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This investigation deals with the underlying motivation

of Oswald Spengler in The Decline of the West. Sources in-

clude the published and translated works of Spengler: books,

essays, and selected letters. Contingent areas of explora-

tion, arranged in separate chapters, are the philosophy of

history, using the works of Dilthey and Herder; philosophy,

using the concepts of Husserl's Phenomenology, Bergson's

Time and Free Will, and Goethe's Conversations with Eckermann;

the contemporary human potential psychology of Abraham Mazlow

and Rollo May, and the contemporary philosophy of Alan Watts

and Ortega y Gasset. R. G. Collingwood as critic of Spengler

is dealt with. The conclusion is drawn that Spengler did not

attempt a system of history except as a vehicle for expressing

a directive to live fully in the eternal now.



PREFACE

Every historical work contains at its core a particular

theory of history, whether consciously or unconsciously por-

trayed. Within all the diversity of expression of the var-

ious theories, ,two poles emerge--either history is presented

as scientifically analyzed external facts, or as artistically

intuited internal impressions. The extreme interpretation of

either pole reveals only the major tendencies in any particu-

lar historical writing. To use science exclusively or art

exclusively would be impossible in the field of history.

Rather, different theories, arranged on a continuum, partic-

ipate in differing degrees with either end, and each pole

will to some extent depend on the devices of the opposite.

History must use both attitudes--facts must be reliably es-

tablished and interpretations must be used to organize the

material. Nevertheless where to place the prime emphasis

still remains as a major controversy.

In current discussions concerning the philosophy of his-

tory, the question of whether history is an art or a science

continues to be a fertile area of debate. -Because of the

implications both to the individual and to the public, any

potential historian must explore his own concerns in the

matter. By answering what the meaning of history is, one can
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have an indication of how history should be presented to

others. By questioning motivations for one's interest in

history, one can sort out inconsistancies and possibly dam-

aging personal errors that would otherwise restrictively

color one's projected view. Oswald Spengler quite boldly

presented his view of history as intuitive. Factual evidence

was important mainly as the medium of expression for his ex-

plosive ideas. Indeed, many of his theories were only recon-

structions of previously developed forms, such as recurring

cycles of development and individual souls of cultures. Yet

something of unique interest and value emerges beyond the

obvious structure of Spengler's philosophy of history.

By searching through the sometimes wild confusion of

facts and fancy to grasp the cohesive principle guiding

Oswald Spengler, a philosophy not only of history, but of

life as well, will be viewed. The field of philosophy it-

self is an aid in this quest. Thus both history and phi-

losphy combine as avenues of discovery in the present work.

Having set out the above considerations, I will present

Oswald Spengler as I have encountered him. I plan to docu-

ment the historical antecedents to his obvious theories. I

will present a statement of his ideas--those that are tradi-

tionally recognized as well as those less tangible. I will

explore the analysis of his production from the professional

historian's vantage point. And I will go further and direct
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my attention to the philosophical nature of Spengler's work

by comparing him to men in the field of philosophy. I intend

to show that Spengler's contribution was really not in the

field of history, maybe not even in the philosophy of history.

Rather I intend to suggest his true value lies in philosophy

itself, and in questions of individual, 'personal human exis-

tence and man's relation to life and self.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Oswald Spengler published the first volume of his phi-

losophy of history, The Decline of the West, in 1918 at the

age of thirty-eight. He had been working on the book for

seven years, toiling endlessly to express what he had consid-

ered vitally significant. Yet he retained a suspicion as to

the reception his ideas would encounter. On the publication

of his book, Spengler noted in a letter, "It will surely en-

ter contemporary literature like an avalanche into a shallow

lake." But Spengler recognized that it was undoubtedly be-

yond the general reader, for he had been ''. . . working out

things the range of which no one today can apprehend."1' In

a later letter the same year, he admonished, '"Read it slowly!

. . . Remember, however, that only a beginning is made." 2

And indeed, although the general public of Germany, weary

and confused by war, gave mass popularity to Spengler's

1Oswald Spengler, Munich, 12 November 1916, Letters of
Oswald Spengler: 1913-1936, translated and edited by Arthur
Helps (New York, 1966), p. 44. Many of the letters in this
edition are fragments and do not necessarily include the cor-
respondent or the place of communication. When available,
they will be inserted in the reference.

2Spengler, Munich, 20 April 1918, Letters, p. 60.
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book,3 the more sophisticated depths of insight in The

Decline were rarely noticed, much less appreciated.

Spengler intended a fresh view of what history is and

why. His scope was all of. world history from the beginnings

to the present, and his purpose was to achieve a means of

dealing with today. His tortuous complexities demand a

quick wit and a patient receptivity. Furthermore, any ex-

planations must begin by delving into certain basic concepts

of history to cope with Spengler's profusion of ideas.

What, then, is history? The ancient Greek word "his-

toria" meant "inquiry." To begin with, then, history is an

inquiry into the ideas and events of man revealed in the

past. To what purpose would one desire to question the

past? There are two reasons, actually the same but expressed

separately. One objective is to gain a fuller understand-

ing of a people for the pure pleasure of awareness. Second

is to achieve a growing insight into what man is or can be.

Oswald Spengler said "History is that from which [man's]

imagination seeks comprehension of the living existence of

the world in relation to his own life, which he thereby in-

vests with a deeper reality." 4  It is a typically human

3H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The Re-
orientation of European Social Thought, 1890-1930 (New York,
1958) , p. 372.

40swald Spengler, The Decline of the West, vol.1 Form
and Actuality, translated by Charles F. Atkinson (New York,
1930) , p. 8.
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quality to build upon the experiences of others from the

past, relieving oneself of repeating time-consuming processes

already accomplished and allowing for personal growth and

development other species have had no time for. History, to

be a study of any value, should therefore be a comprehensive

whole. It will draw together all the manifestations of the

nature and character of a people to achieve the maximum in-

fluence toward growth. History as a study, then, is the

highest medium of philosophy in the original sense of a love

of wisdom.

Several problems in dealing with history are immediate-

ly discernible. Is the purpose of history contained in the

present and therefore does it presuppose that historical

study and research ought to be "subjectively" relative to

the present ? Or, should history be approached "objectively"

--viewing a previous age as valuable and significant for its

own sake, and relative to the present only"as an indirect

increase in experience? Or can these two ideas be separated?

How much objectivity is possible or required and how much

subjectivity is desirable or necessary? Spengler contends

that ". . . every being livingly experiences every other

being and its destiny only in relation to itself." 5  However

he gives ground to "the extremely rare and highly modern

5 Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West, vol. 2: Perspec-
tives of World History, translated by Charles F. Atkinson
(New York, 1946) , p. 56.



4

gift, possessed by a few intensely historical men, of 'put-

ting oneself in the other's place' . "6 This last phrase

suggests the problem of attaining a valid perspective over

the comprehensive view as well as in each specific histori-

cal context.

Also, there is the seemingly insurmountable problem of

establishing workable meanings as might be manifested in the

external structures of a culture. These structures suggest

the significant ideas inherent in each individual culture in.

history. Facts may seem to be tangible and obvious, but it

is still the individual--a unique combination of varying ele-

ments--who picks and chooses the specific facts as important.

"In the world-as-nature there are eternal truths; in the

world-as-history there is an eternally changing trueness."7

Historical facts are still only a means to an end and there-

fore one might find them frustratingly vague. Actual scien-

tific facts can be established as true or false, as can the

"historical spadework," that is, the collecting and organiz-

ing of factual material. "But real historical vision (which

only begins at this point [after obtaining factual material])

belongs to the domain of significances, in which the crucial

words are not 'correct' and 'erroneous,' but 'deep' and

'shallow.' . . . Nature is to be handled scientifically,

history poetically." 8

6 Ibid. 71bid., p. 235.

8Spengler, Decline, 1:96.
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History is, at its most essential depths, poetry--it can

evoke understandings but never literally define. It is

therefore living and mutable. History must establish a syn-

thesis between external and interal, between body and mind,

between material and spiritual. Thus, it includes facts

plus reasons, thoughts, interpretations. Oswald Spengler,

too, attempted this synthesis, and The Decline of the West

is both success and failure.

In studying Spengler, some question arises over a line

of development anticipatory of his several historical theor-

ies. During the later years of the eighteenth and through-

out the nineteenth centuries the artistic interpretation of

9
history had been struggling for recognition against the seem-

ingly more dominant scientific approach.
10 The challenge had

resulted in significant expression of the more intuitive and

fluid view of history which Spengler espoused. In an increas-

ingly mechanistic and technological society, philosophic re-

lief from the growing burden of an impersonal world was sought

in many areas. In historical speculation, historians with more

sensitivity to the meaning, feeling, and spirit of the past

periodically reacted against the favored scientific view of

linear progress in historical development. To these men,

history was not just the cold and objective collection of

9Variously labeled under Romanticism, Historism, or

Neo-Idealism.

100ften called Rationalism or Positivism.
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factual material, but rather the interpretation of an inher-

ent spirit of a specific cultural era, rich with meaning and

expression, valid in its own right. History, because it was

the story of people, had to be organic rather than mechanical.

Deriving from this comparison, life cycles of cultures grad-

ually emerged as necessary suppositions. And an underlying,

individualistic soul seemed to pervade the entity of each

historical age. The explorations and implications of these

theories reached their culmination in the work of Oswald

Spengler.

In the latter years of the eighteenth century, Johann

Gottfried von Herder appeared as an innovator of the concep-

tion of the "soul of a nation." Herder, the "outstanding re-

presentative of a new German philosophical history that ran

counter to the French current of linear, rationalistic pro-

gression, altered the traditional historical perspective and

the universe of historical discourse in a revolutionary man-

ner."11  He propounded the individuality of separate cultures,

compared them to plant life, and suggested that cultural ex-

pressions in music, art, religion and science were important

in comprehending the soul of a nation. Hegel, in the early

nineteenth century, continued the inference of separate and

individual "spirits" of different nations. However, each

l1 Frank, E. Manuel, ed., Introduction, RefTections
on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, by. Johann
Gottfried von Herder (New York, 1966), p. xiv.
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specific "spirit" was only a portion of an over-all emerging

"Spirit,," therefore implying with this continuing outflow an

ultimate progress.. Following Hegel, and throughout most of

the nineteenth century, a scientific positivism gained pro-

minence in the philosophy of history, even in traditionally

idealistic Germany.12  A return to esoteric history, perhaps

especially in Germany, was due. By the end of the nineteenth

century and the beginning of the twentieth, Wilhelm Dilthey

was reacting against the method of the physical sciences,

which circumscribed its boundaries around only those things

which can be observed'through the physical senses.13 He com-

pared historical ages to individuals, each with its own per-

sonality and development. Each age had its own meaning, dis-

coverable to the imagination of the historian and variously

expressed in, the mind-created objects of a culture--e.g.,,its

books, arts and institutions. Oswald Spengler followed close

upon Dilthey in the early 1900's and openly, almost dogmat-

ically, made verbal the tendencies of his predecessors.

Oswald Spengler published two volumes of The Decline of

the West in the first quarter of the twentieth century. In

this major work his purpose was to show a "theory-enlightened

12See Karl Lbwith, From Hegel to Nietzche: A Revolution
in Nineteenth Century Thought (New York, 1967) , particularly
Chapter II:2, "The Overthrow of Hegelian Philosophy by the
Young Hegelians," pp. 63-118.

13H. P. Rickman, General. Introduction, Pattern and
Meaning in History, by Wilhelm Dilthey (New York, 1961)p. 15.
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art of historical. treatment."14 The almost exclusive method

of historical research in the late 1800's and early 1900's

depended upon the scientific precepts of physics based upon

cause-effect relationships. Spengler saw this as a dry,

mechanical process which ignored the deeper meanings in his-

tory. His desire was to substitute a "comparative morphol-

ogy" as the "operant method" of dealing with world history.15

This comparative morphology contained, the elements of an or-

ganic development of individual cultures, and the recogni-

tion of a unique and specific prime symbol representing the

tone of each culture.

The pattern held in common by all cultures is a movement

from an "idea of destiny" to a "principle of causality."

The first stage of a nation is one of Pre-Culture as a cha+

ofla7s.f- people containing the germ of a life style.

Following this initial phase a period of Culture evolves in

which the life style gradually develops to its fullest po-

tentialities. The Culture, having reached its height of ex-

pression, then begins a descent by deterioration into Civi-

lization. At this.point no significantly new ideas can un-

fold, and a Civilization busies itself with material build-

ing or expansion, scientific objectification, and the dis-

section or shallow imitation of its former accomplishments.

1 4 Spengler, Decline, :7.

15Ibid.5,p. 50.
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What is singular and never to be repeated i.n each cul-

ture is its unique and individual character and life style.

This character is fully understood and possessed only in the

culture to which it belongs. It is symbolically exposed in

every aspect of a culture's expression, however, in the ob-

jects and ideas produced by the culture. In the unfolding of

a total view of each specifically individual life image,

Spengler projects his several theories of symbolic represen-

tation. The basic soul of a culture can thus be evoked

(never literally explained) by an open examination of the

over-all impressions of a culture's mathematics, art, archi-

tecture, music, physics, religion, politics, language, etc.

One can come to recognize and appreciate- the peculiar life

style of another culture only by divesting oneself as much

as possible of one's personal cultural viewpoint.

In the field of professional history Oswald Spengler has

not been highly regarded. As H. Stuart Hughes comments,

"Although based on an impressive amount of reading, The

Decline of the West is obviously not a respectable perfor-

mance from the standpoint of scholarship." 16 One of the

major objections is to Spengler's lack of documentation for

his historical facts. He did give sources for various minute

points, more or less:arbitrarily, but he left an immense por-

tion of factual material--often appearing important to his

16H. Stuart Hughes, Oswald Spengler: A Critical Esti-
mate (New York, 1952)!, p. 1.
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analysis--without proper references. Besides the later ex-

posure of error in many incidentals, the whole, viewed from

a position of professional writing, does not emerge as a

well-done explication. Indeed Spengler evidently considered

these details as accidentals to his over-all idea; and in

fact the book is quite metaphysical in nature, the actual

facts being only the medium necessary for projecting Spengler's

deeper motivation. Nonetheless many noted historians have

brought severe criticisms against Spengler and his work.

Many paragraphs disparaging to The Decline of the West have

been interjected into various historical writings, antholo-

gies, and journal articles, but one of the grandest condem-

nations of Spengler comes from R. G. Collingwood. In the

curt dismissal concluding an essay on Spengler, Collingwood

states, "Perhaps the very length of Spengler's book, and the

very learning that he has lavished upon it, are well spent

in revealing, as no shorter or less learned work could have

done, the impossibility of the task he has attempted."17

Yet just exactly what task did Spengler truly attempt?

The method of comparative morphology, the organic develop-

ment of societies, the expressions of cultural objects, were

not brand new ideas, despite Spengler's insistence on his

unique presentation of such subjects. There is a haunting

17R. G. Collingwood, "Oswald Spengler and the Theory of

Historical Cycles," Essays in the Philosophy of History (New
York, 1966), p. 75.
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sense of something more significant woven into the system

Spengler displayed. Approaching the book from a purely

philosophical perspective seems to bring into focus several

intriguing analogies. As to methodology, there is a strong

case for Spengler's proceeding in the direction of phenome-

nology as developed by Edmund Husserl. Through the philo-

sophical devise of phenomenologic epistemology Spengler made

an examination of all of history in its phenomenon (or ap-

pearance of realty in consciousness) and its noumenon (or

being of reality in and of itself). "The problem of recon-

ciling reality and thought about reality is as old as phi-

losophy itself--we might say, as old as thought itself. .

The philosopher, however, is committed to penetrating this

mystery--for mystery it is--and to coming up with some sort

of consistent reconcilation of the two worlds . 18

Spengler takes the phenomenon of history as it appears in

its external, readily apprehended bodily form, and makes an

effort to derive the noumenon, the elusive, unpalpable mean-

ing breathing inside that form. In addition there is some

evidence to warrant a comparison of Spengler to Henri Bergson

and his philosophy as expressed in Time and Free Will, pub-

lished in 1889. The concept of a sense of time and of man's

actual, personal freedom in dealing with the life and world

all around him are two of the major philosophical problems

18Quentin Lauer, Phenomenology: Its Generation and
Prospect (New York, 1958), pp. 5-6.



encountered in a study of Spengler. Finally Spengler himself

issued a demand to explore his ideas in the light of Goethe's

many-faceted statment of life. "The philosophy of this

book," states Spengler, "I owe to the philosophy of Goethe,

which is practically unknown today. . . .' Goethe has per-

haps not been officially recognized as a philosopher p se.

"For unfortunately he did not set down his doctrines in a

rigid system, and so the systematic philosophy has overlooked

him. -Nevertheless he was a philosopher." 1 9

In the light of certain contemporary ideas of man, the

school of human potential psychology .(as opposed to Behavior-

ism) develops philosophies reminiscent of Spengler's vision

of human possibilities. In fact, it will be found that per-

haps Spengler's deepest, if only gropingly expressed, moti-

vation was in the imperative directive to live fully within

the present moment. Only by attaining a mature perspective

on the past and eliminating mystified dependency on .the fu-

ture can one be freely open to the available potentials of

the now.

1 9 Spengler, Decline, l:49n.



CHAPTER II

THE RECOGNIZABLE REFLECTION: A PRESENTATION

OF OSWALD SPENGLER, HIS LIFE AND WORKS

Oswald Spengler was born in Blankenburg, Germany in the

year 1880. He attended a classical hochschule in Halle, and

afterwards followed the customary German practice of attend-

ing several universities in succession. He studied at the

Universities of Munich, Berlin, and Halle, his major sub-

jects being mathematics and .the natural sciences. Spengler

taught for three years at a gymnasium, where his subjects

included history and geography besides his regular fields.

H. Stuart Hughes says: "Evidently he was a good teacher.

Former students have recalled that his lecture style was both

lively and 'intuitive'--a prophetic adjective." His per-

sonal life seems to have been one rather withdrawn from so-

cial activities. In 1911 he moved to Munich, where he became

a private scholar. Here he spent most of his time in person-

al reading and study. The variety in his formal education

and in his private choices of endeavor produced a combination

of elements leading to Spengler the rmran. He said of himself

Hughes, Spengler, pp. 1-7. The best biographical ac-
count of Spengler, and the major source which Hughes employs,
is by.,August Albers, "Oswald Spengler," Preussische
Jahrbucher (Heft), 192 (May1963), 129-137.

13
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"I am not the product of any school of philosophy, rather

these ideas have somehow condensed from mathematics, his-

tory, painting and literature into a metaphysical whole." 2

Sometime during the year of 1911 Spengler's bold idea

came to him in a "flash of intuition."3 Wondering about the

state of affairs, his thought-picture suddenly deepened and

grew until the immediate events fell into perspective amid

centuries of living history, and a correlation of patterns

instantly revealed itself to him. This intuitive recogni-

tion was embroidered upon by Spengler into his proposed book.

The title then came to him in another flash of perception,

seeing in a bookstore window a book on the Untergang (fall,

or decline) of the ancient world. Spengler, with a sense of

mission, proceded to immerse himself in the sometimes mundane

toil of organizing, documenting, and writing down details to

support his grand idea. His letters show how his mood shift-

ed during this time, now inspired and forging ahead, now de-

pressed and overcome with inadequacy. ". . . I have wished

often enough, instead of writing down my ideas for the future,

to be able to carry them .out at once, and there are long days

when paper disgusts one, and I have the feeling that. I must

see my life spoilt because its whole reality is carried out

2Spengler to Georg Misch, Munich, 5 January 1919, Let-
ters, p. 74.

3Hughes, Spengler, pp. 6-7.
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on paper." 4  Yetthe detemination to produce a v ivid monument

overwhelmed any real considerations of abandonment.

Spengler claimed in later life that his struggles with The

Decline had prevented him from marrying and leading a normal

happy life. He admitted, however, a .desire for just a small

house somewhere in the mountains where he could do a little

gardening and finish up his books.5 He realized with regret

the difficulty of transmitting his thoughts and lamented:

but I can hardly express things in writing. Much can

only be expressed poetically, and one day I hope to do that

also." 6 Then, around 1915, Spengler decided to draw his ef-

forts to a close, and to put his book into final form "and

not, as I have done unfortunately up to now, hesitate and

wait (out of dissatisfaction with the form or with details)."7

The first volume of The Decline of the West though completed

shortly after that time, was not published until after World

War I in 1918. True to Spengler's compulsion to yet say

more, a second volume came out in 1922. He went on to pub-

lish Man and Technics: A Contribution to a Philosophy of

Life in 1932, The Hour of Decision in 1934, and several es-

says, all amplifications of his first ideas. He died in

1936 of heart problems, at a time when the regime in his own

4Spengler, Munich, 7 September 1915, Letters, p. 38.

5Spengler, Munich, 25 October 1914, Letters, p. 29.

6Spengler, Munich, 24 May 1915, Letters, p. 34.
7
Spengler, Munich, 3 November 1915, Letters, p. 40.
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country had been applying heavy pressure to stifle his pub-

lishing efforts.8

The character of Spengler's book is saturated with the

visionary intuition of its author, and the tone throughout

is intense with his mission to recreate somehow in his read-

ers the same internal revelation that he had experienced.

"Historic treatment . . . is decided by the blood," Spengler

later explained. "It addresses to the waking-conscious, by

way of understanding and imparting, laborious and repetitive

proof of that which one moment of illumination has already,

and instantly, demonstrated to Being." 9 Spengler proceeded

to produce many details and observations to support his ideas,

attempting to maintain a certain objectivity, but he was

nevertheless deeply and personally involved in his theories,

almost becoming emotional at times. Spengler's style dis-

plays "bewildering shifts of character: now he is the sober

historian; now the lofty seer of the future; now the cool,

detached observer; and eventually the impassioned partici-

pant, forgetting in his excitement his former pretensions to

objectivity."1l

8Later, the government of Germany managed to abuse the
intentions of selections of Spengler's writings to affirm
their political philosophy. Spengler himself was antagonis-
tic to the National Socialistic dictatorship.

9 Spengler, Decline, 4

10Hughes, Spengler, p. 9.
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Spengler was passionately reacting against the still

rampant positivism that he felt still dominated historical

approach. He wanted "to get rid of this system of superfi-

cial causality, whose roots reach back into the rationalism

of the Baroque period"11 and to eliminate the mechanically

scientific method of research that, in its cold efficiency,

seemed to miss the less tangible verities. "The unwritten,

the indescribable, the usual, the felt, the self evident, so

outweigh everything else that--though theorists never see it

-- the description of a state or its constitutional archives

cannot give us even the silhouette of that which underlies

the living actuality of a state as its essential form." 1 2

Spengler was convinced that the purely scientific and ana-

lytic mind would never be able to grasp the vital nature of

history.

I have not hitherto found one who has carefully
considered the morphological relationship that in-
wardly binds together the expression-forms of all
branches of a Culture, who has gone beyond politics
to grasp the ultimate and fundamental ideas of
Greeks, Arabians, Indians and Westerners in mathe-
matics, the meaning of their early ornamentation,
the basic forms of their architecture, philosophies,
dramasand lyrics, their choice and development of
great arts, the detail of their craftmanship and
choice of materials--let alone appreciate the deci-
sive importance of t matters for the form-
problems of history.

Spengler, Decline, 2t31.-

1 2 Ibid., p. 361.

13Spengler, Decline, :6-7..
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The seeking, collecting, and arranging of factual material

was merely "historical spadework." "The work of the pro-

fessional historian on facts and figures, is only a means,

not an end." 14 Nature can be handled scientifically but

history should be dealt with from a different perspective,

and Spengler made full use of his own poetic method.

The second major misconception Spengler desired to

eliminate from historical activity was the haughty and ar-

rogant conviction that the present time in al-l Western

Europe constituted the center around which all of past his-

tory revolved. He called this the Ptolemaic System, and he

proposed to replace it with his Copernican System, a revolu-

tion which he claimed was one as important and significant--

and indeed as shattering--as the original discovery that

Earth was not the nucleus of the universe.15 Western civil-

ization is not the highest point in a long linear trend pro-

gressively advancing from the beginnings of time. There have

been many cultures, actuatIy as valuable as Western Europe

in a total picture of mankind. 'Western man has conspicuously

failed to recognize history in a more valid perspective. He

has tried to anthropomorphize all of world history to fall

subjectively within his own frame of reference, signified by

Spengler in the divisions of study into Ancient, Medieval,

and Modern History. Anything not fully comprehended in an

15 Ibid.!, pp. 17-18.14I bi d. , p. 10 l.
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earlier culture, or not acceptable to the contemporary view

of life, had been simply denigrated, or else casually and con-

descendingly smoothed over as products of the insufficient

capacities of rustic beginnings. "And so we judge that they

[other cultures or ages] were ignorant of the 'true path,'

or that they failed to follow it, when the fact is simply

that their will and purposes were not the same as ours." 16

Instead, each separate cultural system is an individual en-

tity, complete in and of itself, involving a wholeness and

total uniqueness of its own. Spengler saw

the drama of a number of mighty cultures,
each springing with primitive strength from the
soil of a mother-region to which it remains firm-
ly bound throughout its whole life-cycle; each
stamping its material, its mankind, in its own
image; each having its own idea, its own pass ?9qs,
its own life, will and feeling, its own death.

One of the most readily observed aspects of Spengler's

philosophy of history is the cyclical, organic development

of individual cultures. In the earliest stages, designated

by Spengler as Pre-Culture, communities are drawn together

by some inexplicable feeling of like-mindedness. "A Culture

is born the moment when a great soul awakens out of the

proto-spirituality of ever-childlike humanity, and detaches

itself, a form from the formless, a bounded and mortal thing

from the boundless and enduring."18 As cohesiveness evolves

16Ibid., p. 20. 7Ibid., p. 21.

18 Ibid., p. 106.
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and a similitude of life-styles is manifested, the stage of

High Culture grows into existence. During this very creative

period, a people will develop clear and sophisticated expres-

sions of their basic life-focus through any significant pro-

ductions of their social., intellectual, and artistic endeav-

ors. Eventually, however, the Culture fulfils its ultimate

expression and drifts into the deteriorating stage of Civil-

ization. "The Civilization is the inevitable destiny of the

Culture. . . . Civilizations are the most external and arti-

ficial states of which a species of developed humanity is

capable." 19 At this stage, no significantly new ideas can

unfold, and a Civilization busies itself with material build-

ing or expansion, scientific objectification, and the dis-

section or shallow imitation of its former accomplishments.

"Quantity replaces quality, spreading replaces deepening."20

This is the irrevocable stage into which Western Europe is

now entering, and after several centuries the West, too, will

be gone, contrary to the popular notions of unlimited pro-

gress. A Civilization, having accomplished the sum of its

possibilities and groaned through its senility, reverts back

to the proto-soul from whence a new soul shall arise. But,

"to lament it- and blame it does not alter it. To birth be-

longs death, to youth age, to life generally its form and

allotted span." 21

19Ibid., p. 31. 20Ibid., p. 360.
21 Ibid., p. 40.



Spengler's idea, for a Comparative Morphology suggested

a symmetrical pattern of development which could be found in

all cultures. "I hope to show that without exception all

great creations, and forms in religion, art, politics, social

life, economy, and science appear, fulfil themselves, and

die down contemporaneously in all the Cultures;: that the in-

ner structure of one corresponds strictly with that of all

the others; "22 In doing this he dealt with what he

considered the eight major cultures found in world history,

these being the Indian, Babylonian, Chinese, Egyptian, Mexi-

can, Arabic, Classical, and Western. Generally he emphasiz-

ed the last three, going into detail after detail to demon-

strate their comparability., Nonetheless, though the cultures

agreed in structure, each had its own peculiar and, inimitable

character and soul. Thus Spengler played with "these great

groups of morphological relations, each one of which symboli-

cally represents a particular sort of mankind in.the whole

picture of world-history, . 23 and gave representative

names to his cultures symbolizing their soul and world-feel-

ing. The Arabic culture he called Magian, the cavern filled

with spirit; Classical culture was named Apollinian [sic.],

the fully present solid body; Western culture was termed

Faustian, pure spatial infinity and endless variation.24 The

22Ibid., p. 112. 23Ibid., p. 47.
2 4 Ibid., pp. 247-248.
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unique and intrinsic soul embodied by each culture was char-

acteristically discernible in every aspect of a culture's

expression.

Hughes calls this idea of symbolism in Spenglerfrst

and most central, perhaps, to his style of thought. 25

Spengler constantly reiterated this essential concept in his

system. "This major premise or prime symbol determines the

essential characteristics of the given Culture; the charac-

teristics of its science and. philosophy, of it-s mentality, of

its arts and beliefs, of its way of thinking, living and act-

ing." 26 Pitirim A. Sorokin was likewise convinced of the

significance of this bold theory. "From this standpoint

Spengler's work is one of the most important treatises in the

Wissensoziologie, or sociology of knowledge and of all mental

articulation. . . ."27 In all such things as a culture

creates or participates in externally, a basic attitude and

idea is definitely indicated, which gives unity to the whole

culture and which can be seen and interpreted by the percep-

tive observer. "The high Culture . . . is the waking-being

of a single huge organism which makes . . . [all aspects]

25Hughes, Spengler, p. 11.

26Spengler, Decline, 1:178-180.

27Pitirim A. Sorokin, Modern Historical and Social
Philosophies (New York, 1963), p. 330.
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incorporated in itself the vessels of one single form-

language and one single history." 28

Spengler went into much detail in showing the effective-

ness and actual transparency of a culture's major symbolic

expositions. The two clearest types of expression of "world-

feeling" are revealed in the realm of mathematical articu-

lation and the arts of form. Contrary to the superficial be-

lief that a mathematical system is universal, there are as

many theories of number as there are separate cultures.29

The Euclidean geometry of the Classical world is internally

antithetical to the Western concept of Cartesian analytical

geometry by the diametric disparity between enclosed space

and indefinable functions extended into an infinity of rela-

tionships.30  It is likewise with art, each culture having

its own specific art form integral to its self-image. The

ultimate Classical art is epitomized in the contained solid-

ity of. a perfected statue, actually capturing space. In

Western Europe, it has been music in which the basic concept

of infinity is displayed to its fullest, in the illumined

distances produced by orchestration and the endless and in-

tangible counterpoint.3 1  All other exterior formulations

28Hughes, Spengler, p. 11.

29Spengler, Decline, 1:59.

301bid., p. 70; see further analogies in Chapter II,
"The Meaning of Numbers," pp. 51-90.

31Ibid., p. 252n; see further analogies in Chapter VII,
"Music and Plastic. (1) The Arts of Form," pp. 219-255.
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of cultural soul are parallel to the basic emanations pro-

jected in artistic motifs.

In pursuing and inquiring into the past then, according

to Spengler's directive, one must be constantly aware of the

foregoing considerations of individuality,, soul, expression,

and development. "The .historical environment of another is

a part of his essence, and no such other can be understood

without the knowledge of his time-sense, his destiny-idea

and the style and acuity of his inner life." 32 The intel-

luctual sense of balance and proportion must control curios-

ity, and the relative validity of each :independent entity

must be constantly maintained. One can come to recognize

and appreciate the peculiar soul of another life style only

by divesting oneself as much as possible from one's personal

cultural viewpoint. In such a way one can find an answer to

the quest toward other cultures. "But this answer is neces-

sarily different in different Cultures. As each lives dif-

ferently, so each is differently impressed by life." 33  In

fact, "what for us is true, for them is false, and vice

versa," 34 and it is indeed difficult for most persons deeply

entrenched in their own culture to view other cultures from

the necessary perspective effectively.

32 Ibid., p. 131. 33 Ibid., p. 259.

34Ibid., p. 107.
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Rare though it may have been for a man to approach his-

tory according to Spengler's concepts, it is yet probable

that others before Spengler had accomplished this same per-

spective and empathy. Giambattista Vico, the "Father of the

Philosophy of History," had in the mid-1700's proposed a

study of the principles of humanity through the history of

each separate nation in its rise, development, maturity, and

final passing away. His term "culture" stood for the major

tone produced by a specific nation, and the cultural objects

and artistic expressions were the tools whereby he elicited

this comprehensive sence of "culture."3 5 In the late 1700's

Johann Herder had evolved.a philosophy of history dealing

with the "soul of a nation," cultural expression of this soul,

and cyclical development. Hegel had continued in the 1800's

this concept of a particular and unique "spirit" of each

nation, although the direction his history took was toward

a linear progress. In the late 1800's Wilhelm Dilthey ap-

peared with his "personalities" of individual cultures, dis-

cernible in the mind-created objects of a culture and fol-

lowing the birth-life-death cycle. Thus Spengler was

35An extensive comparison of Vico to Spengler would show
major similarities and therefore Vico should be included here.
Indeed, R. G. Collingwood,. as will be noted later in this pa-
per, pointed out the precedence in Vico of many of Spengler's
theories of history. Within the scope of the present work,
however, he will be omitted in favor of the other philoso-
phers of history mentioned, which have not hitherto been
dealt with in detail in relation to Spengler.
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potentially influenced by predecessors in his field. Although

evidence does not allow any positive conclusions about this

influence, a comparison' of the general elements is suggestive.



CHAPTER III

LIFE BEHIND THE SHELL: THE HISTORICAL PHILOSOPHY

OF CULTURAL SOUL AS DEVELOPED

PRIOR TO OSWALD SPENGLER

Oswald Spengler repeatedly professed the uniqueness and

originality of his theories in The Decline of the West.

Nevertheless many of the elements Spengler made use of had

appeared in philosophies of history throughout the preceed-

ing two centuries. Although seldom in the mainstream, well-

known scholars had produced what is called "organic" his-

tories. Independent and individual cultures, waxing and wan-

ing in a cyclical flow, expressing themselves symbolically

in given objects of living existence: none of these concepts

was brand-new in Spengler. To examine the historical back-

ground of these overt structures, it is necessary to look at

several major figures--specifically Herder, Hegel, and

Dilthey.

Johann Gottfried von Herder was a historian who showed a

certain depth of understanding in his approach to a study of

the past. His "capacity of Einfuhlung, empathy, makes him

. . . at his best a great interpreter of states and feelings

in other historical epochs." Between 1784 and 1791 Herder

lManuel, Introduction, Reflections, p. xi.

27
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published his massive work entitled Reflections on the Phi-

losophy of the History of Mankind. In it he covered histor-

ical periods and regions from the earliest civilizations in

Egypt and Mesopotamia to Western Europe, infusing his de-

scriptions with many phrases indicating his philosophy of

history. His interpretations involved the "discovery of a

new historical consciousness."2  It was Herder who had "in-

vented the concept of the national soul defined and described

in feeling tones, not in terms of power relations. The cul-

tural emanations of peoples rather than their political acts

were the stuff of history. 3

Herder believed in the absolute individuality of each

Violk who:Were spawned by a particular climate-area and

generated within a specific region of influence. His idea

of climate and environment was an over-all concept, which in-

cluded the geographical features, natural resources, weather,

land,. and so forth. These influences naturally affected and

molded a people, and confined it to a particular land area,

while allowing for an infinite .variation in separate regions

and ages. Besides climate, 'tradition provided a continuing

coherence to an age.

Their own mode of representing things is the more
deeply impressed on every nation, because it is
adapted to themselves, is suitable to their own
earth and sky, springs from their mode of living

2 Ibid, p. xii. Ib i d. , p. xxi v.
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and has been handed down to them from father
to son. 4

Spengler also intuited a sense of the "power of the land-

scape," and his formulation of Race (in a purely localized

interpretation) was the rendering of characteristics with

roots deeply imbedded in a certain landscape.5 .In both there

is almost a mystical .relationship between the soil and its

people. Herder appears to consider the environment the crea-

tor of a "national genius," and Spengler felt that "the great

Cultures and entites, primary or original, that arise out of

the deepest foundations of spirituality, and . . . the peo-

ples under the spelT of a Culture are, alike in their inward

form and in their whole manifestation, its products and not

its authors." 6,

At any rate, each culture or nation evolves its own

unique character or soul, bounded by a defined time and place.

This soul is positively revealed in all of the outward ex-

pressions and operations of the nation.7 For Herder, the

cultural indicators necessary to the comprehension of the

national soul mainly included music, literature, art, reli-

gion, science, and technology, in that order of importance.

4Johann Gottfried von Herder, Reflections on the Philos-
ophy of the History of Mankind (Chicago, 1968),p. 44.

5 Spengler, Decline, 2:119
6 Ibid., p. 170.

7Herder, Reflections, pp. 159-163.
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Unlike Spengler, who allowed different artistic modes in dif-

ferent cultures to best express the soul, in Herder the pri-

mary demonstration for all cultures was exhibited always in

music.

For the music of a nation, in its most imperfect
form, and favourite tunes, displays the internal
character of the people, that is to say, the pro-
per tone of their sensations, much more truly and
profoundly, than the mo t copius descriptions of
external contingincies.

Herder preferred to compare the variety of cultures or-

ganically to the plant world. "The cultivation of a people

is the flower of its existence; its display is pleasing in-

deed, but transitory." For the nature of the flower is not

only to bloom but also to lose its petals and fall. "The

plant blossoms and dies." However, the analogy carries fur-

ther to suggest almost infinite variety. Necessity "every

where produces different fruits. . . . Nature's year is long:

the blossoms of her plants are as various as the plants them-

selves, and the elements by which they are nourished."10

Again, there can be found a close parallel .in the phraseology

of Spengler: ". . . each in its deepest essence different

from the others, each limited in duration and self contained,

just as each species of plant has its peculiar blossom or

fruit, its special type of growth and decline."11

8 Ibid., p. 40. 9 Ibid., p. 216.

10 Ibid., pp. 161-163.

11Spengler, Decline,l:21.



31

In such a way for Herder, cultures are germinated, grow,

ripen, and ultimately decay. Nature provides that all things

"have their measure and limitations," and each culture in-

trinsically possesses an optimum time sequence for self-

fulfillment.12 But, there is no one ideal development period

applicable to all, just as plants have different life cycles

and rates of growth. Spengler appeared to agree with this,

although he eventually capitulated to a system of century-

sequence which remains constant for contemporaneous phases

of every culture.

The interpolation of Herder's phases of culture from his

many suggestions implies like Spengler, an early growth

period of extensive creativity.: Eventually, having brought

to maturity and, fully accomplished its own creations, Lhe ul-

declines into a period of superficial repetitions and

decrepitude, very similar to Spengler's epitaph that "art

dies of senility, having actualized its inward possibilities

and fulfilled its mission within the course of its Culture."13

Herder was very aware of the improbability of an intrin-

sic progression of improvement within the history of man, all

previous generations relegated merely to steps on a ladder,

culminating in the present and ascending into the future.

Individual observation refuted this grand plan. "Do not our

12Herder, Reflections, p. 76.

1 3Spengler, Decline, 293
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finest mental powers decay, as well as flourish? Do they not

even fluctuate with years and circumstances. ... "4 Man,

from personal experience, sees the laws of nature implying

that all things are born, exist, and die. "Nations flourish

and decay. . . . In new places new capacities are developed.

. . . Thus everything in history is transient: the inscrip-

tion on the temple is, evanescence and decay." And yet, this

should not lead to a pessimistic determinism--God is in his-

tory as well as nature, and although man cannot depend on in-

finite progress, humanity is enriched with every age. Though

nations decline, culture itself does not decline.15 There is

indeed a hopeful note in Herder that humanity itself improves

in successive degrees and .stages through a teleological good

imposed by God. This provides an underlying and yet ultimate

progression in the active force of God, whose involvement

pervades Herder's history and which is entirely rejected and

omitted in Spengler's process.16

Herder's theories forced him to profess somewhat of the

idea of a historical relativity. He saw that a variety of

principles were held to be truth in different cultural

groups:

Numberless ideas, which we have often admitted
as the most general principles of the human
understanding, disappear, in this place and that,
with the climate. . . . What one nation holds

14Herder, Reflections, pp. 75-76.

15Ibid., pp. 79-82. 16Ibid., p. 5.
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indispensable to the circle of its thoughts, has
never entered into the mind of the econd, and by
a third has been deemed injurious.1

Spengler also strongly believed that there could be no one

single answer to the significant questions of principles in

history. "The great questions of any period are fluid be-

yond all conception, . . . therefore it is only by obtaining

a group of historically limiiited solutions and measuring it

by utterly impersonal criteria that the final secrets can be

reached.,. .F..or other men there are different truths." 18

There is not only a great divergence in cultures, but also

great difficulty in any one culture's ability in comprehend-

ing the essences of another culture, because of each one's

individual frame of mind.19  Spengler concurred that "between

the souls of two Cultures the screen is impenetrable. .

individuals with the insight to penetrate deeper [than their

self-created picture] are few andfar between.'20 Yet Herder

sincerely demanded that other cultures not be measured by

the standard of one's own. "The historian of mankind must

see with eyes as impartial as those of the creator of the hu-

man race, or the genius of the Earth, and judge altogether

17Iid. ,p. 49.

18Spengler, Decline, 1:25.

19Herder, Reflections, p. 75.

2 0 Spengler, Decline, 2:1



34

uninfluenced by the passions."2 1 The implied interlacement

of detached involvement became a touchstone for later his-

torians who viewed the past with a desire to feel the es-

sences without imposing purely private feelings.

Hegel, who enjoyed a vast range of influence in Germany

in the early 1800's, also shared several theories parallel

to Spengler, although his over-all thesis was indeed quite

different. In many ways he can be linked to Herder. But his

greater stimulus was perhaps extended through his followers

and dissenters in the nineteenth century to the ultimate view

of progress in the world or to a violent antagonism towards

his ultra-metaphysical answers.

Hegel had "built out his doctrine from the idealist pre-

mise that the ultimate reality of the universe lay in

'spirit' or 'idea' rather than in the data of sense percep-

tion."22  Hegel concerned himself with capturing and anchor-

ing his meditation in a central compromise between subject

and object, internal and external, personal existence and

the existence of the world, all rooted within the scope of

an historical spirit. He was much involved in viewing things

as independent entities in and of themselves, rather than

what they appeared to be in relation to his contemporaries.

21 Herder, Reflectdons, p. 161.

22Hughes, Consciousness, p. 181.
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He "valued theoria, in the original sense of 'pure vision,'

as the highest form of activity."23

Hegel projected his conception of a "world spirit" which

was exposed and manifested in every particular nation as a

"totality of life." This spirit is contained in the elemen-

tal depths of history and is revealed in all the external

aspects of history. The whole Spirit can be recaptured

through tracing all the individual nations and their individ-

ual spirits by a process of "recollection." The spirit of

each nation or age, as an effluence of the total Spirit, pro-

ceeds in a limited cyclical manner, bringing to completion

different features of the World Spirit. The "products and

process of art itself" develops these features and when

"everything has been brought out" into unconcealed form that

was latent in the culture, the historical age ends and a new

age takes over to strive for the generation of another fea-

ture of the Spirit. 2 4

Spengler could perhaps accept to a limited extent

Hegel's conception of the ''spirit of an age" and its exter-

nalization. Hegel, however, seems to have been much more

intent on proving the total process and revelation of a world

spirit from the beginnings of time, its principle being "pro-

gress in consciousness of freedom."

23Lowith, Revolution, pp. 5-9.
24 Ibid., pp. 29-34. Quotations are L'o'with's transla-

tion of Hegel.
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Hegel's nineteenth century followers expressed much dis-

agreement with his grand project. He had seemingly gone too

far in the realm of metaphysical explanations to be accept-

able within the then current trend. Hegel's bitterest critic,

Rudolf Hayme, said it was no longer an age of poetry or of

philosophy. "Instead it is an age in which, thanks to the

great technological discoveries of the century, material

seems to have come to Hife.' Hegel's own pupil, Ludwig

Feuerbach, criticized him for his breach from the observa-

tions of the physical senses and suggested that the "sensu-

ous" experiences were instead the truer reality.26  Ruge,

another pupil, firmly placed history within the field of

science.27 Other than this tendency toward scientific meth-

odology, Hegel's general idea of progress was accepted into

nineteenth century historical philosophy.

Positivism, as such, in the extreme interpretation en-

countered in France or Italy, was never actually ensconced

in German soil. "To a German," says H. Stuart Hughes, "an

idealist philosophy was a kind of second nature." Thus the

precepts of positivism "had made few professed converts. But

in a more diffused sense, the positivist mentality had ad-

vanced mightily." 28  This was mainly in the realm of method-

ology and scientific observations. The historians, in

2 5Ibid., p. 57. 26Ibid., pp. 74-76.

27Ibid., p. 86.

28Hughes, Consciousness, pp. 181, 188.
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accordance with natural science, "strove for scrupulous ac-

curacy in the ascertainment of 'facts' and for objectivity

in their presentation."29  Even the notion of organic growth

in history held by the Romantics was altered by science when

the Darwinian theory professed an evolution in plant life to

continuously higher forms;,' and natural selection, extrapo-

lated to history, inevitably inferred the survival of the

best cultures, making Western civilization the current cul-

mination of the attempts of preceeding ages.30  This fostered

a pride in the assumed superiority of the- present as the ul-

timate development of the past. "The idea of progress itself,"

writes Sorokin of this period, ''interpreted in a linear fash-

ion . . . served as the veritable foundation for the bulk of

nineteenth-century historical works." The dynamics were

quite simple: ". . . the problem was one of discovering and

formulating the linear trends believed to be unfolding in

the course of time." 3 1

Germany had one historian of importance in the mid-

nineteenth century who remained "typical of German idealism."

Leopold von Ranke continued to deal in "spiritual entities

that were 'intuited' and 'contemplated' in .semi-mystical

fashion." But, the prestige of the scientists over the

2 9 Hughes, Spengler, p. 33.

30Ibid., pp. 31-32.

31Sorokin, Philosophies, p. 286.
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philosophers remained intact. The influence of Ranke's

spiritual ideas was never actualized in his pupils and fol-

lowers. They incorporated only his methodology and its af-

firmation for meticulous care and thoroughness, which main-

tained its place of honor.32

Thus the field of historical exploration and delivery,

in the period falling at the close of the nineteenth century,

was again "becoming arid and narrow," and according to Hughes

a revolt was again in order." 33  In the 1890's there was a

reaction all over Europe against positivism. Freud was devel-

oping his theories that human action resided in a level be-

yond pure logical thinking. Reason and analytical thinking

must be accompanied by the use of a more sensitive level of

cognition. Bergson also insisted that the apprehension of

reality must lie in a more sensitive and intuitive process.

Sorel began again to utilize more transcendental terminology.

Pareto revived a theory of cycles in history. All of these

ideas for a new consciousness were in the air.34

The German reaction was constructed in the Neo-Idealism

projected by Wilhelm Dilthey. Hughes noted that "the ideal-

ists were ready to go along with the positivists in insisting

32Hughes, Consciousness, pp. 185-190.

33Hughes, Spengler, p. 34.

34Ibid., pp. 22-25; ee also Hughes, Consciousness and
Society, for more detailed accounts of the theories developed
by these men significant to the philosophy of history, spe-
cifically Freud: 125-153, Bergson: 113-125, Sorel: 161-182,
Pareto: 251-277.
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on the necessity for scrupulous care in the location and

assessment of historical data." 35  Nevertheless the past

could not be literally recaptured in this simplistic way.

It could only be regained as an idea portrayed in the mind

of the historian, by use of the imagination reaching inside

of the external structure for its meaning.36

Wilhelm Dilthey spent most of his life probing history

for a definable meaning he felt was actually there in past

ages. Writing until his death in 1911, he formulated sever-

al definite ideas concerning the nature and philosophy of

history and deciphered a number of past civilizations in

accordance with his proposals. Volume VII of his collected

works contains the major construction of his theories on

meaning, expression, and understanding found in history.

Dilthey's work was catagorized by Hughes as "the first

thoroughgoing and sophisticated confrontation of history with

positivism and natural sciences."37 He felt that there was

more depth in history than was assumed by mere calculation

of facts. Yet a drastic rejection of the methods of positiv-

ism would at this point-have little value; a compromise was

necessary. He believed that the penetration of historical

meanings was possible by the use of mental apprehensions,

but "the road to such effectiveness must pass through the

35Ibid., p. 35. 36 Ibid.

37Hughes, Consciousness, p. 194.
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objectivity of scientific knowledge."38 Dilthey's ambitious

goal was to explore an historical understanding which would

be free of prejudice and metaphysical crutches, yet which

could remain open to the present day through historical in-

sights discovered in the past. The distinct method he pro-

posed for achieving such insights in the human studies was

what he called "understanding." Not to be confused with pure

intuition, this provided an alternative to.the subservience

to the physical sciences by elucidating a means of realizing

in the mind the content of other minds. 3 9 ". . . The becoming

aware of a mental state in its ,totality and the rediscovery

of it by empathy" forms the foundation of the human studies.40

Dilthey's understanding of the term "meaning" was con-

strued quite similarly to the idea of a soul, or inherent na-

ture, of a cultural age. He 'found that discernible ages and

periods could be positively distinguished

in which a unity of mental climate embracing
everything from the conditions of life up to the
highest ideas took shape, reached its zenith, and
disintegrated again. In each such period there
exists an inner structure, common to them all,
which determines the connections of the parts to
the whole, the course of events and the modifica-
tions in the tendencies.:l

38Wilhelm Dilthey, Pattern and Meaningin History (New
York, 1962), p. 81.

39Rickman, 'Introduction, Meaning, p. 14, 18.

40Dilthey, Meaning, p. 79.

41Ibid., p. 155.
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This meaning could be grasped by the understanding of the

historian, just as Spengler said that in all such things as

the observable and outward aspects indicating the attitudes

of a people "there lies, plain and immediate enough for one

who has learnt to see, an idea." 42

There is a significant interrelation between experience,

expression, and understanding which comprises the only way a

man can know himself and others. History, as the study of

man, must incorporate the .same procedures. It must be recog-

nized that in. the same way an individual life has its own pur-

port, so also in history meaning is not something imposed ex-

ternally, but lies inherently within the life of a culture.

"The significance emerges from life itself."43 For "only in

the world of the mind which, active, responsible and self-

determined, moves within us, and in it alone, has life its

value, its goal and its meaning -By a natural pro-

cess, "mind-created" structures denoting the essences of life

are actualized and projected into the world of sense percep-

tion,. and by piercing through the external world, the ideas

of the mind can be realized. Dilthey contemplated a new ten-

dency "to relegate the physical side of events to the role

of conditions and means of comprehension," and proposed "the

movement of understanding from the external to the internal.

42Spengler, Decline, 4

43Dilthey, Meaning, pp. 71-75.

44 Ibid., p. 69.
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This tendency makes use of every expression of life in order

to understand the mental content from which it arises."45

Dilthey's vehicle for comprehension, which he named Ob-

jective Mind, is defined as "the meaningful forms in which

what individuals hold in common have objectified themselves

in the world of the senses." 46 The externalized objects em-

body expressions of life. These include such materializa-

tions as institutions which overtly exhibit the mentality of

a culture, and also the, more spontaneous displays such as

art objects which are not ,intended to signify anything, but

which are indispensible to the over-all understanding of a

people.47  The concentration on the meanings revealed in the

outward expressions of life are throughout basically compar-

able to Spengler, who strongly held that "there is a plur-

ality of prime symbols. It is the depth-experience through

which perception extends itself to world."48  Dilthey insist-

ed on this extension of meaning through mind-created objects.

"Every single expression of life represents a. common feature

in the realm of this objective mind." 49

Actions and their permanent outward results con-
stantly help us to reconstruct the mental content
from which they arose . . . Thus from examining
institutions we understand the mental conduct

45 Ibid., pp. 69-71. 46Ibid., p. 120.

47Ibid., p. 117.

4 8 Spengler, Decline, 19

49Dilthey, Meaning, p. 123.
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which, in the form of Social values, purposes and
consciousness of obligations, was present at a
certain time and place and which expressed itself
in these outer manifestations.50

Dilthey's organic representations resulted from a com-

parison of history to individual persons. He went into

excessive detail describing how the individual life develops

an inherent and meaningful inner construction. There is,

in addition, a systematic relationship between an individual

life and its outward expressions, which emerges from within

the individual himself and is contained fully in every per-

son. Man, in other words, creates his own meaning. The anal-

ogy of individual meaning to historical meaning consists

mainly in the precept that this meaning is not imposed from

the outside but is a basic internal trait. The study of the

patterns which constitute the course of individual lives

provides the evidence for the systematic human studies.5 1

Thus Dilthey placed much value on biographies and autobiog-

raphies, which demonstrate an attempt to relate all the parts

to a whole and determine the focal point which provides

unity to a life. Here again Spengler applies a similar value

to this comparison. "What diaries and autobiographies yield

in respect of an individual, that historical research in the

widest and most inclusive sense--that is, every kind of psy-

chological comparison and analysis of alien peoples, times

51 Ibid., pp. 95-112.50Ibid., p.:76.
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and customs--yields as to the soul of a Culture as a whole."5 2

Dilthey states, "Like the individual every cultural system,

every community, has a focal point within itself. In it, a

conception of reality, valuation and production of goods, are

53linked to a whole."

Dilthey did not stress any plan of cyclical occurrence

in history, as it was not vital to his theories; he did, how-

ever, infer a process, of growth, development, and decline.

In accordance with a comparison to individual lives, he main-

tained that every cultural system exhibits this process of

development "because of its achievement, its structure and

its regularity. . . ." Although the various sequences of de-

velopment are "inwardly determined," no law of the process

can be formulated.54  This appears at first encounter to be

contradictory to Spengler's account of the definable stages

of development. Notwithstanding, Dilthey allows for a cor-

respondence between cultural patterns resembling each other

in diverse cultures. ". . . A regularity in the patterns of

interactions make prediction and intervention based on know-

ledge possible." This implies the fact that

we see that history also illuminates the fu-
ture. When a former course of interactions is
comprehended and when the first stages of an event

52 Spengler, Decline, 1-9

53 Dilthey, Meaning, pp. 129-130.

54Ibid., p. 149.
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are like it, the occurrence, of a similar sequel can
be expected on the basis of an analogical argument.55

Of course, analogical prediction--especially in relation to

Western Civilization--was a prime motive in Spengler's Com-

parative Morphology. The attitude holds much more weight

with him, though, while it is more of a side comment from

Dilthey.

The objectifications of life admit natural divisions in

history which can be incorporated in various and divergent

cultures or in separate. ages. Changes and differences can be

noted which point to the individuality of each specific cul-

tural system. Every epoch has limited horizons and boundar-

ies which distinguish it from other periods or localities.

It is self-contained within .its own system.56 By the same

token, each age is "centered upon itself." For these and

other reasons, it can be established that there have been

different values in different ages. This again points to a

historical relativity. Each age or culture must be studied

in its own individual context, free from the imposed values

of the observer. .The values of an age have their own signi-

ficance only within that age. 5 7  As Spengler reiterates,

"there is no general morale of humanity." Instead each Cul-

ture has its own standards, the validity of which begins and

55Ibid., pp. 142-143. 56 Ibid., pp. 126, 130.

57Ibid., pp. 161-168.
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ends with it. 5 8  Dilthey concludes that "it is the task of

historical analysis to discover the climate which governs

the concrete purposes, values and ways of thought of a per-

iod."59

Oswald Spengler, imbedded in the German tradition and

infused with an introspective awareness, ventured into the

profundity of history, finding there entities just as imbued

with a subliminal consciousness as he was himself. Others

before him had also recognized the intriguing theories which

Spengler gave renewed expression to. Perceptive minds had

seen in history the indications of a variety of individual

cultures. An awareness was approached of the unique supra-

physical character and soul of a culture, which was mani-

fested in externalized expressions. Cultures were recog-

nized as independent systems, each with its own values

entrenched within, and each relatively different from each

other. The organic nature of history was incorporated as a

significant conveyance for the study of mankind. All of

these ideas and the wealth of potentialities hinted at con-

verged in Spengler.

Despite Spengler's protestations, the general outline of

his philosophy of history--as witnessed by the above material

-- was not a particularly unique or new point of view. The

5 8 Spengler, Decline, 1:341

59Dilthey, Meaning, p. 130.
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question might well be .asked whether Spengler made use of

any of the historians mentioned in the formulation of his

own ideas. No credit was given by Spengler to any of the

obvious similarities. Undoubtedly, however, he had studied

all of these men, as well as others. In 1911 Spengler had

inherited an income from his mother which was sufficient for

him to relinquish his post as schoolmaster in Hamburg, and

he was able to devote himself entirely to literature for some

seven years.60 He spent these years in Munich as a private

scholar, reading intensely in the fields of history and phi-

losphy.61 Thus he was assuredly familiar with the variety

of work accomplished by his predecessors in these fields.

Nonetheless, two things must be noted at this point.

First of all, there is a basic irrelevancy of certain claims

to simulation of prior sources. A man may encounter a mul-

titude of ideas from his personal experiences, but what he

absorbs is uniquely his own. Many experiences are shared by

all people, yet the particular combination of influences from

life in any one person remains uni-que:

"The world," said Goethe, "remains always the same;
situations are repeated; one people lives, loves,
and feels like another; why should not one poet
write like another? The situations of life are a-
like; why, then, should those of poems be unalike?"

. . "What is there is mine, he should have said,
"and whether I got it from a book or from life, is

60Spengler, Letters,. p. 26n (translator's note).

61Hughes, Spengler, p. 5.
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of no consequence; the only point is, whether I
have made a right use of it." 62

Secondly, the negative reaction to Spengler's claim to

unique expression often fails to take in more than a cursory

view of Spengler's work. Certainly the more obvious ele-

ments of his philosophy of history are not new. Even

Spengler's first bravado sentence, "In this book is attempted

for the first time the venture of predetermining history

. . ."163offered no truly new concept. Why, then, did

Spengler so intensely insist that he was offering such novel

insight, unless he intended some deeper cognition of life

than had already been stated. On this same firstpage he

hints at much more than is displayed in his detailed tables

at the end of his book:

The decline of the West, which at first sight may
appear, like the corresponding decline of the
Classical Culture, a phenomenon limited in time
and space, we now perceive to be a philosophical
problem that when comprehended in all its gravity,
includes within itself every great question of
Being. 6 4

An exploration into some of these "great questions" will

yield more value from Spengler than a brief, conversation-

al knowledge of his "theories" provide.

62Johann Gottfried von Goethe, Conversations of Goethe
with Eckerman and Soret, translated by John Oxenford (London,
1874), pp. 107-108.

6 3Spengler, Decline, 3.

64Ibid.



CHAPTER IV

A LOOK INTO THE MAGIC PRISM: CONSIDERATIONS ON THE

PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY FOUND IN OSWALD SPENGLER'S

THE DECLINE OF THE WEST

In writing his books, Spengler was well aware of the

necessarily metaphysical path of his thoughts and there-

fore the limited comprehension which would result. "If you

study it again," he. told a friend by letter in 1918, "you

will find also that-many underlying thoughts, which do not

stand out directly, are far in advance of the thinking of

the present time." 1 Spengler continually enjoined people to

study deeply his works, to avoid the over-s-implification of

a brief review. "Moreover, one must be able to read between

the lines. Many things are merely hinted at, while others

cannot be expressed at all in scientific fashion."2  As he

presented a new method of dealing with history, so also he

expected this new method to be applied in dealing with his

books. Again, "'true' and 'false' are concepts that cannot

be applied here. The only pertinent descriptive terms are

'deep' and 'shallow.' Whoever thinks differently is, in any

lSpengler to Hans Klfores, Munich, 1 September 1918,
Letters, p. 66.

20swald Spengler, "Pessimism?" Selected Essays, translat-
ed with an introduction by Donald 0. White (Chicago, 1967),
p. 137.

49
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case, incapable of thinking historically."3 Spengler depend-

ed upon a poetic representation of his ideas, and counted

upon the reader's capacity to be caught up in the symbols

and sounds of his language, "not descriptive of the indescrib-

able but indicative.of it for him who hath ears to hear." 4

Although this concept is nonsense to many intelligent people,

yet as Bruce Mazlish points out in The Riddle of History,

"the poetic intensity of Spengler's writing is perhaps the

most important reason for his power over our imagination, if

not over our reason. By its means, he lights up aspects of

history whose features would otherwise remain in darkness."5

Spengler saw the disparity between those who would un-

derstand his ideas and those who would reject or merely be

oblivious to his ideas. This duality expanded and was mag-

nified into two basic world-views a person could adopt.

Nature and History are the opposite extreme terms
of man's range of possibilities, whereby he is en-
abled to order the actualities about him as a pic-
ture of the world. An actuality is Nature in so
far as it assigns things-becoming their place as
things-become, and History in so far as it orders
things-become with reference to their becoming. 6

One invariably takes in the world in one of these two ways,

and his thought and activity are colored by this general

3 Ibid., p. 141.

4Spengler, Decline, 3

5Bruce Mazlish, The Riddle of History: The Great Spec-
ulators from Vico to Freud (New York, 1966), p. 312.

6 Spengler, Decline, 94
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emphasis. Of course, one can use either point of view at

various times in his life or toward various fields of under-

standing. In general-, a man seeks to know the objects of

his world as tangible realities, as well as to know the

amorphous nature of himself and his relationships with others.

But there is an outlook which seeks not to experience life

but to know the world-as-nature. The world-as-history is an

experience of Being, "a mystery that, as soon as faith and

science turn their attention to it, illudes them into fate-

ful error." 7 In other words, the true world-as-history is

not perceived by the methods used to perceive the world-as-

nature.

There is a distinction, rarely appreciated as it
should be, between experience as lived and exper-
ience as learned (zwischen Erleben und Erkennen),
between the immediate certainty given by the var-
ious kinds of intuition--such as. illumination,
inspiration, artistic flair, experience of life,
the power of "sizing men up" (Goethe's "exact
percipient8fancy")--and the product of rational
procedure.

This had been the previous error in gleaning true usefulness

for living from historical study. Spengler proposed to set

up an exalted form of perception to make history and life

available to man as an inwardly lived reality rather than a

construction of critical thought. Acquired knowledge, epis-

temology, definition, were all powerless in their attempt

to grasp the world of becoming.

8 Ibid. :55-56.7Ibid., 2 27 .
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An additional difficulty in Spengler's attempt arose

from his conviction that these two world views were more

than an individual choice. They were also indicative of

a general outlook which depended on the particular stage of

development of a culture. The creative High Culture exper-

ienced the World-as-History and becoming, but an inflexible

Civilization dealt with the already become and scientific

World-as-Nature. The tone of Western Culture, deep in the

Civilization stage, would not be amenable to a fluid, vital

approach to life. Nonetheless, Spengler held out hope of

acceptance; "This idea is something of which one is entire-

ly ignorant or else--like the man of the spring [High Culture],

and every truly significant man of the late seasons, believer,

lover, artist, poet--entirely certain."9

Of the conflict presented by Spengler's World-as-History

and World-as-Nature, Bruce Mazlish said: "Erratic, despite

its ingenuity, as Spengler's development of the dualism may

appear, the idea itself is a fundamental position in modern

philosophy of history." 1 0  Indeed, through the nineteenth

century and into the twentieth, the approach to history,

dealt with philosophically (as opposed to histories written)

did express much of the direction Spengler desired. As

G. P. Gooch sums up in History and Historians in the

MIbid.sh, 1.321.

10Mazlish,,Riddle, p. 323.
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Nineteenth Century: "Historians, like other people, are crea-

tures of flesh and blood, and the author's personality will

always peep through the printed page; but we must do our ut-

most to play fair, to understand the life of distant times

and ideas which we do not share."3l As is often the case,

however, understanding of philosophies fall short in filter-

ing down to public life, and the institutionalized study of

history remained bare and factual, as did the basic approach

to life. For what Spengler was trying to say was that life

itself in the West was cut-and-dried science, a product of

physics, engineering, and technology. The immersion in life

as flowing outward, though hardly non-existent, was the ex-

ception to the general tendency.

The World-as-History and the World-as-Nature as an ap-

proach to life was variously expressed by Spengler through-

out his two volumes of The Decline. Thus he went into broad

distinctions between Destiny versus Causality, Time versus

Space, Form (Gestalt.) versus Law (Gesetz), Physiognomic ver-

sus Systematic, Will versus Thought, Cosmic versus Microcos-

mic, periodity versus polarity, feel (Fuhlen) versus feeling

(Empfinden), Being-there (Dasein) versus waking-being

(Wachsein), understanding (Verstand) versus reason (Vernunft),

Race versus. Language, Totem versus Taboo, Castle versus

11G. P. Gooch, History and Historian in the Nineteenth
Century (Boston, 1962 l913]T,p. i.
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Cathedral, Religion versus Church, Female versus Male.12 To

elucidate by a diagram, Spengler set up a dichotomy between

the life of the Soul and the life of the world.13

SOUL WORLD

Life, Direction Extension
Destiny-Experience Causal Knowledge

The uniquely The constantly-
occurring and irrevocable possible

"Fact" "Truth"
Physiognomic tact (instinct) Systematic criticism (reason)

Consciousness Consciousness

as servant of Being as master of Being
The world-image of "History" The world-image of "Nature"

Life-experience Scientific methods
Image of the Past Religion, Natural Science

Constructive Contemplation Theoretical: Myth and
(Historian, Tragic Dramatist) Dogma. (Hypothesis)

to investigate Destiny Practical: Cult. Technique
Direction into the Future

Constructive Action
(Statesman)

to be Destiny

The concept of Destiny was of extreme importance to

Spengler's concepts. As his almost mystic pronouncement of

direction in life, Destiny was never literally defined but

only hinted at and referred to. "The uniqueness, irrevoc-

ability, and nonrecurrence of all events is the form in

12See Spengler, Decline,1:97, 100, 308; ibid., 2:4,
5, 12-13, 15-16, 117, 122, 144, 327.

13Ibid., 1154; the arrows areeant to show that
the directions are not absolute, although they generally
remain mutually exclusive.
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which Destiny manifests itself to the human eye. . . . It is

such a natural part of real life, and is in such complete

control of everyday occurrence, that it does not reach the

consciousness."14 A dependable cause and effect relationship

simply did not exist except in pretensions to mold and con-

tain life experience. The same feeling was evoked in Spengler

by his concept of Time as a flowing direction, as compared

with a rigid and contained Space which could be handled

(clock-time was equated with spatial considerations). But

these two expressions of Destiny and Time were experiences and

therefore elusive of definition. "In the older philosophy I

have found one, and only one, profound and reverent presen-

tation of Time; it is in Augustine---'If no one questions me,

I know: if I would explain to a questioner, I know not,'"

and Spengler repeated the Augustine statement later as equal-

ly applicable to Destiny.15

Spengler continued in the clarification through other

concepts. He went into the use of the term Being, "which is

normally obscured by the use of the ambiguous word 'con-

sciousness (Bewusstsein).'"16  He distinguished "being or

'being there (Dasein)'" which possesses beat and direction

(like Destiny and Time), from "waking-being or waking-

consciousness (Wachsein)'' which is 'tension and extension

14Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 140.

15Spengler, Decline, 1:124, 140.
16Ibid., 2:7
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(like causality and Space). The suggestion inferred a di.f-

ferent attitude between using the "mind's eye" or the "bodily

eye.",l7

A further explanation of the basic dualism as given by

Spengler emerged from his discussion of feminine as uniquely

different from masculine, intimating again the two available

views of life:

The female stands closer to the Cosnic. It is
rooted deeper in the earth and it is immediately
involved in the grand cyclic rhythms of Nature.
The masculine is freer, more animal, more mobile
--as to sensation and understanding as well as
otherwise--more awake and more tense, . . . The
male livingly experiences Destiny, and he compre-
hends Causality, the causal logic of the Become.
The female, on the contrary, is herself Destiny
and Time and the organic logic of the Becoming,
and for that very reason the priciple of Caus-
ality is for ever alien to her.

In this way Spengler set up his two major methods, or

Morphologies, in dealing with the world. "The morphology

of the mechanical and the extended, a science which discovers

and orders nature-laws and causal relations, is called

Systematic." This Systematic mode achieved its ultimate

interpretation in the Nineteenth Century, according to

17 See account of- Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, as
presented in Reality, Man and Existence: Essential Works
of Existentialism (New York, 1965). An exceptionally trust-
worthy rendition of this massive and complicated work is
reproduced by Dr. Werner Brock. A strong similarity and
perhaps further explication of the meaning of the Dasein
and Time of Spengler shows up in Heidegger's usage of the
same terms.

18Spengler, Decline, 2:327.
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Spengler, and could go no further than in accretions of com-

plexities. "The morphology of the organic, of history and

life, and all that bears the sign of direction and destiny,

is called Physiognomic." The only significant attitude for

the future dwelt in the Physiognomic. 19 In addition, the

view of history through the Physiognomic, as well as

Spengler's Comparative Morphology, could add insight and

appreciation for direction in the present times.

Spengler .sought "to make the form-world of the arts

available as a means of penetrating the spi-rituality of en-

tire Cultures--by handling it in a thoroughly physiognomic

and symbolic spirit," and he concluded that "the notion of a

world-history of physiognomic type expands itself therefore

into the wider idea of an all-embracing symbolism."20 The

symbolism expressed in a Culture was inherently consistent

and cohesive, making a single word (or prime symbol) a po-

tential expression ofthe whole tone, expressed by "the idea

of the Macrocosm, actuality as the sum total of all symbols

in relation to one soul." 21

These very earliest creations of the young soul
tell us that there is a relationship between the
Olympian figures, the statue, and the corporeal
Doric Temple [Apollinian]; between the domical
basilica, the "Spirit" of God, and the arabesque
[Magian]; between Valhalla and the Mary myth, tq
soaring nave and instrumental music [Faustian].

19Ibid., 100. 20Ibid., pp. 214, 163.
21Ibid., p. 165. 22Ibid., p. 401.
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In dealing with Western Culture, the Faustian image ap-

peared as the man who wanted to do everything and live for-

ever. "The people-form of this Culture is founded, like its

Gothic architecture and its Infinitesimal Calculus, upon a

tendency to the infinite, in the spatial as well as the tem-

poral sense."23 Spengler saw that every form of this dynamic

image, whether pictorial,, musical, physical, social, or

political, was compulsively concerned with the working out

of infinite relations.. The Faustian plastic was not content

to be merely a cool presentation of the present moment (as in

the Apollinian perfected statue, complete within itself).

Even in Renaissance attempts at classicism, a Michaelangelo

sculpture reveals the emergence of a personality, an infinite

soul, striving to escape the confines of stone. In oil

paintings, the achievement of perspective takes on the aspect

of transcendence and endless shadows and lights. Eventually

the Faustian spirit found its most eminent expression in

music. Significantly, music cannot be seen or touched, but

is actually released into infinite space. The predominent

strings and woodwinds produce tones invoking illumined

distances, the wrestling counterpoint and theme variations

surge into bodiless infinity.24

23Ibid., 2:179.

24 Ibid., 1246, 252n, 282, 292.
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Religion, too, took on special significance in discover-

ing the soul of a culture. "Religion is the personal re-

lation to the powers of the world around us, expressed in a

world view. ."25 Spengler felt strongly that it was not

original Christianity which transformed Faustian man, but

Faustian man who transformed Christianity. Jesus was born

into the Magian Culture and spoke to a different world. By

exploring the middle-eastern mind, "then, and only then,

shall we perceive how little Faustian Christianity has taken

over from the wealth of the Church of the Pseudomorphosis--

of its world-feeling nothing, of its inward form, little,

and of its concepts and figures much." 26 Western man attach-

ed the striving creations of "Will," "Force," and "Deed," as

well as the necessity of working out one's salvation to

attain everlasting life. "To be able to will freely is, at

the very bottom, the one gift that the Faustian soul asks of

heaven."27 The counterpart to this took form in the emphasis

250swald Spengler, The Hour of Decision, translated by
Charles F. Atkinson (New York, 1934), pp. 124-125.

26Spengler, Decline, 2:237; present-day confirmation of
this idea concerning the Western misrepresentation of a
basically Eastern philosophy, i.e. modern Christianity as
opposed to the presumably original intent of Jesus Christ,
is brought out brilliantly in a contemporary translation of
the Bible by Lamsa, an Aramaic theologian. He translates
scriptures from the original Aramaic texts, ,pointing out in
so doing many gross errors in Christian dogma manifested by
incorrect assumptions of word meanings and usages from a
faith inherently alien to Western philosophy.

27Ibid.5,p. 292.
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on confession and contrition. Confession required deep exam-

ination of one's deeds and background, and thus another as-

pect of Faustian man's .soul was developed: ". . . this con-

scientious searching of one's own past is both the earliest

evidence of, a.nd the finest training for, the historical

sense of Faustian mankind." 28

Infinity took on the necessity of two directions, both

forward and backward. Faustian man sought to know "why," in

the sense of what forces previously effected a development

toward the present. To understand the character of anything

one required a biography. The inner history of an act could

elucidate its meaning. These infinite relations of growth

were actually unique to Western man because of his prime out-

look on the world. "Western man lives in the consciousness

of his becoming, and his eyes are constantly upon past and

future."29 The strong emphasis on history, even in Spengler

himself, was the product of a specific Cultural soul. In

this sense, Spengler could say "any vital approach to the

problems of history, including the one I am proposing, be-

longs to a single time." 3 0

Nonetheless, Spengler believed that Faustian man could

not be the simple effect of all of past history but only of

his own Faustian history. Spengler looked at other and

28 Ibid., p. 294., 2 9 Ibid., 1:264.

30Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 142.



previous cultures not for indications of present mankind's

developed character, but for indications of what comparative

stage of development the West now had to deal with. He used

past cultures less for their prime symbols (which the West

could never imitate or have any part in) than for their pro-

cesses of growth and fading. The Civilization stage of a

previous nation, having already passed away, could give in-

sight into what mankind would have to work with today in

possibilities and restrictions. "I designate as contempo-

rary," said Spengler, "two historical facts that occur in

exactly the same--relative--positions in their respective

Cultures, and therefore possess exactly equivalent impor-

tance."31

Unfortunately, to show these significances to Western

man in a state of Civilization had its drawbacks. Soft,

Civilization man typically was afraid to look at the truths

of his existence and thereby feebly attempted to ignore

them. "Instead of ruthlessly opposing the causes of the

catastrophe, so far as that is at all possible, we try to

suppress the results, the symptoms--and not even to suppress

them, but to whitewash, conceal, and deny them." 32  But as

Destiny marches on, man's only hope to live effectively in

his particular time and space is to be aware.

3 1 Spengler, Decline, 1:112.

32Spengler, Decision, pp. 176-177.
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Again, the term religion is exposed as a valid medium

for revealing the philosophy of a soul: "Every soul has

religion, which is only another word for its existence. All

living forms in which it .expresses itself--all arts, doc-

trines, customs, all metaphysical and mathematical form-

worlds, all ornament, every column and verse and idea--are

ultimately religious. . . Development can be seen in

the relationship to religion through the. whole cycle of

Cul ture:

Out of the strong young religion of saintly groups,
scholasticism and mysticism develop in the early
towns; reformation, philosophy, and worldly learn-
ing in the increasing tumult of streets and squares;
enlightenment and irrjigion in the stone mas-ses of
the late megalopolis.

In the late megalopolis period, when man is concerned

with material and empirical considerations, he is generally

"no longer capable of seeing into depths," and has "turned

the remnants of religiousness upon the external world and

replaced religion by humanities, and metaphysic by morali-

zation and social ethics.'"35  Finally the emptiness and long-

ing felt by man amidst the crowded, impersonal city-life are

33Spengler, Decline, 1:358.

34 Ibid., 28O.

35 Ibid., p. 217. Cf: Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics:
The New Morality (Philadelphia, 1965). Cf: also John Powell,
S. J., A Reason to Live! A Reason to Die! (Illinois, 1972)
re: the Church's participation in secularization, humanism,
and sociological reforms.
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manifested in a Second Religiousness. This is simply the

empty form of a deep piety which fills the waking-

consciousness but not the inner soul. It shows up in the

fascination with occultism, drawingroom Buddhists, theoso-

phism, "but everywhere it is just a toying with. myths that

no one really believes, a tasting of cults that is hoped

might fill the inner void." 36

Whereas Culture man lives naturally in Spengler's World-

as-History, Civilization man looks at the World-as-Nature.

Scientific worlds are superficial worlds, practi-
cal, soulless, and purely extensive worlds. .
Life is no longer to be lived as something self-
evident--hardly a matter of consciousness, let
alone choice--or to be accepted as God-willed
destiny, but is to be treated as a problem, pre-
sented as the intellect% sees it judged by "utili-
tarian" or "rational" criteria.i7

Man himself, instead of a living Being, is an object to be

manipulated, predictably. reacting to calculated stimulus/

response. This is made eminently possible in "the mon-

strous symbol and vessel of the completely emancipated

intellect, the world-city, the center in which the course

3 6Ibid., pp. 310 ff.; Spengler saw the impact of this
Second Religiousness as still several generations away,
but there is some evidence of a transition into this groping
for meaning within the occult or Eastern mysticisms today.

37Ibid.., 1:353.
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of a world-history ends by winding itself up."38 In the

teeming megalopis, "forces emerge which are separated by a

deadly enmity from the old class-ideals of heroism and saint-

liness--these forces are money and intellect."39 What one

has is more important than what one is. And more and more

the demand arises for the world-city to provide the inhabi-

tants with free, or virtually free, "necessities" of life--

things which had once been luxuries .or privileges. The cry

is heard for "bread- and circuses" in declining Rome, and re-

turns in the West for free food and entertainment. The form

this takes in the West leads to Socialism, morphologically

akin to Buddhism and Stoicism, all expressions for Spengler

of nihilism. "In each case,. the ideals of yesterday, the

religious and artistic and political forms that have grown

up through the centuries, are .undone."40 The ultimate out-

come will be the death of the Culture through self-effacing

fellaheen, Spengler's word for the remnants of a soul return-

ing to the great, amorphous nonentity of plain existence:

The born world-citizens, world-pacifists, and
world-reconcillers--alike in the China of the "Con-
tending States," in Buddhist India, in the Helle-
nistic Age, and in the Western World Today--are
the spiritual leaders of fellaheen. "Panem et

38 Ibid., 2:98;- for present-day confirmation of contempo-
rary distaste for the soulless, mechanized megalopolis, with
some intriguing suggestions for counter measures, see
Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture: Reflections
on the Technocratic Society and its Youthful Opposition New
York, 1969).

39Ibid., p. 347. 40Ibid., 1:357.
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circenses" is only another formula for pacifism.
. *.The practical result of world-improving

theories is consi tently a formless and therefore
historyless mass.1

This brings up the significance of the title Spengler

chose for his work, The Decline of the West. Speculation in-

fers a reciprocal understanding of absolute demise and dis-

appearance through a fall. Pieter Geyl, in The Use and Abuse

of History, commenting on the impact of the German word

Untergang, stated that a more proper translation would be

"ruin" or "doom."42  Bruce Mazlish said that the German word

has astronomical significance suggesting a declining or set-

ting of the sun. Mazlish called Spengler an_ "astrological

historian," predicting that the end of Faustian Culture was

"in the stars."43 Spengler himself, however, pointed out

that "my title does not imply catastrophe. . . . substitute

for 'decline' the word 'fulfillment,' bearing in mind the

special functions that Goethe assigned to this concept in his

own world view." 4 4  Far from being the end of the world, this

fulfillment was simply the necessary completion of a world-

view fully expressed. Life would continue and a different

Culture would arise elsewhere in the world to develop and

41 Ibid., 2:185. Cf: the so-called Dark Ages as experi-
enced on the Western Continent.

42Pieter Geyl, The Use and Abuse of History (New Haven,
1955)1, p. 367.

43Mazlish, Riddle,pp. 320-321.

44Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 134.
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fulfill its expression. What matters is not the fading of

our Culture several centuries hence, but dealing right now

with the world an individual has to live in. One cannot

change the overall trend of the whole of Culture, but one

does have control over his own relationship to that Culture

and to his life as lived.45  The message of Spengler was to

act, rather than drift. "Spengler, belonging himself to the

Faustian Culture, . . . is far from accepting with classical

detachment the inescapablefate of decline. He challenges

those who cherish illusions and, like Nietzche, teaches them

that they should will and love fate, even promote and fulfil

it.,46

Although Spengler often sounds as if he is denying or

rejecting Faustian Culture, even presuming to step out of it

to explain it, he nevertheless remains an obvious part of

the will to infinity in which he was born. Spengler proceeds

with the development of his theme in a typically Faustian

style. His ideas appear in a vision of ever-expanding con-

centric circles, projecting into infinite space, yet replete

with contrapuntal interrelations. Of writing effectively,

Spengler commented in a letter that it "must ring like a

45Spengler, Decision, pp. 20, 147, 179-180, 185, 218, 219.
Decline, 1:38n, ibid., 2:292ff.

46Karl Lowith, Meaning in History: The Theological Im-
plications of the Philosophy of History (Chicago, 1944), p. 12.



67

fugue, condensed, mathematical, logical, but in every word

a deep melody which at the same time is a key to the atmos-

phere of the .whole."47 His very style might thus be consid-

ered as a pantomime of his theories--he cannot escape his

own inherent participati-on in the Western Mind. And yet, he

very cleverly and effectively submerges any Western prejudice

in striving to reveal the essence of other cultures. His

awareness of alien truths,, if not his control of factual evi-

dence, provides a fascinating look into another experience.

Also typical of Faustian logic is Spengler's built-in

'defense when approached by philosophic attackers. He stated,

again in a letter, "But I will take care to make it hellish-

ly difficult for others to contradict me."48 The distress

of critics with his poetic representations, his lack of defi-

nite, factual, realistic observations, or even his disregard

of what might be interpreted as scientific, causal methods,

only proves that Western man has indeed arrived at the de-

fined stage of materialistic Civilization. Instead of life

history, they desire mechanical history. Spengler gave to

Faustian Civilization what he hoped would be a concession to

their limited sight--his detailed, systematic-looking tables

at the back of his book. The grand design, the step-by-step

47Spengler, Munich, 14 July 1915, Letters, p. 38.

48Spengler, Munich, 25 March 1914, Letters, p. 26.
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procedure that seems to be analytically worked out, is shown

to be a sham when the kaleidescope of implications are

delved into.

In 1917, just prior to the completion of his book,

Spengler said:

I am again in a really productive mood, and have
written down or expanded a number of good philos-
ophical points, and have thereby achieved the
belief that they are thoroughly worked out and
that the underlying theory is clearly stated in
all its aspects, also that they deal with matters
which may well be above the level of the new p -iod. I believe I can say this without vanity.

Thus he cradled hopes that he could reach out effective-

ly if not to all, at least to a significant few. He followed

his statement by: "Nevertheless, the lack of understanding

is beyond imagination." 50  It is almost irresistable to re-

tort to any condemnation that the critic simply does not

understand. This attitude can become an escape from really

dealing with the issues involved. Nonetheless, the epitaph

is sometimes valid, and in the case of R. G. Collingwood's

celebrated analysis of Spengler, lack of communication be-

tween the two seems to be the major obstacle. This obstacle

of communication haunts Spengler yet, despite the confidence

he displayed throughout. his books.

49Spengler, Munich, 3 March 1917, Letters, p. 53.

50Spengler, Munich, 1 May 1917, Letters, p. 54.



CHAPTER V

SPENGLER THE ILLEGITIMATE PROPHET: AN EXAMINATION

OF R. G. COLLINGWOOD'S CRITICAL

ANALYSIS OF OSWALD SPENGLER

Regardless of the popular impact of The Decline of the

West, the book was nevertheless fated to reach only a limit-

ed few. The massive amount of information, the metaphysical

implications, necessarily demanded a type of effort that the

general public would likely fall short of. "Without a his-

torical education it is hardly understandable," Spengler

was told, "and even professional historians will be in oppo-

sition."l Indeed, the book took on the obvious classifica-

tion of the field of history. This was perhaps an unfortu-

nate circumstance, for within any controlled definition of

history or the philosophy of. history the book was bound to

fail. Spengler never intended to confine himself to accepted

boundaries, and surely intended -to reach beyond any limita-

tions of specific fields of study. Spengler dreaded the mis-

use and abuse of his words by surface treatment. He saw his

creation approached on the level of "that which is immediate-

ly and frankly evident to the senses, as against that which

lPaul Rohrbach to Spengler, Berlin, 28 June 1918,
Letters, p. 65.
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is merely hinted at and has to be discovered,"2 and saw that

he was, "I am tempted to add 'of course'--not understood.

People no longer know how to read--this great art still known

in the age of Goethe, has died out. They skim printed pages

'mass-wise' and, as a rule, the reader demoralizes the book."3

Nonetheless, because of the obvious content, the book

had to be dealt with by the professional historian. In 1927

R. G. Collingwood published a review of the book in the jour-

nal, Antiquity, which thoroughly attacked Spengler. "Bril-

liant on the surface," Collingwood begins, "glittering in its

details, with a specious cleverness and apparent profundity,

his 'philosophy of history' is at bottom lacking in orienta-

tion, unsound on fundamentals, ill thought-out, and in conse-

quence committed to a method which falsifies even its detail

when a crucial case arises."4 Having made such serious

charges, Collingwood proceeded immediately into pointing out

two or three specific examples of Spengler's invalid use of

historical evidence. Yet.in fact the situations described

amounted to matters of interpretation, which could have been

argued indefinitely with neither side convincing the other.

Spengler believed that "as the reader concentrates on one

point in my book he quickly loses sight of the others. In

2Spengler, Decline, 1:326.

3Spengler, Decision, pp. 188-189.

4Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 61.
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doing so he misconstrues everything, for the book is so co-

hesive that to isolate a single detail is tantamount to com-

mitting an error.''5

Collingwood drew together his objections to Spengler,

following his analysis, with specifications of the areas he

chose to deal with:

Spengler's so-called philosophy of history is
therefore, we may repeat, lacking in orientation,
because it reduces history to a plurality of cul-
tures between whose fundamental ideas there is no
relation whatever; it is unsound on fundamentals,
because its purpose--that of "predetermining the
future"--is impossible in itself and in any case
unreliable by his methods; it is ill thought-out,
because he shows no signs of having seen the fatal
objections to it; and it is committed to the method-
ical falsification of facts because it distorts
every fact falling--or alleged to fall--within a
given culture, into an.example of an abstract and
one-sided idea which is fancied to represent the
essence of that culture.0

Collingwood showed amazement because "the strangest thing is

that he seems to think his ideas altogether new." In addi-

tion to similarities Collingwood saw in the doctrines of

Plato, Polybius, and Vico, he found it "incumbent on a critic

like the present writer to confess that not only has the main

thesis of Spengler's book been familiar to him all his life,

but that the reading of it has not given him a single

5Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 137.

6Collingwood, "Spengler," pp. 71-72.
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genuinely new idea; for all the applications of the thesis

are mechanical exercises." 7

Collingwood claimed Spengler's methodology instituted

a "relapse into positivistic naturalism." Comparative Mor-

phology "is openly positivistic. For history itself is

substituted a morphology of history, a naturalistic science

whose value consists in external analysis, the establishment

of general laws, and (conclusive mark of non-historical

thought) the claim to foretell the future on scientific prin-

ciples."8 Spengler, however, intended to make evident a

distinction between a scientific approach, the Systematic--

"the Morphology of the mechanical and the extended, a science

which discovers and orders nature-laws and causal relations"

--which will never make real history available; and the Phys-

iognomic--"the Morphology, of the organic, of history and life

and all that bears the sign of direction and destiny"--which

he meant to apply himself.9  Then why does Spengler himself

succumb "to the temptation of setting forth the thought-

'process' graphically and schematically . .

Collingwood is persuasive when he says, "What could be more

7 Ibid., pp. 60-61.
8R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (New York, 1970),

pp. 181-182.

9Spengler, Decline, 1100.

10Ibid., p. 125.
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ridiculous than Spengler's assumption that every idea will

take the same number of years to develop through its differ-

ent phases and exhaust its possibilities, no matter what idea

it is?"11

Throughout The Decline of the West there is this dis-

crepency and vacillation, between Spengler's preferred organic

direction in history and his unconscious tendency to systema-

tize into an absolute framework. It would undoubtedly be

excused by Spengler because of his own participation in

Faustian Civilization: "But the Faustian will-to-duration

demands a book, something valid 'forevermore,' a system that

is intended to provide in advance for every possible case.

."12 In this sense he perhaps intuited that to communi-

cate to Faustian man, he must use a vehicle which could be

immediately apprehended. Not only Faustian soul, but the

stage of Civilization this soul was apparently in, seemed to

require a pragmatic outline: "It is the ideal of every

thought-system to subject life once and for all to the domi-

nation of intellect."13  Assuredly Spengler himself could not

abide by the system he created, nor could he live by this

skeletal representation, for "a true system of thoughts

IlCollingwood, "Spengler," p. 72.

12 Spengler, Decline, 2:80

13Ibid. , p. 144.
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emphatically cannot exist, for no sign can replace actual-

ity." 1 4  The exclusive use of systems and tables, of "isms"

and absolutes, in an empty and invalid attempt to manipulate

peoples and the future, can be no more, in Spengler's own

words, than "the presumptious intention to control living

history by paper systems and ideals."15  Instead Spengler

hoped to invoke a more vital approach to life through his

poetic, aphoristic language. "Real, history is heavy with

fate but free of laws." 16

Collingwood focused on Spengler as claiming over and

over that his morphological method "enables him to foretell

the future." Collingwood concludes, by his own definitions

and understandings, that "if anyone offers to foretell events,

he speaks not as an historian but as a scientist or clairvoy-

ant.'' Did Spengler attempt literally to foretell the fu-

ture? Certainly not,, and he reiterated his true position

later in an essay as follows:

But there are no models. There are only examples
of how the life of individuals, peoples, and cul-
tures have evolved, reached maturity , and become
extinct. These examples show us the relationships
that exist between inborn character and external
conditions, between Tempo and Duration. We are
not given patterns .to imitate. Rather, we can

14Ibid.

15Spengler, Decision, p. 115.

1 6Spengler, Decline, 118

17Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 68.
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observe how something happened, and thus learn
what consequences to expect from our own situa-
tion. 18

The future for Spengler is not confined to specifics in a

sense of absolute determinism. "Future developments can, of

course, be brought to perfection, threatened, corrupted, and

destroyed by the free choice of active persons."19 It is the

pulsing direction and undulation of life which cannot be di-

verted. No entity can live forever. But it will flow in a

natural rhythm, and it is this rhythm that is predictable.

Spengler did not consider himself a prophet in the way

Collingwood indicted him. Significantly, Spengler made ref-

erences to the potential for altering the tendencies inherent

to the future. "I see no further than others. I see not

only great possibilities but also great dangers, their origin

and perhaps the way to avoid them." 20 Given the nature of

man in general, and of Faustian Civilization in particular,

Spengler saw that it was eminently possible to determine the

probable outcome of cultural situations. These predictions

could be made '"as if .it were an organism whose inner struc-

ture we had studied exhaust-ively."'21  The tone of fatalism,

however, took on the aspect of resignation in many people who

18Spengler, "'Pessimism?", p. 145.

19Ibid., p. 146.

20Spengler, Decision, p. xiv.

21Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 146.
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saw Spengler as prophet of the future. Spengler rejected

this role in the preface to the revised edition of his book

in 1926: "Those who refuse to be bluffed by enunciations

will not regard this as pessimism. ."22 Indeed, in a

more scathing reiteration, Spengler said, "Whoever chooses to

call this pessimism will reveal thereby his utterly pedes-

trian idealism." 23

Collingwood continues dealing with Spengler's predic-

tions on a level which Spengler never intended. As

Spengler's morphology merely labels events in the past, ac-

cording to Collingwood, so' also his predictions for the

future merely provide a set of labels. All Spengler can say

is that such-and-so will occur at approximately this specific

future time, which will correspond, for example, to Caesarism

in ancient Rome. "But, we. must reply," says Collingwood,

"this is not predetermining history."24  Collingwood compares

this to someone who possesses a clock which will tell him

that the hour of twelve will occur following the hour of elev-

en, but which cannot tell him what really happens at twelve.

Again, he is condemning Spengler for failing in something he

had no intention of doing. When pressure was put on him in

1914 to comment on the probable outcome of the Great War,

2 2Spengler, Decline, l x

23Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 147.

24Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 69.
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Spengler retreated several times and insisted that "it is al-

ways risky to try to prophesy details." 25 Spengler actually

was quite determined in his refusal to be the clairvoyant

Collingwood tried to make him. "Little . . . one knows of

events in the future--for all that can be got from a compari-

son with other civilizations is the general form of future

facts and their march through the ages . . "26 And this

was all that Spengler tried to show in his predetermining of

the future.

Collingwood did admire, with reservations, Spengler's

capacity for exposing a fundamentally unique character of sep-

arate cultures or ages, through the use of a variety of ele-

ments descriptive of a general idea. In fact, Collingwood

stated that Spengler's book was "illuminated by a brilliant

play of analogical insight, and a still more brilliant power

of discrimination."27  This insight could show the basic con-

nection between the mathematics and the art of a culture, or

the political form and the music. Yet he shrank away from

Spengler's insistance .that this revealed a prime symbol:

The fallacy lies in the attempt to characterize a
culture by means of a single idea or tendency or
feature, to deduce everything from this one central

Spengler, 18 December 1914, Letters, p. 30; see also
Munich, 12 July 1916, p. 43: "The war is only the unfolding
of an era, the further stages of which cannot be seen in de-
tail."

26'Spengler, Decision, p. 8.

27Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 60.
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idea without recognizing that a single idea, assert-
ed in this way, calls up its own opposite in order
to have something to assert itself against, and
henceforth proceeds, not by merely repeating itself,
but by playing a game of statement and counter-
statement with this opposite. 8

Here Collingwood shows his own dependence on the philosophi-

cal technique of Hegel--that every "thesis" generates an

"antithesis" which resolves into a "synthesis," which in

turn becomes a new "thesis" demanding a new "antithesis," and

so on. -Collingwood is so involved in this that he can say

with aplomb, "This conception of the mind's life as a con-

flict between opposing ideas or tendencies is, nowadays, one

would have thought, a commonplace." 29 This forms the basis

for an irreconcilable difference between Collingwood and

Spengler. The characteristic trait that appears most obvious

in a culture or an age, by which Spengler elucidates the

whole of a culture, can be no more for Collingwood than "the

dominant partner in a pair of opposites." ecaueaof this,

idea, Collingwood concludes that "to see the dominant charac-

teristic and miss the recessive is to see history with the

eye of the superficial student.'"30

It is Spengler's failure to comprehend this relationship

so clear to Collingwood which leads him to ignore or falsify

evidence. "The reason why Spengler denies the obvious facts

28 Ibid., p. 63., 29 Ibid., p. 64.

30Ibid., p. 65.
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is because he cannot grasp the true dynamic relation between

opposites." 31 In addition, whereas for Spengler the develop-

ments in each culture were private to that culture, for

Collingwood each major development was a continuation of the

preceding ~culture. Collingwood saw that there was a cumula-

tive progression through transcendence to higher forms,

through a Hegelian dialectic. There could not be merely a

plurality of atomistic cultures for Collingwood, but rather

"a unity of that plurality, a unity which is the present cul-

ture, the heir of all its past." 32  As pointed out by William

Debbins in his introduction to Collingwood's Essays, in this

respect Collingwood's "Hegelianism is in full bloom. That he

saw modern European culture as the most advanced stage reach-

ed by mind cannot be denied." 33 It is hard to appreciate the

often emotional rejection many have to the denial of cultural

roots deep in the beginnings of time. The struggling attempt

to force proof of the present as an extension of the ancient

past leads to as many errors as Collingwood seemed to find in

Spengler, who tried to unshackle the present culture from de-

pendency on previous cultures.

Collingwood firmly believed that Spengler, regardless of

his obvious accumulation of historical knowledge, "lacks the

31Ibid., p. 66. 32Ibid., p. 71.

33William Debbins, 'Introduction,' Collingwood, Essays
in the Philosophy of History, p. xxxi.
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true historical mind. Learning does not make the historian;

there is a sense of history which is not acquired through

erudition, and for this .historical sense we look to Spengler

in vain." 34 Spengler deals with comparative anatomy, which

is a science and not history. Spengler seems to answer this

in a letter dated 1936:

I called my book a Morphology of World History, be-
cause for me it is a question of living life cycles
(lebendige Auflaufe), and not of layers of acciden-
tally preserved articles. Culture is for me an in-
ward form of historical "becoming" and not a sum of
similar objects. If this is called biological, that
also applies to Goethe's view. It is not however
the materialistic biology of the age of Darwin, from
which the culture sphere idea originally started,
but a metaphysic of life, which confronts with much
scepticism the external material side.35

Thus Spengler could believe that his history was a living

thing. As Collingwood continued in his attempt to disparage

Spengler, he says that "Spengler, by denying the possibillity

of understanding other cultures than our own, has denied the

possibility of history itself." 36 Of course, Spengler again

and again qualified his insistance that one culture could not

internally know another culture, by interjecting that "some

of us can perhaps understand and share in. . . ."37 . It is a

rare person who can put himself into the life of another,

34Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 67.
35Spengler to Edouard Spranger, Munich, 5 April 1936,

Letters, p. 313.

36Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 71.

3 7Spengler, Decline, 1:105.
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and Spengler tried to do this. It remains, nonetheless, that

few persons are capable of feeling with another--or even

willing to put out the necessary time and sometimes wrenching

effort--in order to empathize, or understand, or know, just

one other person, much less events or people in the past. As

Spengler repeats: "Nations understand one another as little

as individuals do so. Each understands merely a self-created

picture of the other, and individuals with the insight to

penetrate deeper are few and far between." 38

Collingwood goes on .to prove his point. "Spengler no-

where shows the slightest desire to do a piece of historical

work, or the slightest sign of having done one. His history

consists of ready-made facts which he has found in books, and

what he wants to do is arrange them in patterns."39 As it so

happens, Spengler is interpreting and interpolating evidence,

not definitively repeating and arranging. Spengler .claims

that "everything whatsoever that has become is a symbol, and

the expression of a soul. Only to one having the knowledge

of men will it unveil itself. The restraint of a law it ab-

hors. What it demands is that its significance should be

sensed."4 0 But Collingwood is apparently oblivious to

Spengler's depth of historical significance. Spengler, as

38 Ibid., 2:171.

39Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 67.

40Spengler, Decline, l 10l.
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the scientist, the prophet, the table-maker, could not have a

"historical mind." "This is because the historical sense

means the feeling for historical thought as a living thought,"

not something that can be "cut adrift from its roots in the

mind that thinks it, and played with like a pebble."40 Did

not Spengler feel the same way about history? As he said in

The Decline, "these basic determinations of meaning are large-

ly incommunicable by specification, definition, or proof, and

in their deeper import must be reached by feeling, experience,

and intuition." They "can only be experienced by living,

felt with a deep wordless understanding."4 2

According to Collingwood, cultures and ages are "a be-

coming, a change, a development; and the historian's highest

task is to discover what developed, through what phases, into

what. If anyone is not interested in that question, he is

not interested in history." 43 By that criteria Spengler, in

his own way, did all of these things. Collingwood's attitude

toward Spengler is dogmatically critical and dictatorially

antagonistic. Collingwood's basic presuppositions and his

individualized definitions shape his presentation of Spengler.

He does not really see him; he sees only what his Hegelian

view allows him to see. Oddly enough Collingwood and

4 1Collingwood, "Spengler," p. 67.

42Spengler, Decline, 1:55-56.

43Collingwood, "Spengler," pp. 74-75.
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Spengler -were probably.more akin philosophically than

Collingwood would admit. If Collingwood had been able to

move beyond his self-limited perceptions of Spengler's overt

system, he might have recognized that their goals were par-

allel and that they sought to derive similar value from his-

tory. But the failure to communicate on the same level ob-

viated any feeling except antagonism.



CHAPTER VI

ALL THINGS GREAT AND SMALL: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

OF THE PHILOSOPHICAL NATURE OF SPENGLER'S WORK

Oswald Spengler intended his work to be on a different

level from the typical historical analysis. He pointed out

in a letter: "The book is concerned with the philosophy of

history in general, and is therefore basically physical ab-

stract and even metaphysical."I He also, however, wanted to

distinguish it from a similar scientific trend which he saw

in systematic philosophy in his time. For the systematic

philosophers, according to Spengler, "reality is lifeless

matter from which laws can be derived. For me, reality pre-

sents examples that illuminate an experienced thought, a

thought which is communicable only in this form. Because

this approach is unscientific, it requires an uncommon facil-

ity for thinking in broad outlines and for synthesizing."2

Spengler was thoroughly convinced of "the necessarily meta-

physical path of a philosophy of history,"3 and hoped to make

available his understandings to those capable of apprehending

ISpengler to A. E. Brinckmann, Munich, 23 May 1918,
Letters, pp. 63-64.

2Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 137.

3Spengler to Walter Rathenau, Munich, 11 May 1918,
Letters, p. 62.
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the true significances flowing through his published work.

He insisted on the deeply philosophical level of his ideas:

When, therefore, in the present work also, prece-
dence is consistently given to Time, Direction,
and Destiny over Space and Causality, this must
not be supposed to be the result of reasoned proofs.
It is the outcome of (quite unconscious) tendencies
of life-feeling--the only mode of origin of philos-
ophic ideas.4

As it happens, there were several philosophers during

Spengler's time who did publish ideas thoroughly consistent

with Spengler's approach to life and history. During the

late 1800's and early 1900's, two men specifically deserve

attention in a comparative analysis with Spengler. Edmund

Husserl and his Phenomenology parallels the methodology

Spengler apparently used. Henri Bergson and his concepts of

Time and Free Will lend insight into two of the philosophical

problems encountered in Spengler's book. These two contempo-

raries of Spengler show intriguing familiarity with much of

what Spengler was trying to say, to the extent that it is im-

portant to explore the similarities in an attempt to under-

stand Spengler. Thirdly, by directive of Spengler himself,

some of the general philosophies of Goethe are a valid area

of exploration in understanding Spengler. These three men--

Husserl, Bergson, and Goethe--will be dealt with in an

4Spengler, Decline, l.-38"
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effort to illuminate the metaphysical aspects of Spengler's

work.5

Edmund Husserl began his philosophical writings in 1884

and continued lecturing and publishing over the next fifty

years on the method he founded, Phenomenology. He considered

phenomenology to be the definitive technique for approaching

all philosophical problems, a way of probing effectively into

the variety of phenomena approached by man. His basic con-

tention was that reality existed in the consciousness of phe-

homena made by the .observer of that phenomena. "If we are to

know what anything is--and this the phenomenologist will do--

we must examine the consciousness we have of it; if this does

not give us an answer, nothing will."6 Husserl sought to dis-

cover the essence of any object or process, defining essence

as that without which something would not be what it is. Ac-

cording to Husserl, there was no essence other than that dis-

coverable in appearances. To go about discovering this mean-

ing and reality of something, one proceeds with what is almost

a sense of meditation, in other words "to deeply consider

5Spengler also gave credit to Nietzsche in the develop-
ment of his philosophy of history and life. Indeed, a com-
parison with the whole field of Existentialism (with which
Nietzsche is often associated) would prove agreement in many
approaches Spengler delivered. However, space does not per-
mit a discussion of such a necessarily complex consideration.

6Lauer, Phenomenology, pp. 72-73.



87

dispassionately.''7  Following a series of reductions to elim-

inate subjective prejudices, allowing the free flow of intu-

ition tempered by discipline, the phenomenologist is enabled

to see the essence of a thing. Then he must find the proper-

ly expressive language to describe the understanding to

others. The phenomenologist "is convinced that this analysis

can be made and that in making it he can return to the very

origin of consciousness, distinguishing what is pure con-

sciousness from all the- accretions which custom, prejudice,

assumption and tradition have built :around it." 8  Edmund

Husserl

inspired others to look for a world of values which
are what they are independently of any particular
or general judgments regarding them. According to
Scheler, Hartmann, Von Hildebrand, and others such
values are to be discovered in things and not to be
imposed on things by an observing--and evaluating--
subject. And the techniques for discovering them
are to be the phenomenological techniques of objec-
tive analysis and description, resulting in an "in-
tuition" of value essences (essential values).9

The philosopher must begin any study of phenomena by

first of all emancipating his outlook from any personal per-

spectives of psychologisms, cultural ethnocentrisms, pre-

conceived notions, and so forth, which procedure Husserl

terms "bracketing'' or "reductions." Husserl believed that

"only a phenomenology can isolate 'things' from all the

7 Ibid., p. 46. 8 Ibid., p. 8.

9 Ibid., p.,10.
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elements of contingency which attach to them in ordinary

'naive' experience."10 Spengler experienced the inner neces-

sity of this purification as the initial process in approach-

ing history by insisting "--how fine one's sense for form and

one's psychological insight must become--how completely one

must free oneself from limitations of self, of practical in-

terest, of horizon--before one dare assert the pretension to

understand world-history. . . .")' This necessitates a pure

removal, not just a shallow facade of "objectivity"--an effect

attainable by mechanically playing with the terminology of

science, available to anyone on the street, which was already

replete in historical writings. Reducing the naive observa-

tions of the world is a distillation to an open, freed per-

spective:

For the man who in these things has won his uncon-
ditional freedom of outlook, beyond all personal
interests whatsoever, there is no dependence, no
priority, no relation of cause and effect, no dif-
ferentiation of value or importance.12

Such an attitude actually widens one's capacity to see, "and

such a detachment will . . . enable one to view the whole

fact of Man from an immense distance. .. "13 This distance,

this bracketing, represents an enlarged vista, not a cold

10Ibid., p. 14.

l1Spengler, Decline, 1:251

12Ibid.3,p. 31. 13 Ibid., pp. 93-94.
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elimination, and is therefore perhaps more difficult because

of its living rather than dead nature.

The operation of phenomenology is creative in the deep-

est sense, "the method of living into (erfuhlen) the object,

as opposed to dissecting it.' Spengler offers the concept

of intuition to replace analysis. Intuition applies to liv-

ing, becoming reality, analysis applies to dead, become forms,

and true understanding is denied "to all who proceed by rea-

15son and cognition, as against intuitive perception. Analy-

sis in this sense refers to the barren mechanics of logic, a

tearing down instead of a growth. Intuition., not a personal-

ized mystical revelation, connotes (in the German word) a

clarified insight, a pure view without prejudices and pre-

suppositions, a grasp of the meaningful pattern within a

whole, sharable and available to all. 16  It is through this

insight that the philosopher most clearly sees meanings.

. . . These basic determinations of meaning are largely in-

communicable by specification, definition or ,proof, and in

their deepest import must be reached by feeling, experience

and intuition."17 Spengler's, as well as Husserl's, method

"demands life-experience and not scientific experience, the

14Ibid., p. 105. 15Ibid., pp. 48-49, 49n.

16Lauer, Phenomenology, pp. 61-62.

1 7Spengler, Decline, 1:55
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power of seeing and not that of calculating, depth and not

intellect."18

Yet bracketing and intuition require a solid discipline.

Husserl insisted on the special control needed, and Spengler

also recognized that his methodology--the "trained and deep-

ened morphological insight that is required"1 9--implied a ser-

ious rigor. A restricting and confining self-anihilation,

however, cannot produce openness. Discipline is not in actu-

ality equatable with binding and closing and constricting.

Rather it is a strict but blossoming control. "More and more

clearly as we go on, we shall realize what immense views will

offer themselves to the historical eye as soon as the rigo-

rous morphological method has been understood and cultivated,"

Spengler wrote.20

Husserl found, in his exposition of what he called the

Transcendental Ego, that in consciousness the subject and the

object are ultimately one and the same. He "asserts that the

unique theme of transcendental phenomenology is the subject,

within which is contained all objectivity. . . . Subjectivity

is, in fact, the complete correlate of the objectivity which

is the world, to know it is to know the world, because the

world is only in its relation to subjectivity." 2  This is a

18 Ibid., p. 117. 19 Ibid., p. 111.

20Ibid.

2Lauer, Phenomenology, pp. 84-85.
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very evasive argument when translated into language, but a

fluid understanding in the depth of experience. Spengler's

concern also was with the individual

for whom soul and world have become subject and ob-
ject. This elementary structure of consciousness,
as a fact of immediate inner knowledge, is not sus-
ceptible of conceptual division. Nor, indeed, are
the two factors distinguishable at all except ver-
bally and more or less artificially, since they are
always associated, always intertwined, and present
themselves as a unit, a totality.22

This same unity behind apparent disparity, the identification

between consciousness and the object of consciousness, is

what enables the grasp of essences. It is in the essence

of an object, that without which it would not be what it is,

that the idea and value of any phenomena resides. "In such

things [specific phenomena] . . . there lies, plain and im-

mediate enough for one who has learnt to see, an idea." 23

This grasp of essence or idea is required for any deep appre-

ciation or utilization of phenomena, and to attain the es-

sence one allows himself to be immersed in Husserl's

Transcendental Ego, a sort of universal mind..24  "Ideas .

are wordless. . . . They must be felt in visualized happening,

described in actual realizations."25 For Spengler this

transcendental world of essential ideas behind and within the

22Spengler, Decline, 1:54.

23Ibid., p. 34.

24Laue-r, Phenomenology, pp. 54-55.

25Spengler, Decision, p. 36.
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objectified world is the richest field of searching and de-

scribing for the historian.

In this way history--culture--is best approached pheno-

menologically. Spengler contended "that every phenomena

ipso facto propounds a metaphysical riddle . . that a pheno-

mena is not only a fact for understanding [in this sense,

analysis] but also an expression of the spiritual, not only

an object but a symbol as well, be it one of the highest

creations of religion or art or a mere trifle of everyday

life. . "26 The meaning, the essential structure, of a

culture is to be read from the observable data and object

formations of that culture.

In opposition to all these arbitrary and narrow
schemes, derived from tradition or personal choice,
into which history is forced, I put forward the
natural . . . form of the historical process
which lies deep in the essence of that process and
reveals itself only to an eye perfectly free from
prepossessions . . . and determine for each of
these higher individuals [cultures] what is typical
in their surpngs and what is necessary in the riot
of incident.

The whole effort of Spengler's work was aimed at exploring

this phenomenological structure of a culture and communi-

cating the experienced essences. Husserl's second imperative

was that understanding can and should be descriptively im-

parted, but to translate the fluid and many-dimensional

process of essential insight into a linear time-space

26Spengler, Decline, 1:49.
27 Ibid., pp. 25-26.
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continuum holds the dangers of misinterpretation and rejec-

tion: "Ifin addition, one can describe one's 'intuition' in

such a way that others recognize it as corresponding to their

own, one has gone a long way toward communicating the results

--phenomenologically."28 Spengler's most intense efforts

were directed toward inspiring his same reflections in the

reader:

I am convinced that it contains the incon-
trovertible formulation of an idea which, once
enunciated clearly will (I repeat) be accepted
without dispute.2

This idea is one of the truths that have only to
be expressed with full clarity to become indisput-
able. 0

But the communication of essence often requires the same dis-

cipline and insight on the part of the listener as well as

the communicator--"Let the reader track down this into his

own innermost being, and he will understand what I mean."3 1

Any rigid definition, however, probably hinders under-

standing if taken to be literal reality rather than express-

ive of something deeper. Spengler hoped to alleviate any

dangers of a shallow surface view of his writings by specify-

ing that his particular formulations of culture were to be

evocative, not absolute. The idea, the essence, was of ex-

treme importance but the terminologies, the factual

28Lauer, Phenomenology, p. 97.

29Spengler, Decline,lO.

30Ibid., p. 39. 3 1Ibid., p. 100.
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accidentals, were variable. For this reason history was to

be handled poetically, not "scientifically' in the style of

positivism.32 In Spengler's terms, a lived intuitive vision

must be "imparted by means of analogy, picture, symbol .

while it is only the cold, dead "product of rational proce-

dure and technical experiment" which can be constrained to

"formula, law, scheme." 33  Thus Spengler attempted to evoke

understanding, not pass it on ready-made. This expressive

procedure is the natural counterpart to the original intui-

tive process: "The organism of a pure history-picture . . .

is intuitively seen, inwardly experienced, grasped as a form

or symbol and finally rendered in poetical and artistic con-

ceptions."34

Spengler, therefore, falls logically within the .realm of

of phenomenology. He often used his words in a fashion dif-

ferent than Husserl. The terms science, reason, and experi-

ment are examples; however, these surface difficulties are

only representations of the accidentals, the naive game in

which people are imprisoned and against which both Spengler

and Husserl constantly railed. The essence of the insight

and methodology applied by both men to their inner experience

is of comparable and compatable validity.

32Ibid., p. 96. 33 Ibid., p. 56.

34Ibid.
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The second philosopher under consideration with respect

to Spengler is Henri Bergson, born in Paris in 1859. He

wrote five major books and published a vast number of philo-

sophical articles. In his Time and Free Will: An Essay on

the Immediate Data of Consciousness, published in 1889, his

purpose was to deal with the controversial problem of man's

free will as opposed to determinism. .He felt that this dif-

ficulty appeared primarily out of using tangible, popular,

physical, easily handled terminologies invalidly to deal with

concepts that are really intensely personal, amorphous, fluid,

and basically unavailable to a time and space medium.

We necessarily express ourselves by means of words
and we usually think in terms of space. . . . But
it may be asked whether the insurmountable diffi-
culties presented by certain philosophical problems
do not arise from our placing side by side in space
phenomena which do not occupy space. . . .35

In other words, contradictions are manufactured because of an

"illegitimate translation of the unextended into the extended,

of quality into quantity," of the metaphysical into the phy-

sical.36

Bergson first attempted to dispel the illusion that "time"

was reality, and to replace it with his understanding of Dur-

ation. "It is to be presumed that time, understood in the

sense of a medium in which we make distinctions and count,

35Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will (New York, 1960),
p. ix.

36Ibid.
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is nothing but space. . . . Pure duration must be something

different."37 Time, in general usage, is inextricably linked

with number. The idea of number contains an understanding of

distinct and identical units. Number is. ordinarily thought

of as involving a juxtaposition of images into space in order

to contain the countable units. In dealing with the human

mind, states of consciousness are also symbolically projected

onto a linear, spatial continuum in order to be counted, ob-

served, analyzed. "When we speak of time, we generally think

of a homogeneous medium in which our conscious states are

138
ranged alongside one another as in space. . . . This un-

derstanding of time, as the predictable and methodical move-

ment from one distinct state to another, "is nothing but the

ghost of space haunting. the reflective consciousness."39 Dur-

ation, which is experienced internally, is rather a feeling of

direction and change--not as a succession of quantitative

units (as when imposed with the characteristics of a homoge-

nous space), but as an organic undulation or growth of

indistinct qualities. For homogeneity suggests the absence

of qualities, a monotonous repetition of identical units.

Time as a lifeless and extensive homogeneity can never con-

tain what is actually a qualitative heterogeneity. As

Spengler says, "every happening is unique and incapable of

37Ibid., p. 91. 38Ibid., p. 90.

39 Ibid., p. 99.
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being repeated. It carries the hall-mark of Direction

('Time'), of irreversability: . . . Everything cognized, on

the contrary, is timeless, neither past nor future but sim-

ply 'there,' . . .' as in space.40 According to Spengler,

Everything living . . . has "life," direction, im-
pulse, will, a movement-quality (Bewegtheit) that
is most intimately allied to yearning and has not
the smallest element in common with the "motion"
(Bewegung) of the physicists... . Space in a con-
ception, but time is a word to indicate something
inconceivable, a sound-symbol, and to use it as a
notion, sci tifically, is utterly to misconceive
its nature.t

In the mind and soul, the past melts imperceptibly into

the present, and the whole flows organically into the future.

The states of consciousness, with infinite variety, accumu-

late and permeate one another, according to Bergson. When

one aspect of the consciousness is amputated from its whole

for examination, it loses its comprehensively integrated

meaning. Man's soul cannot be understood through dissection,

for this procedure places inseparable pieces into an alien

linear atmosphere of space and time, isolating them from pure

quality and duration.

In other words, our perceptions, sensations, emo-
tions and ideas occur under two aspects; the one
clear and precise, but impersonal; the other con-
fused, ever changing, and inexpressible, because

40Spengler, Decline, 1:95.
41Ibid., p. 122; the literal translation of Bewegtheit

is "agitation." The translator's choice of "movement-
quality" is, however, derived from context.
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language cannot get hold of it without arresting
.its mobility or fit it into its common-place forms
without making .it into public property.42

This duality is reminiscent of Spengler's distinction between

man's two possible world views: "The innumerable settings

that take turns in man's waking consciousness fall into two

distinct groups--the worlds of destiny and pulsation [world-

as-history], and the worlds of causes and tensions [world-as-

nature]," and an individual man will participate in both.43

Spengler's world-as-history is the aspect coinciding with

Bergson's Duration. Bergson wrote that

pure duration is the form which the succession
of our conscious states assumes when our ego
lets itself .live, when it refrains from separ-
ating its present state from its former states.
. . . In recalling these states, it does not set
them alongside its actual state as one point
alongside another, but forms both the past and
the present states into an organic whole. . . .
[These states reveal] succession without dis-
tinction, . . . a mutual penetration, an inter-
connexion and organization of elements, each one
of which represents the whole, and cannot be
distinguished or isolated from it except by ab-
stract thought.4 4

Since the self is not an aggregate of conscious statesbut

an integrated whole, order and cause-effect are inapplicable

in relation to the fundamental self. In essence, one indi-

vidual is.differ-ent from any other individual due to his

unique accumulation of conscious states. According to

42Bergson, Time, p. 129.

43Spengler, Decline, 2:23.

44Bergson, Time, pp. 100-101.
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Spengler, "the extreme to which we can attain is the discov-

ery of causeless, purposeless, purely existent forms under-

lying the changeful picture of nature."45

As the considerations apply to individuals, so also

could they be considered in the understanding of Cultures

as Spengler sees them. Much historical effort relys on im-

posing order and cause-effect relationship. When Bergson

says, "we project time into space, we express duration in

terms of extensity, and succession thus takes the form of a

continuous line or a chain, the parts of which touch without

penetrating one another.,"46 it seems to be a description of a

linear, progressive history which is still popular. Spengler

preferred to view history organically, developing in a manner

akin to Bergson's description of an "inner duration, perceiv-

ed by consciousness, [which] is nothing else but the melting

of states of consciousness into one another, and the gradual

growth of the ego. . . ."47 This process could easily apply

to an individual or to a culture as Spengler sees it.

One of the primary difficulties of communication, accord-

ing to Spengler and Bergson, is that language is necessarily

an extension into space of non-spatial qualities. "Abstract

thinking consists in the use of a finite word-framework into

which it is sought to squeeze the whole infinite content of

4 5 Spengler, Decline, 2:3.1,

4 6 Bergson, Time, p. 101.

47Ibid., p. 107.
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life. Concepts kill Being and falsify Waking-Being."48 Lan-

guage, words, are things or symbols, not reality itself.

"Symbols, as being things actualized, belong to the domain

of the extended. They are become and not becoming (although

they may stand for a becoming) and they are therefore rigid-

ly limited and subject to the laws of space." 49  The written

word is even further removed from reality when taken to be an

absolute, definable, contained intention: ". . . what script

contains is not signs for things, but signs for other signs."50

Words, however, must be recognized as inadequate for express-

ing ideas and inner understandings. As Bergson points out,

In short, the word with well-defined outlines, the
rough and ready word, which stores up- the stable,
common, and consequently impersonal element in the
impressions of mankind, overwhelms or at least co-
vers over the delicate and fugitive impressions of
our individual consciousness. l

Words serve the purpose of setting out enclosed bounda-

ries and logical sequences transposed into a time/space con-

tinuum, in order that men might talk together with common

language. They must always be viewed as tools and a method,

not reality itself.52  Yet there seems to be a magic in words

4 8 Spengler, Decline, 2:l4.

4 9I1b id . ,1 1 5150Ibid. , -0149

51Bergson, Time, p. 132.

52Spengler, Decline, :.
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that works to delude man. "To name anything by a name is to

win power over it. . . . And there is something of this prim-

itive expression of world-fear in the way in which all sys-

tematic philosophies use mere names as a last resort for get-

ting rid of the Incomprehensible, the'Almighty that is too

mighty for the intellect." 53 Words must be taken for poetic

symbols, meant to evoke understandings and impressions rather

than explicitly describe. Language must be seen as a func-

tion of man; man allows himself to be a function of language.

As Bergson says "there is no common measure between mind and

language," 54 and as Spengler says that "speech and truth ex-

clude one another," 55 so one must be aware of the inadequacy

of words and the difficulty of true, deep communication. Both

men were eminently aware of this barrier and did their best

to reveal their understandings as effectively as possible.

The general populace is entrenched in logical, concrete,

everyday, surface considerations, ."because we like simple

thoughts and because our language is ill-suited to render the

subtleties of psychological analysis. "56 , Spengler felt that

what he called Rationalism, with its sterile inclination to

dissect, to play with lifeless and artificial matter, would

53Ibid.,p. 123.

54Bergson, Time, pp. 164-165.

55Spengler, Decline, 2:137

56Bergson, Time, p. 13.
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draw on paper the dead systems and organizations to describe

its mechanical observations.57 This inclination was one of

the marks of Civilization ,for Spengler, and further confirm-

ation came from the .awareness that most people were willing

to live their lives according to these paper systems. As

Bergson also observed: "But we are generally content with

. . . the shadow of the self projected into homogenous space."

Led on by the desire for tangible understandings that can be

handled as a thing, consciousness substitutes .a dead symbol

for the reality. "As the self thus refracted, and thereby

broken to pieces, is much better adapted to the requirements

of social life in general and language in particular, con-

sciousness prefers it, and gradually loses sight of the funda-

mental self." 58  Herein is laid the foundation for determin-

ism as opposed to freedom of will.

Determinism--the rejection of free will in human actions

--arises necessarily from the refraction of a living organic

whole into mechanized expressions of spatial cause-effect

relationships. Without the distortion of orderable magnitudes,

however, this position is untenable. Freedom resides in the

innermost depths of consciousness. Because it is non-spatial

it eludes precise definition, and Bergson can only suggest

its amorphous nature. "Freedom must be sought in a certain

57Spengler, Decision, pp. 10-11.

58Bergson, Time, p. 128.
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shade or quality of the action itself." 5 9 It is something

revealed in fundamental self-expression in the sense of the

deepest, most comprehensive self. "It is the whole soul, in

fact, which gives rise to the free decision: and the act will

be so much the freer the more the dynamic series with which

it is connected tends to be the fundamental self."60  The

most internal and free decisions are usually those for which

one can give no reason, for the purposes are inherent to the

deeper self and cannot be translated, "because," as Spengler

says, "that which one . . . wills to express is in him a

priori." 61  Bergson says "freedom is the relation of the con-

crete self to the act which it performs. This relation is in-

definable, just because we are free. For we can analyze a

thing, but not a process, we can break up extensity, but not

duration." 6 2

Oswald Spengler was highly aware of the philosophical

difficulties of freedom. "Never has the problem of Free-will

been meditated upon more deeply or more painfully" than in

the Western Culture.63 Much antagonism was directed toward

Spengler because his outline of historical process into the

59 Ibid., pp. 182-183. 60Ibid., p. 167.

61Spengler, Decline, 2:58

62Bergson, Time, p. 219.

63 Spengler, Decline, 2:292; the original quotation is
italicized.
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future appeared so deterministic. What was misunderstood

was that true freedom, according to both Spengler and Bergson,

was not a gift bestowed by outside forces. Freedom can re-

side only within an individual, regardless of age or place.

A person maintains his own freedom of choice and responsibil-

ities regardless of his external situation. He alone has

ultimate control over his attitude and his relation with life

and history. The circumstances of time and space are only

accidentals within which framework one must be himself. The

full individual works with history, decides his own moves,

even though the masses, by default, are merely pawns in his-

tory.6 4

Bergson concurs. He "will grant to determinism that we

often resign our freedom . . . and that, by sluggishness or

indolence, we allow this same local process [external forces]

to run its course, and take over our lives for us." 65

Spengler see freedom as hard and not always desired:" . . . a

child that clings weeping to its mother, a man desperately

striving to force a way into his God--all these are seeking to

return out of the life of freedom into the vegital servitude

from which they were emancipated into individuality and lonli-

ness." 66 Thus we operate as if we were determined, and

Bergson concludes:

64Spengler, Decision, pp. 179-180, 185.

65Bergson, Time, p. 169.

6 6 Spengler, Decline, 2
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Hence our life unfolds in space rather than in time;
we live for the external world rather than for our-
selves; we speak rather than think; we "are acted"
rather than act ourselves. To act freely is to re-
cover possession of oneself, and to get back into
pure duration.67

Unfortunately, "the moments at which we thus grasp ourselves

are rare, and that is just why we are rarely free." 68  As

Bergson observed, and Spengler too implied, "although we are

free whenever we are willing to get back into ourselves, it

seldom happens that we are.willing."69

One of the significant results of Bergson's time/space

continuum and Spengler's world-as-nature is that "the very

mechanism by which we only meant at first to explain our con-

duct will end by also controling it." 70 Thus Spengler can

give his presentation of the future course of history, where

people seem to fit so easily into categories and types, where

activities seem to be predictable, at lease in the realm of

probabilities, just as in one's observance of everyday life.

"I have repeatedly demonstrated that which must happen because

it will happen. . . . What the individual will not do, that

History will do with him." 7lTo exist in his world with true

freedom, the individual certainly must retain a hope and con-

fidence in his own real self. To flow with the accidents of

67Bergson, Time, pp. 231-232.
68 Ibid., p. 231. 69 Ibid., p. 240.

70Ibid., p. 237.

7 1 Spengler, Decision, p. xiv.
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Destiny but to refrain from being engulfed by them, to be

self-determined, to be in the world but not of the world--

"the entire course of political and economic history, indeed

of all human endeavors, is dependent on the constant applica-

tion of this technique by individuals. . . ."72 Free will

was a reality to both Bergson and Spengler.

Spengler quite consciously derived much inspiration from

the life and writing of the German giant, Goethe. He refers

often to Goethe throughout The Decline of the West, and his

respect encouraged him to inscribe a poem of Goethe's as

the Epigraph for his book. He refers later to "those stanzas

of Goethe's which I have placed at the head of this book to

mark its fundamental intention" and follows again with the

verse:

In the Endless, self-repeating
flows for evermore The Same,
Myriad archesspringing, meeting,
hold at rest the mighty frame.
Streams from all things love of living,
grandest star and humblest clod.
All the straining, all tg striving
is eternal peace in God.

The suggestiveness of Goethe's words implies the rhythmical

flow of culture, underneath which resides the individual

seeking to discover the innermost self, the God within. The

72Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 139.

73Goethe, quoted in German at beginning of Spengler,
Decline y; referred to also, as translated into English,
Decline 1: 140.
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attempt to grasp this philosophical conclusion in the kaleido-

scope of fact and fancy in the writings of Spengler requires

the outlook Spengler and Goethe tried to impart to their

readers. In reference to one of his own, books, Goethe says:

In the seeming trivialities of "Wilhelm Meister"
there is always something higher at the bottom, and
nothing is required but eyes and knowledge of the
world, and power of comprehension to perceive the
great in the small. For those who are without such
qualities, let it suffice to receive the picture of
life as real life.74

The same could easily be said concerning Oswald Spengler's

The Decline of the West.

Spengler, in his Preface to the Revised Edition of The

Decline, aimed his book at the "serious readers who are seek-

ing a glimpse at life and not a definition. . . ." He contin-

ued by insisting that "our awe in the face of mystery--the

respect that Goethe felt--denies us the satisfaction of think-

ing that dissections are the same as penetrations." 75

Spengler's deeper intention was to suggest a reality of life

which flowed in, under, and around the basic structures of

existence. He did not expect to be credited with a mere form

of historical development. "Goethe's saying, 'What is impor-

tant in life is life and not a result of life,' is the answer

to any and every senseless attempt to solve the riddle of

74Goethe, Conversations, p. 163.

7 5 Spengler, Decline, l1i.-
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historical form by means of a programme."76 Goethe said "Man

is born not to solve the problems of the. universe, but to find

out where the problem begins, and then to restrain himself

within the limits of the comprehensible."77 All the philo-

sophical questionings and agonizings over life are ultimately

an individual endeavor. "'Mankind,' however," according to

Spengler, "has no aim, no idea, no plan, any more than the

family of butterflies or orchids. 'Mankind' is a zoological

expression, or an abstraction."78  He footnoted this state-

ment with a quote from Goethe: "'Mankind? It is an abstrac-

tion. There are, always have been, and always will be, men

and only men.' (Goethe to Luden)."79 Thus the primary empha-

sis of both men filtered down to the relationship of an in-

dividual to the life in which he must live. To cope effec-

tively with life, one must be fully aware of the factors

surrounding him. Thereby Spengler pursued through history the

myriad elements presented to man, and he organized them into a

form which he idealized as a palpable symbol possible of being

dealt with by the individual.

In the development of this form, Spengler arrived at his

Comparative Morphology. "This is a truly Goethian method--

76 Ibid., p. 20.

77Goethe, Conversations, p. 161.

78Spengler, Decline,_1:21

79 Ibid., 121n.
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rooted in fact in Goethe's conception of the prime phenome-

non . . . which is already to a limited extent current in

comparative zoology, but ,can be extended, to a degree hither-

to undreamed of, over the whole field, of history."80

Goethe's method "of living into (erfuhlen) the object as op-

posed to dissecting it" was to be applied to the prime phe-

nomenon of a Culture: as in the "spiritual eye of Goethe,"

the prime phenomenon "is that in which the idea of becoming

is presented net," and what Goethe used to discover plant

life, Spengler used with Cultures.8 1  Spengler also found in

Goethe the mention of organic growth of Cultures. "Goethe,

in his little essay 'Geistesepochen,' has characterized the

four parts of a Culture--its preliminary, early, late, and

civilized states--with such a depth of insight that even to-

day there is nothing to add." 82 Spengler understood Goethe

in a way that fully implied the rhythmical nature Spengler

saw in history. Goethe spoke of progress, but Spengler felt

that by this he "meant fulfillment in the sense of increasing

connotation of the form. The two concepts, Goethe's form

fulfillment and Darwin's evolution, are in as complete oppo-

sition as destiny to causality. . . ."83

Spengler deeply respected Goethe and experienced an over-

whelming sense of communication and interpenetration between

80 Ibid., p. 113. 81Ibid., p. 105.
82 Ibid., 2:37n. 83Ibid., p. 96.
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his ideas and Goethe's philosophy. In a concise reiteration

of his world view he again includes Goethe:

The mechanism of a pure nature-picture . . . is
cognized, grasped, dissected in laws and equations
and finally reduced to system: the organism of a
pure history-picture . . . is intuitively seen, in-
wardly experienced, grasped as a form or symbol and
finally rendered in peotical and artistic concep-
tions. Goethe's "living nature" is a historical
world-picture. 8 4

Spengler elaborated later on "that which Goethe called 'liv-

ing Nature,' an immediate vision of pure becoming and, in

fact, history as above defined."85 In approaching Goethe

himself, one can readily see the significant interrelatedness

between his view of life and Spengler's.

Whoever comes immediately close to such a flower,
will only stare at it with astonishment; but he
who sees into the secret inner life of the plant,
into the stirring of its powers, and observes how
the flower gradually unfolds itself, sees the mat-
ter with quite different eyes--he knows what he
sees.8

Goethe was apparently fully involved throughout his life

in the discovery of reality and the consequent rendering of

this reality into communicable form. Yet this is an extreme-

ly difficult and demanding task. "Reality must give the mo-

tive, the points to be expressed, the kernal, as I may say;

but to work out of it a beautiful, animated whole, belongs to

8 4 Ibid., 1:56. 8 5 Ibid., p. 96.

86Goethe, Conversations,.p. 25.
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the poet." 87 This is not a common talent to the majority of

the people. Just as not everyone has the capacity for ex-

pressing effectively what he knows as reality, so also only

a few people have the development even to be conscious of the

deeper realities. Somehow, knowledge of the world is innate

in certain poets, and without the inborn qualities of world

understandings, communication fails to reach. ". . . Yet,

had I not the world already in my soul, . . . I should have

remained blind with seeing eyes, and all experience and ob-

servation would have been dead, unproductive labour."88 This

is not intellectual snobbery so much as a generalized effect

of common existence. Spengler intimates a similar observa-

tion in himself:

I feel sure about my foundations; one has to be
born with the ability to take a comprehensive view.
A development by reading and studying is only an
apparent phenomenon; what actually takes place it
the development of a talent of which one is uncon-
scious to a conscious mental form.89

Spengler readily attached himself to the Goethian idea

of investigating nature with the object of encircling the

"Great Whole." Goethe was "always on the track of some great

synthesis" and praised the "honest effort to make oneself

subservient to the whole."'90 Spengler, however, might have

87 Ibid., p. 19. 88Ibid., p. 70.

8 9 Spengler to Oskar Lang, Munich, 14 June 1918, Letters,
p. 64.

90Goethe, Conversations, pp. 131-133.
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done well to follow Goethe's further advice concerning deliv-

ering this grasp of the whole to others. Goethe cautioned

against attempting any large work encompassing a synthesis of

a great whole. His warning was drawn from personal exper-

ience because he had himself participated in the "exertion

and expenditure of mental force" and the futility of express-

ing it to all "with the proper fluency."91

If you have erred as to the whole, all your toil
is lost; and further, if, in treating so exten-
sive a, subject, you are not perfectly master of
your material in the details, the .whole will be
defective, and censure will be incurred. Thus,
for all his toil and sacrifice, the poet gets, in-
stead of reward and pleasure, nothi9 but discom-
fort and a paralysis of his powers.

This statement could quite easily apply to Spengler's magnum

opus. Besides the difficulty of accomplishing the working

out of a grand, synthesized scheme, one has the further con-

sideration of the capacity to receive such ideas on the part

of one's audience. "Could intellect and high cultivation

become the property of all, the poet would have fair play;

he could be always thoroughly true, and would not be compelled

to fear uttering his best thoughts." However, "as it is, he

must always keep on a certain level; must remember that his

words will fall into the hands of a mixed society; and must,

therefore, take care lest by over-great openness he may give

offense to the majority of good men." 9 3

9 1Ibid., p.17. 9 2 Ibid.

93Ibid., p. 63.
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Undoubtedly Spengler, as it turned out, failed to make

the generalized impact that he intended; and the cryptic mes-

sage he was trying to impart could have surely been deliver-

ed in a form that could have been more effectively absorbed.

Had he written poetry, for example (as Goethe basically did),

he would probably have reached the people he intended to

reach, with the same basic philosophy behind his words. In

fact, he might have reached more, for his book is deceptive

on the surface and ends up turning away readers who would

agree with his principles were they not so deeply buried in

his turgid metaphysical German language. Actually, Spengler

had an intimation of his error. He wrote in a letter dated

1917: "At the moment I am again in the mood in which I find

all my philosophizing extremely unnecessary and dull and I

should like to take on something real, poetical for exam-

ple." 94 As it was, he returned to his obsession to create

the great, comprehensive whole. "A great, comprehensive

whole . . . is always difficult; and he who attempts it sel-

dom produces anything complete," says Goethe. Instead one

should make a foundation in the present moment. "Only per-

sist in this, and hold fast to the present. Every situation

--nay, every moment--is of infinite worth; for it is the

representation of a whole eternity,'"95 Goethe wrote.

94Spengler, Munich, 6 January, 1917, Letters, p. 48.

95Goethe, Conversations, p. 33.
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This emphasis on the present moment is part of the mes-

sage Spengler wished to give, and indeed the life he himself

wished to live. Throughout his letters he vascilated between

the imperative to live his philosophy and the need to share

it with others. This personal goal, and the goal he..longed

to make possible for others, coincided with Goethe's dictim:

"But an able man, who has something regular to do here, and

must toil and struggle and produce day by day, leaves the

future world to itself, and is active and useful in this."96

Spengler dwelt heavily on the influence he felt from

Goethe's life and works. Not only did he believe he borrow-

ed his concept of cultural emanations and cyclical develop-

ment from Goethe, but also he desired to adopt Geothe's funda-

mental approach to life in general. Even within the two men's

respective complexity a significant agreement in philosophy

is apprehended.

In regard to Husserl and Bergson it would be difficult

to pinpoint any direct familiarity Spengler might have had

with them, although their works were contemporary to Spengler.

Nonetheless there is a significant parallel between the phil-

osophical method of Phenomenology and the operative method of

Spengler. Likewise, the unfolding of Bergson's ideas of dur-

ation and his conclusions on man's inherent free will reveal

a striking similarity to the concepts of Spengler in The

9 6 Ibid., p. 66.
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Decline of the West. There is a more valid connection be-

tween Spengler and the philosophers than between Spengler

and the historians.

Was Spengler a historian or a philosopher? His true mo-

tivation was undoubtedly - in the realm of philosophy. History

proved to be the most fertile medium for discovering and pro-

jecting his view of life. As he plainly states, "All genuine

historical work is philosophy, unless it is mere ant-

industry." 9 7  To really grasp the significance of Oswald

Spengler, he rust be approached from the perspective of pure

philosophy.

9 7 Spengler, Decline,



CHAPTER VII

TO LIVE AND LET LIVE: IMPLICATIONS AND

CONCLUSIONS TOWARD A PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE

Oswald Spengler nurtured a grand desire when he created

his The Decline of the West. "My aim was to present an image

of the world to ,be lived with, rather than to devise a system

for professional philosophers to brood over."1  The search

for the absolute historical framework was doomed to failure

because Spengler never intended to provide one. '"What makes'

my approach so unorthodox is the fact that it is consciously

based on the technique of real life. As a result it is in-

wardly consistent, though it lacks a system." 2  The picture

of the Western World, in its overt state of decline, instill-

ed a depressing pessimism on those who only concentrated on

the- repetitive historical outline Spengler made use of. In-

stead of wallowing in defeat, Spengler proposed an imperative

to open up and live freely in the given world. "We cannot

live without a form of wisdom that does not merely console in

difficult situations, but helps one to get out of them." 3

1Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 134.

2 Ibid., p. 139.

3 Ibid., p. 197.
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Albeit that Spengler's wisdom was cloaked in an extreme-

ly esoteric presentation, since his time the field of con-

temporary psychology has developed a more concisely communi-

cative philosophy for the art of living in today's world.

Abraham H. Mazlow and Rollo May have contributed valuable

insight in the growth of man through human potential psy-

chology. Alan Watts, respected as a scholar of Eastern

philosophy, provides understandings into the place of man-

in the natural world. These three men expand and confirm

many of the ideas Spengler hinted at in The Decline of the

West.

Abraham H. Mazlow, Chairman of the Department of Psychol-

ogy at Brandeis University until his recent death, was presi-

dent of the American Psychological Association in 1967-68.

He bases his understanding of the potential of human nature

in his term "self-actualization."

It stresses ''full-humanness," the development of
the biologically based nature of man, and therefore
is (empirically) normative for .the whole species
rather than for particular times and places, i.e.,
it is less culturally relative. It conforms to
biological destiny, rather than to historically-
arbitrary, culturally local value-models as the
terms "health" and "illness" often do. It als
has empirical content and operational meaning.

The growth of self-actualization in an individual is a very

private and personal process. There is an element in the

consciousness, present in all whether weakly or strongly

4 Abraham H. Mazlow, Toward a Psychology of Being (New
York, 1968), p. vi. ~
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expressed, which is called by Mazlow "the 'intrinsic

conscious.' This is based upon the unconscious or precon-

scious perception of our own nature, of our own 'call' in

life. It insists that we be true to our inner nature and

that we do not deny it out of weakness or for advantage or

for any other reason." 5 Spengler called this direction to-

wards one's basic nature Physiognomic Rhythm. He said that

it is "actually something which every human being possesses.

He lives with it and constantly applies it to practical ends.

It is something one is born with. . 6 This physiognomic

rhythm can be either retarded or intensively expressed in any

one particular person. What Spengler demanded was the well-

developed expression of this rhythm:

What I have in mind . . . is a very exalted form
of. this Rhythm, an unconscious technique of grasp-
ing not merely the phenomena of everyday life but
the sense of the universe. . . . Of the two prin-
cipal techniques of gaining knowledge and under-
standing, it is without doubt the more important
by far for history and real life. The .other method,
systematic thought, serves only to discove truths.
But facts are more important than truths.

Man becomes self-actualized through a process of elimi-

nating the restrictions imposed by external circumstances

and returning to the inner selfhood which transcends acci-

dents of history. The development is encouraged by giving

5 Ibid., p. 7.

6Spengler, "Pessimism?", pp. 138-139.

7 Ibid., p. 139.
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oneself up to what Mazlow calls the Peak-Experience. "The

peak-experience is felt as a self-validating, self-justify-

ing moment which carries its own intrinsic value with it."

There is a "characteristic disorientation in time and space,"

and the resultant feelings and value experienced include "(1)

wholeness, (2) perfection, (3) completion, (4) justice or

fairness, (5) aliveness , (6) richness, (7) simplicity or

nakedness, (8) beauty, (9) goodness or oughtness, (10)

uniqueness, (11) effortlessness, (12) playfulness or joy,

(13) truth or honesty, :(14) self-sufficiency or autonomy."8

Spengler specifies a correlative to Mazlow's peak-experience

which he terms depth experience. "The idea of Destiny leads

to a kind of experience that is exceedingly difficult to com-

prehend. I call it 'depth-experience.' . . . The fact of

depth-experience is as indisputable as it is inexplicable."9

What this synonymously-termed experience amounts to is un-

doubtedly the experience of an action of true free will as

given by Bergson. The more acts of free will, of peak-

experience, or of depth-experience one can accure, the more

one is released into his ultimate selfness and actualization.

To the extent that growth consists in peeling away
inhibitions and constraints and then permitting
the person to "be himself," to emit behavior--
"radiantly," as it were--rather than to repeat it,
to allow his inner nature to express itself, to this

8Mazlow, Being, pp. 79-83.

9 Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 138.
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extent the behavior of self-actualizers is unlearn-
ed, created and released raty 8r than acquired, ex-
pressive rather than coping.

Only in this way can a man truly live among the maze of

factual conditions that fate throws at him. "I feel we must

leap beyond . . . to the clear recognition of transcendence

of the environment, independence of it, ability -to stand

against it, to fight it, to neglect it, or to turn one's back

on it,.to refuse it or adapt to it." 11  Spengler placed great

value, in respect to the world and the course of history,

upon the great- individual who could act in history rather

than merely ride with the tide-- "and no one sees, no one

realizes it." In seeing and doing there is hope for the in-

dividual, regardless of situation: "It is the great individ-

uals who make history, and whatever presents itself 'en masse'

can only be its object."l2

In a paper titled "Resistance to Acculturation," quoted

in Toward a Psychology of Being, Mazlow examined a group of

"fully matured" people "(authentic, self-actualized, individ-

uated, productive, healthy)." He reported

my healthy subjects to be superficially accepting
of conventions, but privately to be casual, per-
functory and detached about them. . . . I then hypo-
thesized that, "these people should have less 'national

10Mazlow, Being, p. 39.

11 Ibid., p. 180.

12Spengler, Decision, pp. 179-180.
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character,' and that they should be more like each
other across cultural lines than they are like the
less-developed members of their own culture." 13

These people were not rootless, but somehow universal. It

is this kind of person who has the potential, if he so

chooses, to deal directly with the forces of history and the

world. By escaping the prison of driving, external forces,

Spengler believes it is possible and desirable to make the

individualistic impact against the world, "that we .

shall sooner or later again be subjects and not mere objects

of history." 14

Finally, paralleling Spengler's fluid approach to life

and history, Mazlow extols as one of the gains of current

general psychology "the change .in attitude toward the depths

of human nature, the unconscious, the primary processes, the

archaic, the mythological and the poetic.

We can now go into primary process cognitions for
certain kinds of knowledge, not only about the
self but also about the world, to which secondary
processes are blind. These processes are part of
a normal or healthy human nature and must be in-
cluded in any comprehensive theory of healthy
human nature.15

Alan W. Watts, contemporary philosopher and author of

Nature, Man and Woman as well as The Way of Zen, sought to

show that man's alienation from nature and confinement in

13Mazlow, Being., p. 181.

14Spengler, Decision, p. ix.

1 5 Mazlow, Being, pp. 182-183.
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the external construction of civilization was the root of his

experience of anxiety, loneliness, and impotence. Only by

returning to the organic interlacing with nature--or

Spengler's world-as-history--could one regain his full authen-

ticity and potency. This return is enticed by a removal from

the mechanical, cause-effect syndrome of mundane existence.

Hence the importance of opinions, of instruments
of the mind, which are vague, misty, and melting
rather than clear-cut. They provide possibilities
of communication, of actual contact and relation-
ship with nature more intimate than anything to be
found by preserving at all costs the "distance of
objectivity.1"16

The emphasis is on dealing with life on the level of a deeper

reality, surpassing the infringments of phantom limitations

from Spengler's world-as-nature. As Spengler says, "We no

longer want ideas and principles, we want ourselves."17

Reality is not equated with linear, spatial language which

restrains and directs our conscious attention. Watts specified

that 'the simplified units of attention thus selected from

the total field of awareness -are what we call things and

events or facts. . . . Things are the measuring units of

thoughts just as 'pounds are the measuring units of weigh-

ing."18 Nonetheless, "the complexity of nature is not innate

16Alan W. Watts, Nature, Man and Woman (New York, 1958),
p. 81.

17 Spengler, "Prussianism and Socialism," Selected Essays,

p. 3.

18Watts, Nature, pp. 54-55.
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but a consequence of the instruments used to handle it." 1 9

The same could easily be said of history and Spengler's de-

scription of contemporary civilization, in which complexity

man today must live. According to Watts, "the realization

that nature is ordered 'organically rather than politically,

that it is a field of relationships rather than a collection

of things, requires an appropriate mode of human awareness."20

Unfortunately, the method of approaching reality as an alien

mechanical world order, in the face of which man is estranged

and ineffectual, is now habitual to the general civilization

man. "Based on this feeling, our efforts to control our-

selves and the surrounding world become viciously circular

entanglements of ever-increasing complexity."21 'One can in-

stead become emancipated into Spengler's world-as-history,

Bergson's free will, Goethe's present moment, Mazlow's self-

actualization, by relaxing into the realm of a mature intu-

ition. Watts defines this as "a process of intelligence

whose steps are unconscious, which does not appear to work in

the painfully linear, one-thing-at-a-time fashion of thought,

and which can therefore grasp whole fields of related data

simultaneously."22  Spengler insisted that "a llgenuine ideas

are lived rather than expressed,"23 and it is consequently the

19 Ibid., p. 62. 20Ibid., p. 96.

21Ibid. 22Ibid., pp. 61-62.

23 Spengler, "Prussianism," p. 5.
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truly authentic expression of self-awareness that makes possi-

ble legitimate existence in the given world. To be depressed

by the feeling of doom in Spengler's explication of the West-

ern World, either by the narrow, mechanical order or the in-

evitable passing away of one's familiar cu-lture, is to forfeit

the fulfillment available to anyone anywhere. As Watts

observes, "the hunger for time is the direct result of our

specialization in narrowed attention, of the mode of con-

sciousness which takes in the world serially, one thought at

a time."24 That concern is thoroughly tangential. All one

will ever have. is the present moment.

Rollo May is a practicing psychotherapist in New York,

Chairman of the Joint Council of New York State Psychologists,

and author of several books dealing in human-potential psy-

chology. His book Man's Search for Himself, subtitled How We

Can Find a Center of Strength Within Ourselves to Face and

Conquer the Insecurities of this Troubled Age, is a further

development of the mental process Spengler hoped to encourage

with his own book. "The first thing necessary for a construc-

tive dealing with time," says May, "is to learn to live in

the reality of the present moment.",25 To reach the hidden

inner core from which a man chooses, integrates, and acts, one

24Watts, Nature, p. 65.

25Rollo May, Man's Search for Himself (New York, 1953),
P. 226.
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must learn to peel away the accretions of culture and imposed

value judgments. ". . . On the deepest level, the question

of which age we live in is irrelevant. . . . The basic ques-

tion is how- the individual, in his own awareness of himself

and the period he lives in, is able through his decisions to

attain inner freedom and to live according to his own inner

integrity." 26 This can only be achieved by a realization of

the relative insignificance of the structure of society one

has been born into. "On the most profound level, each individ-

ual must come to his own consciousness of himself, and he

does this on a level which transcends the particular age he

lives in." 2 7

An individual has to become aware of the inevitable fact

that he and he alone, regardless of the environmental factors

which seem to have shaped him, must take full responsibility

for his own being. This responsibility will eliminate mis-

placed blame towards one's past and present situation of ex-

ternal existance. As Spengler stresses, "Each has his own

personal cares, full responsibility for himself, and must in-

evitably make his own decisions in all dangers, threatening

28
himself and his aims. Freedom and self-awareness allow

man the "power to stand outside the rigid chain of stimulus

and response," according to May, and at the most basic level

261bid., p. 232-233. 27Ibid.

28Spengler, Decision, p. 156.
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of nascent integration, as a beginning, "he can have some say

in how he will react to the deterministic factors" of exist-

ence. 29

The goals of integration, as set out by May, include an

inner freedom, strength, and integrity; courage to see the

truth and be one's self, as the virtue of maturity; and use

of the creative consciousness to have power to develop values

and gain experience from the wealth of the past. The individ-

ual, by expanding "the will to accept the fact that one is

one's self, and to accept responsibility for fulfilling one's

own destiny," will amplify his private integration to the

time and space he lives in, "which in turn implies accepting

the fact that one must make his basic choices himself" regard-

less of the particular culture. 3 0

Spengler had lamented, "Yet how blind are these human

beings over whom this mighty destiny is surging, whirling

them in confusion, exalting them, destroying them."31  May

saw people who were inextricably enmeshed in the overwhelming

bonds of cultural demands. He realized that "it is the per-

sons who are weak in the sense of their own personal identity

who are overcome by the power of tradition, who cannot stand

in its presence, and who therefore either capitulate to it,

29May, Search, pp. 138-139.

30Ibid.,5p. 145.

31Spengler, Decision, p. 3.
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cut themselves off from it, or rebel against it." 32 Yet

these methods are, as May expressed it, "coping" behavior

rather than authentic. "integrating" behavior. In finding

one's self, one cannot deny the world. A self-integrated

person does not leave the field of existence, but instead

can deal with it creatively and live more fully within the

given structure of the external factors of life. Spengler

claims ''one must feel the world beneath one's feet, if one.

wants to be of any account in it, and not .cautiously go round

about it." 33 Herein comes the significant directive to

absorb, learn about, and accept in a new way the facts of

existence and history. The individual cannot find himself

fully by eliminating the whole world, but by eliminating the

illegitimate control of the world. To deal with the world he

must live in it and understand it. Through the vista of his-

tory man will expand his experience and understanding, thus

accumulating manifold awareness toward growth. In regard to

the significance of the study of history, May- emphasizes that

"the more profoundly he can confront and experience the ac-

cumulated wealth in historical tradition, the more uniquely

he can at the same time know and be himself. "34

32May, Search, p. 178'..

33Spengler, Munich, 6 January 1917, Letters, p. 49.

34 May, Search, p. 179.
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All of these psychological insights are, again, of the

amorphous quality not readily translated into concrete formula

capable of being uniformly ,transmitted. Spengler knew this,

and defended himself by reiterating his point that he had

"quite consciously taken the opposite standpoint, namely that

35 j -of life, not of thought." Jose Ortega y Gasset, contempo-

rary philosopher of history, says, "Let us renounce valiantly,

joyously, this convenient presumption that the real is logi-

cal and recognize that thought alone is logical." 36 What is

truly important .in life an.d in history is not the inert, con-

veyable details of existence. Ortega continues, "here is the

'fact' previous to all facts, that which holds all others in

solution and from which all flow:. human life as it is lived

by each one of us.

Oswald Spengler had a very personal motivation in writ-

ing his The Decline of the West, and he attempted to direct

attention to the inner, vital imperative woven into the medium

he labeled as philosophy of history. In the Preface to the

Revised Edition he stated

Let no one expect to find everything set forth here.
It is but one side of what I see before me, a new
outlook on history and the philosophy of destiny--
the first indeed of its kind. It is intuitive and
depictive through and through, written in a language

35Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 141.
36Jose Ortega y Gasset, History as a System and Other Es-

says Toward a Philosophy of History (RNew.York, 1961), p. 196.

37Ibid., p. 199.
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that seeks to present objects and relations illus-
tratively instead of offering an army of ranked
concepts. It addresses itself solely to readers
who are capable of living themsel s into the word-
sounds and pictures as they read.

The book, however, insinuated itself into the scholarly world

of historical .explication. "Few academicians," says Bruce

Mazlish, "would have chanced, in a serious, scholarly work,

the poetic and dramatic style used by Spengler."'39  This is

because Spengler obviously intended much more than a serious

and scholarly historical work. Mazlish concludes that The

Decline "poses, even if erratically and repetitiously, dis-

turbing challenges in both the critical and speculative

branches of philosophy of history," 40 .but it might be added,

that it poses the same challenges in the philosophy of life.

Spengler rationalized that his message would escape mass

recognition because of the mechanical world outlook, accord-

ing to his characterization of the Civilization stage of the

West. "But metaphysical matters are alluded to which are

very difficult to communicate, and in any case are not in

keeping with a period where a scientific world outlook counts

not as a passing form of thought but as an absolute and final

possession."4 1  Although this may be the case in some respects,

38Spengler, Decline, 1;xiv.

3 9Mazlish, Riddle, p. 312.

40 Ibid., p. 308.

41Spengler to Hans Kl'ores, Munich, 1 September 1918,
Letters, p. 66.
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the once living faith in science has lost its control over

man's imagination. Science as a method fails miserably in

explaining human phenomena in its wholeness, and man's

respect for it in areas other than a uni-dimensional nature

investigation has diminished, according to Ortega, to an al-

most joking disregard. "At bottom he is somewhat tired by

now of stars and nervous reactions and atoms.''42 The how and

the when have been replaced by whys and wherefroms, and man

has begun searching for values which are real to himself rath-

er than merely factually true. "In other words," says Ortega,

"the collapse of physical reason leaves the way clear for

vital, historical reason."43 This historical reason of

Ortega--the world-as-history of Spengler--has become a more

widely accepted approach for dealing with man. "Alongside

pure physico-mathematical reason there is, then, a narrative

reason. To comprehend anything human, be it personal or

collective, one must tell its history . . . Life only takes

on a measure of transparency in the light of historical reason.

. . . Man, in a word,, has no nature; what he has is .

history."44  For the individual who is open and aware, eager

to learn from the plethora of experiences around him, there

is no longer the necessity of restricting discoveries to a

true or false criteria. The potential is here for history .to

420rtega, History, pp. 177-185ff.

43Ibid., p. 183. 44 Ibid., pp. 215, 127.
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become released from a date and place obsession of politics,

and to perceive now the vast and variegated field of human

existence in its totality, rich in available understandings

for today's life.

Still, in the farrago of historical detail available to-

day, a disciplined avenue of exploration is desirable.

Oswald Spengler offered his method of cultural prime phenom-

ena as a path to understanding, and Ortega parallels this

approach in his philosophy of history as well as in his

search for comprehending the individual.

Thus we may now say that the diagnosing of any hu-
man existence, whether of an individual, a people,
or an age, must begin by an ordered inventory of
its system of convictions, and to this end it must
establish before all else which belief is funda-
mental, decisive, sustaining, and breathing life
into all the others.4 5

Regardless of what any particular individual, on his own ac-

count, does or does not hold as a belief, there still remains

to be considered a "collective state of belief . . . a faith,

in short, that is socially operative."4 6  In reference to

man's present-day concerns, "this social faith may or may not

coincide with that felt by such and such an individual," but

whether or not one maintains inner acceptance of this collec-

tive belief, "it imposes on us its reality and forces us to

reckon with it." 47  Spengler reminded one to be aware of this

45 Ibid., pp. 168. 46 Ibid., pp. 175-176.

47Ibid., p. 176.
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perspective, but not to take it as absolute reality for all

times.

The conclusion to be drawn is that for every cul-
ture, for every epoch within a culture, and for
every kind of individual within an epoch there
exists an overal.1 perspective that is imposed and
exacted by the time in question. This perspective
must be considered absolute for that particular
time, but not with respect to other times.48

The perspective and the system of beliefs which one should

try to establish in the understanding and inner awareness is

itself just a mode of epistemological approach, as Ortega sees

it. "The fact that we should see them, on the contrary, as

endowed with a system and a heirarchy allows us.to penetrate

their hidden order and consequently to understand our own

life and the life of others, that of today and that of other

days."49

Thus today's understandings of life and history have in

many cases given more of the freedom of movement Spengler so

insisted upon. "Through Marx, Freud, Sumner, Pareto, Boas,

Spengler, and many others, we have become more aware of the

inveterate habit of rationalization and the sources of bias--

the class interests, the mores, the conditioned reflexes of

culture, the unconscious assumptions, the climate of opinion.1"50

48Spengler, "Pessimism?", p. 141.

490rtega, History, p. 168.

50Herbert J. Muller, The Uses of the Past: Profiles of
Former Societies (England, 1952),p.~44.
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Although one cannot completely "escape or control" his en-

vironmental climate,51 given an understanding of the opera-

tional effect of circumstances one can at least begin to

approach a balanced view .of history. A balanced view of

history will then lend itself to a more balanced view of life.

Through history, according to Pieter Geyl, contemporary his-

torian, "the mind will acquire a sensitiveness, an imaginative

range.",52 All of the sundry philosophical arguments over

historical questions have "led to a gradual even though par-

tial conquest of reality." One of the primary realities deals

with the true nature of man, "ever complicated and fluid,

never completely to be fixed." 53 Spengler used history to

understand man, and man to understand history. ". . . The

understanding of history implies a superlative knowledge of

men." 54 History is endowed with a supreme value which is

now being recognized.

Pieter Geyl also railed against an element which he saw

as the twentieth century caricature of the "plodding, un-

imaginative expert." He fel t that even yet

the great writers of history . . ,. have become
very rare. Specialization and the emphasis on
technical exactitude are proving an embarrass-
ment to the free use of the imagination.

51Ibid.

52Pieter Geyl, The Use and Abuse of History (New Haven,
1955), p. 84.

53Ibid., p. 71.

54Spengler, Decline, 1:56.
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Undeniably, the imagination has a great part to
play if history is to work or interpret the past
significantly. How freely it should be avowed
to act does of course remain in question.

Spengler clearly expressed how significant this imaginative

scope was to history, and would answer that its range is in-

herent to history itself. "The elements that make up history

are blood, race--which is created by ideas that are never ex-

pressed--and the kind of thought which coordinates the

energies of body and mind. History transcends all mere ideals,

doctrines., and logical formulations."56

It is extremely difficult to make an operative division

in Spengler between his considerations for present day liv-

ing and past histories. The two aspects melt together and

blend into a whole, and both depend upon each other in

Spengler. What he says about life applies to history and what

he says about history applies to living today. So many of the

statements in Spengler could be removed from their context and

presented as poetry or a selection of aphorisms, and most lend

vibrant insight into pure life as it can be lived to its

fu11est.

Truths exist for the mind, facts only in
relation to life. Historical treatment--in my
terminology, physiognomic fact--is decided by
blood, the gift of judging men broadened out
into past and future, the innate flair for per-
sons and situations, for the event, for that

55Geyl, History, pp. 59-60.

56Spengler, "Prussianism," p. 3.
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which had to be, must have been. It does not
consist in bge scientific criticism and know-
ing of data.

It is not that scientific considerations should be cancelled

from history or life, but that they should be left to their

own proper area of accomplishments. "There is, therefore,

not a science of history but an ancillary science for history,

which ascertains that which has been." 58 Beyond the bare

facts of existence, "the ideal aspect, the symbolism of the

great eras, the meaning of history, are things which are only

visible from a long way off."59 True in-depth understandings

are indeed a long way off, above and beyond, the physical,

mechanical or biological science of concrete fact. History,

as seen and used by Spengler, is the alternative to cold,

passive existence, bereft of life and feelings and will.

If history, by definition, comprises only -realiza-
tions of the creative potentialities of individu-
alized life-principles, then even though particular
human phenomena differ markedly in the degree of
vitality they represent, Spengler-'s judgment on
world history as a whole is unequivocal: measured
by the appropriatee criterion, all history is mean-
ingf u1.

The investigation of Oswald Spengler's underlying moti-

vation in The Decline of the West leads through a variety of

57 Spengler, Decline, 2:47

58Ibid., 1:53-154.

59Spengler, Munich, 12 July 1916, Letters, p. 43.

60Robert Stover, The Nature of Historical Thinking
(Chapel Hill,, 1967), p. 256.
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fields because Spengler used a variety of historical elements

to understand the past. The examination of Spengler cannot

be limited to his relationship with history or even philosophy

of history. To grasp Spengler's ideas traditional historical

scholarship is inadequate. In this thesis pure philosophy

and contemporary psychology have been used as tools for un-

earthing the possibilities available in The Decline of the

West. Even more disciplines could be used: theology, art,

political theory, mathematics, linguistics--in fact, the rich

variety of areas Spengler dealt with--could all be usefully

applied to a study of this man, for Spengler encompassed many

fields. If catagorization of any sort is reliable, Spengler

must be classified within the flow of the history of ideas

rather than be confined to the philosophy of history.

A growth and .flow of ideas from Goethe to the present

parallels the philosophic concerns of Spengler. Goethe is

perhaps the epitome of unclassifiable figures. Many things

can be found in Goethe, and what Spengler found--that which

coincided intimately with Spengler--was above and beyond the

transposition of organic, cyclical culture from Goethe's ex-

plications of nature. Spengler's attraction to Goethe de-

veloped from an admiration for Goethe's deep involvement in

life while remaining unscathed by the accidental, external

forces of the world. Goethe remained an inspiration to
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Spengler because of his fulfillment of the way of life

Spengler hoped to make available to himself and others.

For Spengler, history was the melting pot of ideas and

understandings that would lead to fundamental growth of the

individual. This was not the history he encountered in the

academic world of his times. His philosophy of history de-

manded a fluid, organic, all-encompassing approach to attain

his personal goals derived from study of the past. Others

had presented a similarview of previous cultures, prior to

Spengler, specifically Herder and Dilthey. They had not, how-

ever, explicitly drawn the conclusions of the relationship of

this perspective to present-day living. Thus Spengler, al-

though like them he was not as explicit as he could have

been, felt justified in claiming his comprehensive philosophy

was unique and new to the world of ideas. Not until Ortega

y Gasset do history, the philosophy of history, and the

philosophy of life truly overlap in scholarly acceptance.

Some of the ideas of Spengler are clarified through us-

ing philosophy as a method of study. With the allowance of

a metaphysical expansiveness, Spengler can be permitted to

imply more than an academic historian would respect.

Husserl's phenomenology offers confirmation for disciplined

intuition as a valid approach to understanding any object,

idea, or process. This method is used freely by Spengler,

in essence if not in actual form. In addition, one of the
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largest questions encountered in Spengler, that of the pos-

sibility of free action, .has been dealt with extensively in

philosophy. Bergson's arational conclusions con-cerning free

will certainly lend philosophical approval to Spengler's

similar beliefs. In present-day terminologies, Watts gives

further applications toward a way of life that parallels what

Spengler chose to call .the world-as-history. Spengler must

be seen as a philosopher, however, to grasp these deeper im-

plications contained in The Decline of the W-est.

Contemporary psychology, specifically the human poten-

tial movement, grants more validity to the basic premises of

Spengler. Through observations of the actual workings of the

mind, men such as Mazlow and May have arrived at considera-

tions Spengler tried to project many years ago. To achieve

one's full potential in living one should develop his private,

fundamental self, and be true to that self regardless of ex-

ternal historical factors. To do this one must examine not

only his inner nature, but also the surrounding world as it

must be lived in. In addition, the richness and variety of

history provides a fertile ground for this self-actualization,

because of its very richness and variety. This all-encompass-

ing concept is Oswald Spengler's vital imperative. The gross

error of R. G. Collingwood--indeed of scholars in general--

has been to limit Spengler to the boundaries of professional

history, in which-he cannot be contained.
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Spengler could say "I still believe that my ideas will

have an epoch making effect"61 and indeed this is true, even

if only within the wordless understanding of one ot-her per-

son. The vital imperative. given by Spengler on approaching

life and history, to the individual and to all who love the

wealth of the past, is epoch making in its- effect toward pure,

unadulterated living in the ever-present now.

61Spengler, Munich, 12 October 1916, Letters, p. 46.
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