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The Impact of Idealism
Volume 1. Philosophy and Natural Sciences

The first study of its kind, The Impact of Idealism assesses the impact of classical
German philosophy on science, religion and culture. This volume explores
German Idealism’s impact on philosophy and scientific thought. Fourteen
essays, by leading authorities in their respective fields, each focus on the legacy
of a particular idea that emerged around 1800, when the underlying concepts
of modern philosophy were being formed, challenged and criticised, leaving a
legacy that extends to all physical areas and all topics in the philosophical
world. From British Idealism to phenomenology, existentialism, pragmatism
and French post-modernism, the story of German Idealism’s impact on
philosophy is here interwoven with man’s scientific journey of self-discovery
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries - from Darwin to Nietzsche to
Freud and beyond. Spanning the analytical and Continental divide, this volume
examines Idealism’s impact on contemporary philosophical discussions.

NicHorAs BoYLE is the Schroder Professor of German Emeritus in the
University of Cambridge, and a Fellow and former President of Magdalene
College.

L1z DisLEY isa Research Associate in the Department of German and Dutch
at the University of Cambridge.

Karr AMERIKS is McMahon-Hank Professor of Philosophy at the University
of Notre Dame.
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German Idealism is arguably the most influential force in philosophy over the past two
hundred years. This major four-volume work is the first comprehensive survey of its
impact on science, religion, sociology and the humanities, and brings together fifty-two
leading scholars from across Europe and North America. Each essay discusses an idea or
theme from Kant, Hegel, Schelling, Fichte or another key figure, shows how this
influenced a thinker or field of study in the subsequent two centuries, and how that
influence is felt in contemporary thought. Crossing established scholarly divides, the
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Foreword

What was Idealism and what is it now?

Idealism was set in motion by a number of factors. It can be seen equally as
the deflection of'a loss and as the opening up of a perspective on a broad new
intellectual landscape.

Neither the concepts of traditional metaphysics nor the procedures of
mathematical natural science are adequate to the processes by which human
experience and self-understanding are constructed. They both fail when
faced with the task of accounting for the formation of the basic units that
organise the realities in which human living is embedded: the organism, the
historical world, religion, the state, the practice of art. These forms of reality,
and the sources of their grounding, are the ‘ideas’ that have given Idealism
its name.

In order to end a situation in which what was closest and most essential
to Man necessarily remained incomprehensible to him, the Idealists had to
find conceptualisations and a philosophical method that would permit some
insight into these realities. Such a method would have to be capable of elim-
inating the alienation of dispassionate scientific explanation from conscious
human experience so as at the same time to illuminate that experience from
within and to liberate it. But since the Idealists started out from a critique
of the established paths to knowledge they had to expect their search for an
appropriate method not only to open up new depths of insight but also to
reveal profound dilemmas and ambiguities in the approach to the manifold
realities that determine human life. Only subsequently might it be possible
to establish, and eventually to confirm, the prospect of understanding all
reality as a whole and from its very foundations.
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Foreword

However, in order not to get lost in the formulation of multiple tasks,
nor to be distracted by the collection of fascinating but isolated insights, or
to be diverted from the goal of an ultimate, all-embracing understanding, the
Idealists came to rely on a method they had newly formulated for themselves.
It emerged in effect from their direct opposition to the methods whose
inadequacy they had demonstrated. The result was the proclamation of new
and allegedly proven solutions to the mysteries of the universe, together
with the claim to have completed for good the task of philosophy - a claim
necessary in its time but, we are bound to think, premature, probably for any
subsequent time.

After two centuries we have long been fully aware that we can agree
neither with the specific conclusions of the Idealists nor with the manner of
their proclamation. But the enormous body of issues first raised by them, and
to which they made such extraordinary contributions, is still fundamentally
unchanged. Except that in the meantime the further task has been added of
clarifying for ourselves what the Idealists were doing and their particular
historical position.

Together and at one with them, in that respect, we need to maintain and
elaborate the vision of a totality in which insight and ethical orientation are
combined, without our being able to count on some pansophic procedure
guaranteeing true and complete knowledge. As we can now see today, that
would actually be directly opposed to the true and original purpose of the
Idealist project.

We can be pleased and gratified that in our time all these tasks are being
pursued at a high level and in a conversation that is no longer restricted by
the frontiers between languages and traditions. This project is a hitherto
unique undertaking and I wish it a broad and fruitful influence.

Dieter Henrich
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