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Introduction


The question of eternal life is inherently political. The long tradition in the West that has articulated the hope of a victory over death, be it in the form of an immortality of the soul, a resurrection of the flesh or a recapitulation of the dead in a new cosmos, cannot be separated from the question about the good life and how society should be organized.1
 This was not only true during antiquity or in the medieval period when the theology of eternal life informed politics and was a crucial part of many cosmologies. The dialectic between politics and immortality is alive in contemporary discussions on transhumanism and singularity.2
 It also haunted our recent past, such as the catastrophic years from 1914 to 1945, which are at the centre of this study.

Perhaps most famous for drafting the constitution of Austria in 1920, Hans Kelsen published three years after the Machtübernahme in Germany an article on the political character of immortality aptly titled ‘The Soul and the Law’.3
 His simple, but at the same time congenial, thesis was that the ideas of immortality should be understood as ethical and political ideologies promoting distinct ways of being in the world. The significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are, as Carl Schmitt had argued in 1922, secularized theological notions.4
 But theological ideas are also necessarily ethical and political. The development of the ‘Platonic doctrine of the soul and its immortality’ is part of a conservative ideology according to Kelsen, whereas ‘the belief in the resurrection of the body, and in a final judgment which should assure eternal life to the just in the Kingdom of God’ has a ‘revolutionary character’.5



In this study I examine how the German Jewish philosopher of religion Franz Rosenzweig, the Swiss Reformed theologian Karl Barth and the Jewish philosopher of myth Oskar Goldberg, long forgotten but at the centre of the intellectual debates in Berlin in the 1920s, defended a politics of immortality. This implied a resistance against the transformation of the idea of immortality that Hans Blumenberg has traced in The Legitimacy of the Modern Age.6
 Blumenberg argued that at the same time as ‘immortality is pushed forward by Lessing, Kant, and Herder to the point of the idea of reincarnation’ in the modern era, it is also ‘moralized’.7




The change is radical, if at the same time easy to overlook, since immortality has always involved an ethical and a political dimension. But, Blumenberg continued, with the modern discussion on immortality, it is no ‘longer God who is the primary “object” of one’s attention in the “beyond”. On the contrary, that attention continues the theoretical interests and moral obligations of this world, that is, it loses its quasi-worshipful character so as to satisfy, instead, what one’s finite individual life denies’.8
 The legitimacy of a modern theory of immortality is now found in the intersection between a moralization and a detheologization of the world that is parallel with a view on life as primarily a biological and material phenomenon.

Biologists, economists and philosophers began during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to view life as ‘the root of all existence’.9
 Life was conceptualized as a struggle for survival both in an economical and a biological sense. Humanity was seen to labour under ‘the threat of death: any population that cannot find new resources is doomed to extinction; and, inversely, to the degree that men multiply, so they undertake more numerous, more distant, more difficult, and less immediately fruitful labors’.10
 It was from this strife that culture and human society arose.

Charles Darwin himself ended The Origin of Species by stating that the ‘Struggle of Life’ shows that ‘from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted objects which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly follows’.11
 This does neither entail that a Darwinian perspective is simply based on the violent economy of life, nor that it excludes the possibility or even necessity of inter- and extra-species cooperation. But the idea of natural selection as a struggle became a political and even metaphysical postulate in the period between 1914 and 1945, to the point that these years have been described as a biocentric era.12
 As Richard Weikart has showed, Darwinist notions were also instrumentalized for political reasons in Nazi Germany.13



In this ‘age of life’ the understanding of living organisms as ruled by adaptation and fitness even became a philosophical postulate, a metaphysics of the modern period.14
 Darwin’s real insight was turned to a universal principle explaining inorganic systems as well as organic ones and became applicable outside biology, such as in economics and cosmology. ‘Biology departments are actually the place where the true metaphysics of modernity continues to be produced.’15



The theologies of immortality that Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg developed confronted this new conception of life and reflected the distress during the period from 1914 to 1945, with its conflicts and wars. Germany’s experience of the crisis of capitalism, represented by the hyperinflation of the 1920s and the Great Depression of the 1930s, has rightly been described as a profound ‘theologico-political cultural crisis precipitated by the collapse of the Protestant synthesis of the Wilhelmine period’.16
 The hope for immortality became in this era, as we will see, a way to resist the reduction of life to biology, culture and history and a refusal to identify human existence with political concepts such as race, state and nation.

In Germany, before 1914, ‘racial hygiene had been decisively rejected by the Imperial administration as a violation of prevailing ethical codes and of personal liberty’.17
 It was, however, institutionalized and accepted in academic and other public institutions during the Weimar Republic. Prominent scientists and visionaries like the zoologist Ernst Haeckel, the physician Wilhelm Schallmayer and the biologist Alfred Ploetz (founder of the Society for Race Hygiene, the first eugenics society) had, before the Weimar period, argued for the need for a politics that secured the health of the nation.18



Schallmayer professed already in 1905 his belief in a biological politics, biologische Politik, in order to assure the hygiene and health of the people of the German Empire.19
 His proposition was that in a modern, technological state, both ‘the products of culture’ and ‘the generative human worths of inheritance’ must be ‘the subject of politics’.20
 He identified a conflict between supposed interest of race, Rasseinteresse, and social interest, Sozialinteresse.21
 The racial interest accentuated the need to cultivate a politics that secured the biological survival and health of the people as such. At the same time, Schallmayer, who was a socialist, openly rejected Aryan ideologies as pseudo-scientific.22
 It was not only fascists or right-wing militants who spurred the eugenics movements; some argued that eugenics could even be used for liberal or progressive aims, thus assuring the health of the population.23
 Other more utopian scientists, such as the biologist Paul Kammerer, attacked racism and developed a program of organic technology with the purpose of harnessing the evolution of the human species.24



This politicization of life also transformed the conception of immortality. Kammerer compared, for example, his form of eugenics with the Christian idea of the resurrection.25
 Immortality implied more and more a longing for survival rather than a belief in a future judgement of the inequities of the world. It was no longer primarily about the beyond. Immortality was about this life. Present life. But can life rest in the present? Is it possible to reduce life to its embodied, biological state? Is life, first of all, a struggle for survival?

My aim with this book is to discuss how Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg confronted the biologization of politics in the years between 1914 and 1945. By focusing on the intersection between a transformation of the notion of life and the discussion on immortality in this period of planetary wars, I examine how these three theologians addressed the biocentrism of their era.26
 They challenged several of the historicist and naturalist positions that had become hegemonic as guidelines for academic research and even seen as ontological truths explaining the structure of reality and the meaning of human existence.27
 Their theologies of eternal life implied a critique of the basis of the ‘age of life’, and they resisted openly the detheologization of life and immortality that Blumenberg, rightly, viewed as defining the modern era.

My study tells this story through three main analytical chapters, where I examine the politics of immortality defended by Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg in this order. This takes us to a conclusion where I summarize the research and return to the question of how their discussion of immortality challenges the ‘age of life’ and complicates Blumenberg’s theory of the transformation of the understanding of immortality during the modern era. We will see that the politics of immortality defended by Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg questions the Darwinian logic behind ‘the human self-assertion’ that according to Blumenberg characterizes modernity.


A generation against history

In his discussion on the transformation of the concept of immortality, Blumenberg was clearly influenced by Ludwig Feuerbach, and referring to this lapsed theologian he wrote: ‘The idea of immortality is curiosity that does not yet understand itself in its rational economy; it is the negation of history, insofar as history withholds things from every present time. Man only wants to know what man can know.’28
 The domains of this species-knowledge are history and nature. Any idea of immortality that transcends the confines of the natural and historical world is seen as an illusion that must be transformed into a knowledge of what man can know. Human knowledge does not go beyond the human.

According to Blumenberg, Feuerbach showed that it was possible to naturalize and historicize immortality as the reproduction of the human species.29
 The individual dies but can have its afterlife in the posterior life of coming generations. This interpretation of the emergence of specifically modern ideas of immortality is strengthened by Claude Lefort in his examination of the memorialization of immortality and life during the era of the American and French revolutions.30




Influenced by Hannah Arendt’s discussion on immortality in the ancient Greek polis as the remembrance of the free and virtuous citizens’ political deeds, Lefort argued that immortality was viewed as a memory of grand men and their actions in the modern era. In the years of the French and American revolutions, the revolutionaries sought to ‘break with the Christian ethic – sometimes without realising it, they were able to rehabilitate life on earth, they passionately set themselves the task of building an eternal city and identified their own immortality with that of their political achievement’.31
 Lefort makes it quite easy for himself since he fails to acknowledge the profound role of Christians in the American Revolution, and thereby he also fails to understand how what he describes as a specifically Christian idea of the afterlife shaped the revolution.32
 However, his idea of a transformation of the sense of immortality is essentially correct. Immortality survives in modernity as a new sense of posterity. It is no longer primarily spurred by a faith that the dead are inscribed in an eternal domain or waiting for the resurrection.33
 Christianity is increasingly adapted to what Blumenberg called the legitimacy of the modern age. The hope for an afterlife does not disappear, but it is given a new form in what has been called a post-Christian world.34



It is important to stress that the modern age entailed more than the emergence of a new notion of immortality. It also transformed the understanding of what immortality meant in the past, namely, what functional or political role it had for engendering specific forms of life. According to Kelsen, the ‘metaphysical dogma of the immortality of the soul’ depended primarily on ‘the justificatory or ethical-political function of religion, not on its explanatory or scientific function’.35
 Although ‘religion has more than an ethical and political aspect and aims not only to give a basis for duty, but still more to reveal the ground of being’, the jurist argued that the rationality of the belief in immortality was to be found in its ethical and political dimension.36
 Yet, axiology, the philosophical study of value – or what Kelsen called the justificatory dimension of the theology of immortality – and ontology, the explanatory dimension of ideas on eternal life, are hard to differentiate. Moral and political ideologies necessarily involve explanations that justify them and theology, metaphysics and cosmology are in themselves often profoundly political.

The understanding of life as a biological and historical process ruled by adaptation and heredity transformed theology and politics, and the subjects of my study were without doubt formed by this new awareness of the embodied and historical character of human existence. Rosenzweig based the beginning of his whole philosophy on the mortality of creaturely existence. Goldberg embraced in a similar manner the psychophysical constitution of human life and developed a biological interpretation of religion and myth. Famous for his critique of historicism, Karl Barth praised the materialism of Feuerbach, and pointed to Haeckel and other well-known nineteenth-century scientists and philosophers such as Karl Vogt, Ludwig Büchner and Jacob Moleschott as reminders to theology of the embodied nature of our species.37
 Yet, Barth argued that the condition of possibility for this type of materialism was ‘not to be found in the researches and results of biology and physiology, but in the rise of . . . [a] form of humanity’: the modern proletariat.38



The appearance of this mode of human life, entrapped in an industrialized civilization and formed by the modern nation state, implied according to the Swedish conservative state theorist Rudolf Kjellén a biopolitical problem. In Staten som Lifsform, widely read in Germany after its translation in 1917, Kjellén underlined that life itself had become the problem of politics.39
 But what kind of life? This was the question raised by the theologies of eternal life and immortality that Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg defended. Their theories of immortality were political discourses criticizing the biopolitical perspective that Kjellén was one of the most famous defenders of, and even if Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg’s theologies were in many senses radically different their distinct notions of immortality revealed a common attempt to rethink the sense and meaning of life.

There is no research that has put Barth, Goldberg and Rosenzweig into a common constellation, nor read their ideas of eternal life as a confrontation of the biopolitics of modern era. Commentators in their own time recognized, however, similarities between them.

In 1930, the Berlin-based Junker und Dünnhaupt Verlag published an introduction to philosophy of religion by Hans Leisegang.40
 Leisegang turned to Barth, Rosenzweig, Goldberg and the latter’s friend, the philosopher Erich Unger, as examples of the contemporary philosophical and theological discussion on religion.

Leisegang was not alone in noticing commonalities between Barth, Goldberg and Rosenzweig. Nine years later, in 1939, the scholar of religion Schalom Ben-Chorin described these three theologians as heralds of a theology transcending liberalism and orthodoxy.41
 In a similar manner, the influential German Jewish philosopher Margarete Susman underlined the interconnection between Goldberg, Barth, and Rosenzweig in a lecture that Manfred Voigts has saved from oblivion.42
 The parallels between Barth, Goldberg and Rosenzweig do not in any sense negate the important differences between them. But there is a clear unanimity in their revival of traditions such as angelology and demonology, and in their discussion on myth and polytheism as political problems.


Another, and perhaps much more important, unanimity is that the subjects of this study belonged to those intellectuals in the Weimar period who ‘resisted history’ by reacting against the historicism and naturalism of the modern era.43
 It is important to emphasize that Barth, Rosenzweig and Goldberg never denied the importance of the methods of critical philology and academic historiography. On the contrary, they mastered them. Their understanding of human existence implied, however, a rejection of history and nature as ultimate categories. There existed something beyond the confines of human, and therefore spatio-temporal, existence.

The resistance against historicism and naturalism has been viewed as a dangerous form of irrationality, and even as laying the ground for fascism and Nazism. Mark Lilla has famously interpreted Barth and Rosenzweig as figures belonging to a generation who paved the way for totalitarianism and Nazism by ‘turning to the Bible for political inspiration. To compound the puzzle, these thinkers were universally hostile to the thinking that had given rise to modern liberal democracy, and more than a few defended the most repugnant ideologies of the twentieth century, Nazism and Communism.’44
 Thomas Mann, who initially read and admired Goldberg, came to see him as a herald of anti-democratic thought. The German author based the portrait of the fascist Jew Dr Chaim Breisacher on Goldberg in his novel Doctor Faustus. The narrator of Doctor Faustus, Serenus Zeitblom, describes Breisacher as a herald of ‘the new world of anti-humanity, of which my easy-going soul till then had known nothing at all’.45
 As Manfred Voigts has pointed out, Goldberg saw his attack on Western civilization as a critique of the world that produced fascism, and Mann’s obsession with the Jewish mythologist has been interpreted as a sign of his own residual antisemitism.46



There were anti-historicists who rejected modernity in a reactionary manner just as Lilla argues. Barth, however, was a staunch social democrat and anti-militarist who opposed the First World War. He openly supported democracy and the Weimar Republic, and later became one of the leading theologians who attacked Nazism to the point that he was expelled from Germany in 1935.47
 Rosenzweig, on the other hand, was a more conservative thinker who only reluctantly accepted the Weimar Republic. But his hope for a multicultural transnational empire comes into sharp conflict with the rise of Nazism in Germany.48



It is also important to keep in mind that the parliamentary victory of NSDAP in 1933 did not in any sense entail a rejection of the economic and political development that laid the basis for the biologization of politics that Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg openly challenged by seeking to rethink human existence.


Race and culture, spirit and nature, biology and theology were intermixed in a biopolitical discourse that was parallel to the transformation of the idea of immortality in the biocentric era. This was the world that Rosenzweig, Barth and Goldberg questioned.



Franz Rosenzweig

Franz Rosenzweig (1886–1929) is rightly recognized as one of the most important European intellectuals during the twentieth century, to whom dozens of articles and monographs have been devoted.49
 A classic reading of Rosenzweig is to view him as an existentialist philosopher who rejected the systematic task of German idealism.50
 This interpretation has been contested by Benjamin Pollock, who describes Rosenzweig’s philosophy as a systematic attempt to understand ‘the All’ – being itself or the totality of all that is – that transcends, but also deeply relies on, the tradition of German idealism which he mastered.51



Pollock’s reading of Rosenzweig’s philosophy as what I call a yearning for a system is interrelated with the complex interpretation of the political and religious trajectory of humanity in The Star of Redemption from 1921.52
 In this work, which Rosenzweig began to write when he served in the infantry at the Balkanfront during the First World War, he developed a historical genealogy of philosophical and religious ideas of immortality culminating in a description of the diasporic life of the Jews as a participation in the eternal life of God.

The First World War gave Rosenzweig the hope that Germany could become the centre of what the theologian and liberal politician Friedrich Naumann called a Mitteleuropa – a new European imperial order where Germany had aligned itself with the Austro-Hungarian Empire.53
 But while Naumann focused almost exclusively on Central Europe, the Germanist Jörg Kreienbrock has recently argued that ‘Rosenzweig’s phantasmatic geopolitical vision goes beyond European borders, including Turkey and Egypt’.54
 His hope was essentially a hope for a New Levant with Germany as its pounding heart. The inclusion of new peoples and cultures in the empire would change Europe both culturally and politically into a true multicultural order.55



Consequently, Rosenzweig had enlisted in the army in 1915 as someone who struggled for a new world. At the front, in 1917, he wrote a series of texts where he argued for a geopolitical re-orientation of Germany as a new imperial order.56
 When Rosenzweig understood that Germany would lose the war he began the work on what became The Star of the Redemption. Now he laid out a theological strategy for a transnational community. His hope for a world interconnected to a global sphere was still living but became intertwined with his theology of immortality and eternal life. This, what he called ‘new thinking’, was a serious engagement with the finitude of life that he could not ignore as a soldier.57
 But it was also an attempt to think that which transcends death.

Rosenzweig was born in Kassel in a secular Jewish middle-class family; he died of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis when he was only forty-five years old. As a young man he began to study medicine but switched over to philosophy and history. As
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