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INTRODUCTION

This is the final volume of a four-volume history of Western philosophy
from its beginnings to its most recent past. The first volume, published

in 2004, told the story of ancient philosophy, and the second volume,
published in 2005, covered medieval philosophy from the time of
St Augustine to the Renaissance. The third volume, The Rise of Modern
Philosophy, treated of the major philosophers of the sixteenth, seventeenth,
and eighteenth centuries, ending with the death of Hegel early in the
nineteenth. This present volume continues the narrative up to the final
years of the twentieth century.
There are two different kinds of reason for reading a history of philoso-

phy. Some readers do so because they are seeking help and illumination
from older thinkers on topics of current philosophical interest. Others are
more interested in the people and societies of the distant or recent past, and
wish to learn about their intellectual climate. I have structured this and
previous volumes in a way that will meet the needs of both classes of
reader. The book begins with three summary chapters, each of which
follows a chronological sequence; it then contains nine chapters, each of
which deals with a particular area of philosophy, from logic to natural
theology. Those whose primary interest is historical may focus on the
chronological surveys, referring if they wish to the thematic sections for
amplification. Those whose primary interest is philosophical will concen-
trate rather on the later chapters, referring back to the chronological
chapters to place particular issues in context.
Certain themes have occupied chapters in each of the four volumes of

this series: epistemology, metaphysics, philosophy of mind, ethics, and
philosophy of religion. Other topics have varied in importance over the
centuries, and the pattern of thematic chapters has varied accordingly. The
first two volumes began the thematic section with a chapter on logic and
language, but there was no such chapter in volume III because logic went
into hibernation at the Renaissance. In the period covered by the present
volume formal logic and the philosophy of language occupied such a
central position that each topic deserves a chapter to itself. In the earlier



volumes, there was a chapter devoted to physics, considered as a branch of
what used to be called ‘natural philosophy’; however, since Newton physics
has been a fully mature science independent of philosophical underpinning,
and so there is no chapter on physics in the present volume. Volume III was
the first to contain a chapter on political philosophy, since before the time
of More and Machiavelli the political institutions of Europe were too
different from those under which we live for the insights of political
philosophers to be relevant to current discussions. This volume is the first
and only one to contain a chapter on aesthetics: this involves a slight
overlap with the previous volume, since it was in the eighteenth century
that the subject began to emerge as a separate discipline.
The introductory chapters in this volume, unlike those in previous ones,

do not follow a single chronological sequence. The first chapter indeed
does trace a single line from Bentham to Nietzsche, but because of the
chasm that separated English-speaking philosophy from Continental
philosophy in the twentieth century the narrative diverges in the second
and third chapter. The second chapter begins with Peirce, the doyen of
American philosophers, and with Frege, who is commonly regarded as the
founder of the analytic tradition in philosophy. The third chapter treats of
a series of influential Continental thinkers, commencing with a man who
would have hated to be regarded as philosopher, Sigmund Freud.
I have not found it easy to decide where and how to end my history.

Many of those who have philosophized in the second half of the twentieth
century are people I have known personally, and several of them have been
close colleagues and friends. This makes it difficult to make an objective
judgement on their importance in comparison with the thinkers who have
occupied the earlier volumes and the earlier pages of this one. No doubt
my choice of who should be included and who should be omitted will
seem arbitrary to others no less qualified than myself to make a judgement.
In 1998 I published A Brief History of Western Philosophy. I decided at that time

not to include in the book any person still living. That, conveniently,
meant that I could finish the story with Wittgenstein, whom I considered,
and consider, to be the most significant philosopher of the twentieth
century. But since 1998, sadly, a number of philosophers have died
whom anyone would expect to find a place in a history of modern
philosophy—Quine, for instance, Anscombe, Davidson, Strawson, Rawls,
and others. So I had to choose another way of drawing a terminus ante quem. As

xiv
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I approached my seventy-fifth birthday the thought occurred to me of
excluding all writers who were younger than myself. But this appeared a
rather egocentric cut-off point. So finally I opted for a thirty-year rule, and
have excluded works written after 1975.
I must ask the reader to bear in mind that this is the final volume of

a history of philosophy that began with Thales. It is accordingly structured
in rather a different way from a self-standing history of contemporary
philosophy. I have, for instance, said nothing about twentieth-century neo-
scholastics or neo-Kantians, and have said very little about several gener-
ations of neo-Hegelians. To leave these out of a book devoted to the
philosophy of the last two centuries would be to leave a significant gap
in the history. But the importance of these schools was to remind the
modern era of the importance of the great thinkers of the past. A history
that has already devoted many pages to Aquinas, Kant, and Hegel does not
need to repeat such reminders.
As in writing previous volumes, I have had in mind an audience at the

level of second- or third-year undergraduate study. Since many under-
graduates interested in the history of philosophy are not themselves
philosophy students, I have tried not to assume any familiarity with
philosophical techniques or terminology. Similarly, I have not included
in the Bibliography works in languages other than English, except for the
original texts of writers in other languages. Since many people read
philosophy not for curricular purposes, but for their own enlightenment
and entertainment, I have tried to avoid jargon and to place no difficulties
in the way of the reader other than those presented by the subject matter
itself. But, however hard one tries, it is impossible to make the reading of
philosophy an undemanding task. As has often been said, philosophy has
no shallow end.
I am indebted to Peter Momtchiloff and his colleagues at Oxford

University Press, and to two anonymous readers for the Press who removed
many blemishes from the book. I am also particularly grateful to Patricia
Williams and Dagfinn Føllesdal for assisting me in the treatment of
twentieth-century Continental philosophers.

xv
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1

Bentham to Nietzsche

Bentham’s Utilitarianism

Britain escaped the violent constitutional upheavals that affected most
of Europe during the last years of the eighteenth, and the early years of

the nineteenth, century. But in 1789, the year of the French Revolution, a
book was published in England that was to have a revolutionary effect on
moral and political thinking long after the death of Napoleon. This was
Jeremy Bentham’s An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, which
became the founding charter of the school of thought known as utilitar-
ianism.
Bentham was born in 1748, the son of a prosperous London attorney. A

tiny, bookish, and precocious child, he was sent to Westminster School at the
age of 7 and graduated from The Queen’s College, Oxford, at the age of 15.
He was destined for a legal career, and was called to the Bar when 21, but he
found contemporary legal practice distasteful. He had already been repelled
by current legal theory when, at Oxford, he had listened to the lectures of
the famous jurist William Blackstone. The English legal system, he believed,
was cumbrous, artificial, and incoherent: it should be reconstructed from the
ground up in the light of sound principles of jurisprudence.
The fundamental such principle, on his own account, he owed to

Hume. When he read the Treatise of Human Nature, he tells us, scales fell
from his eyes and he came to believe that utility was the test and measure
of all virtue and the sole origin of justice. On the basis of an essay by the
dissenting chemist Joseph Priestley, Bentham interpreted the principle of
utility as meaning that the happiness of the majority of the citizens was the
criterion by which the affairs of a state should be judged. More generally,



the real standard of morality and the true goal of legislation was the
greatest happiness of the greatest number.
During the 1770s Bentham worked on a critique of Blackstone’s Com-

mentaries on the Laws of England. A portion of this was published in 1776 as A
Fragment on Government, which contained an attack on the notion of a social
contract. At the same time he wrote a dissertation on punishment,
drawing on the ideas of the Italian penologist Cesare Beccaria (1738–94).
An analysis of the purposes and limits of punishment, along with the
exposition of the principle of utility, formed the substance of the Introduction
to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, which was completed in 1780, nine years
before its eventual publication.
The Fragment on Government was the first public statement by Bentham of

the principle that ‘it is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is
the measure of right and wrong’. The book was published anonymously,
but it had some influential readers, including the Earl of Shelburne, a
leading Whig who was later briefly Prime Minister. When Shelburne
discovered that Bentham was author of the work, he took him under his
patronage, and introduced him to political circles in England and France.
Most significant among Bentham’s new English friends was Caroline Fox, a
niece of Charles James Fox, to whom, after a long but spasmodic courtship,
he made an unsuccessful proposal of marriage in 1805. Most important of
the French acquaintances was Étienne Dumont, tutor to Shelburne’s son,
who was later to publish a number of his works in translation. For a time
Bentham’s reputation was greater in France than in Britain.
Bentham spent the years 1785–7 abroad, travelling across Europe and

staying with his brother Samuel, who was managing estates of Prince
Potemkin at Krichev in White Russia. While there he conceived the idea
of a novel kind of prison, the Panopticon, a circular building with a central
observation point from which the jailer could keep a permanent eye on the
inmates. He returned from Russia full of enthusiasm for prison reform,
and tried to persuade both the British and French governments to erect a
model prison. William Pitt’s government passed an Act of Parliament
authorizing the scheme, but it was defeated by ducal landowners who
did not want a prison near their estates, and by the personal intervention
(so Bentham liked to believe) of King George III. The French National
Assembly did not take up his offer to supervise the establishment of a
Panopticon, but did confer on him an honorary citizenship of the Republic.
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Bentham’s plan for a perfect prison, the Panopticon.
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Bentham’s interest in legal theory and practice extended far beyond its
original focus on criminal law. Exasperated by the confused state of civil
law he wrote a long treatise Of Laws in General, which, like so many of his
works, remained unpublished until long after his death. Reflecting on the
Poor Laws he proposed that a network of Panopticons should be set up to
serve as workhouses for the ‘burdensome poor’, managed by a national
joint stock company, which would take a dividend once the inmates’
labour had provided for their sustenance. No Panopticon, whether penal
or commercial, was ever constructed. In 1813, however, Parliament voted
Bentham the giant sum of £23,000 in compensation for his work on the
scheme.
In 1808 Bentham became friends with a Scottish philosopher, James Mill,

who was just starting to write a monumental History of India. Mill had a
remarkable two-year-old son, John Stuart, and Bentham assisted in that
prodigy’s education. Partly because of Mill’s influence Bentham, who had
been working for some years on the rationale of evidence in the courts,
now began to focus on political and constitutional reform rather than on
criticisms of legal procedure and practice. He wrote a Catechism of Parliamen-
tary Reform, which was completed in 1809, though it was not published until
1817, when it was followed up, a year or two later, with the draft of a radical
reform bill. He spent years on the drafting of a constitutional code, which
was unfinished when he died. By the end of his life, he had become
convinced that the existing British constitution was a screen hiding a
conspiracy of the rich against the poor. He therefore advocated the
abolition of the monarchy and the House of Lords, the introduction of
annual parliaments elected by universal suffrage, and the disestablishment
of the Church of England.
Bentham’s constitutional and liberal proposals extended well beyond

the affairs of Britain. In 1811 he proposed to James Madison that he should
draw up a constitutional code for the United States. He was active on the
London Greek Committee, which sponsored the expedition on which Lord
Byron met his death at Missolonghi in 1823. For a time he had hopes that
his constitutional code would be implemented in Latin America by Simón
Bolı́var, the President of Colombia.
The group of ‘philosophical radicals’ who accepted the ideals of Ben-

tham in 1823 founded the Westminster Review in order to promote utilitarian
causes. They were enthusiasts for educational reform. Bentham devised
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a curriculum for secondary education which emphasized science and
technology rather than Greek and Latin. He and his colleagues were active
in the establishment of University College London, which opened its doors
in 1828. This was the first university-level institution in Britain to admit
students without religious tests. There, in accordance with his will, Ben-
tham’s remains were placed after his death in 1832, and there, clothed and
topped with a wax head, they survive to this day—his ‘auto-icon’ as he
termed it. A more appropriate memorial to his endeavours was the Great
Reform Bill, widely extending the parliamentary franchise, which passed
into law a few weeks before he died.
Among those who knew him well, even his greatest admirers agreed

that he was a very one-sided person, powerful in intellect but deficient in
feeling. John Stuart Mill described him as precise and coherent in thought,
but lacking in sympathy for the most natural and strongest feelings of
human beings. Karl Marx said that he took the English shopkeeper as the
paradigm of a human being. ‘In no time and in no country’, Marx said, ‘has
homespun commonplace ever strutted about in so self-satisfied a way’
(C 488). Bentham’s knowledge of human nature was indeed very limited.
‘It is wholly empirical,’ Mill said, ‘and the empiricism of one who has had
little experience.’ He never, in Mill’s view, reached maturity. ‘He was a boy
to the last’ (U 78).

The Development of John Stuart Mill

Mill himself was never allowed to be a boy. He did not go to school or
mingle with other children, but was educated at home by his demanding
father. He began to learn Greek at the age of three and by the age of twelve
had read much of Plato in the original. At that age he began studying logic
from the text of Aristotle, while helping to proofread his father’s History of
India. In the following year he was taken through a course in political
economy. He was never allowed a holiday ‘lest the habit of work should be
broken, and a taste for idleness acquired’. But when he was fourteen he
spent a year in France at the house of Bentham’s brother Samuel, which
gave him an opportunity to attend science lectures at Montpellier. Apart
from that, he had no university education, but by the age of sixteen he was
already far more well-read than most Masters of Arts.

BENTHAM TO NIETZSCHE
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What Mill, looking back, most valued in his extraordinary education was
the degree to which his father left him to think for himself. ‘Anything which
could be found out by thinking I never was told, until I had exhausted my
efforts to find it out for myself’ (A 20). He reckoned that he started adult life
with an advantage of a quarter of a century over his contemporaries who
had been to public school and university. But his education turned him, in
his own words, into ‘a mere reasoning machine’. After several years spent
campaigning for liberal causes alongside colleagues on the Westminster Review,
while holding a day job as a clerk with the East India Company, Mill suffered
a mental breakdown and fell victim to a deep depression in which even the
most effective work for reform seemed quite pointless.
He was rescued from his crisis, on his own account, by the reading of

Wordsworth in the autumn of 1828. The poems made him aware not only
of natural beauty, but of aspects of human life that had found no place in
Bentham’s system.

They seemed to be the very culture of the feelings, which I was in quest of. In
them I seemed to draw from a source of inward joy, of sympathetic and imagina-
tive pleasure, which could be shared in by all human beings; which had no
connexion with struggle or imperfection, but would be made richer by every
improvement in the physical or social condition of mankind. From them I seemed
to learn what would be the perennial sources of happiness, when all the greater
evils of life shall have been removed. And I felt myself at once better and happier as
I came under their influence. (A 89)

After his crisis and recovery, Mill did not cease to venerate Bentham and to
regard his work as having superseded that of all previous moralists; but he
became convinced that his system needed modification and supplementa-
tion in both its personal and its social aspects.
On the personal side, Mill’s thought developed under the influence of

English poets, of whom Coleridge soon overtook Wordsworth as the
dominant presence in his mind. In mature life he was willing to pair
Coleridge and Bentham as ‘the two great seminal minds of England in
their age’. On the social side, the new influences on Mill were French in
origin—the nascent socialism of the Comte de Saint-Simon (1760–1825)
and the embryonic positivism of Auguste Comte (1798–1857).
While the British utilitarians had been content to take private owner-

ship and hereditary property as something given and indefeasible, the
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Saint-Simonians argued that the capital and labour of a society should be
managed as a whole for the general good of the community, with each of
the citizens being obliged to contribute according to their ability, and
entitled to be rewarded in proportion to their contribution. Mill was
unconvinced by the socialist programme, but it made him aware of the
need of a justification for the institutions of private property and the free
market. He admired the Saint-Simonians’ idealism, and was inspired by a
number of their principles—in particular their insistence on the perfect
equality of men and women.
Comte had begun his philosophical career as a Saint-Simonian, but went

on to develop a system of his own to which he gave the name of ‘positive
philosophy’. The feature of this system that made a lasting impression on
Mill was the theory that human knowledge and human societies passed
through three historical stages: theological, metaphysical, and positive.
These stages were, in the Saint-Simonian term, ‘organic’, or self-contained.
In the first stage, societies gave supernatural explanations of phenomena
and endeavoured to bring about effects in the world by magical or religious
practices. This phase, according to Comte, lasted through the feudal
system up to the Reformation. In the metaphysical phase, phenomena
were explained by essences and forces, which turned out to be no less
occult than the supernatural factors held to operate in the theological
stage. It was the French Revolution that had brought this stage to conclu-
sion, and the world was now about to enter upon the positive, or truly
scientific, stage of science and society.
What Mill took from Comte and the Saint-Simonians was the idea of

Progress. Between each organic period and the next there was, so Mill
understood, a critical and disruptive period, and he believed that he was
living in such a period. He now began to look forward

to a future which shall unite the best qualities of the critical with the best qualities
of the organic periods; unchecked liberty of thought, unbounded freedom of
individual action in all modes not hurtful to others; but also, convictions as to
what is right and wrong, useful and pernicious, deeply engraven on the feelings by
early education and general unanimity of sentiment. (A 100)

Once that state was achieved, further progress would be unnecessary: moral
convictions would be so firmly grounded in reason and necessity that they
would not, like all past and present creeds, need to be periodically thrown off.

BENTHAM TO NIETZSCHE
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Though a prolific journalist from an early age, Mill did not publish any
books until his late thirties. But his first published book, in 1843, was a work
of substance which achieved immediate and lasting fame. This was A System
of Logic in six books, on which he had been working for several years, and
which went through eight editions in his lifetime.
The book covers a wide variety of topics, unified by Mill’s desire to

present a nineteenth-century update of the British empiricist tradition. He
presented a secular version of Berkeley’s theological phenomenalism:
matter is no more than a permanent possibility of sensation, and the
external world is ‘the world of possible sensations succeeding one another
according to laws’. He agreed with Hume that we have no conception of
mind itself, as distinguished from its conscious manifestations in ourselves,
and he regarded it as a particularly difficult problem for a philosopher to
establish the existence of minds other than his own. But unlike previous
empiricists, Mill had a serious interest in formal logic and the methodology
of the sciences.
The System of Logic begins with an analysis of language, and an account of

different types of name (including proper names, pronouns, descriptions,
general terms, and abstract expressions). All names, according to Mill,
denote things: proper names denote the things they are names of, and
general terms denote the things they are true of. But besides denotation,
there is connotation: that is to say, a word like ‘man’ will denote Socrates
(among others) but will also connote attributes such as rationality and
animality.
Mill gave a detailed theory of inferences, which he divided into real and

verbal. Syllogistic inference is verbal rather than real, because a syllogism
gives us no new knowledge. Real inference is not deductive, but inductive,
as when we reason ‘Peter is mortal, James is mortal, John is mortal,
therefore all men are mortal’. Such induction does not, as some logicians
had thought, lead us from particular cases to a general law. The general
laws are merely formulae for making inferences from known particulars to
unknown particulars. Mill sets out five rules, or canons, of experiment to
guide inductive scientific research. The use of such canons, Mill maintains,
enables empirical inquiry to proceed without any appeal to a priori truths.1

1 Mill’s logic is discussed in detail in Ch. 4.
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The System of Logic ranges far beyond the discussion of language and
inference. Its sixth book, for instance, is entitled ‘On the Logic of the Moral
Sciences’. The principal such sciences are psychology, sociology, and what
Mill called ‘ethology’, or the study of the formation of character. Social
science includes the science of politics and the study of economics; but
Mill’s fullest treatment of these topics appeared in a different book, Principles
of Political Economy of 1848.
In presenting his modernized empiricism Mill took one unprecedented,

and important, step. The truths of mathematics have always presented a
difficulty for thoroughgoing empiricists, since they seem to be among the
most certain objects of our knowledge, and yet they seem to precede rather
than result from experience. Mill maintained that arithmetic and geo-
metry, no less than physics, consist of empirical hypotheses—hypotheses
that have been very handsomely confirmed in experience, but hypotheses
that are none the less corrigible in the light of later experience.
This thesis—implausible as it has appeared to most subsequent

philosophers—was essential to Mill’s overriding aim in A System of Logic,
which was to refute a notion that he regarded as ‘the great intellectual
support of false doctrines and bad institutions’, namely the notion that truths
external to the mind may be known by intuition independent of experience.
Mill indeed saw this issue as the most important in all philosophy. ‘The
difference between these two schools of philosophy, that of Intuition, and
that of Experience and Association, is not a mere matter of abstract specula-
tion; it is full of practical consequences, and lies at the foundation of all the
greatest differences of practical opinion in an age of progress’ (A 162).
The most aggressive campaign waged by Mill in this intellectual battle

was carried out in one of his last works, An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s
Philosophy (1865). Sir William Hamilton was a Scottish philosopher and
reformer who was Professor of Logic and Metaphysics in Edinburgh from
1838 to 1856. In his lectures he attempted to present a new and improved
version of the common-sense philosophy of Reid, just as Mill had tried to
bring out a new and improved version of the empiricism of Hume. Mill saw
in these lectures, when they were published, an ideal target at which to fire
his explosive criticisms of all forms of intuitionism.
Mill’s Examination achieved more fame than the text it was examining;

but nowadays it too is not often studied. The works of Mill that have
retained a large readership were, on his own account, not entirely his own
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work. In 1851 he married Harriet, the widow of a London merchant, John
Taylor, a bluestocking with whom he had enjoyed an intimate but chaste
friendship for some twenty years. The marriage lasted only seven years
before Harriet died at Avignon. According to Mill she should be counted as
co-author of his pamphlets On Liberty (published in 1859) and The Subjection of
Women (written in 1861 and published in 1869).

Harriet Taylor, inspirer, collaborator, and eventually wife of J.S. Mill
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On Liberty seeks to draw limits to government interference with indivi-
dual freedom. Its key principle is set out thus:

The sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in
interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. The
only purposes for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of
a civilised community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good,
either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant.

Over himself, Mill says, over his own body and mind, the individual is
sovereign. The essay applies this principle in various areas, most conspicu-
ously in support of freedom of opinion and freedom of expression.
The publication of The Subjection of Women was the culmination of a long

campaign by Mill to secure female rights and improve women’s lot. When
James Mill, in his Essay on Government, had affirmed that women did not need
a vote, because their interests coincided with that of their menfolk, young
John Stuart, supported by Bentham, had dissented. In his Thoughts on
Parliamentary Reform of 1859 he proposed that every educated householder,
male or female, should be entitled to vote ‘for why should the vote-
collector make a distinction where the tax-gatherer makes none?’ (CW
xix. 328). In 1866 he presented a petition for female suffrage, and during the
debates on the Second Reform Bill proposed an amendment—which
attracted seventy-three votes—to strike out the words that restricted the
franchise to males. But The Subjection of Women addressed issues much wider
than that of the suffrage, and attacked the whole institution of marriage as
interpreted by Victorian law and morality. So structured, he maintained,
wedlock was simply a form of domestic servitude.
From 1865 to 1868 Mill was Member of Parliament for Westminster. In

addition to feminist issues, he interested himself in Irish affairs and in
electoral reform. He was critical of the British government’s policy of
coercion in Ireland, and published a pamphlet advocating a radical reform
of the landholding system. He advocated proportional representation in
parliamentary elections, as a safeguard against the exercise of tyranny by a
majority against a minority. His thoughts on such matters had appeared in
print in 1861 in Considerations on Representative Government.
During the last years of his lifeMill dwelt atAvignonwithhis stepdaughter

Helen Taylor. He died there in 1873 and was buried beside his wife. His
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Autobiography and Three Essays on Religion were published posthumously by his
stepdaughter.
Though Mill’s liberalism never ceased to have admirers, his reputation as

a systematic philosopher faded rapidly after his death. His logical work was
looked on with disfavour by the founders of modern symbolic logic. His
empiricism was swamped by the wave of idealism that engulfed Britain in
the last decades of the nineteenth century. It was only when empiricism
returned to favour in the 1930s that his writings began once more to be
widely read. But the utilitarian tradition was kept alive without interrup-
tion by Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900), who published his principal work,
Methods of Ethics, in the year after Mill’s death.
Sidgwick was a Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, who in 1869 resigned

his fellowship on conscientious grounds. He became Professor of Philosophy
in the university in 1883. He was at first an uncritical admirer of Mill and
welcomed his system as giving him relief from the arbitrary moral rules of
his upbringing. But he came to hold that there was an inconsistency between
two great principles of Mill’s system: psychological hedonism (everyone
seeks their own happiness) and ethical hedonism (everyone should seek
the general happiness). One of the main tasks he set himself inMethods of Ethics
was to resolve this problem, which he called ‘the dualism of practical reason’.
In the course of his thinking Sidgwick abandoned the principle of

psychological hedonism and replaced it with an ethical principle of rational
egoism, that each person has an obligation to seek his own good. This
principle, he believed, was intuitively obvious. Ethical hedonism, too, he
decided, could only be based on fundamental moral intuitions. Thus, his
system combined utilitarianism with intuitionism, which he regarded as
the common-sense approach to morality. However, the typical intuitions
of common sense were, he believed, too narrow and specific; the ones that
were the foundation of utilitarian morality were more abstract. One such
was that future good is as important as present good, and another is that
from the point of view of the universe any single person’s good is of no
more importance than any other person’s.
The remaining difficulty is to reconcile the intuitions of utilitarianism

with those of rational egoism. Sidgwick came to the conclusion that no
complete solution of the conflict between my happiness and the general
happiness was possible on the basis of mundane experience (ME, p. xix). For
most people, he accepted, the connection between the individual’s interest
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and his duty is made through belief in God and personal immortality. As
he himself was unwilling to invoke God in this context, he concluded sadly
that ‘the prolonged effort of the human intellect to frame a perfect ideal of
rational conduct is seen to have been foredoomed to inevitable failure’
(ME, end). He consoled himself by seeking, through the work of the
Society for Psychical Research, founded in 1882, empirical evidence for
the survival of the individual after death.

Schopenhauer’s Philosophy of the Will

In setting out his principle of utility, Bentham had contrasted it with the
principle of asceticism, which approves of actions in so far as they tend to
diminish happiness. Bentham’s target was Christian morality, but no
Christian ever held the principle of asceticism in all its fullness. Of all
philosophers the one who came closest to professing such a principle was
the atheist Arthur Schopenhauer, who was just one year old when
Bentham published his Introduction.
Schopenhauer was the son of a Danzig merchant, and was brought up

to follow a business career until his father’s death in 1803. He then resumed
a life of study, beginning in 1810 a course of philosophy at the University of
Göttingen, after a false start as a medical student. His favourite philo-
sophers were Plato and Kant, but he did not admire Kant’s disciple Fichte,
whose lectures he heard at Berlin in 1811. In particular he was disgusted
by Fichte’s nationalism, and rather than join the Prussian struggle against
Napoleon he withdrew to write a work On the Fourfold Root of the Principle
of Sufficient Reason, which he presented as a doctoral dissertation to the
University of Jena in 1813.
During the years 1814–18 he wrote his major work, The World as Will and

Idea. The work is divided into four books, the first and third devoted to the
world as Idea, and the second and fourth to the world as Will. By ‘idea’
(Vorstellung, sometimes translated ‘representation’) Schopenhauer does not
mean a concept, but a concrete experience—the kind of thing that Locke
and Berkeley called by the name ‘idea’. According to Schopenhauer, the
world exists only as idea, only in relation to consciousness: ‘The world is
my idea.’ For each of us our own body is the starting point of our
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perception of the world, and other objects are known through their effects
on each other.
Schopenhauer’s account of the world as idea is not very different from the

system of Kant. But the second book, in which the world is presented as will,
is highly original. Science, Schopenhauer says, explains the motion of bodies
in terms of laws such as inertia and gravitation. But science offers no
explanation of the inner nature of these forces. Indeed no such explanation
could ever be offered if a human being was no more than a knowing subject.
However, I am myself rooted in the world, and my body is not just one
object among others, but has an active power of which I am conscious. This,
and this alone, allows us to penetrate the nature of things. ‘The answer to
the riddle is given to the subject of knowledge, who appears as an individual,
and the answer is will. This and this alone gives him the key to his own
existence, reveals to him the significance, shows him the inner mechanism of
his being, of his action, of his movements’ (WWI 100). Each of us knows
himself both as an object and as a will, and this throws light on every
phenomenon in nature. The inner nature of all objects must be the same as
that which in ourselves we call will. But there are many different grades of
will, reaching down to gravitation and magnetism, and only the higher
grades are accompanied by knowledge and self-determination. Nonetheless,
the will is the real thing-in-itself for which Kant sought in vain.
Since he agrees that inanimate objects do not act on reasons or act for

motives, why does Schopenhauer call their natural tendencies ‘will’ rather
than ‘appetite’ like Aristotle, or ‘force’ like Newton? If we explain force in
terms of will, Schopenhauer replies, we explain the less known by the
better known. The only immediate knowledge we have of the world’s
inner nature is given us by our consciousness of our own will.
But what is the nature of will itself? All willing, Schopenhauer tells us,

arises from want, and so from deficiency, and therefore from suffering. If a
wish is granted, it is only succeeded by another; we always have many more
desires than we can satisfy. If our consciousness is filled by our will, we can
never have happiness or peace; our best hope is that pain and boredom will
alternate with each other.
In the third and fourth book of his masterpiece Schopenhauer offers two

different ways of liberation from the slavery to the will. The first way of
escape is through art, through the pure, disinterested contemplation of
beauty. The second way of escape is through renunciation. Only by renoun-
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cing the will to live can we be totally freed from the tyranny of the will. The
will to live is to be renounced not by suicide, but by asceticism. To make real
moral progress we must leave behind not just wickedness (delighting in the
suffering of others) and badness (using others as means to our ends) but also
mere justice (treating others on equal terms with ourselves) and even
goodness (willingness to sacrifice oneself for others). We must go beyond
virtue to asceticism. I must come to have such a horror of this miserable
world that I will no longer think it enough to love others as myself or to give
up my own pleasures when they stand in the way of others’ good. To reach
the ideal I must adopt chastity, poverty, and abstinence, and welcome death
when it comes as a deliverance from evil.
As models of self-abnegation, Schopenhauer held out Christian, Hindu,

and Buddhist saints. However, his case for asceticism did not rest on
any religious premisses, and he accepted that the life of most saints was
full of superstition. Religious beliefs, he thought, were mythical clothings
of truths unattainable by the uneducated. But his system was expressly
influenced by the Maya doctrine of Indian philosophy, the doctrine
that individual subjects and objects are all mere appearance, the veil of
Maya.
The World as Will and Idea had little immediate influence. In 1820 Schopen-

hauer went to Berlin, where the dominant philosopher in the university
was Hegel, for whom he had little respect, sneering at ‘the narcotic effect of
long-spun periods without a single idea in them’. He deliberately advertised
his lectures at the same time as Hegel’s, but he was unable to woo the
students away. The boycott of his lectures added fuel to his dislike of the
Hegelian system, which he regarded as mostly nonsense, or, as he put it,
‘atrocious and extremely wearisome humbug’ (WWI 26).
Schopenhauer did not win any public recognition of his genius until

1839, when he won a Norwegian prize for an essay On the Freedom of the Will.
This he published in 1841, along with another essay on the foundation of
ethics, under the title The Two Fundamental Problems of Ethics. In 1844 he
published an expanded edition of The World as Will and Idea and in 1851 a
collection of essays entitled Parerga and Paralipomena. These enabled a wide
public to appreciate the wit and clarity of his literary style, as well as to
savour, with pleasure or distaste, his irreverent and politically incorrect
opinions.
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The unsuccessful Continental revolutions of 1848 took place just after
Schopenhauer’s sixtieth birthday. In his sixties he became popular with
members of a generation that had become disillusioned with political
attempts to make the world a better place. He was courted by the German
academic establishment that he had flagellated in his writings. He was able
to enjoy the comforts of the world that he had denounced as a degrading
illusion. If people complained that his own life was very different from the
ascetic ideal that he proclaimed, he would reply, ‘it is a strange demand
upon a moralist that he should teach no other virtue than that which he
himself possesses’. He died in 1860.

Ethics and Religion in Kierkegaard

While Schopenhauer, in Frankfurt, was expanding The World as Will and Idea,
a Danish philosopher in Copenhagen was bringing out a series of treatises
that presented a similar call to asceticism on a quite different metaphysical
basis. This was Søren Aabye Kierkegaard, born in 1813 into a tragic family.
His mother and five of his six siblings died before he reached adulthood,
and his father believed himself cursed for a blasphemy uttered long ago
while a shepherd boy. Sent to Copenhagen University in 1830 to study
theology, Kierkegaard acquired, like Schopenhauer, a familiarity with, and
a hatred for, the philosophy of Hegel. He disliked theology, but in 1838 he
underwent a religious conversion, accompanied by a mystical experience
‘of indescribable joy’. In 1840 he became engaged to Regine Olsen, but he
broke off the engagement a year later, deciding that his own and his
family’s history rendered him unsuitable for marriage. Henceforth he
saw himself as a man with a vocation as a philosopher.
In 1841, after completing a dissertation on Socratic irony, Kierkegaard

went to Berlin and attended the lectures of Schelling. His distaste for
German idealism increased; but unlike Schopenhauer, he thought that
its mistake was to undervalue the concrete individual. Like Schopenhauer,
though, he sketched out for his readers a spiritual career that ends with
renunciation. In his version, however, each upward phase in the career, far
from being a diminution of individuality, is a stage in the affirmation of
one’s own unique personality.
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Kierkegaard’s system was expounded, between 1843 and 1846, in a series
of works published under different pseudonyms. Either/Or, of 1843, presents
two different life-views, one aesthetic and one ethical. From a starting point
in which the individual is an unquestioning member of a crowd, the
aesthetic life is the first stage towards self-realization. The aesthetic person
pursues pleasure, but does so with taste and elegance. The essential feature
of his character is that he avoids taking on any commitment, whether
personal, social, or official, that would limit his options for seizing what-
ever is immediately attractive. As time goes on, such a person may realize
that his demand for instant freedom is actually a limitation on his powers.
If so, he moves on to the ethical stage, in which he takes his place within
social institutions and accepts the obligations that flow from them. But
however hard he tries to fulfil the moral law, he finds that his powers are
unequal to it. Before God he is always in the wrong.
Both aesthetic and ethical ways of life have to be transcended in an

ascent to the religious sphere. This message is conveyed in different ways in
further pseudonymous works: Fear and Trembling in 1843, The Concept of Anxiety
in 1844, and Stages on Life’s Way in 1845. The series reached its climax with the
publication of the lengthy Concluding Scientific Postscript in 1846, whose mess-
age is that faith is not the outcome of any objective reasoning as the
Hegelians had claimed.
The transition from the ethical to the religious sphere is vividly por-

trayed in Fear and Trembling, which takes as its text the biblical story of God’s
command to Abraham to kill his son Isaac in sacrifice. An ethical hero,
such as Socrates, lays down his life for the sake of a universal moral law; but
Abraham breaks a moral law in obedience to an individual command of
God. This is what Kierkegaard calls ‘the teleological suspension of the
ethical’—Abraham’s act transgresses the ethical order to pursue a higher
end (telos) outside it. But if an individual feels a call to violate the moral law,
no one can tell him whether this is a mere temptation or a genuine
command of God. He cannot even know or prove it to himself: he has
to make a decision in blind faith.
After a second mystical experience in 1848 Kierkegaard adopted a more

transparent method of writing, and published, under his own name, a
number of Christian discourses and works such as Purity of Heart is to Will One
Thing (1847) and Works of Love (1847). But he reverted to a pseudonym for
Sickness unto Death, which presents faith as being the only alternative to
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despair, and as the necessary condition for a full realization of one’s
authentic existence or selfhood.
Much of the latter part of Kierkegaard’s life was taken up in conflict with

the established Danish Church, which he regarded as Christian only in
name. He was highly critical of the Primate, Bishop J. P. Mynster, and after
his death in 1854 published a bitter attack on him. He founded and funded
an anticlerical broadsheet, The Moment, which ran for nine issues, after
which he collapsed in the street and died, after a few weeks’ illness, in
November 1855. Against his wishes, and against the protests of his nephew,
he was given a church funeral.

Dialectical Materialism

Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard both derived their philosophical impetus
from a reaction against the system of Hegel. But the most violent and most
influential rejection of Hegelianism was that of Karl Marx, who described
his own philosophical mission as ‘turning Hegel upside down’. The dia-
lectical idealism of Hegel was in his vision to be replaced by a dialectical
materialism.
Marx’s father was a liberal Jew who had turned Protestant shortly before

his son’s birth in 1816. The young Karl went to school in Trier and attended
Bonn University for one year, studying law and living riotously. He then
went to Berlin University for five years, where he sobered up, took to
writing poetry, and switched from law to philosophy. When Marx arrived
in Berlin, Hegel was already dead, but he studied Hegelian philosophy with
a left-wing group known as the Young Hegelians, which included Ludwig
Feuerbach and was led by Bruno Bauer. From Hegel and Bauer, Marx
learnt to view history as a dialectical process. Each stage of history was
determined by its predecessor according to fundamental logical or meta-
physical principles in a process that had a rigour similar to that of a
geometrical proof.
The Young Hegelians attached great importance to Hegel’s concept of

alienation, that is to say, the state in which people view as exterior to
themselves something that is truly an intrinsic element of their own being.
The form of alienation Hegel himself emphasized was that in which
individuals, all of whom were manifestations of a single Spirit, saw each
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other as hostile rivals rather than elements of an underlying unity. Bauer,
and still more Feuerbach, regarded religion as the supreme form of
alienation, in which humans, who were the highest form of beings,
projected their own life and consciousness into an unreal heaven. ‘Religion
is the separation of man from himself,’ Feuerbach wrote; ‘he sets God over
against himself as an opposed being’ (W vi. 41).

A posthumous drawing
of Kierkegaard, by
Vilhelm Marstrand
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For both Hegel and Feuerbach religion was a form of false consciousness.
For Hegel this was to be remedied by the translation of religious myths into
idealist metaphysics. For Feuerbach, however, Hegelianism was itself a form
of alienation. Religion should be eliminated, not translated, and replaced
by a naturalistic, and positive, understanding of the everyday life of human
beings in society. Marx agreed that religion was a form of false conscious-
ness, but he thought that both Hegel and Feuerbach had provided only
inadequate remedies for alienation. Hegel’s metaphysics represented man
as a mere spectator of a process that he should in fact control. Feuerbach,
on the other hand, had not realized that God was not the only alien
essence men worshipped. Much more important was money, which repre-
sented the alienation of men’s labour. In so far as private property was the
basis of the State, Marx wrote in a critique of Hegel’s political philosophy,
the State too was an alienation of man’s true nature. Alienation was not to
be removed by philosophical reflection: what was needed was nothing less
than social upheaval. ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in
various ways; the point is to change it’ (TF 11).
Having obtained a doctorate from Jena University for a thesis on

Democritus and Epicurus, in 1842 Marx broke with the Young Hegelians,
went to live in Cologne, and began a career as a political journalist. He
edited a radical newspaper, the Rheinische Zeitung. In 1843 he married a
woman he had known since childhood, Jenny von Westphalen, the daugh-
ter of a baron in the service of the Prussian government. Though irritable
and dictatorial, Marx—unusually among great philosophers—enjoyed,
until Jenny’s death in 1881, a happy married life. Shortly after the wedding,
the Rheinische Zeitung was closed down by the Prussian government, under
pressure from the Tsar of Russia.
The Marxes moved to Paris, where Karl found further work as a

journalist, read his way through the English classics of political economy,
and made a number of radical friends. The most important of these was
Friedrich Engels, who had just returned from working for his father’s
cotton-spinning business in Manchester, where he had written a study of
the English working classes. Marx and Engels, after a meeting at the Café de
Régence in Paris, began to work out together the theory of ‘communism’,
that is to say, the abolition of private property in favour of communal
ownership. The major work on which the two men collaborated was The
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German Ideology, which was completed in Brussels, whither Marx had migra-
ted after being expelled from Paris for subversive journalism.
In this book Marx and Engels presented the materialist conception

of history. Life determines consciousness, not consciousness life. The
basic reality of history is the process of economic production, and to
understand it one must understand the material conditions of this pro-
duction. The varying modes of production give rise to the formation of
social classes, to warfare between them, and eventually to the forms of
political life, law, and ethics. The hand-mill, for instance, gives you a
society presided over by a feudal lord, the steam mill produces a society
dominated by the industrial capitalist. A dialectical process is leading the
world through these various stages towards a proletarian revolution and
the arrival of communism.
The German Ideology was not published until long after Marx’s death, but its

ideas were summarized in The Poverty of Philosophy of 1847 (a response to a
work of P. J. Proudhon entitled The Philosophy of Poverty). A better-known
presentation of the materialist conception of history was The Communist
Manifesto, which Marx produced in February 1848 on the basis of drafts by
Engels. This was intended as an epitome of the principles and ideals of the
newly founded Communist League. The message of the Manifesto was
summed up thus by Engels in the foreword to one of its later editions:

The whole history of mankind (since the dissolution of primitive tribal society,
holding land in common ownership) has been a history of class struggles, contests
between exploiting and exploited, ruling and oppressed classes; the history of these
class struggles forms a series of evolutions in which, nowadays, a stage has been
reached where the exploited and oppressed class—the proletariat—cannot attain its
emancipation from the sway of the exploiting and ruling class—the bourgeoisie—
without at the same time, and once and for all, emancipating society at large from
all exploitation, oppression, class distinctions and class struggles. (CM 48)

The most famous sentences of the Manifesto were its last: ‘Let the ruling
classes tremble at a communistic revolution. The proletarians have nothing
to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Working men of all
countries, unite!’
In the year in which the Manifesto was published there were armed

uprisings in many cities, notably Paris, Berlin, Milan, and Rome. Marx
and Engels briefly returned to Germany, urging the revolutionaries to set
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