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THE FIRST WORLD WAR, PHILOSOPHY, 

AND EUROPE

Nicolas de Warren (Leuven)

I

The war to end all wars brought a cataclysmic end to everything 
in Europe except to a Europe in search of itself.1 This “original cata-
strophe of the 20th-century” — in George F. Kennan’s much quoted 
expression — was an unprecedented event of destruction, transforma-
tion, and renewal on a scale previously unimaginable that left no aspect 
of European civilization unharmed or unhinged. The mass experience 
of death, brutalization, and disorientation coupled with the vast mobi-
lization of material and psychological resources shattered a fundamen-
tal confidence of European self-understanding and investment in its 
own intellectual, political, and artistic heritage. Within weeks of the 
outbreak of hostilities, the First World War was immediately perceived 
from a variety of perspectives as a “world historical event” that would 
reveal, condemn, or decide the fate of the 20th-century, as indeed, 
in senses then unanticipated, it did. As the German historian Friedrich 
Meinecke sensed while in Freiburg, the 1st of August — the day Ger-
many declared war — portended a “new historical epoch for the world”. 

1 Th is essay outlines a research project on the First World War and Philosophy at the Husserl 
Archives, KU Leuven, funded by the European Research Council.

Nicolas de Warren is Research Professor of Philosophy at the Institute of Philosophy, 
KU Leuven. He is the author of Husserl and the Promise of Time. Subjectivity in Transcendental 
 Phenomenology (Modern European philosophy), New York, Cambridge UP, 2009. He is currently 
writing a book on the unforgivable.
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For many, the war promised release from the tedium and  contradictions 
of an ever-advancing modernization of life; for others, it was antici-
pated with fright and foreboding; for yet others, it was welcomed as a 
fulfillment of revolutionary change and destructive renewal. Regardless 
of how the war’s significance came to be perceived, none could then 
fathom the enduring ways in which European civilization would 
become transformed. As the American writer Henry James, residing in 
England, lucidly grasped in 1915:

Th e plunge of civilization into this abyss of blood and darkness by the wan-
ton feat of two infamous autocrats is a thing that so gives away the whole 
long age during which we have supposed the world to be, with whatever 
abatement, gradually bettering, that to have to take it all now for what the 
treacherous years were all the while really making for and meaning is too 
tragic for any words.2

In the sober title of Karl Kraus’ theatrical masterpiece, the Great 
War heralded nothing less than die letzten Tage der Menschheit.

The Great War was equally an original catastrophe for philosophy. 
The outbreak of hostilities in 1914 launched a historically remarkable 
engagement of philosophers in most belligerent nations in what Kurt 
Flasch has insightfully called the “spiritual mobilization” (die geistige 
Mobilmachung) of intellectuals, university professors, artists, and writ-
ers. Henri Bergson, Edmund Husserl, Max Scheler, and Bertrand Rus-
sell (to name but four) and a host of others took up arms in taking to 
their pens, for or against national cause and culture, for or against war 
itself. This release of philosophical energy and argumentation about 
the meaning of the war reflected a condition of philosophy at war as 
well as a war of philosophy with itself: philosophical discourse became 
transfigured into the pursuit of war by other means much as the war 
became an occasion for philosophical thinking by other means.

What is immediately striking about this mobilization of philosophi-
cal thinking is its range and diversity: it extends from shrill justifica-
tions of a nation’s war effort and aims to argue for specific military and 

2 H. James, letter to Howard Sturgis, Augustus 5, 1914, in: P. Lubbock (Ed.), Th e Letters of 
Henry James, New York, Scribner’s, 1920, Vol. 2, p. 384.
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political strategies (for example, the support for the implementation of 
unrestricted submarine warfare in Germany) to rarer instances of phil-
osophical pacifism (as with Bertrand Russell) and the idea for the 
League of Nations (drafted immediately after the declaration of war in 
August 1914 by Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson). This mobilization of 
philosophical thought also took many literary forms: public speeches, 
university lectures, private notebooks, letters, pamphlets, monographs, 
newspaper editorials, and longer forms of gestation that would only 
come to form decades after the end of hostilities. The First World War 
equally provided context for the writing of major works in philosophy 
that have since become widely recognized as defining works of 20th-
century philosophy: Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, Franz Rosen-
zweig’s The Star of Redemption, and Ernst Bloch’s The Spirit of Utopia. 
In addition, the post-war decades of the 1920s and 1930s is widely seen 
as the decisive ‘parting of ways’ of 20th-century philosophy into the 
movements of ‘Analytic Philosophy’ and ‘Continental Philosophy’, 
which largely (and often bitterly) dominates academic philosophy 
today. It was also during these tumultuous years of philosophical trans-
formation that a constellation of 19th-century philosophers became 
elevated for the historiography of philosophy in the 20th-century: Marx, 
Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche. As codified in numerous histories of mod-
ern philosophy and university curricula, the reigning philosophical 
narrative of the 19th-century was largely fashioned from the philosoph-
ical perspective in the aftermath of the First World War.

It is therefore all the more surprising that while the impact of the 
Great War on literature and the visual arts — and more generally on 
intellectual culture — have been the subject of inquiry, interpretation, 
and debate, the question of whether and how the war induced a funda-
mental change in philosophical thought remains relatively unexam-
ined, often misunderstood, or simply taken for granted. Aside from a 
handful of specialized studies of individual philosophers and their 
biographies, a few monographs, and an occasional volume of confer-
ence papers, the First World War’s impact on philosophy, whether dur-
ing the years of conflagration or in the decades thereafter leading to 
the Second World War, has passed into a veritable historical and 
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philosophical oblivion. This is all the more startling given important 
developments in the study of the First World War’s cultural and intel-
lectual impact in recent decades of scholarship.

Beginning in the first months of conflict, the First World War was 
simultaneously constructed as it was experienced. This construction 
has since developed through three major stages:3 a first stage primarily 
directed at understanding political decisions, responsibilities, and mili-
tary strategy; a second stage, beginning after the Second World War, 
focusing on social dimensions, international relations, and national 
political structures; and a third stage inaugurated by the ground-
breaking studies of Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory 
(1975)4 and John Keagan, The Face of Battle (1976)5 directed towards 
the cultural history of the war, its lived-experience, and remembrance.6 
The past two decades have produced studies on the global character of 
the War;7 the preceding Colonial campaigns;8 the War’s culture of 
extermination;9 and important contributions on the impact of the War 
on modern literature,10 film11 and the arts.12

A central debate within this (broadly construed) cultural approach is 
the question of the significance of the War’s transformation of modern 
culture. There exists a strong tradition within this literature, reaching 

3 A. Prost and J. Winter, Penser la Grande Guerre, Paris, Gallimard, 2004.
4 P. Fussell, Th e Great War and Modern Memory, New York, Oxford UP, 1975.
5 J. Keagan, Th e Face of Battle, London, Routledge, 1976.
6 M. Eksteins, Rites of Spring. Th e Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age, Boston, Mariner 

Books, 1989; S. Audoin-Rouzeau and A. Becker, 14-18, retrouver la Guerre, Paris, Gallimard, 2000; 
A. Prost and J. Winter, Penser la Grande Guerre.

7 E. Paice, World War I. Th e African Campaign: An Imperial War on a Dark Continent, London, 
Pegasus, 2008; S. McMeekin, Th e Russian Origin of the First World War, Cambridge (MA), Harvard 
UP, 2011.

8 I. Hull, Absolute Destruction. Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial Germany, 
Ithaca, Cornell, 2006.

9 A. Kramer, Dynamic of Destruction. Culture and Mass Killing in the First World War, Oxford, 
Oxford UP, 2009.

10 N. Natter, Literature at War, 1914-1918. Representing the ‘Time of Greatness’ in Germany, 
New Haven, Yale UP, 1999; A. Barlow, Th e Great War in British Literature, Cambridge, Cambridge 
UP, 2002; H. Fries, Die große Katharsis. Der Erste Weltkrieg in der Sicht deutscher Dichter und 
Gelehrter, 2 Vols., Konstanz, Hockengrab, 1994-1995.

11 M. Paris, Th e First World War and Popular Cinema, New Brunswick (N.Y), Rutgers UP, 
2000; A. Kelly, Cinema and the Great War, London, Routledge, 1997.

12 P. Dagen, Le silence des peintres, Paris, Hazan, 1996.
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back to Paul Fussell, that argues for an inseparable connection between 
the War’s impact and the emergence of aesthetic and literary modern-
ism. On this view, “Modernism is our art; it is the one art that responds 
to the scenario of our chaos”, and it was marked indelibly by the 
“destruction of civilization and reason in the First World War”. Other 
scholars, however, prompted by Jay Winter’s pioneering study, have 
 formulated a “dissenting view” regarding this “widely held conviction 
about the location of the 1914-1918 war within European cultural 
 history” in arguing that the war motivated the re-appropriation of 
older, more traditional manners of imagining, expression, and mean-
ing. If anything, however, recent decades of scholarship have amply 
demonstrated that “it’s all more complicated than it seemed” in trying 
to understanding the impact of war on European civilization; the only 
“constant” in our understanding of the war remains “one of ambiguity, 
of multivalent and paradoxical responses”.13 One hundred years after 
the outbreak of hostilities, we still cannot definitively pronounce the 
war as “over” in the quest for its significance.

It is therefore all the more striking that the impact of the war on 
20th-century philosophy remains woefully unexamined, often misun-
derstood, or simply taken for granted. There are at least three reasons 
for this state of affairs.

Philosophers have come late, if at all, to reflecting on the impact of 
the war on philosophy, and when they do, those studies — with rare 
exception — are piecemeal and/or generic in character. The philosoph-
ical forgetting of the First World War characterizes older as well as 
more recent presentations of 20th-century philosophy: for example, 
Johannes Hirschberger’s Die Geschichte der Philosophie lacks any refer-
ence to the war, but so does the recently published Frédéric Worms, La 
philosophie en France au XXème siècle. In English, we find only Wallace, 
who deals, however, exclusively with British philosophers.14 Important 

13 B. Davis, ‘Experience, Identity, and Memory. Th e Legacy of World War I’, Th e Journal of 
Modern History 75/2003, pp. 111-131 (p. 130).

14 J. Hirschberger, Die Geschichte der Philosophie, Berlin, Komet, 1949; F. Worms, La philoso-
phie en France au XXème siècle, Paris, Gallimard, 2009; S. Wallace, War and the Image of Germany. 
British Academics 1914-1918, Edinburgh, John Donald Publishers, 1988.
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biographies of philosophers (Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Russell) include 
discussions of their respective protagonists wartime experience and 
writings.15 

This forgetting of the war within philosophical memory can largely 
be accounted for by the controversial “war-philosophy” written dur-
ing the years 1914-1918, mainly, but not exclusively, in Germany. 
Edmund Husserl, Max Scheler, Hermann Cohen and others pro-
duced a varied genre of philosophical writing (books, public and uni-
versity lectures, pamphlets, etc.) that has roundly been dismissed 
(with the exception of Kurt Flasch) as “ideological”, and thus as par-
adigmatically “unphilosophical”. In the assessment of one study, the 
“entire war-philosophy” of the First World War amounts to “mere 
ideology” and massive “self-deceit”.16 On such a judgment, such phi-
losophers (whether Henri Bergson in France or Edmund Husserl in 
Germany) succumbed to a massive seizure of unthinking: they were 
swept away by the prevailing tides of nationalism, propaganda, and 
cultural prejudice. This argument for the collapse of philosophy into 
ideology extends to what is undoubtedly the most studied aspect of 
the impact of the war on philosophy: the development of a German 
“conservative revolution” and “reactionary modernism” during the 
1920s and 1930s in the writings of Martin Heidegger and Carl 
Schmitt. The long shadow of complex and important questions 
regarding these two German mandarins has arguably eclipsed the 
wider and more diverse impact of the war on philosophy during the 
inter-war years, with the question still remaining open whether the 

15 On the more substantial (i.e., monographs) side, there exists a still unequalled comparative 
study of the war’s impact in a collection of essays edited by Philippe Soulez, Les philosophes et la 
guerre de 14, Paris, Vincennes, 1988; in German, the studies of Lübbe and Luft, and, most signi-
fi cantly, Kurt Flasch’s Die Geistige Mobilmachung and Peter Hoeres’ Krieg der Philosophen. Cf. 
H. Lübbe, Politische Philosophie in Deutschland, Munich, DTV, 1974; S. Luft, ‘Germany’s Metaphy-
sical War. Refl ections on War by Two Representatives of German Philosophy: Max Scheler and Paul 
Natorp’, Th emenportal Erster Weltkrieg (2007) <http://www.erster-weltkrieg.clio-online.de> [accessed 
20 October 2014]; K. Flasch, Die geistige Mobilmachung. Die deutschen Intellektuellen und der Erste 
Weltkrieg. Ein Versuch, Berlin, Alexander Fest Verlag, 2000; P. Hoeres, Krieg der Philosophen, Pader-
born, Schöningh, 2004.

16 H. Lübbe, Politische Philosophie in Deutschland; and most recently, S. Luft, ‘Germany’s Meta-
physical War’.
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so-called “war-philosophy” of the First World War is only to be 
judged as absence of philosophy in a time of war.

There is a third reason for this paucity of research and understand-
ing, as enshrined in the authoritative The Cambridge History of 20th-
Century Philosophy 1870-1945.17 This collection of essays on the devel-
opment of philosophy from 1870-1945 is organized around the dividing 
marker of 1914-1918, thus seeming to suggest a decisive importance to 
the First World War. Yet, in the essay ‘Philosophy and the First World 
War’, Thomas Baldwin (himself the editor of the volume) admits that 
the question of whether the war “induced a significant shift is addressed 
in English surprisingly rarely”, and is “not a simple one”.18 On the 
other hand, Baldwin concludes his extremely selective survey with the 
claim that the consequences of the war were “primarily external to the 
internal dialectic of philosophy” such that the answer to the question 
of whether “philosophy in any way internalized the experience of the 
war” must receive a “primarily negative response”: the war did not 
“produce new understandings but rather called into question older 
ways of thinking [...] without providing replacements”.19 This claim is 
prima facie implausible given the universal recognition that in some 
form or another the years immediately after the Great War produced 
the great parting of ways within 20th-century philosophy.20 One need 
not assume that the war is the singular cause for such a complex set of 
transformations; likewise, it seems odd to consider that the war had no 
“positive effect” on philosophical thought at all. Whereas the war 
transformed poetry, literature and the arts, philosophy somehow 
remained internally unimpressed. To adopt a felicitous term from Kurt 
Flasch: if this were indeed the case, it would only serve to indict the 
“extra-terrestrial autonomy” of philosophy (but this does not exclude 
that some philosophers did remain philosophically oblivious to the war, 

17 Th . Baldwin (Ed.), Th e Cambridge History of 20th-Centuruy Philosophy 1870-1945, Cam-
bridge, Cambridge UP, 2012.

18 Ibid., p. 365.
19 Ibid., p. 377 (my emphasis).
20 P. Gordon, Continental Divide. Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos, Cambridge (MA), Harvard UP, 

2010; M. Friedman, A Parting of the Ways. Carnap, Cassirer, and Heidegger, Chicago, Open Court, 
2000.
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for example, Samuel Alexander’s Space, Time, and Diety — delivered as 
Gifford Lectures in 1916-1918).

II

Baldwin’s thesis can be taken as both an opportunity and a provoca-
tion to embark on the general re-framing of the question whether the 
First World War induced any significant change in philosophical 
thought. In what follows, my aim is to outline an original approach to 
this question based on the claim that the question of the War’s impact 
on philosophy does not have one general “meaning” and thus does not 
admit of one kind of answer. Rather than propose a comprehensive 
view, let me instead sketch different angles of approach to delineate a 
constellation of questioning with which one can begin to reflect on the 
richness and complexity of the central question at hand.

One hundred years after the war to end all wars, it is easy for us to 
look back on this original catastrophe of the 20th-century and its his-
torically unprecedented mobilization of writers, intellectuals, scientists, 
and philosophers with dumbfounded amazement at how rapidly an 
entire and sophisticated generation of thinkers seemingly lost all reason 
and bearing. In the damning words of the German Anarchist Gustav 
Landauer: “nichts in diesem Krieg habe so versagt wie die Intellektuel-
len” (“nothing failed so much in this war as the intellectuals”). This 
judgment was echoed repeatedly during the inter-war years, for exam-
ple, in Julien Benda’s influential La trahison de clercs, and has since 
dominated our perception of the so-called “war-philosophy” and war 
of philosophy during the First World War.

This is especially ironic for the kind of philosophical responses to 
the war produced mainly in Germany, but also including, significantly, 
the French philosopher Henri Bergson and others. It is especially tragic 
given the entrenched self-image of philosophy as “speakers of truth” 
and the historically unparalleled cultural mission assigned to philoso-
phy at the end of the 19th-century. The turn of the century (from the 
19th to the 20th) witnessed a sharp growth in the internationalization of 
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academic institutions, thus establishing a European public space of 
intellectual exchange and a European republic of scholars. Yet, it was 
two events in the early months of the war that came to symbolize and 
accelerate the immediate collapse of this public intellectual space with 
the crystallization of a perception of the war as fundamentally a war 
of culture: the destruction of the library at the University of Leuven 
and the shelling of the Cathedral of Reims. Within weeks of the 
destruction of the University Library in Leuven, manifestos in con-
demnation were published; to which German university professors, 
including leading philosophers, signed a counter-manifesto defending 
its destruction and German national interests in the war. This act 
would set the acerbic tone for philosophical writings on both sides of 
the front: the German war-philosophy of Husserl, Scheler, Natorp and 
others; Bergson’s polemics against the “barbarism” of German culture 
and thought; and the debate among English philosophers concerning 
the connection between Classical German philosophy (Kant and 
Hegel) and Prussian militarism (J.H. Muirhead’s German Philosophy 
in Relation to the War and L.T. Hobhouse’s The Metaphysical Theory 
of State).

This apparent “loss of reason” and collapse of philosophical discourse 
into “self-deceit” and “ideology”21 represents one of the greatest intel-
lectual conundrums of the 20th-century; it has passed into the received 
wisdom concerning the distinctive war-philosophy of the Great War. 
As expressed in a recent synoptic account of the First World War: “Far 
more than trickery and malice, it was naivety and stupidity that deter-
mined the German discussion of war aims.”22

The response of philosophers, theologians, and intellectuals in Ger-
many was especially intense. Compared to other nations, as Herfried 
Münkler has noted, “in no other country did the literature about the 

21 H. Lübbe, Politische Philosophie in Deutschland; and most recently, S. Luft, ‘Germany’s Meta-
physical War’.

22 H. Münkler, Der grosse Krieg. Die Welt 1914-1918, Berlin, Rowohlt, 2013, p. 219: “Weit 
mehr als Hinterlist und Bosheit haben Naivität und Dummheit die deutsche Kriegszieldiskussion 
bestimmt.”
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war reach such a proportion as in Germany”.23 Specific reasons can be 
given for this exceptional mobilization of the German spirit: wide-
spread theological support for the war (which would provoke Karl Bar-
thes’ revision of his book on Paul and usher one of the most important 
transformations of 20th-century Protestant theology) reflected the insti-
tutional allegiance of theology departments and churches to the Ger-
man Kaiser as Oberhaupt of the church in Prussia. The status of philo-
sophical discourse reflected the cultural significance ascribed to the 
German university system, and in particular, the cultural mission 
entrusted to philosophy in the formation of German culture. This cul-
tural significance of  philosophy within Germany was nowhere more 
strongly developed than with the dominant approach to (institutional) 
philosophy towards the end of the 19th-century: Neo-Kantianism. The 
development of Neo-Kantianism, beginning with its self-affirmations 
and proclamations of “back to Kant” in Eduard Zeller’s 1862 inaugu-
ral lecture in Heidelberg and Otto Liebmann’s 1866 Kant und die 
Epigonen, runs parallel to the unification of Germany: the launch of 
Neo-Kantianism during the 1860s is set against the backdrop of the 
German defeat of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at Königgrätz in 
1866, which wrested power over German speaking Mitteleuropa and 
marked the end of the Holy Roman Empire; the defeat of France in 
the Franco-Prussian War of 1870/1871 and the final unification of 
Germany sets the backdrop for the publication of Hermann Cohen’s 
Kants Theorie der Erfahrung that effectively launch the second epoch of 
Neo-Kantianism.24

The underlying reason for this exceptional mobilization of philo-
sophical discourse and, more generally, the search for meaning reflected, 
according to Münkler, the absence of any unified and compelling 
political and/or economic rationale for the war. This absence of politi-
cal clarity opened a broad space for divergent interpretations as to the 
“meaning” of the war. And yet due to this vacuum, debates about the 

23 H. Münkler, Der grosse Krieg, p. 216: “in keinem anderen Land hat die Literatur über die 
Deutung des Krieges ein solches Ausmass angenommen wie in Deutschland.”

24 H. Cohen, Kants Th eorie der Erfahrung, 1871.
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meaning of the war, as Thomas Mann observed, remained entirely 
“unpolitical” and detached from actual political  considerations. This 
translated into a detachment from the military, political, and economic 
reality of the war. Rather, in other words, than regarding the so-called 
German “war-philosophy” as a pursuit of the political by other means, 
in the absence of any clarity regarding the political aims of the war, 
this discourse can be seen instead as the pursuit of an absent politics by 
other means, namely, through “extra-political” meanings (e.g., theo-
logical, philosophical). Philosophical and theological discourse further 
sustained the “de-politization” of the war by elevating the war’s mean-
ing to theological or metaphysical significance. Of course, this is not to 
suggest a complete absence of political discussion concerning war-
aims;25 it does, however, reflect the lack of consensus and clarity, but 
equally a lack of communication, between institutions of power (mili-
tary, government, Kaiser), the middle-class, and intellectuals.

On this sociological account for the “excessive debate about the 
meaning of the war” among German intellectuals and professors, the 
discourse of “war-philosophy” was shaped by two apparently incon-
gruent dynamics — and this tension still reverberates through our own 
historical perception of this complex literature. Münkler’s own account, 
illuminating as it is, both reveals and incorporates this tension. On the 
one hand, Münkler speaks of the “stupidity” and “collective madness” 
of this discourse; on the other hand, as he equally writes:

Th at there was such a delusion of grandeur is not in principle to be excluded, 
but as an explanation for over-fl owing war aims it is however much more 
plausible to understand the diff erent war aims not as individual parts of a 
master-plan, but as a set of confl icting answers to the dilemma of the geo-po-
litical middle.26

The tension that runs through “war-philosophy” is transparently 
rendered in this assessment, which should not be taken as an either/or 

25 H. Münkler, Der grosse Krieg.
26 Ibid., p. 222 (my emphasis): “Dass es einen solchen Grössenwahn in Deutschland gegeben hat, 

ist grundsätzlich nicht auszuschliessen, als Erklärung für die ausufernden Kriegsziele ist es jedoch viel 
plausibler, die verschiedenen Kriegsziele nicht als die Einzelteile eines Gesamtplans zu begreifen, 
sondern als miteinander konkurrierende Antworten auf das Dilemma des geopolitischen Mitte.”
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proposition. On the one hand, we have the judgment that a generation 
of philosophers were literally dumb-struck almost immediately in 1914: 
a collective madness set upon a discursive community that thus became 
“naïve” and “stupid”. On the other hand, we have the judgment that 
this “naïve” discourse nonetheless constituted a debate — different 
answers and ways of formulating the problem of the German position 
in Europe and Germany’s war-aims, but also more broadly, the ques-
tion of European identity, its truth, and future.

My suggestion is not to collapse this tension into either-or: either it 
amounted to mere ideology and stupidity — a historically unprece-
dented example of das Versagen des Denkens — or to a debate that, 
lacking constraints, spiraled out of control into ever unrealistic and 
imaginary meanings. This challenge further refines the suggestion 
made by Kurt Flasch that we approach this war-philosophy with the 
intention of recognizing the kind(s) of philosophical arguments being 
made rather than dismiss them as mere ideology. My own proposal 
here is that this literature has easily been dismissed as “mere ideology” 
due to a failure to recognize a fundamental transformation in the con-
cept of war that situates this war-philosophy and to which this war-
philosophy largely contributed. Here, I adopt the recent interpretation 
of the change in the modern conception of warfare developed by the 
Yale international legal scholar James Q. Whitman in The Verdict of 
Battle. The Law of Victory and the Making of Modern War.27 In this 
groundbreaking argument, Whitman argues that war in early modern 
Europe was conceived as a legal trial or process that delivered a par-
ticular kind of binding verdict with regard to territorial or dynastic 
claims among sovereigns. This conception of war undergoes a profound 
transformation in the aftermath of the French Revolution and the 
Napoleonic Wars. According to Whitman, “modern warfare,” as fully 
developed towards the late 19th- and in the 20th-century, becomes 
understood as an “event of world-historical significance” in which a 
metaphysical or existential verdict is delivered. Our modern conception 

27 J. Whitman, Th e Verdict of Battle. Th e Law of Victory and the Making of Modern War,  Harvard, 
Harvard UP, 2012.
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of warfare is wedded to the idea that victory in war either proves or 
legitimates a certain cultural, moral, or metaphysical value. As Whit-
man cogently argues, “we remain prey to the belief that victory proves 
something about the course of history”.28 This re-conception of the 
history of warfare from a legal point of view has profound consequences 
for understanding the war-philosophy of the Great War. For once we 
situate this literature within this context of transition, we come to rec-
ognize that what we once perceived as “ideology” represents instead a 
complex and modern conception of warfare in the making. Indeed, the 
First World War gave occasion for a fundamental debate about this 
novel conception of war as an event of “social” or “cultural” meaning 
(as opposed to a mere confrontation of force or competing legal claims). 
In this manner, four different developments in the philosophy of war 
can be mapped: the development of an “existential” interpretation of 
Clausewitz’s famous statement that “war is the pursuit of politics/policy 
by other means” in German thought, extending into the writings of 
Carl Schmitt in the 1920s; the war-philosophies of Husserl, Scheler, 
Natorp, and others; the formation of the theory of war as a theory of 
class-conflict and revolution in Lenin; and the emergence of the idea of 
the League of Nations and the “humanist” conception of war for a 
moral purpose (“war to end all wars”) in the thinking of the English 
philosopher Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson. All four of these appar-
ently divergent conceptions of war represent different answers to the 
basic question: what is legitimated through the verdict of war?

The debate about Prussian (German) militarism and the judgment 
of Germany as “barbarian” was raised in the first weeks of the war in 
light of German war crimes against the Belgian population and the 
symbolically charged destruction of the Leuven library at the end of 
August. Already in the first week of August, Bergson, in his lecture 
‘La signification de la guerre’ draws a distinction between German 
“barbarians” and French civilization, and understands the war as a 
struggle between “barbarianism” and “civilization”. This was also 
debated in the public letter of Romain Rolland to Gerhart Hauptmann 

28 Ibid., p. 259.
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(2 September 1914). German intellectuals defended the cause of 
 Germany and German Kultur along similar lines but with reversed 
meaning: defense of German culture against French civilization. In 
Thomas Mann’s Gedanken im Kriege, for example: German culture is 
defined by Innerlichkeit as opposed to westlicher Zivilisation. Moreover, 
at the center of this debate stands the question of Europe and different 
claims about where the genuine idea of Europe — and hence history 
— resides: in Germany, in France, etc. On the other side, the critique 
of German militarism and “barbarian culture” was framed as a threat 
to democracy in Europe — and this was the explicit framing of Wood-
row Wilson for his steering of the United States into the war: to protect 
democracy in Europe. The painter Franz Marc was not wrong when he 
observed: “This is not a war against an external enemy, it is a European 
civil war, a war against the invisible enemy of the European spirit.”29

One of the main ways in which the war impacted European litera-
ture and art was in terms of what might be termed a massive and 
unforgiving exposure of language to an event that outstripped the con-
ceptual and expressive resources of meaningfulness. As recorded in the 
war-poetry of Wilfred Own (in his celebrated ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, 
for example) and in the striking words of Ernst Hemingway’s protago-
nist in A Farewell to Arms, the Great War rendered ‘obscene’ words 
such as ‘Truth’, ‘Honor’, ‘Trust’, ‘Justice’, etc. upon which European 
self-understanding and sense of historical progress critically depended. 
It is as if a series of indelible question marks were burned across the 
languages of European culture, leaving nothing untouched in this exis-
tential wounding, with the consequence that what it meant to speak 
and thus give meaning to the world could no longer be taken for 
granted. In a landmark work, Paul Fussell in the Great War and Mod-
ern Memory (1975) argued that the experience of the War changed the 
literary language of modernism in the English war-poetry of  Wilfred 
Owen, Siegfried Sassoon, David Jones and others, and his study has 
been followed by other like-minded arguments for the visual arts.30 Of 

29 M. Eksteins, Rites of Spring, p. 94.
30 P. Dagen, Le silence des peintres.
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course, this is not to argue that the modernist search for new modes of 
expression did not already take shape prior to the outbreak of the 
War;31 it is, however, to recognize how the War catalyzed the ways in 
which language became a primary object of aesthetic concern. Aesthetic 
Modernism, to paraphrase the art critic Clement Greenberg, can be 
defined as a heightened self-awareness of language as medium of art 
and expression.

Did philosophy undergo a comparable transformation? Can we iden-
tify the crystallization of a philosophical modernism along the same lines 
as the critical self-awareness of language as an object of theoretical con-
cern? The ‘linguistic turn’ of modern philosophy in the 1920s and 
1930s has been widely recognized as a revolutionary moment — if not 
the revolution of modern thought — ever since Richard Rorty pro-
posed such an interpretation of the development of 20th-century phi-
losophy in the late 1960s. The “view that philosophical problems are 
problems which may be solved (or dissolved) either by reforming lan-
guage, or by understanding more about the language we presently 
use”32 became increasingly established in different schools of philo-
sophical thought as represented in the writings of Heidegger, Wittgen-
stein, A.J. Ayer, and the Vienna School of Positivism. This ‘linguistic 
turn’ of 20th-century philosophy is part and parcel of the ‘parting of 
ways’ of philosophy in the 1920s and 1930s, namely, the division 
of modern philosophical discourse into three broad movements that 
dominate the landscape of post-Second World War academic philo-
sophy (‘Continental Philosophy’: phenomenology, hermeneutics, etc; 
‘Analytic Philosophy’: the Oxford School, conceptual analysis, etc.; 
and Pragmatism: legacies of Dewey and Neo-Wittgensteinian 
approaches, etc.).

Even if Rorty’s thesis about the linguistic turn has been questioned 
and rejected, the connection between the ‘linguistic turn’ of modern 
philosophy and the First World War has never been explored, by which 
I propose to understand not the claim that philosophy discovers 

31 M. Eksteins, Rites of Spring.
32 R. Rorty (Ed.), Th e Linguistic Turn, Chicago, Open Court, 1967.
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language as a problem, but rather the ways in which philosophy discov-
ers itself as a language. In the aftermath of the war, philosophers could 
no longer take for granted what it meant to speak philosophically as 
well as what language ‘is’: language becomes a principle object of phil-
osophical investigation at the same time that philosophy defines itself 
as question of language. A preliminary hypothesis can here be formu-
lated by way of an extension and modification of a thesis proposed by 
the sociologist Ernst Gellner in Language and Solitude. Wittgenstein, 
Malinowski and the Habsburg Dilemma.33 Gellner defines the “Habs-
burg Dilemma” as the problem facing both Wittgenstein and Malinow-
ski that, in the aftermath of the collapse of the multi-lingual Austro-
Hungarian Empire, “a culture must stridently defend what is 
irretrievably lost”. Specifically, Gellner argues that this “principle” 
motivates the transformation in Wittgenstein’s thinking from his early 
to late period as well as Malinowski’s conception of the relation between 
society and language. What is here especially relevant for this project is 
the main proposal that a reflection on language in the aftermath of the 
First World War is inseparable from what this project will propose to 
reformulate as conflicting attitudes of utopia and conservatism, locality 
and universalism. Gellner’s thesis regarding the “Habsburg Dilemma” 
can thus be seen as a particular case of the broader phenomenon of 
what might be generalized as the “European Dilemma”: how to speak 
and be understood in the absence of a unified discourse or, in other 
words, how to negotiate between particularism and universalism at the 
level of philosophical language?

The claim here is that Ayer, late Wittgenstein and Heidegger each 
represent three different attempts to reconstruct philosophical lan-
guage: whereas Ayer’s turn to language can be seen, under the influ-
ence of Vienna positivism, as the attempt to find a universal form of 
philosophical language that has purified itself of any cultural markers 
and locality, Heidegger represents the opposite extreme of arguing for 
the locality and specificity of language and thinking (i.e., the “home” 

33 E. Gellner, Language and Solitude. Wittgenstein, Malinowski and the Habsburg Dilemma, 
Cambridge, Cambridge UP, 1998.
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of thinking in a “national” language); Wittgenstein’s conception of 
forms of life and language-games represents yet a third response that 
eschews both tendencies of a philosophical (and utopian) purification 
of language (universalism) or a philosophical (and conservative) inten-
sification of a certain language’s (i.e., the amalgam of Greek-German 
in the case of Heidegger) intellectual specificity.

Whereas the First World War might have served as a catalyst for the 
transformation of philosophy as a language, did it also change or 
induce news forms of philosophical thinking? Baldwin claims that the 
First World War did not induce a positive change in philosophical 
thought, by which he means to understand that although the war did 
not “produce new understandings but rather called into question older 
ways of thinking [...] without providing replacements” (my italics). But is 
this claim tenable? My first claim here is that this question as such 
cannot find a “universal” answer since it would presuppose a “univer-
sal” history of contemporary philosophy. More local or targeted assess-
ments need to be developed. For example, a comparative analysis of 
Franz Rosenzweig, Henri Bergson, and Georg Lukács, who each explic-
itly undertook to fashion a “new way of thinking” in the aftermath of 
the war, could serve as a response to Baldwin’s claim. In Rosenzweig’s 
The Star of Redemption (written during the war and published in 1918), 
Bergson’s The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (1932) and Lukacs’ 
History and Class Consciousness (1923) we find three different attempts 
to positively replace older ways of thinking in a manner that responds 
directly to the First World War.

This new form of thinking centers on the conceptual pairing of 
“otherness” and “openness”. This project understands “otherness” as 
the problem of defining the self and community through a primary 
and constitutive relation to the Other (as ethical subject) or transcend-
ence (to God, to a utopian future, etc.) in contrast to a principle of 
identity; “openness” is understood as the problem of defining the 
nature of this relation in contrast to a principle of totality or closure. 
Both of these problems — otherness and openness — are central 
 features in the thinking of the three philosophers investigated here, 
and each philosopher gives unique expression to a new form of 
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thinking. In The Star of Redemption, Rosenzweig seeks to overcome 
what he considers a development of Western thought (“old thinking”, 
as he terms it) that culminates in German Idealism. Rosenzweig fash-
ions a powerful set of concepts (or “new thinking”, as he terms it) with 
which to reject the “totality” of systematic and rational explanation 
and affirm the irreducible and singular stance of (temporal) human 
existence in its primary orientation towards the “All”. Rosenzweig thus 
envisions a basic re-thinking of the nature of communal and religious 
existence, the individual, and our relation to the world. In The Two 
Sources of Morality and Religion, we find a comparable and yet different 
attempt to fashion a new thinking on the basis of a fundamental con-
ceptual distinction between what Bergson calls “the closed” and “the 
open”. It is clear that Bergson considers the category of the “closed”, by 
which he understands the notion of egotism and the idea of a commu-
nity that is not founded on ethical openness towards the Other and 
divine transcendence, in light of the First World War and his own 
intellectual support of the French cause. In both Bergson and Rosen-
zweig, the relations between philosophy and religion and between 
Christianity and Judaism are pronounced. By contrast, Lukács’ History 
and Class Consciousness develops, as this project will further investigate, 
a critique of “totality” under the rubric of “reification” and “alienation” 
of modern capitalism. The problem “otherness” and “openness” is posi-
tioned within a Marxist framework that would exert profound influ-
ence on later critiques of “totality” and consumer culture (i.e., in 
Adorno and Horkheimer and the French Situationist movement of 
Guy Debord) in terms of the promise of a genuine “proletarian revolu-
tion” and “true consciousness”.

The guiding hypothesis of this comparative study is that each of 
these works develops novel philosophical concepts centering on the 
axis of “otherness” and “openness”. Both of these concepts would 
become established in post-World War II thinking; yet, it is the argu-
ment here that their origins must be sought in a reaction to the First 
World War that, in turn, becomes obscured or “forgotten” under the 
dark shadow of the Second World War. In this manner, a new form of 
thinking that is fashioned as a response to the First World War becomes 
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internalized into the conceptual vocabulary of philosophy after the 
Second World War.

Earlier, I quoted the painter Franz Marc’s (killed at Verdun in 1916) 
judgment that “this is not a war against an external enemy, it is a Euro-
pean civil war, a war against the invisible enemy of the European 
spirit”.34 The question of Europe remains a central philosophical ques-
tion raised by the First World War and can be identified as its most 
enduring philosophical legacy, as argued in the writings of 
Jan Patočka and, specifically, his interpretation of the philosophical 
significance of the Great War in the 1970s in Heretical Essays, Plato 
and Europe, and L’ Europe après Europe.35 For Patočka, the question 
“what is Europe?” is the question of the First World War’s historical 
significance for us today.

Patočka’s reflections on the First World War are undoubtedly one of 
the most challenging writings produced in response to the First World 
War. Removed from the great cataclysm itself and its immediate after-
math by more than half a century and another World War, and written 
from behind the Iron Curtain during a subsequent world war in 
 suspended animation, Patočka’s Heretical Essays stands as one of the 
last attempts to divine philosophical meaningfulness from the apparent 
meaninglessness of the First World War. With invocations of Ernst 
Jünger and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin as witnesses to the truth of the 
front-line experience, Patočka’s reflections can be seen as belonging to 
the “geistige Mobilmachung” of philosophical thinking that began 
immediately with the outbreak of hostilities in August of 1914. Through 
a wider lens, Patočka’s reflections can equally be seen as a call to 
 conscience in the 20th-century’s quest for the cultural meaning of the 
First World War, and through such remembrance, for the secret of 
Europe’s historical destiny. And yet, Patočka’s reflections elicit unease, 
if not bewilderment and alarm. What are we to make of Patočka’s 
pointed claim that “War can show that among the free some are capable 

34 M. Eksteins, Rites of Spring, p. 94.
35 J. Patoka, Th e Heretical Essays, Chicago, Open Court, 1996; Id., L’Europe après Europe, 

Paris, Verdier, 2007.
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of becoming gods, of touching the divinity of that which forms the 
ultimate unity and mystery of being”?36 Published in 1975, these essays 
represent a final testament to Patočka’s own Socratic fate and are 
imbued with a strangeness even less penetrable, in other words, more 
uprooted or homeless, than the strangeness of the war-literature pro-
duced during and immediately after the First World War.

Much of the difficulty posed by Patočka’s reflections gravitates 
around its complex thesis regarding the war’s metaphysical significance. 
Patočka formulates a double-thesis. On the one hand, the First World 
War represents the fullest expression of the technological essence of 
modernity, which, in turn, consists in the total mobilization of earthly 
energies in the pursuit of mastery over “beings”, or the world as the 
totality of what is. The First World War is paradoxically an expression 
of a will to power and an expression of losing oneself to the illusion of 
a greater power; it is both a revolt against the everyday by the everyday 
and the rapture of the demonic or orgiastic against the everyday. On the 
other hand, within this manifestation of war as a total mobilization, an 
internal experience of war, in truth, the only experience that is mean-
ingfully lived and suffered, becomes revealed. The front-line experience 
crystallizes an authentic and redemptive possibility of human existence 
that breaks with the pre-given meaning of the modern world and its 
dehumanizing total mobilization. War as front-line experience tran-
scends war as the essence of the 20th-century. With the thesis of the 
20th-century as war, we have the totalizing illusion of war as a mean-
ing-bestowal, with the thesis of front-line experience, we have the truth 
of war as genuine bestowal of meaning to posterity. Patočka proposes 
the challenging claim that Europe, as defined by the philosophical pro-
ject of “care of the soul”, comes to an end in the trenches of the Great 
War. The “care of the soul” entails two theoretical ideas: a conception 
of the individual (the “soul”) and the community (the “polis”) as 
defined by a relation to transcendence (to a meaningfulness that is not 
created by human artifice). In Patočka’s argument, both of these ideas 
(the openness of the individual and the open society) were irrevocably 

36 J. Patoka, Th e Heretical Essays, p. 136.
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destroyed in the First World War. The question for philosophy in the 
post-war period could thus be formulated: can we still philosophically 
imagine Europe after Europe? Ironically, the one-hundred year com-
memorations of the “war to end all wars” that will now dominate the 
cultural memory of Europe today fails to recognize its own act of 
remembrance of the Great War as a mourning for a Europe that has 
passed from the scene of history, leaving in its wake the fullness of a 
nostalgia and the emptiness of a symbol. 
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Summary: 

Th is essay proposes a general re-framing of the question of whether the First 
World War induced any signifi cant change in philosophical thought. A central 
aim is to outline an original approach to this question based on the claim that the 
question of the war’s impact on philosophy does not have one general ‘meaning’ 
and thus does not admit one kind of answer. Rather than propose a comprehensive 
view, this essay sketches diff erent angles of approach that range over diff erent philo-
sophical traditions (phenomenology, Neo-Kantianism, Vienna Circle, etc.), problems 
(ethics, the problem of language, the legacy of Europe, etc), and thinkers (Bergson, 
Wittgenstein, Ayer, Heidegger, etc.).

97764.indb   73797764.indb   737 26/01/15   09:2126/01/15   09:21




