
Chapter 7

Romantic Redirection
The French Rev o lu tion fi nally trans lated the in di vid u al is tic no tions in
the hu man is tic the ory of nat u ral law into po lit i cal re al ity. How ever, the
Rev o lu tion was soon fol lowed by the great re ac tion of the Res to ra tion
pe riod. The Res to ra tion pe riod ini ti ated a new spir i tual up heaval within
the hu man is tic worldview. It was a time of fer ment and spir i tual con fu -
sion in which many again dreamed of a syn the sis be tween Chris tian ity
and hu man ism, as in our own post war pe riod. But in ac tual re al ity hu -
man ism main tained the ab so lute spir i tual lead er ship in west ern cul ture.

The New Per son al ity Ideal

The re li gious turn within hu man ism’s worldview oc curred from out of
its deep est dy namic; namely, the free dom mo tive of the per son al ity
ideal. Dur ing the Res to ra tion pe riod the per son al ity ideal be gan to
eman ci pate it self from the in flu ences of the clas si cal na ture mo tive and
its mech a nis tic world pic ture. The per son al ity ideal ac quired a new and
ir ra tio nal form which as sim i lated and re in ter preted many fa mil iar Chris -
tian mo tives in a hu man is tic fash ion. Even prom i nent Chris tian think ers
and states men, Ro man Cath o lic as well as Protestant, were mis led by
this and mis took the new spir i tual move ment as a de pend able ally in
their fun da men tal bat tle against the rev o lu tion ary prin ci ples. We shall
at tempt to sketch this new spir i tual move ment within hu man ism in
terms of the in ner di a lec tic of hu man ism’s own ground-motive. [175]

As we saw ear lier, Kant had con fined the clas si cal ideal of sci ence and
its mech a nis tic view of na ture to the area of sensorily per cep ti ble phe nom -
ena. But within this lim ited realm of “na ture” he had com pletely ac cepted
the sci ence ideal. In his con cep tion, “na ture” and “free dom” were sep a -
rated from each other by an un bridge able gap, though he granted re li gious
pri or ity to the free dom mo tive. How ever, even in Kant’s view of the free -
dom and au ton omy of hu man per son al ity, one can clearly de tect the in flu -
ence of the nat u ral-scientific at ti tude of the En light en ment. Af ter all, he
re tained the En light en ment’s in di vid u al is tic and ra tio nal is tic ori en ta tion
in his own view of hu man per son al ity.
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In the ra tio nal is tic view of na ture main tained by the clas si cal sci ence
ideal there was no place for a proper rec og ni tion of the true in di vid u al ity
of things. Af ter all, ir re duc ible in di vid u al ity did not fit a view of na ture in
which all com plex phe nom ena are dis solved into their sim plest and col or -
less “el e ments” and wholly de ter mined by uni ver sal laws of na ture. In this 
view a par tic u lar phe nom e non can be re duced to a spe cific in stance that
ex em pli fies the va lid ity of a uni ver sal law or rule.

In Kant’s con cep tion of hu man per son al ity one can still de tect this type
of ra tio nal ism. In his char ac ter iza tion of the au ton omy of hu man per son al -
ity, the true hu man au tos (the self hood or the ego) is known only by means 
of the uni ver sal form of the moral law (the no mos). Kant’s rig or ous eth ics
of law left no room for rec og niz ing the value of in di vid ual dis po si tion.
With re spect to the uni ver sal, moral law, all peo ple are merely in dis tinct
“in di vid u als” who lack real in di vid u al ity.

Con versely, this ra tio nal is tic and in di vid u al is tic view of the per son al ity 
ideal did not grant the true idea of com mu nity its right ful place. Kant
shared with the en tire En light en ment the in di vid u al is tic view of so ci ety
pro duced by the overextension of the nat u ral-scientific way of think ing.
For him the state is an ag gre gate of in di vid u als joined to gether un der gen -
eral le gal rules of con duct by means of a so cial con tract. For him even
mar riage is not a true com mu nity. He viewed it merely as a con tract be -
tween two in di vid u als of dif fer ent sex for the mu tual and last ing pos ses -
sion of each other’s bod ies.

Ro man ti cism and the “Storm and Stress” [Sturm und Drang] move -
ment bit terly op posed this ra tio nal is tic and in di vid u al is tic view of the per -
son al ity ideal. For Ro man ti cism the mo tive of free dom de manded a dif -
fer ent un der stand ing of per son al ity. Kant’s “bour geois mo ral ity” was rid -
i culed al ready in the early years of the Ro man tic era. The Ro man tics did
not wish to in ter pret the au ton omy of the per son in such a way that the hu -
man au tos, the true self, would lose it self in the no mos, the uni ver sal
moral law. On the con trary, for them the no mos, the rule for hu man con -
duct, must find its or i gin in the full in di vid u al ity of the au tos, [176] in
one’s in di vid ual dis po si tion. Hu man per son al ity must in deed be a law
unto it self! But if this is taken se ri ously, then the law must be wholly in di -
vid ual, in har mony with each per son’s dis po si tion and spe cial call ing.

Early Ro man ti cism placed this “eth ics of ge nius” over against “bour -
geois eth ics.” The the sis that gen eral laws are com pletely op posed to true
mo ral ity typ i fied the change from a ra tio nal is tic to an irrationalistic con -
cep tion of the au ton o mous per son al ity. Hu man ism’s turn to the other ex -
treme, a turn that com pletely dis missed the va lid ity of bind ing uni ver sal
laws, led to dan ger ously an ar chis tic con se quences, par tic u larly in the area 
of sex ual re la tion ships.
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Early Ro man ti cism de vel oped the “mo ral ity of ge nius” es pe cially in an
aes thetic di rec tion. For Kant, in di vid u al ity was just as valid in the realm
of art as in the realm of or ganic life. But Kant did not un der stand this va -
lid ity in a sci en tific way, which is di rected at de ter min ing ob jec tive states
of af fairs in re al ity. Rather, the claims of the in di vid ual with re spect to art
were made on the grounds of a per son’s sub jec tive power of judg ment
which can not claim to grasp re al ity ob jec tively but makes judg ments only
on the ba sis of the sub jec tive im pres sions of a pur pose ful ar range ment na -
ture makes on one’s fac ulty of judg ment. Only in re la tion to this re stric -
tion did Kant treat the ge nius of the art ist and did he speak of the im pres -
sion of the “har mo ni ous re la tion be tween na ture and free dom” which the
work of art makes on one’s aes thetic fac ulty of judg ment.

Ro man ti cism made this con cep tion of the work of art its start ing point
and trans ferred it to its “eth ics of ge nius.” For in stance, the sex ual sur ren -
der of a woman to a man out of spon ta ne ous love – quite apart from the
civil bond of marriage – was glo ri fied as aes thetic har mony be tween “sen -
su ous na ture” and “spir i tual free dom.” Friedrich Schlegel’s ro mance,
Lucinde, glo ri fied this kind of “free love” which is guided only by the har -
mony of the sen sual and spir i tual in cli na tions of the in di vid ual man and
woman.1 Johann Fichte [1762-1814] also de fended this “free love” in one
pe riod of his thought.

The Ro man tic glo ri fi ca tion of sex ual love was char ac ter is tic of a new
type of in di vid u al ism which arose as a re sult of a shift from ra tio nal ism to
irrationalism. Ro man ti cism sum moned its ad her ents to ex press this sub -
jec tive, in di vid ual in cli na tion in an aes thetic har mony be tween sen sual
na ture and spir i tual free dom in to tal dis re gard for the gen eral rules of eth -
ics es tab lished to guide the spir it less “masses.” [177]

In or der to es cape the an ar chis tic im pli ca tions of its new per son al ity
ideal, irrationalistic Ro man ti cism needed to dis cover lim its for the in di -
vid ual free dom of the au ton o mous per son al ity. But such lim its could of
course not be sought in a uni ver sally valid moral law. They could only be
found by view ing the in di vid ual per son as a mem ber of an all-embracing
com mu nity which it self pos sesses a uniquely in di vid ual dis po si tion and
per son al ity. The ra tio nal is tic con cep tion of the per son as a non de script
individual – a con cep tion in which only the gen eral idea of free dom and
au ton omy de manded prac ti cal realization – had to yield to an irratio -
nalistic con cep tion of the free per son al ity as a wholly in di vid ual mem ber
of the spir i tual com mu nity of hu man kind which dif fer en ti ates it self in a
va ri ety of in di vid ual par tial com mu ni ties such as the peo ples and na tions
of the world.
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It seemed that with this change Ro man ti cism had given the old, ab -
stract, and ra tio nal is tic idea of world cit i zen ship a much richer con tent,
filled with in di vid u al ity. Au ton o mous and free per son al ity could now ex -
press its in di vid ual in cli na tion fully. But this in di vid u al ity of any par tic u -
lar per son is co-determined by that per son’s fam ily, peo ple, and the na -
tional com mu nity of which she is a mem ber. Ro man ti cism no lon ger ac -
knowl edged the ex is tence of “a uni ver sal hu man be ing” as a non de script
in di vid ual with hu man rights; it viewed the in di vid ual per son al ity only as
a mem ber of this in di vid ual na tional whole.

The hu man is tic per son al ity ideal thus deep ened and broad ened it self as
a com mu nity ideal. In its irrationalistic turn it si mul ta neously ac quired a
uni ver sal ist ic char ac ter. Free dom and au ton omy were con ceived of as the
free dom and au ton omy of the in di vid ual com mu nity of per sons. This uni -
ver sal ism is the ide ol ogy of com mu nity.

Ide ol ogy of Com mu nity

We have now be come ac quainted with the uni ver sal ist ic con cep tion of
the hu man is tic per son al ity ideal. We have seen how Ro man ti cism,
which ac quired its spir i tual in flu ence af ter the French Rev o lu tion, re -
sisted the in di vid u al is tic un der stand ing of the hu man is tic free dom mo -
tive. That un der stand ing had been in flu enced by the clas si cal hu man is -
tic sci ence ideal, which ex pli cated all com plex nat u ral phe nom ena in
terms of their sim plest el e ments in ac cor dance with the nat u ral-scientific 
method.  Hu man so ci ety too was seen in terms of its el e men tary com po -
nents. The free, au ton o mous in di vid ual was viewed as this el e men tary
com po nent which thus con sti tuted the point of de par ture for the mod ern
con cep tion of the law of na ture and the nat u ral-law con struc tion of hu -
man so ci ety. As we saw [178] ear lier, this in di vid u al is tic the ory was ra -
tio nal is tic; that is, the the ory at tempted to dis solve what was irrational – 
namely, the in com pre hen si ble in di vid u al ity of sub jec tive hu man life –
into ra tio nally in tel li gi ble and trans par ent in stances of uni ver sal law-
 con formities. The model and guide for this at tempt had been the nat u -
ral-scientific thought of the day. The clas si cal sci ence ideal sought to
ac com plish a ra tio nal con trol of “na ture” by dis cov er ing the gen eral
laws that gov ern phe nom ena. To this end it was es sen tial that the “com -
po nents,” in terms of which com plex phe nom ena were to be un der stood, 
be stripped of any ir ra tio nal char ac ter is tics so that they could be grasped 
in clear and trans par ent uni ver sal con cepts.

Thus the “au ton o mous in di vid ual,” in terms of whom com plex so ci etal
phe nom ena were con structed, was the ra tio nal com po nent of all so cial re -
la tions, stripped of all au then tic in di vid u al ity and en dowed only with the
uni ver sal fac ul ties of rea son and will which were viewed as au ton o mous
and free in ac cor dance with the hu man is tic free dom mo tive. This was the
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back ground of the proc la ma tion of the French Rev o lu tion: free dom and
equal ity for all hu man in di vid u als.

In op po si tion to this in di vid u al is tic and ra tio nal is tic view of the hu man -
is tic per son al ity ideal, Ro man ti cism pos ited its uni ver sal ist ic and irratio -
nalistic con cep tion. For Ro man ti cism the au ton o mous free dom of the hu -
man per son al ity can not be un der stood in terms of a uni ver sal col or less in -
di vid ual con sti tuted by ra tio nal law ful re la tion ships, but rather in terms of
the fully in di vid ual dis po si tion of a per son. In ac cor dance with the hu -
man is tic ground-motive, a per son’s in di vid ual and ir ra tio nal dis po si tion
is a law unto it self. The in di vid ual and ul ti mately ir ra tio nal dis po si tion of
a per son can not be grasped in terms of any uni ver sal con cept of un der -
stand ing. Yet, in ac cor dance with the hu man is tic ground-motive, it must
be a law unto it self. A ge nius like Na po leon, for ex am ple, can not be
judged in terms of uni ver sal stan dards. The au ton o mous free dom of hu -
man kind re quires that ge nius be un der stood in a strictly in di vid ual sense.

In or der to avoid the an ar chis tic im pli ca tions of this break with uni ver -
sal laws and norms for judg ment, Ro man ti cism needed new ties to re strict
the in di vid ual per son al ity in some fash ion. The lim its to the ex pres sion of
per son al ity were found not in a gen eral law judg ing all hu man be ings but
only in the in di vid ual’s mem ber ship in a higher hu man com mu nity which
had a com pletely in di vid ual dis po si tion it self. Ro man ti cism en throned the 
na tional com mu nity and its ut terly in di vid ual, na tional spirit [volksgeest]. 
This com mu nity re placed the in dis tinct in di vid ual of hu man is tic nat u ral
law and of the French Rev o lu tion. Ab stract in di vid u als, in stances of the
gen eral con cept of “a hu man be ing,” do not ex ist. In di vid ual Ger mans,
French men, Eng lish men, Dutch men do ex ist; and their in di vid u al ity is de -
ter mined by the in di vid ual char ac ter of the volk to which they be long.
They share in that char ac ter be cause they have or gan i cally [natur -
wüchsig] come forth out of [179] a spe cific peo ple. The wholly in di vid ual 
char ac ter or spirit of a peo ple is also the free and au ton o mous source of its
cul ture, state, le gal sys tem, art, so cial cus toms, and moral stan dards. In
other words, moral rules and pos i tive laws valid for so ci etal re la tion ships
are the au ton o mous prod ucts of the spirit of an in di vid ual peo ple and
there fore can not serve as the nor ma tive stan dards for other peo ples which
pos sess a dif fer ent in di vid ual char ac ter or dis po si tion. This is thus the
irrationalistic and uni ver sal ist ic change in the hu man is tic free dom mo -
tive.

A new ide ol ogy of com mu nity was the im me di ate re sult of this change.
Ro man ti cism replaced the gos pel of the au ton o mous and non de script in -
di vid ual with the gos pel of the au ton o mous and in di vid ual com mu nity.
Both Ro man ti cism and all of post-Kantian “free dom ide al ism” clung to
the idea of a “com mu nity of hu man kind” of which all other com mu ni ties
are in di vid ual parts. This idea con sti tuted Ro man ti cism’s “idea of hu man -
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ity” or, in Goe the’s words, re spect for what ever “bears the hu man coun te -
nance” [was Menschen antlitz trägt]. But the com mu nity of hu man kind
re mained an eter nal, supratemporal ideal which man i fests it self in tem po -
ral so ci ety only in in di vid ual, na tional com mu ni ties.

I trust that by now the in trin si cally hu man is tic or i gin of this new com -
mu nity ide ol ogy is ev i dent. This is a cru cial mat ter since this ide ol ogy
again poses a dan ger ous threat in our own day, as it is ir rec on cil ably en -
gaged in a bat tle against the scrip tural ground-motive of cre ation, fall, and 
re demp tion in Je sus Christ.

The com mu nity ide ol ogy clearly con flicts with the scrip tural mo tive of
cre ation. Those who take the bib li cal cre ation mo tive se ri ously will never
be guided by the idea of an au ton o mous na tional spirit which in its ab so -
lute in di vid u al ity is its own law and stan dard. They will never view a tem -
po ral com mu nity as the to tal ity of all hu man re la tion ships of which the
other so ci etal spheres are merely de pend ent parts. On the con trary, they
will ac cept the sov er eignty of these spheres, all of which have a dis tinct
char ac ter of their own be cause of their cre ated in ner na ture. They will
never at tempt to re duce the hor i zon tal so ci etal interlinkages [maatschaps -
betrekkingen; coordinational re la tion ships] be tween dis tinct com mu ni ties 
or be tween in di vid ual per sons in their co or di nate re la tions to com mu nal
bonds. In other words, they will be on guard against any over extension or
absolutization of a tem po ral com mu nity at the ex pense of so ci etal re la -
tions which, be cause of their in her ent na ture, are non communal in na ture.
In short, who ever takes the bib li cal cre ation mo tive se ri ously will never
be able to ac cept the di lemma be tween in di vid u al ism and uni ver sal ism,
the ex al ta tion of ei ther the “autarkic in di vid ual” or the “au ton o mous com -
mu nity.” [180]

For some it is dif fi cult to un der stand that uni ver sal ism, with its com mu -
nity ide ol ogy, is es sen tially un scrip tural. Why is it that many Chris tians
con demn in di vid u al ism but be lieve that uni ver sal ism, which views tem -
po ral so ci ety as a to tal com mu nity of or ganic parts, is ba si cally a Chris tian 
no tion? The so lu tion to this rid dle is not dif fi cult. They ap peal to bib li cal
state ments which teach that God made all hu man kind “of one blood.”
[Acts 17:26; KJV.] Scrip ture it self pro claims that hu man kind is one great
com mu nity, orig i nat ing in Adam and Eve. Is n’t this pre cisely the claim of
the uni ver sal ist ic the ory of so ci ety? Cer tainly not! The ge netic or i gin or
the way in which the hu man race orig i nated with re spect to its bodily ex is -
tence sheds no light on the in ter nal char ac ter and struc ture of the tem po -
rally dis tinct spheres of life in which God placed us.

If we carry the idea of Chris tian ac cep tance of uni ver sal ism to its log i cal 
con clu sion, the ar gu ment would pro ceed as fol lows. The tem po ral so ci ety
of hu man kind is one large fa mil ial com mu nity founded on the bonds of
blood. This fa mil ial com mu nity is a tem po ral to tal ity of which all spe cific
life-spheres are merely or ganic parts. Thus kin ship bonds, in di vid ual fam -
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i lies, states, ec cle si as ti cal com mu ni ties, eco nomic struc tures, trade and in -
dus try are all equally parts of the fa mil ial com mu nity of hu man kind.
Since parts must obey the law of the whole, the prin ci ple of the fam ily is
the true law for ev ery spe cific life-sphere.

But, we must ask, is it in deed in har mony with Scrip ture to sub ject the
life of the state to the law that gov erns the fam ily? And is it pos si ble to op -
er ate a mod ern in dus trial con cern ac cord ing to the ex am ple of the fam ily?
Clearly, who ever thinks in terms of this kind of uni ver sal ism must be gin
by elim i nat ing the in ter nal na tures of the var i ous life-spheres that ex ist in -
de pend ently of the man ner in which the hu man race takes on bodily form
in the course of time.

But even a thinker like Abra ham Kuyper, the great cham pion of the
prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty, oc ca sion ally strayed into this uni ver sal -
ist ic trap by ap peal ing to the gen e sis of hu man kind out of “one blood.”
Where in his works he started to fol low this uni ver sal ist ic di rec tion, he
proved at the same time to be once again sus cep ti ble to the uni ver sal ist ic
the ory of the “na tional com mu nity” un der stood as an in di vid ual whole
em brac ing all of the hu man so ci etal spheres. Then the doc trine of sphere
sov er eignty is given a turn in which the clear, scrip tural con tours of his fa -
mous speech Sphere Sov er eignty1 can hardly [181] be rec og nized. Then
“na tion” and “gov ern ment” are pro claimed to be two sov er eign spheres of 
life: the na tion [volk] as the in di vid ual, to tal com mu nity em brac ing ev ery
nat u ral, “or gan i cally grown” so ci etal re la tion ship; and the gov ern ment as
a mech a nis tic, “sur gi cal” de vice which must not tam per with the rights of
a “sov er eign peo ple.” Then the in ner na ture of the state is once again de -
nied when the other, non po lit i cal spheres of so ci ety, as au ton o mous el e -
ments of the nat u ral life of the peo ple [volk], are in fused into it. Then we
note the ap pear ance of the dan ger ous the ory of “or ganic fran chise” and
the de fence of a sys tem in which “cor po rate” as well as “po lit i cal” in ter -
ests are rep re sented. Then “sphere sov er eignty” is re duced to the con sti tu -
tional guar an tee of par lia men tary rep re sen ta tion against usur pa tions of
power on the part of the gov ern ment. A mea gre guar an tee in deed!

In con trast, the Word of God teaches us to see all tem po ral spheres of
so ci ety in terms of the cre ated root-community [wortel-gemeen schap] of
hu man kind that fell from God in Adam, but that was re stored to com mu -
nion with God in Je sus Christ. But this root-com munity of hu man kind, re -
vealed to us in the Word of God, is not tem po ral in na ture. It bears a spir i -
tual, cen tral-religious char ac ter. It touches the re la tion of hu man kind to
God.

If we take our point of de par ture in the rev e la tion of the spir i tual
root-community of hu man kind, then we stand in im pla ca ble an tith e sis to
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ev ery uni ver sal ist ic com mu nity ide ol ogy that con sid ers a tem po ral com -
mu nity to be the to tal ity of all so ci etal re la tion ships. Only the spir i tual
root-community in Je sus Christ bears a gen u inely to tal i tar ian char ac ter.
Ev ery other com mu nity ide ol ogy orig i nates in the spirit of dark ness.

The New Sci ence Ideal

We have now traced in some de tail the re di rec tion in the con cep tion of
the hu man is tic free dom mo tive. The uni ver sal ist ic ap proach pushed the
in di vid u al is tic view to the back ground. Ra tio nal ism, which at tempted to 
con strue so ci ety out of its sim plest elements – individuals – and which
tried to re duce all in di vid u al ity to a uni ver sal, con cep tu ally de fin able
rule or reg u lar ity, gave way to an irrationalism which did the op po site:
it el e vated the in di vid ual dis po si tion or spirit of a peo ple to the sta tus of
a spe cial rule which can not be ap plied to other peo ples and na tions.

It is a mat ter of course that this new con cep tion of the free dom mo tive
would also have def i nite re per cus sions in the realm of sci ence. The nat u -
ral-scientific stand point of the clas si cal sci ence ideal had lost its at trac -
tion; the new uni ver sal ist ic ap proach re jected the sci en tific method [182]
that di vided a com plex phe nom e non into its sim plest “el e ments.” In stead,
tak ing its point of de par ture from the in di vid ual whole, the new uni ver sal -
ism pro ceeded to un der stand the pe cu liar place and func tion of the parts in 
terms of the whole. Its fo cus was con stantly on the in di vid u al ity of phe -
nom ena.

The sci ence of his tory lent it self par tic u larly to the ap pli ca tion of this
new method, since the his to rian sought the o ret i cal in sight into what was
in di vid ual and unique [einmalig]. When at tempt ing to de scribe his tor i cal
phe nom ena, the con cern of his to ri ans was to grasp the phe nom ena in the
his tor i cal con text of a given pe riod. When an a lyz ing the High Re nais -
sance, for in stance, they dealt with a his tor i cal whole of a com pletely in di -
vid ual char ac ter which im me di ately dif fer en ti ated it self ac cord ing to the
na tional pe cu liar i ties of the dif fer ent peo ples. In this kind of study the his -
to rian is not con cerned with find ing uni ver sal laws which de ter mine the
course of in di vid ual events, as had been the pro ce dure by which clas si cal
nat u ral sci ence sought to de ter mine nat u ral phe nom ena.

It seemed, then, that the new his tor i cal way of think ing op posed the nat -
u ral-scientific method in ev ery re spect. For ex am ple, the his tor i cal ap -
proach im plied that one must see the pres ent as de pend ent upon the past.
Cul tural de vel op ment oc curs only in con for mity with the line of his tor i cal 
con ti nu ity. His tor i cal tra di tion is the link which ties the pres ent to the past. 
Tra di tion em bod ies it self in cul tural trea sures which are not ac quired by
iso lated “in di vid u als” but in the course of gen er a tions. This his tor i cal tra -
di tion again is not iden ti cal for ev ery na tion but pres ents in di vid ual vari -
ants in ac cor dance with the in di vid ual char ac ter or spirit of a peo ple
[Volksgeist].
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From the van tage point of the hu man is tic ground-motive, it seemed that 
his tor i cal de vel op ment con sti tuted a “di a lec tic” link be tween “na ture”
and “free dom.” (Di a lec tic then re fers to the pro cess of break ing through
con trasts.) At first sight “cul ture” seems to be the free and au ton o mous
prod uct of an “in di vid ual na tional spirit.” But fur ther re flec tion makes
clear that this in di vid ual “cre ative free dom” has its re verse side in a hid -
den “nat u ral ne ces sity.” Un like the think ers of the French Rev o lu tion, the
new his tor i cal think ers could not view “free dom” in a ra tio nal is tic and in -
di vid u al is tic fash ion. The lead ers of the Rev o lu tion be lieved that they
were free of the past and that they could thus seek to re al ize their rev o lu -
tion ary ideas for all times and peo ples. They thought they could be gin
with a “clean slate” and in tro duced the rev o lu tion ary cal en dar with the
year one. But the his tor i cal way of thought brought to the fore the de pend -
ence of ev ery na tional spirit upon its own in di vid ual past and upon its own 
tra di tion. A “hid den law” was at work in this de pend ence. The Ro man tics
were fond of call ing this law “di vine [183] prov i dence.” But just as of ten
they called it – with out ref er ence to the fa mil iar Chris tian ter mi nol ogy –
the des tiny [Schicksal] of a peo ple.

This new his tor i cal way of thought, which we have al ready ex am ined in 
an ear lier con text, was el e vated to the sta tus of a new sci ence ideal which
de manded rec og ni tion not only in the sci ence of his tory but in ev ery area
of sci en tific in quiry. Historicism, the new hu man is tic view of re al ity,
orig i nated in this way. Just as the clas si cal sci ence ideal of hu man ism
viewed all of re al ity from the per spec tive of nat u ral sci ence, so historicism 
viewed all of re al ity from the per spec tive of his tor i cal de vel op ment. Just
as the clas si cal sci ence ideal absolutized the as pect of me chan i cal mo tion,
so the his tor i cal sci ence ideal absolutized the as pect of his tory.

In the es ti ma tion of historicism the ear lier nat u ral-scientific way of
think ing was not even valid in the area of nat u ral phe nom ena. Na ture as
well as cul ture re quired his tor i cal anal y sis; for, like hu man cul ture, the
earth, the heav ens, plants, and an i mals were prod ucts of de vel op ment.
“Nat u ral his tory” pref aced “cul tural his tory,” the his tory of hu man ity. Na -
ture it self con tained the hid den traces of “cre ative free dom.” Phys i cists
had re cently dis cov ered elec tri cal phe nom ena which could not eas ily be
ex plained in terms of the model of me chan i cal mo tion. To the Ro man tics
this in ad e quacy of the mech a nis tic frame work proved that even in “na -
ture” the con cept of “me chan i cal cau sa tion” could not be main tained con -
sis tently since “in di vid ual free dom” op er ated even in the phe nom ena of
phys ics.

The Ro man tics saw a grad ual in crease in the “cre ative free dom” within
“na ture,” es pe cially with ref er ence to the world of “liv ing or gan isms”
which were pre em i nently suited to the uni ver sal ist ic way of think ing. The
or gan ism was in ves ti gated not as a me chan i cal ag gre gate of at oms but as a 
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whole com posed of or ganic parts whose spe cific func tion could be un der -
stood only with ref er ence to the in di vid ual whole. Thus “na ture” it self re -
vealed a di a lec ti cal in ter play be tween “free dom” and “ne ces sity” which
seemed to co here with the his tor i cal char ac ter of the whole of re al ity. In
this way the link be tween uni ver sal ism and histo ricism was es tab lished
over the en tire spec trum.

Like the clas si cal sci ence ideal, the new his tor i cal sci ence ideal arose
from the free dom mo tive of hu man ism. The his tor i cal ap proach merely
gave the free dom mo tive a new uni ver sal ist ic and “ir ra tio nal” di rec tion.
But the new sci ence ideal did not over come the in ner con flict within the
re li gious ground-motive of hu man ism. In time it too would come into
con flict with the free dom mo tive. As a mat ter of fact, the historicistic way
of thought would even tu ally cause an in ner cri sis within the hu man is tic
worldview. In our day this cri sis dis plays it self in the spir i tual [184] up -
root ed ness of those who seek to live out of the hu man is tic ground- motive.

How ever, be fore we turn to the most re cent course of de vel op ment
within hu man ism, we must pay at ten tion to two sig nif i cant mat ters. In the
first place, we must take note of the de plor able in flu ence of historicism on
those Chris tian think ers and states men who had taken a po si tion against
the prin ci ples of the French Rev o lu tion. In the sec ond place, we must deal
with the al li ance be tween historicism and mod ern so ci ol ogy (the sci ence
of hu man so ci ety) and point to the dan gers which be gan to threaten Chris -
tian thought from this an gle.

Coun ter-revolution and Chris tian ity

Clearly, hu man ism’s shift to the his tor i cal way of think ing and to the
uni ver sal ist ic over es ti ma tion of the com mu nity was a re ac tion ary phe -
nom e non in the his tory of the West. The real mean ing of the so-called
Res to ra tion pe riod, which fol lowed upon the fall of Na po leon, was
deeply per me ated by these new hu man is tic mo tives. The Res to ra tion
clearly dis played the na ture-free dom po lar ity of the hu man is tic re li gious 
ground-mo tive. Over es ti ma tion of the au ton o mous com mu nity fol lowed 
the absolutization of free and au ton o mous in di vid u als in the pre vi ous
pe riod of hu man ism. Irrationalism coun tered the ra tio nal is tic over em -
pha sis on law ful ness or on the uni ver sal rule by over em pha siz ing in di -
vid u al ity and the ut terly unique. And overextension of historicistic
think ing re placed overextension of nat u ral-sci en tific think ing.

The new cur rent within hu man ism was con ser va tive in ev ery re spect. It
de fended tra di tion against the ir re press ible urge for re newal felt by those
more pro gres sively in clined, those who rep re sented the spir its of the En -
light en ment and the French Rev o lu tion. The con ser va tive char ac ter of this 
di rec tion within hu man ism must be clearly seen. The eigh teenth cen tury
En light en ment and the French Rev o lu tion were in deed re new ing and pro -
gres sive forces in his tor i cal de vel op ment. Al though rooted in the hu man -
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is tic ground-mo tive, they ful filled a task of their own with re spect to the
dis clo sure of west ern cul ture. The idea of hu man rights and the idea that
the state is a re pub li can in sti tu tion serv ing the com mon good were the in -
spir ing slo gans in the bat tle against the un dif fer en ti ated con di tions of feu -
dal so ci ety.

In an ear lier con text I ex plained that the first un mis tak able in di ca tions
of gen u ine his tor i cal prog ress are to be found in the break ing up of the un -
dif fer en ti ated spheres of life which em brace per sons in all of their [185]
re la tions and which al ways have the char ac ter of to tal i tar ian com mu ni ties. 
As soon as the pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion be gins, un dif fer en ti ated com mu -
ni ties are doomed to dis ap pear. They then break up into dif fer en ti ated
spheres, each of which has its own spe cific des ti na tion but none of which
– in terms of its in ner nature – can then pre tend to be the to tal i tar ian com -
mu nity which em braces in di vid u als in ev ery area of their lives. Only with
this pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion is room cre ated for the rec og ni tion of the
rights of in di vid u als as such, in de pend ent of a per son’s mem ber ship in
par tic u lar com mu ni ties like kin ship bonds, na tion, fam ily, or church.
What is called civil pri vate law is a prod uct of this pro cess of de vel op -
ment. In terms of its in ner na ture, civil pri vate law is based on the rights of
in di vid u als and can not tol er ate de pend ence on race or na tion al ity. Free -
dom and equal ity in a civil-legal sense were thus clearly not just hol low
slo gans of the French Rev o lu tion.

Such hu man rights did not ex ist in ei ther prim i tive Ger manic law or in
feu dal so ci ety. Un der na zism we have ex pe ri enced what it means when
civil-le gal free dom and equal ity are abol ished and when a per son’s le gal
sta tus de pends upon the com mu nity of “blood and soil.” A sys tem of pri -
vate civil law can only be re al ized when the state has been es tab lished as
res publica, as a pub lic in sti tu tion, to ter mi nate the rule of pri vate feu dal
lords and to make all of its mem bers equally sub jects of pub lic gov ern -
men tal au thor ity in pub lic-le gal free dom and equal ity. Both of these in sti -
tu tions – the sys tem of the state and the sys tem of civil pri vate law – were
first fully in tro duced by the French Rev o lu tion.

How ever, be cause of the rev o lu tion ary prin ci ples un der ly ing the Rev o -
lu tion, these fruits were not pro duced with out blem ish. Hu man is tic in di -
vid u al ism led to over ex tend ing the civil-le gal and the pub lic-le gal idea of
free dom and equal ity. Hence it did not rec og nize the rights of the pri vate,
nonstate com mu ni ties in so ci ety. It re spected only free and au ton o mous
in di vid u als and their coun ter part, the state, which was founded on the
treach er ous, in di vid u al is tic grounds of pop u lar sov er eignty and so cial
con tract. This rev o lu tion ary in di vid u al ism, which re jected not only the
sov er eignty of God but also the sphere sov er eignty based on it, had no
feel ing for his tor i cal con ti nu ity in cul ture and could not pro vide a sta ble
foun da tion for gov ern men tal au thor ity. The idea of the state, hardly re al -
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ized, be came the vic tim of the rev o lu tion ary con se quences of the prin ci ple 
of pop u lar sov er eignty. France pre sented Eu rope with the spec ta cle of
per ma nent rev o lu tion that could be smoth ered only tem po rarily by the
iron fist of a dic ta tor.

The Res to ra tion pe riod ap pealed to the new his tor i cal and uni ver sal ist ic 
[186] trend within hu man ism for sup port against this rev o lu tion ary, ra tio -
nal is tic in di vid u al ism, plac ing it self on the side of his tor i cal tra di tion and
pre sent ing it self as the force of pres er va tion and con ser va tion. It did not
dis play truly pro gres sive and re new ing ten den cies. Its pri mary sig nif i -
cance lay in its new in sight into his tor i cal de vel op ment, its stress on the
na tional in di vid u al ity of peo ples, and its em pha sis upon the com mu nity
over against the ra tio nal is tic in di vid u al ism of the French Rev o lu tion
which ne glected the sig nif i cance of gen u ine com mu nal re la tion ships.

But the Res to ra tion’s re ac tion against the unhistorical, ra tio nal is tic, and 
in di vid u al is tic traits of the En light en ment con tained great dan gers. The
new historicism en cour aged a view of hu man so ci ety that ex cluded the ac -
cep tance of firm norms and clear lim its be tween so ci etal struc tures. The
Res to ra tion im peded a cor rect in sight into the sig nif i cance of the French
Rev o lu tion for west ern cul ture by relativizing the ba sic dif fer ences be -
tween the dif fer en ti ated and un dif fer en ti ated struc ture of so ci ety. Its uni -
ver sal ist ic thought pat tern led to a dan ger ous com mu nity ide ol ogy which
no lon ger rec og nized the es sen tial im port of hu man rights nor the in ner
na ture of civil pri vate law. The His tor i cal School ad vo cated the false no -
tion that civil law is re ally folk law [volksrecht] and thus paved the way
for na tional so cial ism with its volk ide ol ogy.

Re gret ta bly, lead ing Chris tian think ers and states men of the Res to ra -
tion pe riod did not per ceive the hu man is tic ground-mo tive of the new
spir i tual move ment. Both Ro man Cath o lic and protestant think ers sought
sup port from the new uni ver sal ism and historicism in bat tling the prin ci -
ples of the French Rev o lu tion. Ro man Cath o lic think ers like Louis de
Bonald [1754-1840], Jo seph de Maistre [1753-1821], and Pi erre Bal -
lanche [1776-1847] drew in spi ra tion from the new hu man is tic move ment
in or der to glo rify the mys ti cal beauty of me di eval so ci ety and to de -
nounce the cold ra tio nal ism and in di vid u al ism of the French Rev o lu tion.
They claimed that me di eval so ci ety had re al ized the true com mu nity
ideal. “Nat u ral” life, formed or gan i cally in guilds and me di eval towns,
was over arched by the “supranatural” com mu nity of the church, headed
by the Vicar of Christ. With these think ers the his tor i cal way of thought
dis played def i nite re ac tion ary ten den cies.

Al though prot es tants re jected the typ i cally Ro man Cath o lic char ac ter -
is tics of this re ac tion ary so cial idea, they too ap pealed to the un dif fer en ti -
ated re la tion ships of feu dal so ci ety. Coun ter-rev o lu tion ary ten den cies be -
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came ap par ent here which re jected civil-le gal free dom and equal ity and
the re pub li can idea of the state as fruits of the rev o lu tion ary spirit.

The well-known book by the Swiss no ble man Lud wig von Haller, [187] 
Restauration der Staatswissenschaften,1 even led Groen van Prinsterer
into this er ror dur ing the first phase of his in tel lec tual de vel op ment. The
dan ger ous or i gin of historicism was not fath omed. The very found ers of
the His tor i cal School in Ger many were de vout Lu ther ans. And the man ner 
in which the Ro man tics, par tic u larly the phi los o pher Friedrich Schelling
[1775-1854], were able to link historicism with the fa mil iar doc trine of di -
vine prov i dence, blinded many be liev ers. The Ro man tics no lon ger rid i -
culed the Chris tian faith. Near the end of his life Schelling wrote Philo -
sophie der Offenbarung, which seemed to re store or tho dox Chris tian dog -
mat ics to its place of honor by re ject ing the nar row-minded, ra tio nal is tic
crit i cism of Scrip ture de vel oped dur ing the En light en ment. Schelling
blamed Chris tian the ol ogy for its fear ful re treat from the con ceited cri -
tique of ra tio nal ism.

Who at that time could rec og nize that Schelling’s point of de par ture
was not the Chris tian re li gion but Vernunft, the new historicistic and uni -
ver sal ist ic di rec tion of the per son al ity ideal? Schelling warned his read ers
in ad vance that his Philosophie der Offenbarung should be un der stood ra -
tio nally; it should not be viewed as some sort of “Chris tian phi los o phy,”
for which he had no re spect. His new so-called “pos i tive phi los o phy” in -
tended to show only that it too could com pre hend the Chris tian truths in a
ra tio nal man ner.

None the less, this un nat u ral bond be tween the Chris tian faith and uni -
ver sal ist ic historicism took hold. It per sists even to day, ham per ing se ri -
ously the proper im pact of the scrip tural mo tive of cre ation, fall, and re -
demp tion. [188]
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1 Lud wig von Haller, Restauration der Staatswissenschaften, 2 vols. (sec ond edi tion,
1820-1825).
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