom he read with great pleasure and who in turn praised Strauss's book highly.  He objected to those who denounced him as a materialist, as if that somehow voided any right he had to proclaim his new religion. In a step away from the emphasis on the material foundation of reality he had been preaching, he declared that everything in the universe, matter and spirit, was simply the way it was, that materialism and idealism were just complementary ways of speaking.  Finally, he gave in to Haeckelian monism:  "We must not allow one part of the function of our being to be ascribed to a physical and the other to a spiritual cause, but all of them to one and the same, which permits itself to be seen either way."

Before he was through Strauss had gone on to urge a specific social agenda as well.  He defended the middle class and hereditary property as the indispensable bases of morality and culture.  He opposed universal suffrage, favored capital punishment, and, of course, called for the removal of all connection between ecclesiastical and civil ceremonies.
  Only one who knew he had the truth would dare to be so bold.

Nietzsche's vitriolic denunciation of Strauss was motivated by the audacity of Strauss's claim, not to have founded a new faith, but to have found the truth.  He had learned nothing from Kant, said Nietzsche, about the antinomies of idealism or the extreme relativity of science and reason.  Nietzsche denounced Strauss as a cultural philistine, whose confidence that he had arrived at final truth resembled the arrogance of Hegel.  Nietzsche could not stand Strauss's book because it killed the German spirit.  "For it seeks, this German spirit! And you hate it because it seeks and refuses to believe you when you say you have already found what it is seeking."

Monism, then, in whatever form, retains the color of nineteenth century thought in its rejection of Kantian impure coherence theory.  Monists could not accept the concession, so eloquently put by Nietzsche, of the relativity of science and reason.  That is at least part of what conveyed to monism the capability of becoming a new religion.
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