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xi

Th e story has oft en been told and will be known to anyone likely to open this book. 
In May 1849, Richard Wagner, the Kapellmeister of the Royal Saxon Court Opera 
in Dresden and already the author of three operas (Der fl iegende Holländer, Tann-
häuser, and Lohengrin) destined to be recognized as the core of the German 
romantic repertoire, took an active part in the uprising against the government of 
Saxony. A few weeks later, the revolution having failed, he found himself an exile 
in Switzerland, without employment or access to the German opera houses on 
which his professional life depended, and he took the opportunity of the enforced 
leisure to rethink his operatic theory and practice so radically that the eventual 
fruits of this reinvention (Der Ring des Nibelungen, Tristan und Isolde, Die Meister-
singer von Nürnberg, and Parsifal) deserve a new generic label of music dramas. 
Th ese four works of the second half of the composer’s career (four or seven, if one 
wants to count the four component evenings of the Ring tetralogy separately) are 
the subject of the present book.

In writing it, I had two aims in mind. First, I wanted to penetrate the “secret” 
(to use Alfred Lorenz’s locution) of large-scale form in Wagner’s music dramas, to 
understand how the composer shaped each act and each work as a whole. At the 
same time I also wanted to fi nd out whether, and to what extent, his large forms 
provide clues as to how he wanted his dramas to be heard and understood. From 
early on, the originality and novelty of Wagner’s formal principles and solutions 
provoked skeptics. Friedrich Nietzsche, in many ways (but not in this one) 
the most perceptive of Wagner’s critics, quipped that the composer was “our 
greatest miniaturist in music,” thus at once praising Wagner’s uncanny ability to 
capture the most subtle stirrings of his characters’ souls in small but eloquently 
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expressive gestures and blaming him for his inability to weld such gestures into 
larger wholes.1 I am not the fi rst, of course, to answer such accusations (and nei-
ther was Lorenz, though his answer was delivered at the most doggedly systematic 
length),2 and I shall have to leave it to my readers to decide whether the answer I 
propose here is at all persuasive. I can only note that the answer has been some-
thing of a surprise, in that it turned out to be diff erent from what I had expected as 
I began the project. Like so many of my predecessors (Lorenz included), I began 
under the infl uence of Wagner’s own theories (those of Oper und Drama, in par-
ticular), and these naturally emphasized the distance between the composer’s pro-
posed innovations and the current operatic practice. Turning from the theories to 
the works themselves, I gradually discovered just how deeply indebted to tradi-
tional operatic procedures Wagner remained also in the music dramas. As I take 
leave of this book, my admiration for Wagner’s control over unprecedentedly long 
spans of time, as well as for the originality, novelty, and variety of his specifi c for-
mal solutions, is greater than ever, but my understanding of this control and these 
solutions has been transformed.

But Wagner was not only a great composer; he was also a signifi cant dramatic 
poet and a restless thinker. Th e second aim that guided me here has been to see the 
ideological import of Wagner’s dramas against the background of the worldviews 
that were current in his lifetime and, in particular, to confront his works with 
Nietzsche’s critique. What connects the two aims is my conviction that a grasp of 
Wagner’s large forms aff ords insights into the dramatic and philosophical implica-
tions of his works. As I shall argue, the music dramas of Wagner’s later years regis-
tered and reacted to every major component in the complex ideological landscape 
that emerged during his century—a landscape which, I believe, is still the one we 
inhabit today. Like a number of artists of his time, in his later years Wagner under-
stood himself to be something more than just an artist; he saw himself as a cultural 
prophet announcing and preparing better, more desirable forms of life for human-
ity. Th e specifi c content of his message never ceased to evolve, but his self-under-
standing as someone with a message to deliver remained constant. My aim has 
been to capture with some precision the specifi c place each of the music dramas 
occupies on the ideological map of its time. Th e confrontation with Nietzsche, a 
rival cultural prophet, takes on a particular urgency in this context, since what was 
at stake in the philosopher’s objections to the artist was precisely the ideological 
import of Wagner’s works.

Also here the direction my project took surprised me. Like so many people 
today, I had begun loving the music, but suspecting the message. Having fi nished 
the project, I still love the music and still fi nd some aspects of the message disturb-
ing, but disturbing for somewhat diff erent reasons and in diff erent works. 
For instance, I no longer consider Parsifal to be as guilty as some of its critics 
would have us believe; I have also learned better to appreciate the full extent of the 
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ambiguity of Die Meistersinger. My understanding of the Wagner-Nietzsche rela-
tionship has been transformed, too. I started out convinced that Nietzsche’s objec-
tions to Wagner were by and large well taken, and that the study of their encounter 
would likely illuminate Wagner’s dramas, but not Nietzsche’s books. Today I still 
admire Nietzsche’s critical acumen, but I see as well not only that Wagner’s works 
can defend themselves surprisingly eff ectively against some of the philosopher’s 
central strictures, but also that these works implicitly off er an unexpectedly per-
ceptive critique of a number of Nietzsche’s most cherished doctrines. Th is is why I 
felt the need to amplify Nietzsche contra Wagner with Wagner contra Nietzsche.

Th e music-dramatic core of this book begins with an exposition and explana-
tion of the analytical approach I shall be taking in it (chapter 1) and continues with 
individual discussions of each of the four music dramas (chapters 2 through 5). 
Th e order in which the works are discussed is signifi cant and deliberate. Th e prob-
lem, of course, is what to do with the Ring on which Wagner started to work earli-
est, but which he fi nished only aft er the completion of Die Meistersinger. Th e Wag-
ner literature off ers examples of every imaginable solution to this problem. I have 
decided not to break the cycle into its individual components (it is important to 
understand the tetralogy as a single whole) and to place it at the beginning of the 
story I want to tell here. Both Wagner’s discovery of how one might give a single 
form to a whole act (in the fi rst act of Die Walküre) and his decision regarding 
what he wanted to say in the Ring predated his work on Tristan.

Th e Ring, though many years in gestation (1848–74), was essentially the fruit of 
Wagner’s politically most radical anarchist period, concurrent with and immedi-
ately following the midcentury revolts. Th e nineteenth century was obsessed with 
the myth of revolution, the myth that was one of that century’s two most baleful 
legacies to the one that followed (the other one was the myth of nation). In Wag-
ner’s tetralogy this obsession found its arguably grandest artistic expression. 
Inspired by Ludwig Feuerbach, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, and Mikhail Bakunin, it 
is a poem intoxicated by the orgy of destruction of the old world in which humans 
compete for power and riches and by the hopeful anticipation of the world to 
come, the world of spontaneous solidarity and love—an anarchist utopia. Tristan 
(1857–59), however, put this revolutionary optimism of the Ring into question. 
Prompted in part by his disillusionment with the failed revolution and in part by 
his enthusiastic reading of Arthur Schopenhauer, Wagner now realized that the 
erotic love that was supposed to provide the foundations of the new postrevolu-
tionary society was singularly unsuited for this role. Eros turned out to be a cruel 
deity inexorably driving its devotees to transcend the fi nite daily realm of custom-
ary social rights and obligations and ecstatically enter the infi nite metaphysical 
night of nothingness. For those unwilling to follow the erotic utopia of Tristan, a 
new answer had to be found to the political and ethical questions raised in the 
Ring. And this is precisely what Wagner provided in his last two projects. I read 



Die Meistersinger (1861–67) as an attempt, partly inspired by the nationalism of 
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, to see whether something of the political optimism of the 
Ring might still be salvageable aft er the pessimistic discoveries of Tristan. Th e 
answer the opera gives to this question is affi  rmative, but the specifi c content of 
this answer is profoundly disturbing, a utopia of post-political aestheticized meta-
politics pregnant with sinister implications for the future. Parsifal (1877–81), 
fi nally, off ers a vision of ethics that might be viable in the wake of Tristan, a vision 
derived from Schopenhauerian, Buddhist, and Christian inspirations that sug-
gested a turning away from the nihilistic self-obsessed eros toward the other-
directed agape.

Th e music-dramatic core of my book is framed by sections designed to place 
Wagner’s late works within the context of the political and ethical ideas of his time. 
Th e prologue provides the broadest philosophical and ideological canvass, a back-
ground against which the music dramas will eventually appear. I have attempted 
there to provide a genealogy of the principal worldviews available to Wagner and 
his contemporaries, describe how they arose, and sketch a map that will show how 
they related to one another. Th e options I describe are of diverse age, some with 
roots going as far back as antiquity (the Judeo-Christian religious outlook), some 
characteristic of the modern age (the Enlightenment), some arising even more 
recently in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (the main currents of the 
Counter-Enlightenment that proceed under the banners of history, nation, and 
will). I do not see these options as successively replacing one another. Rather, I 
would prefer to compare them to geological layers, deposited at diff erent times, 
but all actively shaping the landscape in which Wagner found himself, and in 
which we still fi nd ourselves today. Wagner’s work, I argue in the core of this book, 
exists in the fi eld of tensions created by all of these principal worldview options; 
they all left  traces on his music dramas. Th e epilogue returns then to the philo-
sophical issues raised in the prologue, but narrows the focus to a single relation-
ship, that of Richard Wagner with his most important critic, Friedrich Nietzsche.

I imagine two kinds of readers for this book. Th ere will be those, I hope, who 
simply want to get acquainted with Wagner’s music dramas, or to get to know 
them better; these readers will give most attention to chapters 2 through 5, reading 
chapter 1 as a background to these. Th ey would profi t most if they read the chap-
ters devoted to individual works with score in hand, or, if they do not read music, 
a recording at the ready, examining critically each of my claims. I have attempted 
to facilitate this kind of reading by indicating precisely the discussed passage so 
that the reader will have no diffi  culty fi nding it. If you are going to use the scores 
of the new Schott Sämtliche Werke, or the new Eulenburg study scores derived 
from those, scores in which measures are numbered, I identify each discussed pas-
sage by Roman numerals for acts and Arabic numerals for measure numbers. 
(Th us, I.23–45 refers to act I, measures 23 through 45.) Please note that I start 

xiv    preface



counting always from the fi rst downbeat of the passage, even if an upbeat precedes 
it. (Th us it will be I.23, even if there is an upbeat in I.22.) Th e available vocal scores 
unfortunately do not provide measure numbers. To facilitate their use, I provide 
the initial words of the libretto that are placed as close as possible aft er the begin-
ning of the passage in question. Th is method, however, cannot be precise when the 
passage begins without words, and it cannot be used at all when it is wordless. For 
those who prefer to use recordings, the passages in numerous fi gures and the 
appendices that summarize the music-dramatic plan of each work are identifi ed 
by Roman numerals for the CD in a given set and Arabic numerals for the track 
number; the numbers that follow indicate the minutes and seconds on the track 
where the passage in question begins and ends. Th us, CDI.2.0:12–3:45 refers to the 
fi rst CD of the set, second track, with the passage starting at 12 seconds and ending 
3 minutes and 45 seconds aft er the beginning of the track. I have chosen recordings 
that are suffi  ciently well known and admired to warrant confi dence that they will 
be widely available, as follows:

Der Ring des Nibelungen: cond. Georg Solti, 1958–65, Decca 455 555
Tristan und Isolde: cond. Wilhelm Furtwängler, 1952, EMI 56254
Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg: cond. Herbert von Karajan, 1970, EMI 7243 5 

67152 2 6
Parsifal: cond. Hans Knappertsbusch, 1962, Philips 289 464 756–2

But I expect that the book will also fi nd readers who are already familiar with 
these works and whose main interest is to understand the philosophical-ideologi-
cal signifi cance of the Wagner phenomenon. Th ese readers will want to concen-
trate on the fi nal sections of chapters 2 through 5 and the epilogue, reading the 
prologue for the background it provides. If they resemble the author at all, they are 
likely to be confl icted about Wagner’s achievement, loving and admiring it and at 
the same time being disturbed and even revolted by it. I do not intend to help them 
resolve such confl icts; rather, I aim to shift  the components within this unstable 
mixture and hope that, like myself, they will close this book equally, but diff erently, 
confl icted. Like many of the Wagner critics since 1945, I too am convinced that to 
understand him is to gain insight into some of the sources of the multiple disasters 
that befell Europe in the twentieth century. But also here, the work on this project 
has transformed my understanding of where Wagner fi ts in the prehistory of these 
catastrophes. I began my research convinced that Wagner’s anti-Semitism would 
play the central role in this story. I end it as revolted as ever by the composer’s 
prejudice, but convinced that this is a symptom of something even more funda-
mental and sinister, something that the debate over the putative presence of 
anti-Semitism in Wagner’s operas has managed to obscure rather than illuminate: 
the brew compounded of the revolutionary radicalism of the Ring and the 
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aestheticized utopian post-political politics of Die Meistersinger. Th e history of the 
debate over the Wagnerian roots of Nazi ideology has been succinctly character-
ized by Hans Rudolf Vaget: “In their examination of the Hitler-Wagner nexus, 
Mann, Adorno, Viereck, and others highlighted a whole range of ideological affi  n-
ities, among them nationalism, megalomania, the substitution of myth and fairy 
tale for history, the totalitarian mind-set, demagoguery, self-praise, love of pomp, 
the rejection of liberalism, the espousal of revolutionary dynamism for its own 
sake, and the obsession with racial purity. Today, however, it seems fair to say, that 
the topic of anti-Semitism virtually monopolizes the debate about the historical 
legacy of Richard Wagner.”3 In a sense I would like to return to this earlier, and 
richer, stage in the debate.

Th e ethical vision of Parsifal, Wagner’s “last card,” might have provided an anti-
dote to the radical proposals embodied in the preceding music dramas, but the 
twisted history of this opera’s reception does little to inspire confi dence in the anti-
dote’s effi  cacy. For the foreseeable future we shall have to live with the ambiguous 
legacy of this great and endlessly thought-provoking artist. His work remains what 
it was for Th omas Mann in 1933, “one of the most splendidly questionable, ambiv-
alent and fascinating phenomena in all artistic creation.”4
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Th e spiritual landscape that confronted Richard Wagner at midcentury and Fried-
rich Nietzsche a generation later has taken a long time to emerge. Below I shall 
indicate its most prominent features and tell the story of its emergence. I begin 
with a snapshot of the situation around the time of Wagner’s birth as perceived by 
one of the more sensitive observers of the age (section 1) and then outline the main 
stages of my story: the slow withdrawal of God to make room for the Reason of the 
Enlightenment (section 2); the principal challenges mounted by those Counter-
Enlightenment fi gures who perceived Reason’s insuffi  ciency (section 3); and the 
resulting complex cultural confi guration in which both Wagner and Nietzsche had 
to fi nd their ways (section 4).

 THE UNCANNY GRACE:  A GLOSS ON 
KLEIST ’S  MARIONET TES

Th e grand piano has by now disappeared from the living rooms of the educated, 
but during the long nineteenth century it was an indispensable piece of equip-
ment, as indispensable as the gramophone record player was during the short 
twentieth, or the portable media player has become since the early twenty-fi rst—
by far the most important musical tool.

In retrospect, the piano’s climb to the dominant position in the kingdom of 
music seems inevitable. Already by the sixteenth century, if not earlier, the key-
board, perspicuously separating the basic seven white diatonic keys from the sub-
ordinated fi ve black chromatic ones within each octave, and replicating such 
octaves up and down almost the whole audible range, provided musicians with 
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their most important image of all the usable tones as well as the relationships 
obtaining among them—the image of the abstract order of music itself. And not 
just the image: the mechanism attached to the keyboard made music incarnate, 
putting the complete universe of tones under the fi ngertips of a single musician, 
and making it possible for him to sound even the most complex polyphony. All 
that remained for the universal musical instrument to be perfected was Bar-
tolomeo Cristofori’s invention that allowed the musician to control the dynamics. 
In an inventory of 1700, the new invention is described as making “soft  and loud” 
sounds and all earliest references to the instrument mention this essential feature.1 
A single musician could now not only call up with his fi ngers all the tones, but 
could also make them sing; the orderly but abstract tonal universe has been 
ensouled. By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, in the middle movements 
of Wolfgang Amadé Mozart’s concertos, the fortepiano has become the channel of 
the most intimate self-expression, as if an immediate and uninterrupted conduit 
linked the inmost recesses of the musician’s soul with his fi ngers and the sounds 
they summoned.

Th is immediacy, however, is an illusion. Unlike in the even more intimate clavi-
chord, not to mention the violin or that supreme maker of the ensouled sound, the 
human voice, in the piano the link between the body and the sound is in fact bro-
ken. Th e pianist controls the velocity and force with which he strikes the key, but 
this is all he controls. Once the key is struck, the fi nger can no longer shape the 
produced sound, bend its pitch, make it vibrate or swell. A multiple lever transmits 
and amplifi es the motion of the key to the hammer, releasing it before the string is 
reached. For the last portion of its voyage the hammer travels freely, beyond the 
control of the pianist’s will and subject only to the same blind forces that control 
the motions of all medium-size and large objects described by classical Newtonian 
mechanics. Uncannily, behind the warm illusion of the self-conscious and free 
human soul expressing itself there stands the cold reality of the blindly ticking and 
determined mechanism.

Of the two sides of the piano, the animate and the mechanical, the musicians of 
the long nineteenth-century age of raptures preferred to emphasize the illusion of 
the singing soul; the disabused short twentieth century brought the reality of the 
ticking mechanism to the surface. And nowhere more so than in the player piano, 
a piano that dispensed with a live player altogether, activating its mechanism 
instead by means of electrically propelled pneumatic switches controlled by a pre-
recorded perforated paper roll. In the fi rst quarter of the twentieth century, this 
provided the intermediate link in the musical evolution of the middle-class parlor 
between the piano and the record player. To see (and not just hear) this instrument 
in operation is to come face to face with the uncanny: the keys seem to be moving 
on their own, as if struck by ghostly fi ngers. Th e sense of the uncanny intensifi es 
when one learns that the fi ngers belong to a long-departed musician: the repro-
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ducing player piano was the perfect musical instrument of the era of Spiritualist 
séances. Th e illusion of a living human presence in the music is broken; the sounds 
are made by an automaton. What was implicit in the operation of the piano—the 
mechanism that runs independently of an immediate human control—has been 
made explicit.

Th e musician who realized the artistic potential of the player piano most fully 
was Conlon Nancarrow. An American Communist living since 1940 in self-
imposed exile and isolation in Mexico, without easy access to performers, Nancar-
row chose to bypass live players altogether and write directly for the ghostly player 
piano. Like the blacklisted Hollywood scriptwriters of the 1950s, he in eff ect 
invented his own form of ghostwriting. Punching piano rolls manually, he encoded 
music of oft en formidable rhythmic and contrapuntal complexity and breathtak-
ing speed—far in excess of anything a live pianist would be capable of playing. To 
hear one of his Studies is an exhilarating and somewhat scary experience, even if 
one does not see the instrument in operation—as if Art Tatum has grown addi-
tional hands.

Th is imaginative body of work, in turn, provided a central inspiration for one 
of the great masterpieces of late twentieth-century music—György Ligeti’s three 
books of piano Études, arguably the most signifi cant extension of the piano reper-
toire since Claude Debussy. It is the music of the sorcerer’s apprentice; indeed, one 
of the Études is entitled “Der Zauberlehrling,” and some of Ligeti’s other character-
istically Lisztian titles—“Désordre,” “Vertige,” “L’escalier du diable”—are similarly 
suggestive. Having emerged from the twilight zone of the player piano without 
forgetting its lessons, Ligeti’s live pianist conjures poems at once hilarious and 
frightening, blending anarchic slapstick with the terror of a mechanism running 
wildly out of control.

Th e notion of the uncanny invokes that of the double—the going back and 
forth between the familiar and the strange, between the embodied and the ghostly. 
Music that elides the distinction between the animate and the mechanical is 
uncanny. Th e early nineteenth-century German writer Heinrich von Kleist may be 
our best guide to such slippery aesthetic phenomena.

A marionette, recall, is a puppet suspended by one or more strings attached to 
its body—usually to the head, back, hands, and legs—and controlled from above 
by a manipulator. Th e marionette Kleist has in mind in his 1810 essay “On the 
Marionette Th eater” is most likely a single-string puppet, one with limbs left  free, 
which the manipulator operates relying on gravity and pendular motion.2 In 
explaining the “mechanism” of such puppetry, he has Herr C. tell the narrator not 
to imagine that it was “as if every limb were individually . . . placed and pulled by 
the machinist.”3 Each puppet, he further explains, each moving mass, has an inter-
nal point of gravity: “It would be enough to control this . . . ; the limbs, which were 
nothing but pendulums, would follow . . . in a mechanical way of themselves.”4



Th e fi ngers of the puppeteer set the marionette in motion and then the puppet’s 
limbs continue to move on their own, relying on the laws of Isaac Newton’s 
mechanics. Similarly, the fi nger of the pianist sets the hammer in motion and then 
the hammer fl ies on its own, subject to the same laws. And similarly, God sets the 
celestial bodies in motion and then allows them to move mechanically on their 
own. But I should not get ahead of myself.

Herr C., himself a successful fi rst dancer of the local opera, is fascinated by the 
dancing marionettes and believes he might learn from them, since he fi nds their 
motions “most graceful.”5 Th is is a major provocation that dwarfs the minor one of 
preferring a lowly entertainment set up in the marketplace for the amusement of 
the “rabble” to a high art involving live performers and polite society.6 Normally 
we attribute grace only to animate beings, seeing in a graceful gesture a bodily 
expression of a soul unconstrained and at peace with itself.

One swallows this provocation, since one assumes that the soul that expresses 
itself through a graceful motion of a marionette is ultimately that of the manipu-
lating puppeteer, just as one assumes that it is the pianist’s, and not the hammer’s, 
soul that sings in the music. And, indeed, Herr C. confi rms: the line of motion that 
the point of gravity in the puppet should make is nothing less than “the path of the 
soul of the dancer” and it could be found only if “the machinist puts himself into 
the point of gravity of the marionette, that is, . . . dances.”7

But just when we think that we have found a way of neutralizing the provoca-
tion, Herr C. springs another, much graver, one. Like those later inventors of the 
completely mechanical player piano, Herr C. dreams of a completely mechanical 
marionette, one that dances without the manipulator’s fi ngers, moved by means of 
a “crank,” similarly to a barrel organ.8 He would like to break the last link between 
the marionettes and the living human “spirit” and thus move “their dance entirely 
into the realm of mechanical forces.”9 Th e dancing of such a marionette would 
surpass anything achievable by even the most skillful live dancer. Herr C. dreams 
of becoming the Conlon Nancarrow of dancing.

And now his provocation can no longer be evaded: grace, a moral quality and 
hence normally attributable to an animate being only, inheres in a purely mechan-
ical puppet. More: it is only in the motions of such an improved, completely 
mechanical marionette that grace will reach perfection.

To justify this seemingly paradoxical claim, Herr C. off ers a philosophy of his-
tory. A graceful motion, he believes, has to be instinctive, involuntary. Anyone 
who has attempted to perform, whether as a dancer, musician, or actor, will recog-
nize at least an aspect of what Herr C. is driving at. A performance has to be to a 
considerable extent mechanical, automatic; the performer cannot consciously 
control every motion he makes. Constant practice transforms what might initially 
have been conscious motions into something like “second nature.” In fact, in a 
closely related “Paradox” published a few days earlier, “On Refl ection,” Kleist 
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argued that all action, and not only a graceful one, has to precede refl ection if it is 
to be eff ective: “Know that refl ection is far more appropriate aft er than before the 
act.”10 Th e main cause of imperfections in the motions of a live dancer is “con-
sciousness,” which puts his point of gravity and his soul, the “moving force,” out of 
sync with one another and contaminates grace with “aff ectation.”11 Consciousness 
is also self-consciousness, the ability to see oneself as if from the outside, hence the 
distance it introduces between the moved body and the moving soul. Eliminate 
self-consciousness, not only that of the dancer, but even that of the puppeteer, and 
the problem disappears. With live dancers, however, such elimination is impossi-
ble. Perfect grace can be an attribute of a mechanical puppet, or of a god, but not 
of a human being. It “appears at its purest in that human frame that has either no 
consciousness whatsoever or an infi nite one, that is, in a puppet or god.”12 Inani-
mate matter or god, total absence of consciousness or completely conscious self-
presence—“here is the point where the two ends of the round world interlock.”13

And here Herr C. recommends to the narrator that he read Genesis 3 with 
attention: “With someone who does not know this fi rst period of the whole human 
development one could not speak conveniently about the following ones, let alone 
about the last one.”14 We have eaten from the Tree of Knowledge and have thus 
acquired consciousness, including self-consciousness. We have been expelled 
from Paradise, thereby losing the original oneness with nature, and there is for us 
no way back, only forward: “Th e Paradise is locked up and the Cherub behind us; 
we have to travel around the world and see whether it is perhaps open again some-
where in the back.”15 Such a return through the back door would constitute “the 
last chapter of the history of the world.”16 At the end of time, the infi nite linear 
progress of consciousness and knowledge in human history would turn out to 
have been a cycle.

It is obvious that Herr C. has read not only Genesis, but also Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau. We cannot simply go back to the lost original state of nature. Th e only way 
out of our present civilized alienation from nature and from ourselves is forward—
toward the utopia of the perfected civilization and complete knowledge that would 
bring consciousness and nature together again. Seen from a distance, Herr C.’s 
philosophy of history appears Rousseauist and derivative.

But seen from up close, a diff erence is visible, and it is this diff erence that makes 
Kleist’s text so intriguing. When Rousseau wants to capture the original state of 
nature, in the second Discourse and elsewhere he reaches for organic images and 
metaphors. His pre-alienated man resembles an animal—is an animal. Herr C., by 
contrast, is drawn by the mechanical. His prelapsarian humans resemble, or are, 
marionettes. To see a soul in an animal, or to expect that it might acquire one as it 
evolves, is one thing; to suspect that an ensouled being is a machine is something 
else again. It is precisely this diff erence that accounts for Kleist’s peculiar aesthetic 
sensibility, allowing him to formulate thoughts that speak directly to the aesthetic 
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phenomena with which I have begun—to the uncanny cohabitations of the ani-
mate and the mechanical.

Moreover, we do not need to wait for the arrival of the player piano to fi nd use 
for Herr C.’s aesthetics. Relevant musical phenomena can be found also closer to 
Kleist’s own time. Music-playing automata have been constructed since the early 
modern age and the century preceding Kleist’s own witnessed the invention of 
such celebrated examples as the 1737 fl ute player of Jacques de Vaucanson and the 
Jaquet-Droz female organist of 1768–74. Kleist himself mentions the most wide-
spread of such devices, the barrel organ. In 1816, just a few years aft er Kleist’s text 
appeared, E. T. A. Hoff mann immortalized the fi gure of an artistic automaton in 
Olympia, the harpsichord-playing, singing, and dancing doll in “Th e Sandman,” a 
short story that, in turn, was to be the subject of Sigmund Freud’s interpretation in 
the 1919 essay on “Th e Uncanny.” (Hoff mann seems to have been about the only 
reader to have noticed Kleist’s essay in the nineteenth century.)17 In Hoff mann’s 
story, the protagonist comes to see his living fi ancée, Clara, as an inanimate 
automaton and the actual automaton, Olympia, as a living love object. Regardless 
of whether the story involves castration anxieties, as Freud claims, it surely con-
cerns itself also with the anxiety raised by the uncertainty as to whether we are 
confronted by a living being or a mechanism.

But when I think of music from Kleist’s time that would deserve Herr C.’s atten-
tion most, I think of Gioachino Rossini. In a thought-provoking essay on the 
“transcendental character of the Rossinian comic theater,” a text whose very title, 
“To Die of Laughter,” announces the subtlety of its argument, Alessandro Baricco 
proposed a brief philosophical history of opera buff a.18 Th e genre was born, Ba-
ricco reminds us, as an alternative to opera seria, replacing its premodern dualistic 
picture of the world whereby the actual was wholly dependent upon the tran-
scendent both for its development and for its sense with the modern picture that 
eliminated all transcendence and released the immanent worth and dynamism of 
the actual. Opera buff a replaced heroes driven by divine destiny with autonomous 
subjects driven by desires. It tested the Enlightenment hypothesis that the actual 
world has its own developmental dynamics in the desires of individual autono-
mous subjects and that a salvation is possible without any interference from a deus 
ex machina, that mutually satisfactory outcomes may be negotiated among sub-
jects communicating in dialogue.

Its zenith was reached with Le nozze di Figaro and its limit with Don Giovanni. 
In the protagonist of the latter the autonomy is radicalized and the desires intensi-
fi ed to such a degree that the subject itself dissolves. For Baricco as for Søren 
Kierkegaard, Don Giovanni is not a person, that is, the hypothetical origin of 
desires; he is desire itself. Th e autonomous subject, the master of desires and the 
source of authority in dialogue, is replaced by the uncontrollable force of desire 
and the equally uncontrollable mechanism of communication. Th e Enlightenment 
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dream of autonomous rational subjects individually and collectively in charge of 
their future evaporates as the actual is revealed to be governed by irrational 
instincts and impersonal social mechanisms.

But if Mozart and Lorenzo Da Ponte reach the outer limit of the Enlightenment 
experiment, they also stop at this limit: with the fi gure of the stone guest, the old-
regime deus ex machina is brought back to reestablish the vertical authority of 
transcendence and provide the destiny of the otherwise incomprehensible non-
hero with tragic signifi cance. It was left  to Rossini to leap beyond this limit. What 
Mozart still feared—the submergence of subjective autonomy in a sea of objective 
biological instincts and social mechanisms—Rossini embraced with full confi -
dence in the possibility of human felicity. “Th e porcelain fi gurines preferred a hun-
dred years earlier to the world of heroes and gradually elevated by the spirit of the 
Enlightenment to the status of pure and proper subjects, allow themselves, fi nally, 
to go crazy . . . of happiness.”19

It is Rossini himself, rather than his librettists, who “stages the overcoming of 
the concept of the subject”20 by applying to it the solvent of his extraordinarily 
abundant and fl orid vocal ornamentation, otherwise uncommon in opera buff a. 
By his ornamentation Rossini overwhelms and neutralizes both the subjective 
expressivity of the melody and the signifi cance of the sung words with the objec-
tive coloratura mechanism. While his predecessors have long endeavored to mimic 
in music the cadences of the speaking subject, it was “the fundamental tendency of 
Rossini’s music to liberate the musical language from the pre-forming logic of 
human language,” to replace both the rationality and the emotion of the subject 
with music’s own internal abstract logic. Rossini’s “is no longer the music made in 
man’s image; rather, it is man . . . who transforms himself into a pure musical fact.” 
In Rossini’s comic operas, especially in their fi nales, “the personages do not domi-
nate the situations any more, but rather are possessed by them.” Th ey take leave of 
conscious subjectivity and sing “like machines or like lunatics.”21

Craziness, folly, insanity, madness—the specter of chaos sensibly feared by the 
Enlightenment is accepted by the “organized and complete lunacy” (Stendhal’s 
brilliant phrase quoted by Baricco) of the Rossinian comedy.22 Organized lunacy—
the formula for a world no longer controlled by the autonomous subject, but nev-
ertheless orderly aft er its own objective fashion and accepted by Rossini as off ering 
a possibility of human happiness. Th e Rossinian subject achieves happiness by dis-
solving herself in folly, her coloraturas scurrying up and down the silken ladder of 
felicity. “Cenerentola,” concludes Baricco, “is the last heroine to get crazy of happi-
ness. All the others aft er her, if it will be their lot to lose reason, it will be on 
account of suff ering.”23 Th us, “what Kleist imagined . . . occurred in fact in 
Rossini”—a theater of marionettes, their individual psychological characterization 
and subjective autonomy severely reduced, their involuntary grace and beauty, 
that promise of happiness, all the greater.24

Prologue    7



Baricco’s characterization of Rossini’s art as leaning away from the mimesis of 
individual psychology toward a purely musical abstraction is not unprecedented, 
of course. Already Richard Wagner saw Rossini in this light. According to Opera 
and Drama (1852), the “monstrous” nature of all opera consisted precisely in its 
application of “absolute music” to drama (music is “absolute” when it can exist 
independently of words and follows its own laws), but Rossini pushed this general 
anti-mimetic tendency toward musical abstraction to its most radical and “frivo-
lous” extremes.25 What is uncommon, then, is not the characterization itself, but 
its positive valuation. One can only guess that a reading of Kleist’s essay helped 
Baricco to arrive at his position.

In the past two centuries, it was more usual for non-mimetic, nonhuman, 
abstract, mechanical music to give rise to, or accompany, anxiety. No less than 
Rossini, Wagner was capable of showing a whole society in the grip of folly, as he 
did in the fi nale of the second act of Die Meistersinger; but the Wagnerian Wahn is 
something altogether more threatening and sinister than the happy abandon of 
Rossini’s follia. And when Rossini’s contemporary admirer, Franz Schubert, 
reached for a mechanical instrument, it was not to celebrate the prospect of human 
liberation from excessive rational control in a delirious self-abandonment of 
ecstatic happiness. Th e static, repetitive, monotonous droning of the hurdy-gurdy 
(an instrument that relies on the use of a crank, like a barrel organ, or like Herr C.’s 
completely mechanized marionette) emerges at the end of the era’s darkest musical 
vision, Winterreise (1827). It is the sound of the inhospitable universe slowly freez-
ing over, a world off ering neither exit nor consolation.

Images of a mechanism turning in circular motion appear relatively rarely in 
Schubert’s work, but they do appear, and in strategically exposed places: in addi-
tion to the ending of Winterreise, also at the beginning of Die schöne Müllerin 
(1823) and of course in his Op. 2, “Gretchen am Spinnrade” (1814). But to Schubert 
such images do not suggest a promise of happiness and abandon in a self-
forgetting ecstasy; quite the contrary. Th e spinning wheel that accompanies 
Gretchen’s reverie is emblematic of the hypnotic power at once enchanting and 
terrifying in the grip of which she fi nds herself and over which she has no control, 
a power about to destroy her. And while at the outset the incessantly turning 
wheels and the cheerful dance of the heavy millstones seem emblematic to the 
journeyman of Die schöne Müllerin of his joy in wandering, at the end he will per-
ish in the waters of the brook that moves these wheels and stones.

It is not that Kleist’s and Rossini’s exhilaration at the mechanical is wholly 
untroubled. Rossini’s even greater admirer, Stendhal, famously defi ned beauty as 
“nothing but the promise of happiness.”26 I am inclined to believe him. But if hap-
piness needs to be promised, it means it is not here, not now. Beauty is an absence 
of happiness, Stendhal’s formula implies, something we hope for and perhaps 
remember, but not something we presently possess—a home we have left  behind 
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and long to recover. (“She dwells with Beauty—Beauty that must die,” says John 
Keats of melancholy.) Pleasure and pain, past and future bliss but present suff er-
ing, are all intertwined and inseparable in the experience of beauty. Paradise, when 
contemplated from the perspective of the Fall, is beautiful. All the same, the dis-
tance between Rossini and Schubert is unbridgeable. Schubert promises nothing; 
his deadly winter, unlike that of Caspar David Friedrich, knows no hope whatever, 
no early sprouts of future growth.

Who is closer to truth, then, Rossini or Schubert? How should the uncanny 
mechanical music produced by the spherically turning crank be heard: with hope 
or with dread? Is it with hope or with dread that we should encounter the spectacle 
of the soul emerging from the motions of a mechanical puppet, or the as yet 
unfathomable mystery of consciousness being produced by a network of fi ring 
neurons? Our uncertainty in this regard began when Newton and his colleagues 
announced that the universe itself is a mechanism. When describing the operation 
of his marionettes, Kleist reaches with telling frequency for terms such as mecha-
nisch, Mechanismus, and Maschinist, as well as the whole telltale language of mecha-
nische Kräft e (mechanical forces), Schwerpunkt (point of gravity), Gesetz der 
Schwere (law of gravity). Th e universe, on the surface so varied, unruly, protean, 
chaotic, and incomprehensible, turned out to be at bottom a machine regularly 
functioning according to a small number of immutable laws expressed in mathe-
matical equations. Moreover, it functioned automatically: God might have been 
needed to wind up the clockwork mechanism at the beginning, but once wound 
up, the mechanism ticked on indefi nitely on its own, like the independently fl ying 
piano hammer, or the pendulous limb of a puppet. (“I had no need of that hypo-
thesis,” as Pierre-Simon Laplace was said to tell Napoleon when asked why he had 
never mentioned God in his Celestial Mechanics.) It was a vision at once consoling 
and chilling: the universe was perspicuously comprehensible and endowed with 
the beauty of a well-functioning clockwork, but it was a soulless universe, one in 
which the spirit of the prime mover left  an unforgettable trace, but from which it 
then permanently withdrew. Without the transcendent machinist striking keys 
and pulling strings, what hope was there that music and dance will make sense, or 
that they will not grind to a halt in frozen immobility? Not for nothing is “Erstar-
rung” (Freezing) the title of one of the songs in Winterreise and the cycle’s central 
image.

For a time, that hope was provided by the invention of human autonomy, by 
Rousseau and Immanuel Kant. Kleist’s language and images certainly suggest a 
memory of the Newtonian shock and perhaps also an early awareness that a fur-
ther, even more troubling, shock to worry about has appeared on the horizon: the 
suspicion that the autonomous human subject, God’s spiritual successor, rests on 
unstable foundations, that it too might evaporate under the combined pressure 
of uncontrollable instinctual forces within and equally uncontrollable social 
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mechanisms without. Herr C.’s philosophy of history suggests that the Enlighten-
ment with the notion of autonomy at its center might be radicalized to the point of 
self-elimination. His is a vision of the linear progress of knowledge bending into a 
cycle in the end to allow us reenter the Paradise of second nature through the back 
door. Some sixty years later, Friedrich Nietzsche too will suggest this historical 
geometry in his image of the linear progress of Socratic scientifi c optimism—“that 
thought, using the thread of logic, can penetrate the deepest abysses of being,” 
encountering impenetrable limits (presumably at the Kantian distinction between 
the phenomenal and the noumenal) where “logic coils up . . . and fi nally bites its 
own tail” and thus transforming itself into a cycle.27 It is a tribute to Kleist’s inde-
pendence of mind (independence from the idealist climate that prevailed in Ger-
many of the time), to something that might be called a proto-Nietzschean instinct 
for freedom, that he did not panic in the face of this two-stage withdrawal of spir-
itual authority, that he saw in it also an opportunity and a promise. It is a tribute to 
his skeptical sense of reality that he did not forget about the utopian nature of all 
such promises. A perfectly mechanical marionette has yet to be constructed; 
meanwhile, our art remains an index of our fallen state.

 REASON

But by 1810 the slow process of undermining the authority of Reason was far from 
having been completed. In spite of the powerful Counter-Enlightenment, or 
Romantic, currents, the Reason of the Enlightenment maintained much of its 
ground until the mid-century revolutions. How did we get from Reason to Beyond 
Reason? Let me trace the main stages of this development.

Reason itself, recall, has been the modern replacement for the premodern God. 
In an earlier book I described the development that led to that replacement.28 Th e 
development involved a change in the way one anchored the idea of human dig-
nity and a correlated change in the way one located the ultimate source of our 
deepest, most absolute values (the unshakable foundation of what we consider to 
be true, good, and beautiful), and in particular the centrally important distinction 
between good and evil. Th e traditional Christian worldview grounded the notion 
of human dignity in the attribution to humans, alone among earthly beings, of 
moral responsibility, and it grounded values in God. It envisaged the imperfect 
and contingent (the fallen and mortal) but morally responsible human (morally 
responsible, because endowed with the knowledge of good and evil and the capa-
bility freely to will one or the other) as radically dependent on his perfect and 
absolute, omnipotent and benevolent Creator and Judge. Man was understood to 
crave a reconciliation with Him, a return from the exile of the fallen state and time 
to the original home of perfection and union with the divine source of all values at 
the end of time.
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Inherent in this outlook was an insoluble contradiction between God’s omni-
potence and man’s freedom, a contradiction that became apparent when one 
refl ected on human prospects of salvation. Should my salvation depend on my 
own moral choices and actions, then the signifi cance of my freedom and moral 
responsibility, as well as God’s reputation for justice, were safeguarded, but His 
omnipotence seemed limited. Should my salvation depend solely on God’s grace, 
His omnipotence was safeguarded, but not His reputation for justice and, worse, 
there seemed to be little point to human freedom and responsibility. Th e contra-
diction was likely one of the main sources of the intellectual fertility and dyna-
mism of the Christian tradition, its various branches leaning toward one or the 
other pole: Saint Paul, Saint Augustine, and Martin Luther chose to emphasize 
God’s omnipotence; Pelagius stressed man’s freedom; the Roman Church navi-
gated a middle course, trying to stitch together the requirements of divine grace 
and human responsibility. A perfect balance and reconciliation, however, was 
beyond reach.

One way to understand the transition from the premodern age to the modern 
one is to see that it tipped the balance in the Pelagian direction, emphasizing 
human freedom and playing down divine omnipotence. Regardless of whether 
one continued or not to be concerned with the prospects of salvation in the 
beyond, one paid greater attention to the prospects of improving one’s earthly lot 
and recognized that this was something humans were capable of doing on their 
own, without supernatural assistance. Th e transition involved both a transforma-
tion in our conception of freedom and a correlated change in our understanding 
of how the values of truth, goodness, and beauty are grounded.

In the traditional conception, man’s moral status depended in part on his being 
endowed with free will. Th e theory of the undetermined free will, however, seems 
to involve a contradiction: If I am to be morally responsible, my actions cannot be 
externally determined, but neither can they be irrational and arbitrary. Th ey must 
follow rational choices determined by antecedent norms. Th e contradiction can be 
avoided only if one distinguishes between an action determined by causes and one 
motivated by reasons: I am morally responsible for my action when this has not 
been causally determined and when it has been motivated (determined) by my 
own reasons—self-determined, in other words, when I am both free and autono-
mous. Th us the modern notion of autonomy (or rational self-determination of the 
will) came to supplement and enrich the traditional notion of freedom (or absence 
of causal determination of the will) as the central component of the modern self-
image of man.

But if the will is to be rationally determined, where do its reasons come from, 
and what is the ultimate ground or authority that allows us to judge that some-
thing is true, or good, or beautiful? In the traditional conception, the ultimate 
authority was God, who in divinely inspired scriptures revealed the general norms, 
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and the moral norms in particular, in the light of which we are to judge each par-
ticular case. Th is, however, seems to have left  a residuum of arbitrariness at the 
heart of the whole picture. Could God, in His omnipotence, suspend the logical 
laws of identity, contradiction, and excluded middle, or decide that two plus two 
equals fi ve, or that torturing innocent children is a good thing?

Already the premoderns (Th omas Aquinas) argued that He could not, but that 
this in no way limited His omnipotence: God, “without being in any way limited, 
cannot do what is logically impossible or morally wrong because the correspond-
ing rules are identical with Himself.”29 What this argument may suggest is the 
thought that God is the name we give to absolutely binding norms rather than the 
source or ground of such norms. Following a suggestion of this sort, Kant will 
argue that the norms are not the result of God’s fi at, but rather are grounded in the 
very constitution of the eternal and universal rationality shared by every rational 
being, God and humans alike; in eff ect he proposed to exchange one name for 
another, to rename God as Reason. Th e norms of truth and goodness are funda-
mental components of the rational constitution of cosmos, indispensable ways for 
rational beings to orient themselves in the world. It is our duty to obey such norms 
because we are rational and free, and in obeying them we obey ourselves; to say 
that God commands them would be superfl uous. In any case it would be incom-
patible with the dignity of a free being to obey the norms because a more powerful 
being so commands. We obey them because they are the command of our own 
rational nature. In this sense we are autonomous, self-governed. It belongs to the 
essence of Reason to set the ends we may freely accept or reject. It is on this ability 
to set rational ends (autonomy) and to follow them (freedom) that human dignity 
now depends.

Th e construction of the modern autonomy-centered idea of human dignity was 
largely completed by Rousseau and given its fully elaborated form by Immanuel 
Kant (1724–1804). Kant’s critical philosophy was one of the Enlightenment’s two 
most thoroughgoing and profoundly meditated attempts to replace God with Rea-
son, to ground our norms in our own rational nature rather than in divine Revela-
tion (the other such attempt was by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel). (In an essay 
of 1784, “What Is Enlightenment?,” Kant explained: “Enlightenment is man’s 
release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of 
his understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage 
when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use 
it without direction from another. Sapere aude! ‘Have courage to use your own 
reason!’—that is the motto of enlightenment.”)30 Th e attempt involved mapping 
out Reason’s complete and eternal architecture, the necessary structure of the self-
conscious mind from which these norms were to be derived. Th e transcendental 
argument of each of the three Critiques (published, respectively, in 1781 [rev. ed. 
1787], 1788, and 1790) was designed to show what this architecture had to look like, 
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if universally valid knowing of objects (objective experience with a claim to truth 
rather than mere eff ectiveness), universally valid willing of actions (moral experi-
ence with a claim to goodness rather than mere utility), and universally valid feel-
ing of pleasure (aesthetic experience with a claim to beauty rather than mere 
agreeableness) were to be possible.

It would be hard to overestimate the importance of this epoch-defi ning enter-
prise. Kant’s attempt to ground the universal validity of our norms in Reason 
appears to be the only alternative to grounding them in divine Revelation, and we 
need some such grounding if we are to continue to make claims to truth, good-
ness, and beauty. In the practical domain, in particular, it would appear that, unless 
we can claim that there is a genuine distinction to be made between what is good 
and what is merely useful, we shall not be able to diff erentiate what should be from 
what is. Without a strong conception of good and evil as distinct from what is use-
ful or harmful, how shall we fi nd the limits beyond which no action can possibly 
be considered morally acceptable? How shall we know which individual and col-
lective actions suggested by the putative dictates of biology, anthropology, or his-
tory to follow and which to resist? Similarly, without some notion of natural law, 
how shall we criticize a tyrannical positive legislation? How shall we be able, in 
short, to criticize what is from the standpoint of what should be?

But if the importance and nobility of Kant’s enterprise are hard to doubt, its 
success has been doubted almost from the start.

Universally valid empirical knowledge was possible, Kant claimed, because the 
sensible world that is the object of such knowledge is in part constituted by the 
structuring activities of the mind (the passively received perceptual matter is 
actively shaped by the a priori, independent of experience, forms provided by our 
own cognitive powers), and all subjects of knowledge are endowed with the same 
cognitive capacities. Kant’s “transcendental deduction” purported to prove that it 
was the necessary condition of self-consciousness that objective empirical knowl-
edge depended on the mental activities of perceiving (in which sense was provided 
with variable data of perception, subjecting them to its own invariant forms of 
space and time), synthesizing (in which imagination collected the manifold of 
presentations given in perception into a single image), and judging (in which 
understanding applied its universal concepts—including a priori concepts Kant 
called “categories” that were the necessary conditions of experience, categories 
such as substance and cause—to the particular image provided by imagination). It 
was possible to reach secure a priori knowledge concerning those elements of cog-
nition that were the mind’s own contribution, that is, concerning the necessary 
conditions of all possible experience—space, time, and categories such as sub-
stance and cause. And it was possible to reach secure empirical knowledge of the 
sensible world, the spatiotemporal world of substances that interact in accordance 
with causal laws.
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But where do the data of perception come from in the fi rst place? Th ey arise 
when our senses are aff ected by something the existence of which Kant’s account 
implies but about which we can otherwise know nothing, the intelligible world 
behind the sensible one, the noumenon or “thing-in-itself ”—“in itself,” that is, 
independent of the contribution made by our mental powers. Once this some-
thing is subjected to the forms provided by these powers (space and time, as well 
as concepts and categories), it is transformed into the plural phenomena of the 
sensible world, the only reality we can actually know. Critics (specifi cally Friedrich 
Heinrich Jacobi in “David Hume on Faith or Idealism and Realism: A Dialogue,” 
1787) objected almost immediately: How can Kant claim both that the category of 
causality (along with other categories of understanding) applies only to phenom-
ena and not to the noumenon and that it is the thing-in-itself that causes the 
appearance of the perceptual data? Kant’s picture of the structure of objective 
knowledge was fundamentally fl awed and self-contradictory. Accordingly, Kant’s 
successors either gave up on the notion of the unknowable noumenon entirely, 
seeing that it was empty, or, like Arthur Schopenhauer, retained it, but claimed 
that something could be known about it aft er all.

Th is line of criticism had troubling implications not only for Kant’s account of 
objective experience, but also, and more crucially, for his account of moral experi-
ence, of the possibility of universally valid willing of what ought to be, which he 
developed in the second Critique. Th e ultimate goal of critical philosophy, aft er all, 
was to defend the possibility of human freedom and autonomy on which the idea 
of human dignity depended, the possibility that was undermined by the determin-
ism of modern science. Kant’s “transcendental idealism,” involving the distinction 
between the noumenal and phenomenal worlds, was the key component of the 
defense. Human knowledge, including science, pertains only to the world of 
appearances; of the intelligible world we can know nothing more than that it must 
exist. Hence the universal determinism of science applies only to the world of 
phenomena. Yet it is the intelligible world that makes freedom possible. It is not 
that we can know that freedom exists: we do not know anything about the noume-
non. But we do know that we cannot deny the possibility of freedom’s existence. If 
the self-conscious mind is rooted not only in the realm of phenomena, but also in 
the noumenon, then faith in human freedom is not impossible. In this way Kant 
could claim that his fi rst Critique made room for faith in freedom. But if we give 
up on the notion of noumenon, that room disappears and with it the very founda-
tion of human moral responsibility and dignity.

Th is line of criticism, however, does not need to doom the whole enterprise. 
Kant could, and did, claim that every human being has an inescapable awareness 
of moral law and responsibility, even if they disagree about the ultimate source of 
the law’s authority, or about its specifi c demands. Th is awareness, he thought, 
implies that freedom must be possible, even if we did not know how it is possible, 
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because freedom is the necessary condition of moral law (there can be no moral 
responsibility without it). It would seem that this argument stands even if one 
rejects transcendental idealism.

But while one may thus go around the problems raised by Kant’s defense of the 
possibility of freedom, the problems raised by his defense of the possibility of 
autonomy are more diffi  cult to overcome. Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of 
Morals (1785) as well as his second Critique claimed that it was possible to ground 
specifi c moral norms, specifi c principles for moral conduct, in the dictates of Rea-
son itself—in other words, that in morality we are our own lawgivers and that the 
law we give ourselves is the same for everyone, since we all share the same rational-
ity. Th is claim, the basis for belief in the possibility of human autonomy, was also 
soon found wanting.

Specifi cally the claim took the following form: Since I am a rational being, 
whenever I act I can always describe my particular action in a general “maxim” 
that specifi es the action’s end as my reason for acting, the circumstances under 
which the action is undertaken, and the means to achieve the end. A maxim, that 
is, will typically state that “given these sorts of circumstances, I shall perform this 
kind of action in order to achieve this type of end.” (Kant’s example of such a 
maxim involves my end to increase wealth by every safe means applied to a situa-
tion in which someone made a deposit with me and then died without leaving a 
record of the deposit, so that I may safely keep it rather than returning it to his 
heirs: “Given that someone made an unrecorded deposit with me, I shall deny it 
and keep it in order to increase my wealth by every safe means.”) In order to fi nd 
out whether my maxim is morally allowed, I need to test its validity by means of 
the “categorical imperative” (the ultimate principle of morals) and ask whether it 
would be possible to will it as a universal law, possible in the sense that the result-
ing law would not be self-contradictory. (In Kant’s example, such law would state 
that “everyone may deny a deposit which no one can prove has been made,” and 
such a law fails the test of the categorical imperative, since it would self-destruct 
when, as its result, no one would be making deposits.)

In this way, Kant thought, Reason itself tells us what is and what is not morally 
allowed. Th is suggests a morality ideally suited to the needs of a liberal society, a 
morality that sets its intransgressible limits by the categorical imperative, but oth-
erwise provides no substantive guidance and leaves each individual to pursue his 
or her own aims. Critics, most prominently Hegel, pointed out that the test of the 
categorical imperative was empty and useless in practice. With a minimum of 
ingenuity one would be able to universalize most maxims without generating con-
tradictions: I just had to describe what I wanted to do in a maxim that would allow 
me to do it and at the same time prohibit others from undertaking actions that 
would render the universalized maxim self-contradictory. (Th us, instead of 
describing my action by the maxim “I may deny a deposit which no one can prove 
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has been made,” I might tell myself that an undocumented deposit is not a deposit 
at all, but a gift , and describe my action in the maxim “I may keep gift s.”)

Kant’s defenders point out that the categorical imperative exists in several 
equivalent formulations and that the formula better suited to test my maxims is 
the one that enjoins me never to use humanity, whether in my person or that of 
another, merely as a means to an end, but always also as an end in itself.31 By 
“humanity” Kant means the rational capacities that distinguish us from other ani-
mals, in particular our ability to resist instinctual drives, posit rational ends for 
ourselves, and give ourselves laws. Humanity, that is, rationality, the capacity of 
positing ends, is the highest value, Kant claims, because it is the ground or condi-
tion of our having any values at all: something can have a value for us only if we 
can posit it as an end for ourselves.32 It follows that every rational being deserves 
unconditional and equal respect as an end in itself, that our dignity is grounded in 
our autonomy. Moreover, it also follows that morally bad actions are those that fail 
to respect humanity (rationality) in me and in others. Autonomy grounds not only 
our dignity, but also the specifi c content of our moral norms.

Kant’s way of using Reason to ratify Reason itself as the highest value is 
undoubtedly ingenious (and perhaps can escape the charge of being circular). 
Moreover, the test provided by the humanity formula of the categorical imperative 
does indeed seem to work better than the one provided by the universal law for-
mula. It does not off er an unfailing and automatic solution to every moral dilemma, 
to be sure, but it does off er guidance to a rational deliberation over the moral 
evaluation of our actions, prompting us to search for solutions that favor truthful-
ness and persuasion over deception and violent coercion.

More, it also off ers a clue as to the meaning of human history. We have history 
at all because, unlike other animals, we are not imprisoned by instincts, and can 
posit ends for ourselves: the possibility of history, too, is rooted in our rationality 
and autonomy. While as animals existing in nature we are subject to mechanical 
laws, as rational beings existing in culture (or what Kant dubs the “realm of ends”) 
we are, or can be, united by a harmonious system of self-imposed and mutually 
compatible moral laws and we can make sense of history when we interpret it as a 
long, halting, tortuous, and gradual search for, and development of, such a system. 
“Th e history of mankind can be seen, in the large, as the realization of nature’s 
secret plan to bring forth a perfectly constituted state as the only condition in 
which the capacities of mankind can be fully developed, and also bring forth that 
external relation among states which is perfectly adequate to this end,” Kant wrote 
in his 1784 essay on the “Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point 
of View.”33 As Kant explained earlier in the same essay, a perfectly constituted state, 
one allowing human capacities their full development, would be a “society with 
the greatest freedom. Such a society is one in which there is mutual opposition 
among the members, together with the most exact defi nition of freedom and fi x-
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ing of its limits so that it may be consistent with the freedom of others.”34 Similarly, 
perfectly adequate relations among states would be ones based on law securing 
“the external safety of each state.”35 To be sure, the complete solution of this task “is 
impossible, for from such crooked wood as man is made of, nothing perfectly 
straight can be built.”36 A progress toward this desirable state of aff airs is by no 
means guaranteed. But the “idea” off ers guidance for action (it tells us that we 
should strive to bring reality ever closer to this state of aff airs) and for interpreta-
tion of the past (it tells us which events in our history helped us to get closer to our 
goal and which hindered our progress). A guarded optimism with regard to the 
prospects of progress is justifi ed, since what has once been attained cannot be 
completely reversed: “For such a phenomenon in human history [as the French 
Revolution] is not to be forgotten,” Kant wrote in an essay of 1798, and hence he 
concluded, “Th e human race has always been in progress toward the better and 
will continue to be so henceforth.”37

Th is “idea for a universal history,” too, is rooted in Reason. Driven by our radi-
cal propensity to evil (Kant is no more sentimental about human nature than 
Augustine; his doctrine of radical evil is a secularized or demythologized version 
of the doctrine of the original sin), we frequently make choices that satisfy our 
self-regard (amour-propre), the desire to be recognized as superior by our fellows, 
rather than the moral law. Th is mechanism inevitably breeds unhappiness, as not 
everyone can be superior and no one can be superior all the time. But the very 
same mechanism also spurs humanity to develop its capacities and powers to the 
fullest through competitive eff orts. Th us it aff ords us the prospect, though by no 
means the assurance, that we may gradually and increasingly replace natural incli-
nations with the moral law that would govern pacifi c and just relations between 
free citizens within each republic as well as pacifi c and just relations between free 
republics, creating in this way an enlightened cosmopolitan (today we would say 
global) community. It is noteworthy that, in the age of revolutions, Kant, for all his 
sympathy for the French Revolution, put his long-run hopes in slow and gradual 
progress, not in an instantly transforming apocalypse.

Kant’s Reason clearly does have a social and historical dimension. Kant knew 
that one can think only in a community and that human capacities develop over 
time. Nevertheless the impression conveyed by his central works, the Critiques 
above all, is of a Reason that is fundamentally individualistic and ahistorical: each 
rational being is endowed with the same basic and unchanging rational capacities, 
and the structure of each self-consciousness is at bottom the same. A theory of 
history was suggested in a series of essays that remained on the margins of the 
philosopher’s oeuvre. It was the role of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) 
to develop the social-historical conception of Reason to the fullest and to place 
this conception at the center of his vision (most infl uentially in the Phenomenology 
of Spirit of 1807, Elements of the Philosophy of Right of 1821, and Lectures on the 
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Philosophy of History published posthumously in 1837). For most readers, Kant’s 
Reason is fundamentally individual and eternal, and Hegel’s Reason is social and 
historical. To be sure, Kant also acknowledged that since the time of life allotted to 
each individual is limited, “in man (as the only rational creature on earth) those 
natural capacities which are directed to the use of his reason are to be fully devel-
oped only in the race, not in the individual.”38 But this tendency to emphasize the 
species is much more pronounced in Hegel. Kant’s model individuals are “inde-
pendent thinkers, who, aft er throwing off  the yoke of tutelage from their own 
shoulders, will disseminate the spirit of the rational appreciation of both their own 
worth and every man’s vocation for thinking for himself.”39 Hegel’s model indi-
viduals participate imperfectly and incompletely in a supra-individual social and 
historical rationality of the communal spirit (Geist), or, as we would say today, 
culture. Th e diff erence is one of emphasis, but it is a diff erence all the same. While 
both Kant and Hegel understand that ideal rational principles need to be actual-
ized in real social institutions and that such institutions take time to develop, for 
Kant the principles are discoverable by individual reason and, it seems, independ-
ently of the social-historical context. By contrast, for Hegel they can emerge only 
in the process of the historical development of humanity’s culture. Th is shift  
toward a social-historical conception of Reason as well as the positing of a specifi c 
mechanism, the dialectic, that drives the process of Reason’s development was 
arguably Hegel’s most important contribution.

Hegel, we have seen, concluded that Kant’s project of discovering the principles 
of morality in Reason failed, that the deliveries of isolated individual reason were 
empty. But from this perceived failure of Kant’s project Hegel did not draw the 
conclusion that the project of rational autonomy as such was doomed, only that 
one needed to do better than Kant. His is the most heroic attempt yet to deliver a 
conception of Reason adequate to the task of underwriting human autonomy and 
hence also human dignity, as well as providing us with specifi c values.

Concerning Kant’s categorical imperative, Hegel concluded that “it is possible 
to justify any wrong or immoral mode of action by this means.”40 He explained: 
“Th e fact that no property is present is in itself no more contradictory than is the 
non-existence of this or that individual people, family, etc., or the complete absence 
of human life. But if it is already established and presupposed that property and 
human life should exist and be respected, then it is a contradiction to commit theft  
or murder; a contradiction must be a contradiction with something, that is, with a 
content which is already fundamentally present as an established principle.”41 
Hegel may have exaggerated. Assuming that Kant’s self-ratifi cation of Reason as 
the highest value stands and is not circular, the humanity formula of the categori-
cal imperative off ers a test that makes it possible to evaluate moral principles, a test 
that would prompt us to favor truthfulness and persuasion over deception and 
coercion. But even so, Kantian Reason seems capable at most of evaluating the 
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principles we already have, not of providing us with such principles, of telling us 
what not to do rather than what to do.

From where, then, do we get our principles? Th ey arise, Hegel thought, in the 
historical development of the communal collective culture or spirit. (In Hegel’s 
terminology, the communal spirit is “objective” when it is embodied, made objec-
tive, in the community’s ongoing social practices and in the social institutions that 
enable and sustain such practices; it is “absolute” when it becomes self-aware, that 
is, embodied in the sensuous intuitions of the community’s art, and in the imagi-
native representations—myths and doctrines—and ritual practices of its religion, 
and refl ected upon in the conceptual thinking of its philosophy. Philosophy fi nally 
renders explicit what was implicitly experienced in art and lived in religion. All 
these embodiments are absolute because the community recognizes nothing of 
normative signifi cance beyond the norms captured by its art, religion, and phi-
losophy.) If Reason was to deliver specifi c values, we needed a richer conception of 
what Reason was; we needed to reconceive it as spirit.

Hegel follows Kant in believing that consciousness requires self-consciousness, 
that if I am to be aware of an object of knowledge as distinct from myself, I need 
also to be aware of myself as the subject of this knowledge. But he goes beyond 
Kant in believing that self-consciousness is not enough. I do not begin to think in 
isolation. To be a self means to desire a sense of self-worth. To obtain this sense, 
self-consciousness requires further that I recognize and acknowledge the existence 
of other self-conscious subjects as self-conscious and, reciprocally, that they recog-
nize my existence as a self-conscious subject. In other words, objective knowledge 
presupposes self-consciousness (Kant) and self-consciousness presupposes mutual 
recognition of self-conscious subjects (Hegel). We can be self-conscious subjects 
only within a community of self-conscious subjects who mutually acknowledge 
one another as such; it is only within such a community that rational thought 
becomes possible. Such a community is not a derived secondary whole constituted 
of antecedent independently existing individuals; it is the primary antecedent con-
dition for the existence of any individual.42

A community’s objective spirit is the specifi c distinct shape the mutual recogni-
tion takes within it, the shape objectifi ed in the community’s particular social 
practices and institutions. It is here, within the customary practices and forms of 
life of his community, that an individual fi nds his principles of action. Th is occurs 
when he joins in a given practice trying to pursue its aims and even, through his 
achievements, to extend the practice’s self-understanding of what these aims might 
be. If Kant’s individualistic Moralität (morality) could do no better than to tell us 
what not to do, Hegel’s communal Sittlichkeit (ethical life) can tell us what to do 
with ourselves; it can off er specifi c, shareable forms of life we might choose to fol-
low. Hegel does not repudiate Kantian morality. He recognizes that it enjoins us 
to respect ourselves and other members of our community as free persons and 
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subjects and provides us with an indispensable premise of any moral deliberation 
(my actions have to follow principles that could be universal), but he claims that 
this premise by itself will not tell us what such actions might be. For this we need 
a thicker social-historical web of the practices and institutions of our community’s 
ethical life. For us moderns these are: the institutions of the family, which are held 
together by the bonds of mutual love, and which provide a refuge from the com-
petitive individualism of the civil society; the institutions of the market, which 
include estates and corporations as well as the legal order of the civil society, which 
together protect each individual’s freedom to pursue his private interests; and 
the institutions of the state, which are concerned with the protection of collective 
freedom.

Like Rousseau and Kant before him, Hegel understands history as the story of 
our gradual achievement of full rational autonomy, the story of how we got to real-
ize that in principle each human being is equally free (the modern moral ideal 
contributed by Christianity to replace the ancient self-conception according to 
which only some men were free), and how we made sure that this equal freedom of 
all became reality (and not only a professed norm) by developing appropriate prac-
tices and institutions in a long and laborious process marked by such signposts as 
the Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the French 
Revolution. (As Hegel put it, “Th is application of the principle to secular aff airs, the 
penetration and transformation of secular life by the principle of freedom, is the 
long process of which history itself [is made up].”)43 “Th e aim of world history,” 
Hegel claimed, “is that the spirit should attain knowledge of its own true nature 
[which is freedom],44 that it should objectivize this knowledge and transform it into 
a real world, and give itself an objective existence.”45 Th e same pattern governs the 
development of an individual biography: I begin by being socialized and educated 
into the practices and norms of my society; sooner or later, however, I begin to 
subject these practices and norms to rational scrutiny with the aim of satisfying 
myself that they pass the test of rationality and hence deserve my allegiance.

But, just like Rousseau and Kant, Hegel did not consider this aim preordained, 
nor did he think that the actual course history took was inevitable. Rather, he 
thought of this aim as an assumption, a heuristic norm that would allow us to 
decide what is desirable for the future and what brought us closer to (or further 
from) our aim in the past: “Th at world history is governed by an ultimate design, 
that it is a rational process . . . this is a proposition whose truth we must assume; 
its proof lies in the study of world history itself, which is the image and enactment 
of reason.”46 Once again, just like Kant and despite his sympathy for the French 
Revolution, Hegel did not believe that future progress would require another revo-
lutionary breakthrough. Rather, he put his hope in gradual, piecemeal reforms.

Hegel’s position emphatically does not imply that we are condemned to be 
social conservatives and conformists; above all, it does not mean that we have no 
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standpoint from which to criticize the practices and forms of life of our commu-
nity. Historical progress, Hegel thought, was driven by a mechanism he dubbed 
“dialectic,” in essence an eff ort to synchronize the objective with the absolute spirit, 
to bring harmony between the self-understandings and norms we profess, on the 
one hand, and our actual social practices and institutions, on the other. Most fun-
damentally, as just described, progress involves precisely the series of attempts to 
develop practices and institutions that would actualize rather than contradict the 
moral ideal of equal freedom introduced by Christianity. Th ere is no absolute 
starting point: we are always already located somewhere, within some web of 
moral-political norms and practices. Once we discover contradictions between 
the norms we profess and the forms of life we actually follow, sooner or later we 
want to eliminate these contradictions in order to make our world less irrational 
and less unfree. Th is is how progress is made.

Th ere also seems to be no absolute point of arrival, although here Hegel may 
seem ambiguous. On the one hand, philosophy is “its own time comprehended in 
thoughts. It is just as foolish to imagine that any philosophy can transcend its con-
temporary world as that an individual can overleap his own time.”47 We can think 
about and evaluate our past and present norms and practices only from the place 
we have reached so far, from our own level of rationality and freedom. We shall 
never have anything more than our own fallible Reason. Th is suggests that our 
standpoint may be surpassed in the future, that our norms and practices are sub-
ject to criticism and may be improved: the historicity of Reason is inescapable. 
But, on the other hand, Reason is not only historical, it is also a self-criticizing 
aff air, and the standpoint we moderns have reached, the standpoint of the Enlight-
enment, is, for the fi rst time in history, one where we no longer put trust in revealed 
myths, no matter how venerable, and will accept nothing but rational arguments. 
We are the fi rst people who can dispense with all revealed norms, all dogmatic 
foundations. And thus the ambiguity disappears. We shall continue to reinvent 
ourselves, to be sure, but from now on we should reinvent ourselves under the 
guidance of the interpersonal, communal, self-criticizing and self-grounding Rea-
son embodied in a variety of our social, scientifi c, legal, and political practices. 
Hegel’s vision of the desirable future for humanity is no less “cosmopolitan” than 
Kant’s. He too rejects a world of many equally valid cultures, each worshiping its 
own traditional gods, in favor of a single modern culture grounded in universal 
Reason.

On this interpretation—and this is only one of the possible interpretations of 
his thought—Hegel not so much repudiates Kant as supplements him, adding Sitt-
lichkeit to Moralität and stressing the social and historical nature of Reason recon-
ceived as spirit or culture (Jürgen Habermas will talk of “communicative rea-
son”).48 Th ey both agree that freedom belongs to the spirit’s, or Reason’s, essence. 
And they are probably both right, Hegel when he claims that we respect rationality 
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and equal moral worth of each human being not because abstract Reason compels 
us to do so, but because we belong to a cultural tradition on which the teachings of 
Socrates and Jesus (and Plato and Saint Paul) left  their indelible imprints; and Kant 
when he answers that the reason why the imprints of Socrates and Jesus have been 
indelible was that they discovered something essential about human rational 
nature. For both, the self-ratifying and self-criticizing Reason retains the position 
previously occupied by God, grounding our most fundamental norms. Th e diff er-
ence between them is the diff erence between those who say that the principles of 
Reason, while discovered by us only gradually, are in themselves eternal, and those 
who say that no principles are eternal, that they can all be changed, but add that if 
societies are to survive and have some stability, they can change these principles 
only gradually and very few at any given time.

 BEYOND REASON

 History
Almost from the start, the Enlightenment did not go unchallenged, but generated 
various reactive forms of the Counter-Enlightenment or Romanticism, forms that 
shook the foundations of our modern self-understanding as autonomous, free, 
morally responsible, rational beings.49 Th ree of these forms found particular reso-
nance in subsequent political and cultural history and, as it happens, all three pro-
vide an indispensable background to any understanding of Wagner’s intellectual 
development.

One of these forms, the latest to appear but the earliest to impinge on Wagner’s 
mature outlook, took its point of departure directly from Hegel. In Central Europe 
in the period between the revolutions of 1830 and 1848, Hegel was the philosopher to 
follow, to struggle with, and to overcome. Th e most infl uential fruit of this overcom-
ing was the theory of history formulated by Karl Marx (1818–1883) in a series of texts 
among which Th e Communist Manifesto (1848, written together with his collabora-
tor, Friedrich Engels) and especially the preface to A Critique of Political Economy 
(1859) enjoyed particular resonance.50 (I shall discuss the extent as well as the limits 
of Marx’s relevance to Wagner’s work in the chapter on Der Ring des Nibelungen.) No 
less than Kant and Hegel before him, Marx inherited and developed further the 
philosophical dream formulated a century earlier by Rousseau. Th e dream involved 
the abolition of the hostile and painful separation between humans and their world, 
also between man and his fellows; it foresaw a return on a higher level, under the 
conditions of a fully developed civilization, to the primeval harmony among humans 
and between humans and nature. To realize this dream, one needed fi rst to locate the 
causes of man’s alienation from his world. Hegel identifi ed these causes in the self-
developmental activity of the supra-individual social-cultural spirit, in the internal 
dialectical dynamic of culture, and specifi cally in our common eff orts to harmonize 
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our actual practices and institutions with our professed norms and aspirations. 
Unlike Hegel, Marx agreed with the leaders of the Young Hegelians, such as Ludwig 
Feuerbach (1804–1872), that the causes of alienation lie in the empirical this-worldly 
situation of man, though he rejected Feuerbach’s specifi c claim that the alienation 
was the result of our mythologizing displacement of our own values onto the other, 
divine, world. (For a brief moment in the early 1840s, Feuerbach’s books, especially 
Th e Essence of Christianity of 1841 and Principles of the Philosophy of the Future of 
1843, enjoyed considerable infl uence; years later, Engels would testify that Feuer-
bach’s writings helped him and Marx turn away from Hegelian idealism toward a 
more materialist mode of thinking.)51 Instead, Marx proposed to seek the external 
material causes of alienation, to see alienation as the inevitable result of technologi-
cal progress that led to the division of labor and the resultant alienation of labor—the 
situation in which, instead of recognizing ourselves in our own products when using 
them, we are enslaved by them, because we treat them as tradable commodities 
whose value lies not in the use we make of them, but in the possibility of exchange 
by means of the abstract medium of money. Th e social process of exchange, func-
tioning without any human control as if it were an impersonal law of nature, inevi-
tably leads to the accumulation of capital in the hands of a few and the enslavement 
of the dispossessed many. In this way, alienation of labor results in the institution of 
private property and the political and legal arrangements that defend it. (In other 
words, Marx formulated one version of what Th eodor Adorno and Max Hork-
heimer would later dub the “dialectic of enlightenment”: our very success in subjugat-
ing nature to our will leads to our enslavement.)52 Once one has identifi ed the causes 
of alienation, one can work toward its elimination by removing these causes. Hence 
Marx’s political program: the abolition of private property, and, presumably, of its 
source in the division of labor. But since the owners of capital are unlikely to give it 
up of their own free will, a violent revolution is the only way in which this program 
might be realized.

Th us, taking his point of departure from Hegel, Marx ended up on the philoso-
pher’s antipodes. For Marx, the abolition of private property is the prerequisite for 
the abolition of alienation and hence the emancipation of humankind. For Hegel, 
the right to property is the barest minimum of what is required if an individual’s 
freedom is to be safeguarded. If a person is to be able to exercise free choice (not 
just to know that he is free, but actually to be free), he must have available to him 
an inviolable sphere around him within which he can make his arbitrary choices. 
Th is sphere is, precisely, property, which for Hegel includes my right to my life and 
body.53 Had he been able to read Marx’s prescriptions, Hegel would have likely 
concluded that they were a recipe for despotism.

But Marx’s theory does more than undermine the “negative” and “bourgeois” 
freedom of individuals to be, within limits, free of interference with their arbitrary 
choices. It also undermines the most essential component of the modern 
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self-image, our autonomy. Marx’s historical materialism puts forward a highly 
determinist picture of human history. Technological progress is inevitable, and 
so are its consequences, from the division of labor, through its alienation (the 
commodifi cation of its products, trade, private property), the accumulation of the 
capital in the hands of the bourgeoisie and the enslavement of the proletariat, all 
the way to the inevitably resulting proletarian revolution and the fi nal Communist 
emancipation of humankind. A picture like this empties autonomy, our ability to 
rationally guide ourselves, of all meaning. History is going to march forward 
regardless of what we do. Our best course of action is to hasten this march (for 
instance by philosophically guiding the proletarians as their intellectual avant-
garde), even if such acceleration would involve violence and coercion. While Kant 
and Hegel located the ultimate authority for our inescapable moral obligations—
the distinction between good and evil as well as the sense of responsibility for 
them—in Reason, Marx and his followers located it in History. In so doing they 
implied that History’s victors were not merely factually victorious, but also mor-
ally right no matter how much blood they had on their hands.

Already Kant had talked of “a history with a defi nite natural plan for creatures 
who have no plan of their own,” thus giving the impression that the course of his-
tory may be governed by a predetermined law of nature.54 Similarly, there are 
statements in the introduction to Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of World 
History (his single most widely read and infl uential text and one that Wagner 
also chose as his introduction to the philosopher in the revolutionary winter 
of 1848–49)55 that, taken out of context, might give the impression that his theory 
of history, too, is determinist, statements such as that “the history of the world is 
a rational process, the rational and necessary evolution of the world spirit.”56 But 
this impression would be as incorrect for Hegel as it is for Kant. Both would con-
sider the search for laws of history to be fundamentally misguided: one should not 
confuse culture, the domain of freedom, with nature, the realm of determinism. 
Hegel did not claim that humanity was predetermined to become increasingly 
free, only that one way to interpret history was to see in it a series of attempts, 
growing out of Greek and Judeo-Christian roots, to give our collective aspiration 
to equal freedom for all an embodiment of adequate practices and institutions. 
Marx, on the other hand, does seem to believe that he is discovering genuine laws 
of history. What he off ers in his historical materialism is not a hermeneutic device 
for interpreting the past or a norm that helps us to distinguish desirable future 
developments from undesirable ones (as Kant and Hegel do), but a “scientifi c” 
theory presumably capable of explaining the past and, more importantly, predict-
ing the future. A theory of this sort, if widely believed (as it has been for about a 
century), is bound to undermine the very foundations of the autonomy-centered 
self-image of man that Kant and Hegel had articulated and perfected with so much 
eff ort.
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 Nation
But History was only one of the three main rivals of the autonomous Reason or 
God for the role of the ultimate authority grounding our inescapable moral obliga-
tions that competed with one another during Wagner’s lifetime. Another potent 
idea, and one that emerged the earliest of the three, was that of Nation. (Th e extent 
and the limits of the relevance of this idea to Wagner’s work will be discussed in 
the chapter on Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg.)

Nationalism became a signifi cant component of the political-ideological land-
scape in Europe only during the early years of the nineteenth century, but its intel-
lectual roots go back to two seminal eighteenth-century thinkers.57 One of these 
was, once again, the ubiquitous Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778). In Th e Social 
Contract (1762), Rousseau proposed the principle of popular sovereignty accord-
ing to which if the sovereign authority in the state was to be legitimate, it had to 
emanate not from the will of God, or a God-anointed prince, but from the “general 
will” (volonté générale) of the people, the whole collectivity of equal and free citi-
zens, rather than the prince’s subjects. Th e French Revolution made popular sov-
ereignty its guiding principle and gave the people, the collective of all the citizens 
of the country, the name of “the nation” (la nation). Th us Rousseau may be consid-
ered the intellectual architect of what is oft en referred to as democratic or “civic” 
nationalism, the ideology that sees all legitimate sovereign power in a country as 
emanating from the united general will of the nation.

Nineteenth-century nationalism, however, is not just “civic.” It is also “cultural” 
or even “ethnic.” For the modern nationalist ideology to be born, more was needed 
than Rousseau’s principle of popular sovereignty. Th e other, in this respect much 
more seminal, eighteenth-century fi gure presiding over the birth of nationalism 
was Kant’s erstwhile student and later opponent, Johann Gottfried von Herder 
(1744–1803). It was Herder who provided the nationalist ideology with its most 
characteristic ingredient, the idea of the essential rather than merely accidental 
diff erences between nations. In a series of writings that culminated in his volumi-
nous Ideas for the Philosophy of History of Humanity (1784–91), Herder articulated 
the principles of what might be called cultural nationalism, and what much later 
was to be called multiculturalism.58

For all their disagreements with one another, Rousseau, Kant, and Hegel shared 
a belief in the essential similarity of all humans. Herder, by contrast, was fascinated 
by human diversity. He insisted on radical diff erences between cultures and cele-
brated, rather than deplored, these diff erences. Humanity, he thought, is naturally 
divided into nations (which he termed “the people”—das Volk), societies united by 
common cultures consisting of shared practices and institutions, traditions and 
memories. Each culture is unique—it embodies a unique way of experiencing the 
world, a unique attitude to life, a unique set of likes and dislikes and values. His 
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