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CHAPTER 1

CONTEXT

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) published his main work, The World as Will and Representation, in 1818 at the age of 30, convinced that he had developed the outlooks of Plato and Kant—two of the most towering figures in Western philosophy— to a level of consistency never before attained. Readers of Schopenhauer might thus be tempted to refer to him as either a “Platonist” or “Kantian.” Although some regard him in this way, it would misrepresent the tenor of his outlook, for the innovations Schopenhauer introduces into Plato’s and Kant’s views are so radical, that both would have regarded his resulting picture of the world as fundamentally incongruent with their own, far less repentance-oriented visions.

Plato believes that everything rests rationally upon a set of timeless conceptual forms, the highest of which is the form of the Good. These forms are ideal types such as perfect circularity, triangularity, sphericality, justice, courage, piety, and beauty, all of which are conceived to stand as the patterns that inform our daily world, and against which the world’s changing objects and events are measured. With a comparably favorable view of the world’s foundation, Kant postulates as a moral certainty, a timeless, benevolent, supreme intelligence behind the natural scenes.

Hardly as optimistic, Schopenhauer argues that the universe’s core is nothing but a blind, timeless, pointless urge. The most appropriate word he can propose to describe this reality is “Will,” as when we speak of “raw” or “sheer” willpower, with nothing but force behind it. He also crucially describes Will as a “lack,” as when we feel unfulfilled and hungry for “something more,” while yet having no idea of what that something might be. Feelings of empty frustration and indeterminate yearning provide an apt model for Schopenhauer’s conception of the universe, if we introduce analogies from human emotion. What drives everything, though, is in itself more severe: Will is unconscious, uncaring, unknowing, amoral, and fundamentally goalless.

For someone like Schopenhauer, who was born into materially privileged circumstances, and who never suffered from the lack of money, education, culture, travel experience, or professional opportunities, this is an unexpectedly unsmiling metaphysics. His father, Heinrich Floris Schopenhauer—up until his death in April 1805, barely two months after Arthur’s seventeenth birthday—was a wealthy merchant and ship owner, based in the seaports of Danzig and Hamburg, who prepared his son well for a career in international commerce. Arthur’s mother, Johanna Trosiener Schopenhauer, the daughter of a well-established Danzig family, was endowed with a fine intellect, social talents, and impressive abilities as a writer. Despite such an advantageous parentage and cultural surroundings—and in this respect he compares well with Prince Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha— Schopenhauer grew to appreciate the spiritual impoverishment that comfortable material surroundings can bring about.

After his father died, Schopenhauer faithfully continued his commercial training for two more years, but with his mother’s blessing he set aside his future as a businessman to devote his time to scholarly pursuits. At age 21, he entered the University of Göttingen, majoring first in medicine and then in philosophy. This is where he encountered the philosophies of Plato and Kant, and where he studied a variety of subjects that included physics, astronomy, chemistry, botany, anatomy, physiology, psychology, ethnography, and history. Throughout his life, Schopenhauer retained his interest in the sciences.

Schopenhauer’s philosophy professor in Göttingen was Gottlob Ernst Schulze (1761–1833), whose place in the German philosophical tradition reveals the academic context within which Schopenhauer entered into his studies. Schulze is known for having recommended to Schopenhauer that the best philosophical grounding is through the careful study of Plato and Kant, and Schopenhauer followed his advice wholeheartedly. Schulze himself worked within a tradition of post-Kantian writers who were reacting to Kant’s influential and controversial Critique of Pure Reason (1781/87). Some were reformulating Kant’s main arguments to preserve and strengthen the theory, as was Karl Leonhard Reinhold (1757–1823); others were trying to refute these respectful reformulations, as was Schulze; still others were developing new philosophical frontiers beyond Kant’s conclusions, as were the leading German Idealist philosophers, Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762–1814), Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling (1775–1854), and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831). Schopenhauer would soon number among those who were imaginatively expanding Kant’s philosophy, despite how he later repudiated Fichte’s, Schelling’s, and Hegel’s optimism, and how he considered himself merely to be developing and strengthening Kant’s main insights.

Within this Kantian intellectual culture, Schulze is a skeptic who challenges one of the leading rational reconstructors of Kant’s philosopher, namely, Reinhold, and who advances criticisms against Kant’s conception of the world’s foundation, the “thing-in-itself.” Having absorbed Schulze’s arguments—ones that serve as the springboard for Schopenhauer’s own departure from Kant—he reiterates them in the substantial appendix to The World as Will and Representation entitled, “Criticism of the Kantian Philosophy.”

In 1811, Schopenhauer left Göttingen for Berlin to attend Fichte’s lectures, who, as the leading philosopher of the day, held the first chair of philosophy at the University of Berlin. The conscientiousness Schopenhauer adopted toward his courses was remarkable, for he recorded Fichte’s lectures in his notebooks almost verbatim, doing his best to appreciate the great philosopher’s message. This honest effort on Schopenhauer’s part ended in disillusionment.

Fichte envisions the universe as a magnificent thought-process constituted by the activity of a rational will—a will whose never-ending reflection and consequent self-enhancement constitutes an ever-increasing advance toward a coherent, thoroughly integrated, moral world, or virtual heaven-on-earth. Fichte’s arguments in support of this philosophical vision failed to impress Schopenhauer, partly owing to their impenetrable obscurity. Neither did it help that Fichte’s inherent optimism cut squarely against Schopenhauer’s psychological grain. We nonetheless have as a product of Schopenhauer’s scholarly efforts at ages 23–24, approximately 200 pages—a short book in itself—of Fichte’s transcribed lectures from 1811 to 1812.

Schopenhauer eventually abandoned these lectures, convinced that Fichte’s general philosophical style—one based on a logic of opposition and reconciliation (or, as Fichte described it, “thesis, antithesis, and synthesis”) that Schelling and Hegel fruitfully modified and developed—was fundamentally wrongheaded. As a measure of Schopenhauer’s disagreement with this dialectical style, not to mention a distaste for the quasi-theistic outlook he perceived hiding within it, we can note that in his later writings, Schopenhauer ridicules these philosophers with terms such as “windbag,” “charlatan,” “humbug,” and “scribbler.” His philosophical reasons reside in the atheistic position he develops in his doctoral dissertation of 1813, entitled The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, written in the wake of his disappointing experiences in Fichte’s classroom.

Owing to their shared belief that the universe is a thought-process whose essence is to become ever more self-conscious and rational, the German Idealist philosophers are associated with pantheism, namely, the idea that “all is God.” Since, by their lights, the present generation now spearheads the universe’s dramatic journey toward full self-consciousness, they commonly hold that God (i.e., the world) has not yet fully materialized and recognized itself, and that although the world has developed from the days when it was a lifeless mass of minerals and gases, the social-political heaven-on-earth is yet to come. This vision of the divine is sophisticated, extraordinary, attractive, and controversial in its earthly humanism, but Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel can nonetheless be appreciated as attempting to preserve theistic sentiments, despite how their respective conceptions of God depart significantly from the traditional notion of an all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-good personal being located beyond space and time.

In opposition, Schopenhauer expresses an atheistic philosophy in The World as Will and Representation, spiced with mysticism. Since he finished the book in 1818 and was attending Fichte’s lectures enthusiastically six years earlier, we can form a picture of Schopenhauer’s intellectual development by asking when, exactly, Schopenhauer became an atheist. It is interesting to see that his private notebooks contain some theistic sympathies from the years 1808–13, as he theorizes in reference to the concept of God, acknowledges it, and accepts its symbolic use.1

When reflecting back upon his youth from a standpoint 20 years later, Schopenhauer recalls that at age 17—this was in 1805, before he attended the university—he, like the Buddha, was distressed by life’s misery and wretchedness. The experience supposedly convinced him then, that this world could only be the work of a cruel, gloating devil, rather than an infinitely good deity.2 From the perspective of the 44-year-old Schopenhauer, he had some impressive atheistic moments during his days as a teenager, although his early notebook entries suggest that he retained some sort of belief in God during the years immediately following, at least until 1813. These details are worth noting because Schopenhauer’s mature philosophy conveys mixed sentiments of this very kind. He denies that God exists, but his philosophy never goes so far as to deny that traditional morality is misguided as well. He states that the core of world is Will, but allows also that mystical, liberating states that can arise when we minimize Will’s pressure.

Anticipating an attack on the city by Napoleon’s troops, Schopenhauer left Berlin in May 1813. After briefly visiting his mother in Weimar, he moved in June to the small, nearby hamlet of Rudolstadt to write his doctoral dissertation over the next three months. This dissertation examined four different forms of necessary connection, all of which were defined relative to the human intellect, and his study implied that questions such as whether God exists are beyond logical proof and standard philosophical treatment. Schopenhauer did not discuss God in the dissertation’s first edition, but in the second edition of 1847, he added pointedly that the concept of an “absolutely necessary being” is contradictory. This suggests that by mid-1813, when the first edition was published, his atheism had become well-entrenched.

After completing his dissertation and moving back to Weimar, Schopenhauer became acquainted with philosophical-religious works from India at the very end of 1813 and beginning of 1814. Judging from the Weimar library’s records of the books Schopenhauer borrowed, he first read the Bhagavadgita in December of 1813 and the Upanishads a few months later, in March 1814.3 These texts impressed Schopenhauer indelibly, for he encountered there a kindred spirit, consistent with the views he had developed independently in his dissertation. Since Indian religion was considered at the time to be among the oldest and most profound in the world, upon discovering his own views implicit in the Indian religious literature, Schopenhauer was convinced that with this authoritative and unexpected support, his own philosophical vision was surely in contact with the truth. His philosophy also provided a much clearer and logically cleaner representation than what the image-overflowing and mythologically centered religious texts were presenting.

The Indian religious texts contain an amalgam of theistic and nontheistic passages, and if we consider the particular ideas that Schopenhauer extracted from them for citation in The World as Will and Representation, it is evident that the nontheistic ideas drew his attention. These include (1) the conviction that the ordinary world of trees, rocks, roads, and people is illusory, or dreamlike (Schopenhauer had already absorbed this idea from his readings of Plato, Kant, Shakespeare, and Calderón), (2) the thought that at the world’s foundation, there is an immediate distinction between its “inner” and “outer” natures (namely, “Atman” and “Brahman”), and (3) the proposition that by adopting an attitude of psychological detachment, as in yogic practice, we can achieve personal salvation. The import for him is this: although the external world is like a dream, and although that world has an inner nature that is more real than its dreamlike appearance, if we are careful not to become too consumed by either that external, dreamlike world, or the inner world that is its source, we can achieve a measure of liberation and enlightenment.

From 1814 to 1818, Schopenhauer lived in Dresden, where over a span of four years, he composed The World as Will and Representation. Schopenhauer had formulated almost all of his key ideas by the end of 1814, when he was 26 years old, and in the three years to follow, he developed and sharpened his assembly of basic insights. A leading question was whether Plato’s Forms or Kant’s supposedly unknowable “thing-in-itself” would reside at his theory’s foundation. Schopenhauer eventually gravitated toward the latter, but in contrast to Kant, he rendered the “thing-in-itself” knowable and called it “Will.”

Aiming to undermine the optimistic view that the world is fundamentally good and is slowly growing and getting better of its own accord, even as we engage in war, Schopenhauer described our daily world as a fundamentally bad scene. It is hopelessly frustrating, sinful, deceiving, disillusioning, empty, bankrupt, cheating, and agonizing. One of the most powerful words he uses is ύπουλος [hupoulos], from ancient Greek, which conveys the image of lifting a bandage to reveal a festering wound, filled with sores and rotten flesh. This is what he sees when he looks beneath the world’s often very beautiful surface.

At one of the dramatic points in The World as Will and Representation (§68), Schopenhauer relates the story of Ramon Lull (1232–1315) who, after lustfully and incessantly pursuing Ambrosia Eleonora de Castello de Genes, a married woman, finally found himself alone with her, expecting eagerly to fulfill his irrepressible desires. She removed her blouse, and contrary to Lull’s expectations, did so to show that her breast had been terribly eaten away by cancer, and that he should desist in his advances. Lull, thoroughly horrified, subsequently made
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