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Abstract 
 

 
A respected marine biologist at the University of Jena, Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919) was 

the most visible proponent of Darwin’s theory of evolution in Germany around the turn 

of the twentieth century.  Alongside his natural-scientific research activities, he attempted 

to popularise a philosophy that he dubbed ‘Monism’ – which consisted essentially of 

mid-nineteenth-century mechanistic materialism permeated with elements derived from 

early-nineteenth-century German Romantic pantheism – and to use this outlook as the 

basis for a worldwide anticlerical movement.  His popular science books were an 

outstanding success, selling hundreds of thousands of copies throughout the world, but 

his organisation attracted far fewer adherents.  By examining Haeckel’s popular science 

writings and contemporary reactions to them, especially among lesser-known 

contemporaries who have received relatively little attention in previous studies, this thesis 

explores the subjective appeal of Haeckel’s monistic philosophy.  Specifically, it 

investigates the way in which he employed metaphors and visual images to communicate 

scientific and philosophical concepts, and in so doing seemed to provide his readers with 

what they had feared lost along with the decline of orthodox religious belief: a feeling of 

greater purpose, a foundation for ethical behaviour, an appreciation of beauty in the 

world, and a stable sense of identity.  The imagery and metaphors that he employed were 

open to multiple interpretations, and others saw in them an expression of the destructive 

modern forces that threatened to bring about social collapse.  Paradoxically, the same 

devices that accounted for Haeckel’s appeal as a popular science writer contributed to the 

incoherence and fragmentation of his Monism movement. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

A two-volume collection of essays appeared in early 1914 to honour the life and 

achievements of the renowned German marine biologist and popular science author Ernst 

Haeckel (1834–1919) on the occasion of his eightieth birthday.  This work, Was wir 

Ernst Haeckel verdanken (What We Owe to Ernst Haeckel), subtitled Ein Buch der 

Verehrung und Dankbarkeit (A Book of Admiration and Gratitude), differed from the 

conventional festschrift in that it did not consist of a few works of original scholarship 

written by specialists who had been influenced or inspired by the honouree’s contribution 

to the academic field.1  Instead it contained one hundred and twenty-three short pieces 

that had been submitted not only by former students and colleagues, but also by bankers 

and housewives, artists and writers, labourers and schoolteachers, all of whom attested to 

the imprint that Haeckel’s books had made upon their knowledge of the natural world and 

more generally upon their outlook on life.  In their attempts to express their feelings 

about Haeckel and his work, some of the contributors made highly imaginative 

associations.  They compared Haeckel to Prometheus, ‘who brought the life-giving flame 

from the heaven of his great spirit and knowledge, and his kindly, benevolent heart, to 

poor, suffering humanity’;2 the Nordic god Odin, ‘who gave up his eye to receive a drink 

                                                 
1  Heinrich Schmidt (ed.), Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken.  Ein Buch der Verehrung und Dankbarkeit, 

2 vols. (Leipzig: Verlag Unesma G.m.B.H., 1914).  Wilhelm Ostwald, then chairman of the Deutscher 
Monistenbund (German Monistic Alliance), solicited the submissions and Haeckel’s personal assistant, 
Heinrich Schmidt, edited the collection and wrote an introductory essay.   

2  Alfred Ritter von Weber-Ebenhof, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, pp. 105–6; M. E. Delle 
Grazie also compared Haeckel to Prometheus, ‘bringer of truth and light’, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 314. 
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from Mimir’s fount of wisdom’;3 composer Richard Wagner’s ‘old Germanic hero’ 

Siegfried, ‘who goes his way without a care and undeterred, and follows his feelings, his 

insights, his convictions’;4 Lotte from Wolfgang von Goethe’s novel The Sorrows of 

Young Werther, who ‘has a rare depth of emotion’;5 Prince Otto von Bismarck, ‘before 

whom the world trembled for as long as he merely held his eyes open, even though he 

was no longer in office’;6 and St. George, ‘who killed the dragon of modern man’s “inner 

conflict” [Zerrissenheit] and who relentlessly denounced all dualistic remnants of pre-

scientific culture as obstacles to the intellectual and moral progress of mankind’.7  The 

kaleidoscope of impressions they expressed in this curious text concerning Haeckel and 

his work attests to the breadth and ambivalence of his influence on European culture. 

 

Haeckel’s place in intellectual–cultural history 

Unlike many German scientists from this period whose names remained generally 

unknown outside of their disciplinary circle, Haeckel became an international celebrity 

and his writings ignited a firestorm of public controversy that continues in certain 

quarters to this day.  He held the chair in zoology at the University of Jena between 1865 

and 1909, a position that had been created specifically to attract the promising young 

researcher to the institution.  During the foundational period of evolutionary science, in 

which the ideas of the English naturalist Charles Darwin (1809–82) were first employed 

                                                 
3  Eugen Wolfsdorf, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 49. 
4  Karl Bauckmann, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 159.  Wilhelm Schallmayer also compared Haeckel’s personality 

to that of Siegfried (ibid., vol. ii, p. 367). 
5  Maria Holgers, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 124. 
6  Hugo Schneider, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 119. 
7  Iwan Bloch, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 357. 
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to explain the morphological affinities and geographical distribution patterns of 

organisms that had long puzzled biologists, Haeckel’s classificatory monographs on 

invertebrate marine organisms such as radiolarians (1862, 1887), calcareous sponges 

(1872), corals (1876) and medusae8 (1879–1880) established his reputation as a 

pioneering researcher in the field.  While this work won Haeckel the accolades of his 

academic peers, it was his effort to increase awareness of Darwin’s evolutionary theory 

among the broader public and above all his attempt to apply the recent findings of natural 

science to religious, moral and political questions that elicited both enthusiasm and fierce 

reaction.9  In 1863 Haeckel delivered the first of several lectures in a popular style on 

Darwin’s theory to friends and fellow scientists,10 and then in 1868 assumed more fully 

the role of a publicly-engaged intellectual with the popular science book Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte (trans. The History of Creation, 1876), in which he argued the case 

for humanity’s descent from an extinct primate and a mechanistic understanding of 

organic evolution.11  His effort to educate the public about natural science culminated in 

1899 with his best-selling work Die Welträthsel (trans. The Riddle of the Universe, 1900), 

                                                 
8  Medusae are known colloquially as ‘jellyfish’. 
9  Wilhelm Ostwald recalled that his colleagues took a dim view of Haeckel’s excursions into popular 

science: ‘Haeckel in particular was considered by the one side, the natural-scientific, as far too 
audacious and far too advanced in making broad generalisations within still-unknown fields, and was 
described with passionate zeal by the other, the theological–metaphysical, as a dogmatist, as a 
dilettante who was not to be taken seriously as a philosopher, in short as a man who simply did not 
bring honour to the German professoriate.’  Ostwald, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 
196. 

10  These are reprinted in Gesammelte populäre Vorträge aus dem Gebiete der Entwickelunglehre, 2 vols. 
(Bonn: E. Stauss, 1878–9); translated by Edward B. Aveling as The Pedigree of Man: And Other 
Essays, 2 vols. (London: Freethought Publishing Company, 1883). 

11  Ernst Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte.  Gemeinverständliche wissenschaftliche Vorträge 
über die Entwickelungslehre im Allgemeinen und diejenige von Darwin, Goethe und Lamarck im 
Besonderen, über die Anwendung derselben auf den Ursprung des Menschen und andere damit 
zusammenhängende Grundfragen der Naturwissenschaft (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1868); translated by 
Dora Schmitz (trans. rev. E. Ray Lankester) as The History of Creation: or the Development of the 
Earth and its Inhabitants by the Action of Natural Causes, 2 vols. (London: Henry S. King & Co., 
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which he hoped would provide to his readers a general survey of the current state of its 

various disciplines with an emphasis on biology.12  This book gained notoriety, 

especially in Germany and England, on account of its overtly anticlerical tone.  Throu

books, public lectures and magazine articles, Haeckel sought to share his passion for the 

natural sciences and to publicise the knowledge that he and other scientific researche

had uncovered as extensively as possible, both within Germany and throughout the 

civilised world.

gh 

rs 

sts 

abbreviated as ‘DMB’) in 1906.15  At the height of its strength on the eve of the Great 

   

13  By the time Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken appeared, Die 

Welträthsel had sold 310,000 copies in German and had been translated into 25 

languages, including English in which it sold over 250,000 copies.14  In order to 

promulgate his world view more effectively, Haeckel and other like-minded enthusia

founded the Deutscher Monistenbund (German Monistic Alliance, commonly 

                                                                                                                                              

12  en über monistische Philosophie (Bonn: 

13  

st, which 

Haeckel-Haus-Studien: Monographien zur Geschichte der 
 

14  
eported 

ld ‘millions’ of copies worldwide.  See Ernst Haeckel, ‘Eine 
er 

15  
e’ 

y 

1876). 

Ernst Haeckel, Die Welträthsel.  Gemeinverständliche Studi
Emil Strauß, 1899); translated by Joseph McCabe as The Riddle of the Universe at the Close of the 
Nineteenth Century (London: Harper & Brothers, 1900). 

Thilo Krumbach has compiled a list of Haeckel’s publications in German, which may be found in 
Gerhard Heberer (ed.), Der gerechtfertigte Haeckel.  Einblicke in seine Schriften auf Anlaß des 
Erscheinens seines Hauptwerks ‘Generelle Morphologie der Organismen’ vor 100 Jahren (Stuttgart: 
Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1968), pp. 15–22; Heiko Weber has compiled a more complete li
includes various editions and translations, in Monistische und antimonistische Weltanschauung.  Eine 
Auswahlbibliographie, Ernst-
Biowissenschaften und Medizin, Bd. 1, series ed. Olaf Breidbach (Berlin: Verlag für Wissenschaft und
Bildung, 2000), pp. 111–34. 

The sales figures for the German edition and numbers of translations are reported by Schmidt in Was 
wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 155.  The sales figures for the English translation are r
by McCabe in ibid., vol. ii, p. 244.  In 1923 Schmidt reported that Die Welträthsel had been translated 
into thirty languages and had so
autobiographische Skizze.  Mit einem Nachwort von Heinrich Schmidt’, in Gerhard Heberer (ed.), D
gerechtfertigte Haeckel, p. 13. 

The German name for the organisation, ‘Monistenbund’, is often translated into English as ‘Monist 
League’, a term made popular by historian Daniel Gasman.  For the English reader the word ‘Leagu
in the name of a German extra-parliamentary political organisation brings to mind associations with 
such conservative pressure groups of the period as the Naval League (Flottenverein), Pan-German 
League (Alldeutscher Verband), and German Defence League (Deutscher Wehrverein).  Contemporar
English-language sources, on the other hand, referred to the Monistenbund as the ‘Monistic Alliance’, 
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War the group had over 6,000 members.16 

Through these various channels Haeckel sought to present Darwin’s ideas, and 

above a e 

 

 

al 

t he 

t 

r 

  

ll their implications for the modern understanding of humanity’s origin and plac

in the universe, in a manner accessible to a wide audience.  The history of the natural 

sciences, as he simplistically portrayed it, consists of the gradual triumph of reason and

free enquiry over repressive dogma and superstition, the latter epitomised in his 

estimation by Roman Catholicism.  He provoked further controversy by using his

position as a professor at a respected German university, and thus as a government

official,17 to promote and give academic legitimacy to an idiosyncratic philosophy tha

dubbed ‘Monism’.18  Thinkers dating at least as far back as Parmenides (515?–? BCE) had 

put forward various monistic philosophies, which by definition strive to account for all 

phenomena by appealing to a single principle.  Haeckel’s Monism, on the other hand, 

reflected the outlook of a late-nineteenth-century naturalist.  He proposed, in short, tha

the theistic world view – one based on dualistic distinctions such as those between matte

and spirit, organic and inorganic, living and dead, God and Universe – be replaced with 

                                                                                                                                               
which is perhaps a more fitting and neutral term.  See Ernst Haeckel, A Universal Monistic Alliance: 
Theses for the organization of monism; an address to the International Congress of Freethinkers at St. 
Louis Mo., Oct. 1904 (Los Angeles: Humanitarian Review Office, 1905). 

16  Frank Simon-Ritz, Die Organisation einer Weltanschauung: Die freigeistige Bewegung im 
Wilhelminischen Deutschland, Religiöse Kulturen der Moderne, Bd. 5, series eds. Friedrich Wilhelm 
Graf and Gangolf Hübinger (Gütersloh: Chr. Kaiser/Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1997), p. 152. 

17  As historian Fritz Ringer has pointed out, professors at German universities during this period were 
civil servants.   Thus they were expected to adhere to a strict code of moral conduct and not to engage 
in activities that would subvert the political and religious establishment.  The Decline of the German 
Mandarins: The German Academic Community, 1890–1933 (Cambridge, MS: Harvard University 
Press, 1969), p. 7.  

18  In this thesis, the words ‘Monism’ and ‘Monist’ refer specifically to the philosophy expounded by 
Haeckel, Ostwald, and other self-identified members of their circle.  The word ‘monistic’ is a more 
general term denoting a world view that explains reality on the basis of a single concept or principle. 
The term ‘Monism’ was coined by Christian Wolff (1679–1754), who distinguished between 
materialistic and spiritualistic varieties.  The various ways in which philosophers have historically 
attempted this reconciliation is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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one that would overcome these antinomies by regarding all phenomena as manifestations 

of a single, underlying substance.  At first glance Haeckel’s Monism appears to coincide 

with materialism: it acknowledges no supernatural events or immaterial forces, it rejects 

teleological notions of a transcendental intelligence that has endowed the universe with 

order and purpose, and it regards humans (which are a product of natural evolution like 

every other organism) as having no immaterial soul or unique qualities that would set 

them apart from the rest of nature.  Nonetheless, Haeckel denied that his Monism should 

be equated simply with materialism.  He chose to call his philosophy ‘Monism’ in part to 

dissociate it from ethical materialism, which in his view regards pleasure and 

gratification of the senses as the chief aim of life.19  More enigmatically, Haeckel insisted 

that a consistently monistic outlook does not look upon the universe as a dead, soulless 

mechanism, but instead sees ‘one spirit in all things’; accordingly, he claimed Dutch 

philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632–77) and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) 

as intellectual predecessors.20  He retained in his philosophical system the concept of 

God, which he equated with the sum total of force and matter in the universe and which 

he insisted should be seen as no less worthy of awe and veneration.21 

                                                 
19  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th ed., vol. i, pp. 32–3; History of Creation, vol. ii, pp. 

35–6.  Not in first German edition. 
20  Ernst Haeckel, Der Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und Wissenschaft.  Glaubensbekenntniss 

eines Naturforschers (1892; 10th ed., Bonn: Verlag von Emil Strauss, 1900), p. 9; translated by J. 
Gilchrist as The Confession of Faith of a Man of Science (1894; repr. London: Adam and Charles 
Black, 1903), p. 3.  Chapter 4 examines in greater detail how he regarded this spirit as immanent 
within matter and inseparable from it.   

21  It is not immediately apparent, however, why Haeckel would employ words such as God, soul and 
spirit – which carry with them obvious theological connotations – in what is otherwise an exclusively 
mechanistic philosophical system.  The question of whether, in the words of  Günter Altner, ‘the 
concept of God dwindles to an essentially superfluous predicate of the cosmos’ in Haeckel’s 
pantheistic world view is one to which we return in subsequent chapters as we explore the emotional 
appeal of such terminology for Haeckel and his readers.  Günter Altner, Charles Darwin und Ernst 
Haeckel.  Ein Vergleich nach theologischen Aspekten, Theologische Studien, Heft 85, series ed. Karl 
Barth and Maz Geiger (Zurich: EVZ-Verlag, 1966), p. 75. 
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The broad range of outlooks and political ideologies represented in Was wir Ernst 

Haeckel verdanken illustrates the wide and paradoxical appeal of the biologist’s ideas.  

His target audience was the educated middle classes, the social stratum into which he was 

born and with which he continued to identify ideologically.  Middle-class readers found 

support in his writings for their own goals of social improvement through personal 

initiative and individual achievement.  The inventor Thomas Edison (1847–1931), who 

embodied American entrepreneurship, is reported by a contemporary newspaper to have 

said during a visit to Dresden in 1911, ‘Haeckel is the greatest man alive.  I absolutely 

believe in his theory.’22  However, his most enthusiastic readers included socialists and 

members of workers’ movements in Europe and North America, who purchased a large 

proportion of the hundreds of thousands of paperback copies of the ‘Volksausgaben’ of 

Die Welträthsel, which sold for one mark, and the ‘cheap editions’ of its English 

translation, The Riddle of the Universe, which went for a sixpence.23  This success came 

somewhat to the chagrin of the author, who like many right-leaning liberals in Germany 

feared both the growing strength of the Social Democratic movement on the one hand 

and the ultramontaine influence of the Catholic Church and the rising tide of conservative 

Protestant reaction on the other.  Social conservatives, on the other hand, cited his work 

                                                 
22  The quotation originally appeared in Berliner Zeitung (Vossische), Nr. 470, 21 September 1911.  Cited 

in letter from Ernst Haeckel to Agnes, Baden –B., 28 September 1911, in Georg Uschmann (ed.), Ernst 
Haeckel.  Biographie in Briefen (Gütersloh: Prisma Verlag, 1983), p. 294 (reverse-translated from 
German): ‘Haeckel ist der größte unter den lebenden Menschen.  Ich glaube absolut an seine Theorie.’ 

23  The price for the cheap edition is reported by Ballard in Haeckel’s Monism False (p. 4).  Wilhelm 
Breitenbach reported that The Riddle of the Universe sold for a shilling (twelve pence); see Wilhelm 
Breitenbach, Ernst Haeckel.  Ein Bild seines Lebens und seiner Arbeit (1904; 2nd ed., Brackwede: 
Verlag von Dr. Breitenbach & Hoerster, 1905), p. 198.  E. Pfenningsdorf, a Protestant pastor, was 
typical in making the assertion, ‘Haeckel’s Welträtsel has become the Bible of the Social Democrats.’  
E. Pfenningsdorf, Haeckels Monismus – Wahrheit oder Dichtung? Flugblatt für Gebildete.  
Sonderabdruck aus ‘Beweis des Glaubens im Geistesleben der Gegenwart’ (Gütersloh: Verlag von C. 
Bertelsmann, 1907), p. 1. 
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to promote racial hygiene and a strong, hierarchical state.24  Conversely, Haeckel’s 

theological opponents expressed alarm over the rapid rise of the Monism movement.  

Articles condemning Haeckel’s shallow understanding of religious and philosophical 

concepts appeared in every theological periodical around the turn of the century, 

accompanied by a flood of books and pamphlets.25  ‘Among all the modern tendencies 

that confront Christianity, and the Catholic Church in particular,’ Father Parthenius 

Minges (1861–1926) warned in one such vitriolic pamphlet, ‘probably the most 

significant is Monism.’26  Accusations of academic dishonesty swirled around Haeckel on 

account of allegedly inaccurate illustrations of embryos that appeared in his books, and 

these were in turn gleefully cited by the religiously-orthodox to buttress their efforts to 

discredit the evolutionary paradigm altogether.27 

Despite this turbulent initial reception, the controversy over Haeckel’s scientific 

and philosophical work faded quickly in the years immediately following the First World 

War.  Many of his theories were invalidated by the work of subsequent researchers and 

he never established a school of research that would attach his name to a methodological 

approach.  At the same time that his all-encompassing philosophical system achieved 

public recognition around the turn of the twentieth century, biologists such as August 

Weismann (1834–1914) and a new generation of physicists that included Albert Einstein 

(1879–1955) were putting forward new ideas that would effectively undermine the 

scientific presuppositions, such as the inheritance of acquired characteristics and the 

                                                 
24  See chapter 7. 
25  See the testimony of Emil Felden in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, p. 125. 
26  D. Dr. P. Parthenius Minges O.F.M.,  Der Monismus des Deutschen Monistenbundes.  Aus 

monistischen Quellen dargelegt und gewürdigt (Münster in Westf.: Verlag der Aschendorffschen 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1919), Teil 1, p. 5. 
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existence of a luminiferous ether, on which Haeckel’s synthetic philosophy was based.28  

Historians of science often remember him today as an enthusiastic early advocate of 

Darwin’s ideas whose own contributions to evolutionary theory were either erroneous or 

merely derivative of those of Darwin.29 

As shown in the second chapter, the reactions of subsequent commentators have 

been equally diverse.  Haeckel’s ideas are often judged shallow, muddled, misguided or 

even dangerous and thus worthy of study mainly as demonstrative examples of what 

conscientious scientists and philosophers should avoid.30  The ambiguity – some would 

say the inconsistency and superficiality – of Haeckel’s Monism poses difficulties for 

intellectual historians who attempt to fit it into general surveys of the period.  Those who 

mention Haeckel’s philosophy in their comprehensive accounts have summarised it in a 

myriad of ways – as essentially liberal or anti-liberal; scientific and positivistic or 

romantic and mystical; nationalistic, racist, imperialistic and even ‘proto-Nazi’ or 

pacifistic, cosmopolitan and universalistic – depending upon which passages the 

commentator chooses to quote and where he or she chooses to position Haeckel within 

the ‘course of German history’.31  Negative assessments of Haeckel’s contribution to 

                                                                                                                                                 
27  See chapter 2. 
28  Haeckel’s theory of biological adaptation assumed the inheritance of acquired characteristics, a 

concept invalidated by Weismann, and his cosmology presupposed the presence of a light-carrying 
aether, the existence of which was contradicted by Einstein’s theory of relativity. 

29  This is the view of Stephen J. Gould and Peter J. Bowler, as discussed in the following chapter. 
30  Dominick LaCapra remarked upon a scholarly tendency, especially prevalent during the 1950s and 

1960s, towards ‘a more amorphous intellectual history that, when it was not charting the pinnacles of 
“genius” or the representatives of “mainstream” figures tended to focus on losers and oddballs in 
history, often with a superior sense of superciliousness’.  The reception of Haeckel’s philosophy by 
intellectual historians is consistent with this observation; as we shall see in the following chapter, those 
who studied Haeckel almost invariably placed him in the latter category.  See LaCapra, ‘Tropisms of 
Intellectual History’, in Rethinking History 8/4 (December 2004), p. 511. 

31  A. J. P. Taylor’s work of that title, while it does not mention Haeckel, infamously draws a continuous 
line of intellectual development between Martin Luther and Adolf Hitler, and may be taken as 
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European culture have predominated in historical scholarship written over the past fifty 

years, particularly in English-language studies.  The harshest and most influential of these 

has been Daniel Gasman’s The Scientific Origins of National Socialism (1971), in which 

the author puts forward the claim that Hitler and the National Socialists derived their 

toxic mixture of völkisch (racist–nationalist) mysticism and pseudo-scientific social 

Darwinism largely from Haeckel’s popular science books.32  In his rather one-sided 

analysis, Gasman focussed on those sections in Haeckel’s works that he alleged reveal 

the latter’s mystical belief in German racial superiority and that advocate the 

establishment of a hierarchical, corporatist state as well as the implementation of 

inhumane eugenic policies.  Although historians have increasingly come to recognise the 

shortcomings of Gasman’s analysis, many continue to accept his main conclusions as 

valid nonetheless.33  For example, in his book From Darwin to Hitler (2004), Richard 

Weikart conceded that Gasman’s focus was too narrow, yet maintained that a 

materialistic interpretation of biological evolution and humanity’s origins, popularised in 

large part by Haeckel, supplied an important prerequisite for the brutal policies of the 

National Socialists by ‘undermin[ing] the traditionally held doctrine of the sanctity of 

human life’.34  Thus absolved from the charge of being the source for the National 

                                                                                                                                                 
representative of this historical approach.  The Course of German History (1946; repr. New York: 
Capricorn Books, 1962). 

32  Daniel Gasman, The Scientific Origins of National Socialism: Social Darwinism in Ernst Haeckel and 
the German Monist League (London: Macdonald and Co. Ltd, 1971); see also Gasman, Haeckel’s 
Monism and the Birth of Fascist Ideology (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., 1998).  Gasman 
was not the first to attempt to make the ideological connection between Haeckel and Hitler, but his 
book has exerted an exceptionally strong influence upon English-language scholarship, arguably due to 
the simplicity of his thesis, his adamant and repeated assertion of it, and the unavailability in English 
translation of many sources by lesser-known Monist writers, racial theorists, and eugenicists whom he 
cited. 

33  This debate is examined in greater detail in the following chapter. 
34  Richard Weikart, From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary Ethics, Eugenics, and Racism in Germany 
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Socialists’ mystically-tinged völkisch racism, Haeckel is guilty nonetheless in Weikart’s 

view of providing them with a materialistically-based racism and of contributing more 

generally to the moral anomie that permitted Nazism to gain popularity.35  It is easy to 

understand why interpretations that link Haeckel to Nazism would enjoy a particularly 

appreciative reception among religiously-conservative groups in the United States, 

notably those who challenge the validity of Darwinian evolution and advocate the 

teaching of ‘creation science’ or ‘intelligent design’ in grade school science classes.36  

Haeckel is a prime example, in their view, of a mainstream biologist who falsified the 

evidence for evolution and who exemplifies the moral dangers of Darwinian thinking in 

his alleged endorsement of proto-fascist social policies.37  On the other hand, some more 

nuanced analyses have appeared recently, including work by Di Gregorio and Robert 

                                                                                                                                                 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p. ix.  In this book Weikart did not, of course, broach the 
subjects of current theories about ‘intelligent design’ or debates over the teaching of Darwin’s theory 
of evolution in American schools.  However, he is a senior research fellow with the Texas-based 
Discovery Institute.  It is the position of members of this organisation, as Weikart explains on his web 
page, that ‘since ID [intelligent design] is true and Darwinism is false, they hope that scientists will 
eventually recognize their error, and obviously this will impact what is taught in schools’ 
(http://www.csustan.edu/History/Faculty/Weikart/Response-Arnhart.htm). 

35  In his article ‘Darwinism and Death’, Weikart contrasts Darwinian attitudes towards euthanasia with 
those embodied by ‘traditional religion’ (p. 325), ‘traditional Judeo-Christian ethical values’ (p. 325), 
‘traditional ways of thinking’ (p. 325) ‘traditional morality’ (p. 328) and ‘the traditional idea of the 
sanctity of human life’ (p. 330).  These traditional principles against which secularism is judged and 
found wanting are not defined or examined critically.  ‘Darwinism and Death: Devaluing Human Life 
in Germany, 1860–1920’, Journal of the History of Ideas 63 (2002), pp. 323–44. 

36  Ellen Myers, ‘Monistic Evolutionism as a Pseudo-Paradigm for Theories of Human Action’, Creation 
Social Science and Humanities Society 5/2 (Winter 1982), pp. 14–28; Russell Grigg, ‘Ernst Haeckel: 
Evangelist for Evolution and Apostle of Deceit’, Creation 18/2 (March 1996), pp. 33–6; for a recent 
condemnation of Haeckel’s ideas from a Catholic perspective, see Donald DeMarco and Benjamin D. 
Wiker, Architects of the Culture of Death (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004), pp. 104–17.  All of 
these studies cite Gasman’s work. 

37  Although the polarised cultural situation in the United States today between secularists and religious 
conservatives is not nearly as extreme as that in Wilhelmine Germany, one studying the Wilhelmine 
period cannot help but experience déjà vu.  Following a three-day debate in the Prussian 
Abgeordnetenhaus (House of Representatives) in 1879, the writings of Darwin and Haeckel were 
banned from Prussian secondary schools and in 1882 the teaching of biology was abolished in the 
higher grades of Prussian schools so as not to offend the religious sensibilities of students.  Erika 
Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, Biographien hervorragender Naturwissenschaftler und Techniker, Bd. 70 
(1984; 2nd revised ed., Leipzig: B.G. Teubner Verlagsgesellschaft, 1987), pp. 95–6. 
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Richards, as well as researchers connected with the Ernst-Haeckel-Haus in Jena, 

including Olaf Breidbach, Uwe Hossfeld and Heiko Weber.38 

 

A new vision of the universe 

This thesis explores the passionate responses towards Haeckel’s monistic philosophy, and 

the radically diverse interpretations it generated.  There is a general consensus among 

commentators that Haeckel was, or at least saw himself as, an heir to the tradition of 

romantic scientists, especially Alexander von Humboldt and Wolfgang von Goethe, 

whom he greatly admired.39  Like these predecessors, Haeckel strove to employ empirical 

observation and intuition to arrive at an understanding of the unity of nature.  As 

Breidbach has recently emphasised, Haeckel was at heart an artist and his method of 

scientific comprehension had a strongly visual component.40  The importance of 

visualisation and the problems that such an approach generated are, as previously 

mentioned, also a major theme of this thesis.   

This visual factor is evident in the terms Weltbild and Weltanschauung, which are 

often used in German to differentiate between two ways of perceiving the world.  A 

Weltbild consists of an empirical description of reality; its customary English rendering 

as ‘conception of the world’ does not convey its strongly ocular connotation, and it might 

be translated more literally as ‘world-picture’.  In contrast, a Weltanschauung or ‘world 

                                                 
38  See chapter 2. 
39  ‘I found in him’, Ostwald remarked, ‘one of the purest and at the same time noblest representatives of 

the romantic type of researcher’ (Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 198). 
40  ‘For the biologist Ernst Haeckel, […] understanding nature did indeed mean seeing it.  Empirical 

knowledge was empirical seeing, although, for a naturalist, looking at nature had to be guided by 
scientific principles and methods.  For Haeckel, observation, representation and a concept of what 
nature was ran seamlessly into each other.’  Olaf Breidbach, Visions of Nature: The Art and Science of 
Ernst Haeckel (Munich: Prestel Publishers, 2006), p. 17. 
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view’ is more comprehensive and incorporates metaphysical beliefs regarding the way in 

which one should live a moral and meaningful life, as well as the existence or non-

existence and attributes of a deity and a super-sensory order of reality.41  Like others of 

his generation, Haeckel felt compelled to abandon the religious Weltanschauung of his 

childhood because he felt it to be inconsistent with the modern scientific Weltbild.  The 

visual image of God as an anthropomorphic being who intervenes in the personal affairs 

of individual humans, and of humanity as occupying a privileged place in this universe, if 

not its centre, seemed no longer tenable in light of educated modern humanity’s 

awareness of the immense span of geological time, the infinite duration and extent of the 

universe as a whole, and the suffering that humans and other organisms inflict on one 

another.  Unlike the transcendental revelations on which religion is purportedly based, 

which are inherently subjective and unverifiable, the empirical results of scientific 

research appeared to hold the promise of objectivity and certainty, making them best able 

to provide the secure foundation on which to build a conception of the universe that is 

shared by all rational, educated people.  Haeckel’s new monistic Weltanschauung, 

derived from the modern scientific Weltbild, was to be consistent with the new 

evolutionary science and cosmology, and even more majestic than the older theistic 

                                                 
41  Haeckel’s opponent Eberhard Dennert characterised the distinction between the two terms in the 

following way: ‘By Weltbild I denote the entirety of the experience of nature or the world that is 
achieved through naturalist research [Naturforschung].  A Weltbild is the picture [Bild] of the world 
[Welt] as it appears to us at this precise moment and it is a picture that we must always be prepared to 
correct when new experiences have uncovered certain errors. [… In contrast] everyone remains free of 
course to go beyond the Weltbild and to construct by means of metaphysical or transcendental 
elements what one calls a Weltanschauung.  However one must always be aware also that in so doing 
one leaves the realm of natural science and proceeds into the realm of metaphysics or, if one prefers, 
nature-philosophy.’  Dennert argued that Haeckel derived his pronouncements about the non-existence 
of a divinity, an immortal personal soul and a teleological order to the universe from his speculative 
Weltanschauung and not the empirically-based Weltbild of modern science.  Eberhard Dennert, 
Weltbild und Weltanschauung.  Zur Verständung über das Verhältnis der freien Naturforschung zum 
Glauben, Schriften des Keplerbundes, Heft 2 (Godesberg b. Bonn: Naturwissenschaftlicher Verlag, 
1909), pp. 8–9. 
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conception.  Thus, the undermining of transcendental religion by natural science should 

not, in his view, give rise to feelings of nihilistic despair but of liberation and optimism.   

Although it is empirically-based, every Weltbild is a mental picture and therefore 

is to some extent an idealised construction.  It is always necessary to concede that some 

phenomena are currently unexplainable and to labour under the faith that they will be 

explained in the future.42  This is even truer in the case of a Weltanschauung, which may 

describe the world not only as one sees it but as one wishes it to be.  Haeckel’s Monism – 

which he first formulated during the era of German and Italian unification in the 1860s 

and then elaborated in greater detail during the wave of European imperialist expansion 

and international rivalry in the 1880s and ’90s – expresses in theoretical terms an ideal of 

harmony, wholeness and completion, an imagined situation in which opposites are 

reconciled and conflicts resolved.  Haeckel’s skill in employing vivid images to convey 

abstract concepts – as when he envisaged evolutionary progress in the form of a 

branching tree or human society as analogous to an organism composed of differentiated 

and interdependent cells – contributed to his success as a popular science writer by 

providing his readers with aids in visually reconstructing the world around themselves.  

However, these images were inherently amenable to a multitude of interpretations other 

than those that Haeckel gave them.  Rather than uniting his followers – and much less the 

civilised world – on the basis of a shared monistic world view, Haeckel’s works had the 

paradoxical effect of bringing about a further fragmentation among his readers, who used 

                                                 
42  If one equates a Weltbild with a scientific paradigm, the remark made by historian of science Thomas 

Kuhn may be relevant here: ‘The man who embraces a new paradigm at an early stage must often do 
so in defiance of the evidence provided by problem-solving [i.e., the framing of simple hypotheses and 
gathering of evidence].  He must, that is, have faith that the new paradigm will succeed with the many 
large problems that confront it, knowing only that the older paradigm has failed with a few.  A decision 
of that kind can only be made on faith.’  Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962; 
2nd ed., Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), p. 158. 
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his ideas in highly personal ways to construct a multiplicity of Monisms. 

Haeckel’s contemporaries made it clear that they believed more to be at stake than 

a mere debate over abstract principles; indeed, his proponents and detractors both 

characterised their respective standpoints as representing civilisation and morality and the 

other side as epitomising resurgent barbarism.  ‘The battle over The Riddle of the 

Universe’ (Der Kampf um die Welträtsel),43 to employ the title of a pamphlet by a 

member of Haeckel’s camp, was not a singular event but rather one adversarial moment 

among many in an ongoing dialogue that has been taking place in the West between 

secular and religious world views.  The path that led Haeckel from the liberal Christianity 

of his childhood to the world view he called ‘Monism’ corresponds on an individual level 

to the broader legitimation crisis between religious and secular world views that has been 

a prominent feature of Western intellectual life at least since the Enlightenment and 

perhaps since the time of the pre-Socratic philosophers twenty-five centuries ago.  

Haeckel’s Monism illuminates the ambiguity of this more general phenomenon, which as 

historian Dominick LaCapra described it, did not take the form of ‘a simple movement 

from the religious to the secular’ but rather involved ‘complex, mutual displacements 

between the religious and the secular both at any given time and, with variations, over 

time’.44   

When discussing the religious aspects of Haeckel’s Monism, it seems necessary to 

delineate what is meant by ‘religion’.  Haeckel’s contemporary William James (1842–

1910) provided one definition at the beginning of his celebrated Gifford Lectures, which 

                                                 
43  Heinrich Schmidt, Der Kampf um die ‘Welträtsel’: Ernst Haeckel, die ‘Welträtsel’ und die Kritik 

(Bonn: Emil Strauss, 1900). 
44  LaCapra, ‘Tropisms of Intellectual History’, p. 506; emphasis in original. 
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were published as Varieties of Religious Experience (1902): 

Religion, therefore, as I now ask you arbitrarily to take it, shall mean for us the 
feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they 
apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the 
divine.  Since the relation may be either moral, physical, or ritual, it is evident that 
out of religion in the sense in which we take it, theologies, philosophies, and 
ecclesiastical organizations may secondarily grow.45   

 
It is immediately apparent from this description that James was more interested in 

investigating private experiences of transcendence than the institutional forms of 

ecclesiastical religion, and considered the latter derivative of the former.  However, it is 

also worth noting that James stressed the arbitrariness of his own description and in effect 

left it up to his subjects to decide what ‘the divine’ meant to them.  In keeping with the 

dialogic approach endorsed by LaCapra I intend to allow my historical subjects similar 

freedom to define religion for themselves.  Indeed, one of the main themes of this thesis 

is the inability of Haeckel and his contemporaries to arrive at a common understanding of 

what religion is or should be. 

This study spans the time period from Haeckel’s years as a student in the 1850s to 

his death in 1919.  My sources consist largely of Haeckel’s popular works and published 

letters.  A large portion of Haeckel’s personal correspondence, both with luminaries of 

the day and with his intimate acquaintances, has long been available in book form.  These 

include letters he sent to his parents and fiancée during the pivotal period of late 

adolescence and early adulthood when he experienced a crisis of faith and decided to 

embrace an alternative world view.  I also devote attention to writing that he identified as 

having inspired him, as well as to those of colleagues and immediate contemporaries who 

                                                 
45  William James, Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New York: Longmans, 

Green, and Co., 1906), p. 31. 
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credited him as having influenced them.  These include works by such prominent critics 

as O. D. Chowlson, Eberhardt Dennert and Erich Wasmann, but also those of lesser-

known writers.  In particular I have examined pamphlets published by those who were 

both supportive and opposed to his efforts.   

However, this thesis is not intended to be a critique of Haeckel’s Monism as a 

philosophical system, nor an evaluation of his theoretical contributions to Darwinian 

Theory.  Nor is it a comprehensive intellectual biography of the scientist in the manner of 

those written by Erika Krauße and Mario Di Gregorio, although it takes into account 

Haeckel’s own personal development.  Like other studies that deal with the reception of 

Haeckel’s ideas, it touches on the responses of scientific and philosophical luminaries of 

the day to his philosophy, but also takes into account reactions of some of his less famous 

readers – including secondary school teachers, pastors and various self-educated 

enthusiasts – who recorded their reflections and reminisces in the form of letters, 

speeches and polemical pamphlets, along with the essays that constitute the Was wir 

Ernst Haeckel verdanken festschrift.  However, it is also not a general study of the 

popularisation of Darwinian ideas or the free thought movement in Wilhelmine Germany, 

in the manner of those written by Alfred Kelly and Andreas Daum. 

The second chapter of this thesis provides a brief overview of the stormy 

relationship between Haeckel and his critics, both contemporary and recent.  It also 

demonstrates the diverse and contradictory ways in which historians have interpreted 

Haeckel’s philosophy and the shift that has taken place in critical writing about 

Haeckelian Monism over the last one hundred and forty years, particularly in the wake of 

the debacle of National Socialism.  In many ways, recent writing marks a return to 
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contemporary evaluations. 

Haeckel is often portrayed as an iconoclast who set out to undermine what is 

vaguely referred to as ‘traditional’ religious teachings in favour of a more nihilistic world 

view.  In the third chapter I take issue with this view by examining Haeckel’s crisis of 

faith, which I argue was sincere.  Encountering materialist philosophy for the first time at 

university during the 1850s, Haeckel discovered the world view imbued in him by his 

parents already in ruins, a ‘heap of stones’.  His task, then, was not so much one of 

demolition as of recovery and reassembly, of deciding which fragments could be 

salvaged and which discarded, and how to rearrange them to form a ‘habitable 

building’.46  This chapter also explores how he continued to wrestle over the course of his 

long life with the dilemmas that emerged during this formative period.  The remaining 

chapters then examine how Haeckel attempted to reconstruct the universe in a way more 

consistent with his lived experience and how others reacted to his efforts.   

One of the fragments from his childhood world view that Haeckel was loath to 

abandon was belief in a soul.  Although the writings of materialist philosophers such as 

Ludwig Büchner and Carl Vogt had convinced him that the concept of an immaterial soul 

is untenable, Haeckel struggled to preserve the notion by proposing new ways to visualise 

the soul that would be consonant with a mechanistic world view.  The fourth chapter 

examines how his rather nebulous conception of the animation or ensoulment 

(Beseelung) of all matter, which found expression in hypotheses regarding cell-souls and 

                                                 
46  The metaphor of transforming a heap of stones into a habitable building is one that Haeckel employed 

in Generelle Morphologie to describe how he wished to reform the discipline of morphology or study 
of organic form on the basis of Darwin’s theory, the latter providing the building-plan for the 
discipline.  Ernst Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie der Organismen.  Allgemeine Gründzüge der 
organischen Formen-Wissenschaft, mechanisch begründet durch die von Charles Darwin reformierte 
Decendenz-Theorie, 2 vols. (Berlin: Reimer, 1866), vol. i, p. 4.  I argue that the metaphor applies more 
broadly to his efforts at reforming the natural sciences as a whole. 
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atom-souls, gave rise to more bewilderment than edification among his readers.  The 

ambiguities inherent in visualising the soul in this manner are illustrative of the more 

general difficulties he encountered when formulating his philosophy. 

Haeckel’s value-laden, and indeed very nineteenth-century, understanding of 

organic and cosmological evolution underwent significant change over the course of his 

career, following the vicissitudes of the German liberal movement from the rise of 

Bismarck to the catastrophe of the Great War; this development demonstrates the link 

between these two major secular religions of the period.  The fifth chapter explores 

Haeckel’s conception of evolutionary progress, and specifically how he envisaged it to be 

an unguided process that results in overall improvement.   

Haeckel and his even more enthusiastic followers attempted to create an 

organised religious community inspired by Haeckel’s Monism, a subject examined in the 

sixth chapter.  In spite of his declaration that the vast majority of contemporary scientists 

were monistic in outlook, his own variety of Monism was a very personal and somewhat 

eccentric world view.  Many of those drawn to his Monistic Alliance were themselves 

highly individualistic, and the task of organising them proved analogous to that of 

herding proverbial cats.  Haeckel attempted to rally his followers with iconic references 

to Martin Luther’s defiant stand at Wartburg against the Roman Catholic Church.  Far 

from being the unified and resolute movement that its theological opponents made it out 

to be, members of Haeckel’s organisation were united mainly by an anticlerical sentiment 

and a vague commitment to ‘natural science’, variously envisioned. 

An issue of central concern to Haeckel and members of the Monistenbund was the 

perceived need to use Monism as the sound basis for a rational and scientific theory of 
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ethics.  In the seventh chapter we consider how Haeckel’s approach to ethics resembled 

that of Darwin in the way that he traced compassion back to hereditary instincts.  Haeckel 

believed that the key to solving this problem is found in the science of morphology, the 

study of organic forms.  The image of cells cooperating within a multi-cellular organism, 

in his view, revealed the natural-scientific foundation for altruistic human behaviour.47  

Again, although Haeckel anticipated that the natural sciences would provide certainty in 

an area in which speculative metaphysics had failed, the unanimity of outlook expected 

by Haeckel proved to be an elusive goal, as demonstrated by the diversity of ethical 

views among those who took inspiration from his ideas. 

Haeckel and members of his circle also gave expression to their new way of 

visualising the world through handicrafts and the fine arts.  Following the publication of 

the folios of his Kunstformen der Natur (Art Forms in Nature) between 1899 and 1904, 

Haeckel acquired a new audience within the burgeoning art nouveau movement.  His 

scientific illustrations of unfamiliar organisms provided in essence a new pattern book for 

the sinuous and foliate shapes admired by this group.  Inspired by Goethe, Haeckel 

described ‘Nature as Artist’ in rhapsodic and quite un-Darwinian terms.  The way in 

which Haeckel assigned importance to the aesthetic appreciation and mimetic 

reproduction of nature in his monistic theory of art is discussed in the eighth chapter.  

Haeckel’s described the process of artistic creation as calming, epitomised by his 

favourite pastime of painting serene landscapes; in so doing he repressed the unruly 

Dionysian side of the process, which resurfaced in unexpected ways through the works 

created by Monist artists.  

                                                 
47  As we shall see, Rudolf Virchow, Haeckel’s professor at the University of Würzburg, first exposed 

him to this idea.  However, Haeckel derived more sweeping inferences from it than did his mentor. 
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Whereas chapters four through eight consider the ways in which Haeckel’s 

readers responded to, and elaborated on, the theories of their mentor, the ninth chapter 

redirects the focus back onto Haeckel’s own inner conflicts.  While conducting marine 

research in Ceylon, Haeckel also took time to make ethnographical observations about 

the human inhabitants of the island.  Portraying them as though they had remained for 

centuries in a state of arrested development, he believed that his descriptions would shed 

light on the origin of European civilisation and, by extension, his own origin.  His voyage 

was therefore not merely geographical but also, and perhaps even primarily, one of the 

imagination, and the multiple, incongruous foundation stories that he found enacted there 

mirror his own conflicted identity. 

Finally, the concluding chapter accounts for these activities in terms of a general 

redemptive effort to restore meaning to a desacralised universe.  Haeckel and others in 

his circle attempted to do this by reconceptualising the world around themselves, 

symbolically reconstructing a world view from the fragments of the culture they had 

inherited in a way that was consonant with their new understanding of humanity’s place 

in a cosmos of seemingly infinite duration and extent.   

 



Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

 

While Ernst Haeckel’s name has appeared quite frequently in the North American media 

lately, his scientific and political activities and even his personal character have been 

portrayed in a negative light.  The accepted wisdom among most non-specialist 

commentators appears to be, first, that he committed scientific fraud in his popular 

science books and, second, that the influence of his ideas on the racial eugenics 

programme of the National Socialists and their broader world view has been well-

established.1  For example, in National Review Haeckel was called ‘a committed early 

Darwinian whose career traveled the troubled waters of eugenics to a pre-Nazi form of 

Aryan supremacy’.2  Similarly, a contributor to New Scientist asserted that ‘Hitler’s Mein 

Kampf leaned on the biology of Ernst Haeckel’.3  A journalist for The Washington Post 

                                                 
1  See, for example, James Glanz, ‘Biology Text Illustrations More Fiction Than Fact’, New York Times, 

8 April 2001, p. 32.  Similarly, Elizabeth Cook-Romero wrote, ‘[T]oday it is generally accepted that 
Haeckel committed scientific fraud and falsified results, saw patterns where none existed, and ignored 
findings that did not support his theories’ (‘Raising Haeckel’, review of the film Proteus, in The Santa 
Fe New Mexican, 10 June 2005).  For a recent reference to this controversy by a creationist, see 
Russell Grigg, ‘Ernst Haeckel: Evangelist for Evolution and Apostle of Deceit’.  Reinhard Gursch 
revisited contemporary debates over Haeckel’s alleged falsification of embryological diagrams.  
Haeckel did not base his illustrations on his own observations, but copied them from plates in works by 
other scientists, usually identifying the source.  Gursch found that while Haeckel did alter and simplify 
these illustrations to prove the point he was trying to make, such reconstructions were consistent with 
scientific practice at the time.  Reinhard Gursch, Die Illustrationen Ernst Haeckels zur Abstamungs- 
und Entwicklungsgeschichte: Diskussion im wissenschaftlichen und nichtwissenschaftlichen Schriftum, 
Marburger Schriften zur Medizingeschichte, series ed. Armin Geus and Irmgard Müller, Bd. 1 
(Frankfurt a. M.: Verlag Peter D. Lang, 1981), pp. 137–8.  See also Robert J. Richards, ‘The Narrative 
Structure of Moral Judgments in History: Evolution and Nazi Biology’, The 2005 Nora and Edward 
Ryerson Lecture, The University of Chicago Record, 26 May 2005, pp. 2–7; Robert J. Richards, ‘Ernst 
Haeckel and the Struggles over Evolution and Religion’, Annals of the History and Philosophy of 
Biology/Deutsche Gesellschaft für Geschichte und Theorie der Biologie 10 (2005), pp. 89–115.  

2  Richard Nadler, ‘Forceful Frauds’, review of Hoodwinked: How Intellectual Hucksters Have Hijacked 
American Culture by Jack Cashill, in National Review, 57/17 (26 September 2005), p. 65.   

3  Bryan Appleyard, ‘People in glass houses… Scientists can be fundamentalists too’, New Scientist 
188/2520 (8 October 2005), p. 50.  
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used a disconcertingly eugenic metaphor of his own when he called Haeckel one of 

Darwin’s ‘misshapen children […] who found in Darwin’s work support for anti-Semitic 

and racist notions’.4  In the past few decades, Haeckel has found detractors both among 

religious conservatives, who argue that the alleged academic dishonesty of this key figure 

in the history of the discipline casts the entire field of evolutionary biology into doubt, as 

well as among defenders of the latter, notably Stephen Jay Gould, who seek to guard the 

lineage of Darwin’s theory by disassociating it from the disreputable ideas of his strident 

and misguided German disciple.5 

Personal attacks directed against Haeckel in the popular press are far from new; 

indeed, they beleaguered him from the beginning of his second career as a popular 

science writer.  These recent assessments of Haeckel’s significance should be placed into 

perspective by recognising that, while some accusations have been raised repeatedly over 

the past one hundred and forty years, the focus of the general debate has shifted 

considerably over this period.  Nowhere does the shadow cast retrospectively over the 

Wilhelmine period by National Socialism fall darker than upon matters associated with 

racism and eugenics.  Therefore it is not surprising that recent scholarship would address 

any culpability Haeckel might have in relation to this catastrophe.  While this is certainly 

a problem that merits close investigation, it is easy to exaggerate the connections and to 

ignore the incongruities between the two, and in so doing to present a distorted view of 

the earlier period by reading it backwards from the later one.  As summaries of the 

scientist’s many disputes with contemporaries have been the subject of pamphlets and 

                                                 
4  Michael Powell, ‘Darwin under the Microscope: The Origin of the Man and His Theory’, The 

Washington Post, 29 November 2005, sec. C, p. 1. 
5  For references to Haeckel among religious conservatives, see chapter 1, note 24, above; see also, 

Stephen Jay Gould, Ontogeny and Phylogeny (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977).  
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books, a thorough examination of this literature alone would require a separate 

monograph.6  This chapter sketches out the main currents of the debate among more 

prominent commentators.  Other sources that relate to more specific topics appear in the 

chapters that follow. 

 

Contemporary reception of Haeckel’s ideas 

Haeckel’s first academic monograph, Die Radiolarien (The Radiolarians, 1862) was very 

favourably received, earning him the Cothenius Medal in 1865 from Germany’s most 

prestigious scientific organisation, the German Academy of Natural Scientists 

Leopoldina.  He followed up this success with Generelle Morphologie der Organismen 

(General Morphology of Organisms, 1866), a two-volume programmatic work of over 

1,200 pages that both laid the theoretical groundwork for all of his later research and 

expressed the philosophical outlook he would later seek to popularise.  The book 

provoked a minor scandal among conservative faculty at the University of Jena on 

account of Haeckel’s open denial of the existence of a transcendental deity and his 

                                                 
6  Heiko Weber, a researcher at the Ernst-Haeckel-Haus archives, has recently published Monistische und 

antimonistische Weltanschauung, a ‘selected bibliography’ spanning over 250 pages, which lists over 
five thousand works by self-identified ‘Monists’ and ‘anti-Monists’ from the late-nineteenth century to 
the present day.  The majority of these books and articles deal explicitly with Haeckel’s monistic 
philosophy and variants inspired by it.  For contemporary accounts of the debates over Haeckel’s 
scientific theories and monistic philosophy by supporters, see Heinrich Schmidt, Der Kampf um die 
‘Welträtsel’; Heinrich Schmidt, Haeckels biogenetisches Grundgesetz und seine Gegner, 
Gemeinverständliche Darwinistische Vortäge und Abhandlungen (Odenkirchen: Verlag von Dr. W. 
Breitenbach, 1902); Breitenbach, Ernst Haeckel; Walther May, Ernst Haeckel.  Versuch einer Chronik 
seines Lebens und Wirkens (Leipzig: Johann Ambrosius Barth, 1909); Joseph McCabe, Haeckel’s 
Critics Answered (London: Watts & Co., 1903).  For a summary of academic criticisms of Haeckel’s 
work by an opponent, see E[berhard]. Dennert, Die Wahrheit über Ernst Haeckel und seine 
‘Welträtsel’.  Nach dem Urteil seiner Fachgenossen (2nd ed., Halle: C. Ed. Müller’s 
Verlagsbuchhandlung Max Grosse, 1901).    For Haeckel’s own rebuttal of his critics, see especially 
Sandalion.  Eine offene Antwort auf die Fälschungs – Anklagen der Jesuiten (Frankfurt a.M.: Neuer 
Frankfurt Verlag, 1910).  For a more recent overview, see Erika Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, Biographien 
hervorragender Naturwissenschaftler, Techniker und Mediziner, Bd. 70 (1984; second ed., Leipzig: B. 
G. Teubner Verlagsgesellschaft, 1987). 
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disparagement of dualistic metaphysics.  Specialists in his own field greeted the book’s 

publication with silence or, as philosopher Eduard von Hartmann (1842–1906) later 

recounted, ‘generally by shaking their heads’.7  Most were expecting an empirically-

based study along the lines of his earlier monograph; instead, they received a sprawling 

synthetic and philosophical work that contained no original research, but consisted rather 

of an idiosyncratic attempt to establish the cultural polymath Wolfgang von Goethe as a 

co-founder, alongside Jean Lamarck and Charles Darwin, of the ‘theory of descent’ 

(Descendenz-Lehre), and to restructure the life sciences on the basis of a system of 

‘promorphology’, the study of basic geometrical forms.  To make matters worse, many 

naturalists were offended by the author’s brash attacks on the work of venerable 

colleagues.  Philosophers who might have been interested by Haeckel’s exploration of the 

philosophical implications of Darwin’s ideas remained unaware of the book, whereas the 

laity was daunted by its length, ponderous style and excess of Greco-Latin scientific 

terminology – much of which Haeckel had coined.8  Haeckel himself later acknowledged 

many of these shortcomings.9 

Following this disappointment, Haeckel distilled the main points of Generelle 

Morphologie into a shorter work aimed at a general audience.  The resulting 568-page 

book, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (1868), consisted in its first edition of a series of 

                                                 
7  Eduard von Hartmann, ‘Ernst Haeckel als Vorkämpfer der Abstammungslehre in Deutschland’ (1874), 

reprinted in Gesammelte Studien und Aufsätze gemeinverständlichen Inhalts (Leipzig: Verlag von 
Wilhelm Friedrich, 1888), p. 473.  Nonetheless, Hartmann, in spite of his objection to the work’s 
misguided materialist orientation, called Generelle Morphologie ‘the most significant work of natural 
science with an inclination towards nature-philosophy that the entire literature of science has to offer’  
(ibid., p. 473; emphasis in original).  Haeckel’s book did not go to a second edition and was not 
reprinted in its entirety until 1988.  Ernst Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie der Organismen, 
photomechanical reprint (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1988).  Hartmann is best known for his 
Philosophy of the Unconscious (1869). 

8  May, Ernst Haeckel, p. 69. 
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twenty transcribed lectures on the theory of evolution that he had delivered at the 

University of Jena during the winter of 1865–6, together with a few crude woodcut 

illustrations.  It found far greater acceptance with the lay reading public than did his 

previous effort, as it was written in a more accessible style and directly addressed the 

controversial topic of humanity’s descent from now-extinct primates.  It remained his 

most popular work until the publication of Die Welträthsel thirty-one years later, running 

through eleven German editions by 1909 and ultimately being translated into 25 

languages.10  Darwin himself expressed approval for Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 

famously stating in the introduction to The Descent of Man (1871), ‘If this work had 

appeared before my essay had been written, I should probably never have completed it.  

Almost all the conclusions at which I have arrived I find confirmed by this naturalist, 

whose knowledge on many points is much fuller than mine.’11  Nevertheless, Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte received a less than enthusiastic reception from many specialists.12  

Ludwig Rütimeyer (1825–95), an anatomist from Basel, went so far as to attack 

Haeckel’s academic integrity by alleging that he had ‘arbitrarily modelled and 

generalised’ illustrations of embryos in this work that were intended to demonstrate that 

dogs, chickens and turtles are indistinguishable at the earliest stages of their respective 

development.13  It turned out that Haeckel, to reduce costs, had used the same crude 

                                                                                                                                                 
9  Haeckel, ‘Eine autobiographische Skizze’, p. 9. 
10  For the number of translations, see Heinrich Schmidt’s addendum to Ernst Haeckel, ‘Eine 

autobiographische Skizze’, p. 12. 
11  Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (2nd revised and augmented ed., 

London: John Murray, 1882), p. 3. 
12  May, Ernst Haeckel, p. 70. 
13  Cited in Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 79–80. 
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woodcut plate to depict each embryo.14  Others objected to the way in which Haeckel 

stated as proven fact what others took to be rather tenuous hypotheses.  A reviewer of the 

English translation, perhaps unaware of Darwin’s earlier praise for the work, was typical 

in contrasting the bombastic tone of the English naturalist’s German disciple with the 

circumspection shown by his mentor.  The reviewer contrasted the ‘halting in judgment 

and caution of Darwin’ with Haeckel’s ‘guileless faith’, ‘intensity of purpose’ and 

‘intolerance of opposing views’.15  The latter scientist had gone much farther than the 

former in assuming the spontaneous generation of life, postulating the existence of 

undiscovered species, and explaining the phenomenon of consciousness in purely 

mechanistic and physiological terms.  ‘Had Mr. Darwin when he first conceived the idea 

of natural selection, on his return from the voyage of the Beagle, had this book of 

Haeckel’s thrust into his hands,’ he declared, ‘he might then have stood aghast at the 

lengths to which the audacious German author goes.  Here is a genealogical table of the 

entire organic world – the work of how many coming centuries we dare not predict – 

anticipated and set down in actual tables with all the assurance and confidence of an old-

time prophet.’16  In The Contemporary Review another English commentator referred to 

Haeckel as ‘the representative of the extreme school of materialism, and as the avowed 

and self-constituted champion of Darwinism run mad’.17  Léon A. Dumont (1837–76) 

believed the book to be of sufficient importance to summarise its main ideas for French 

                                                 
14  Subsequent editions of the work contained better-quality engravings. 
15  Review of History of Creation by Ernst Haeckel, in The American Naturalist 11/3 (March 1877), p. 

168. 
16  Ibid., p. 167. 
17  Haeckel, the reviewer pointed out, denies the existence of non-mechanical forces such as a soul or 

spirit, and reduces the so-called ‘atom-soul’ to ‘atom-forces’.  Review of The History of Creation by 
Ernst Haeckel in The Contemporary Review, reprinted in New York Times, 10 Nov. 1878, p. 4. 
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readers.18  In Dumont’s view, Haeckel’s philosophy remains essentially materialistic in 

spite of the venerable name of ‘Monism’ given to it by its author, since it reduces 

sensation and consciousness to physical and chemical forces and then asserts force to be a 

property of matter.19  This materialist point of view, according to Dumont, inadequately 

accounts for such phenomena.20 

The attacks on Haeckel’s scientific theories became more intense after he 

published Anthropogenie (1874; trans. The Evolution of Man, 1879), another attempt at 

writing a popular work, this time employing comparative embryology in an effort to 

reconstruct the phylogenetic history of the human race.21  Two anatomists, Wilhelm His 

(1831–1904) and Alexander Goette (1840–1922), rejected Haeckel’s recapitulation 

hypothesis, according to which an organism exhibits physical traits characteristic of the 

adult forms of its remote ancestors during its embryonic development, generally in the 

order in which these traits evolved.  Both also alleged that Haeckel falsified the evidence 

for his theory with inaccurate drawings of embryos in this work.22  The Berlin ethnologist 

                                                 
18  Léon A. Dumont, Haeckel et la théorie de l’évolution en Allemagne (Paris : Libraire Germer Baillière, 

1873).  Dumont remarked that his summary was to serve in lieu of a French translation.  One appeared 
the following year as Histoire de la création des êtres organisés d’après lois naturelles.  Conférences 
scientifique, trans. Ch. Letourneau (Paris, 1874). 

19  Ibid., p. 167. 
20  Ibid., p. 11. 
21  Ernst Haeckel, Anthropogenie oder Entwicklungsgeschichte des Menschen – Keimes- und 

Stammesgeschichte: Gemeinverständliche wissenschaftliche Vorträge über die Grundzüge der 
menschliche Keimes- und Stammesgeschichte (Leipzig: Engelmann, 1874); trans. The Evolution of 
Man: A Popular Exposition of the Principal Points of Human Ontogeny and Phylogeny, 2 vols. 
(London: D. Appleton, 1879); re-translated by Joseph McCabe as The Evolution of Man: A Popular 
Scientific Study, 2 vols. (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1896).  

22  Wilhelm His, Unsere Körperform und das physiologische Problem ihrer Entstehung.  Briefe an einen 
befreundeten Naturforscher (Leipzig: F. C. W. Vogel, 1874); Alexander Goette, 
Entwicklungsgeschichte der Unke (Leipzig: L. Voss, 1875).  Haeckel responded to His and Goette in 
1875 with a speech entitled ‘Ziele und Wege der heutigen Entwicklungsgeschichte’ (The Aims and 
Methods of Modern Evolutionary History).  Works cited in May, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 86–8; and Krauße, 
Ernst Haeckel, p. 91. 
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Adolf Bastian (1826–1905) allowed that Haeckel’s academic monograph on the 

calcareous sponges (1872) is an example of sound empirical research but asserted that its 

findings relate only to the ontogeny of that group and cannot be used to derive a more 

general law that is applicable to human phylogeny.23  He also ridiculed Haeckel’s 

suggestion that each of the human races descended from a separate primate ancestor.24  

The philosopher Johann Huber from Munich coined the word ‘Haeckelismus’ to describe 

an alleged tendency towards dogmatism and fanaticism within zoology that Haeckel’s 

method of argumentation exhibits, a term which the Würzburg zoologist Carl Semper 

(1832–1893) adopted as the title of a pamphlet.25  Friedrich Michelis (1815–86), a 

Catholic philosopher from Bonn, directed his attack against Haeckel’s recapitulation 

hypothesis, declaring that ‘recapitulation’ is different than mere mechanical ‘repetition’ 

in that the former requires conscious direction while the latter does not.26  Haeckel’s 

mechanistic biogenetic law, he argued, is a caricature of the idealist conception that the 

bodily structure of an organism is formed in accordance with a teleological Idea, since 

Haeckel nonsensically attributes this creative activity to inanimate matter.27  Furthermore, 

Michelis was offended by the way that Haeckel ‘dares to pour juvenile and almost casual 

                                                 
23  Adolf Bastian, Offner Brief an Herrn Professor Dr. E. Häckel, Verfasser der ‘Natürlichen 

Schöpfungsgeschichte’ (Berlin: Verlag von Wiegandt, Hempel u. Parey, 1874), p. 14. 
24  One can get a sense of the derisive tone of Bastian’s open letter from the opening sentence: ‘During 

my short stay in Africa […] I often felt deeply worried about the indifferent neglect to which our 
honourable and yet so pitiful forefathers there have become party, about the friendless and comfortless 
life which they suffer there as filthy gorillas in their damp forest lodgings.’  He went on to propose 
sarcastically that funds be raised to sponsor a mission to help elevate the moral condition of these 
‘forest people’ (Waldmenschen).  Ibid., pp. 3–4. 

25  Carl Semper, Der Haeckelismus in der Zoologie (Hamburg: W. Mauke’s Söhne, 1876); 
acknowledgement to Huber on p. 26. 

26  Fr[iedrich] Michelis, Haeckelogenie.  Ein akademischer Protest gegen Häckel’s ‘Anthropogenie’ 
(Bonn: Druck und Verlag von P. Neusser, 1875). 

27  Ibid., p. 71. 
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[burschikos] scorn upon the truth of divine revelation, the foundation of religion and the 

precondition of morality’.  Haeckel’s presumptuousness in addressing such metaphysical 

problems as recapitulation without having received proper philosophical training, he 

lamented, reflects the way in which ‘after Leibniz and Kant the power of thought in 

Germany has descended to the level of impotence’.28  Anthropogenie did not enjoy the 

same readership as did Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, likely because it was a more in-

depth study. 

The most significant debate over the significance of Darwin’s ideas took place 

between Haeckel and his former teacher, Rudolf Virchow.29  Haeckel delivered a speech 

in Munich in 1877 entitled ‘Die heutige Entwicklungslehre im Verhältnis zur 

Gesamtwissenschaft’ (trans. ‘On the Present Position of Evolution in Relation to 

Science’, 1883), in which he argued in a triumphalist manner that since biological 

evolution had been incontrovertibly established as fact, it must be taught in schools and 

form the basis of any future system of ethics.30  ‘He who in the face of these 

overwhelming facts still asks for proofs of the theory of descent,’ Haeckel averred, ‘only 

shows in thus asking his want of knowledge or want of judgment.’31  Virchow answered 

four days later with a speech entitled ‘Die Freiheit der Wissenschaft im modernen Staat’ 

(The Freedom of Science in the Modern State, 1877), in which he argued that many of 

                                                 
28  Ibid., pp. 73–4. 
29  The story of the Haeckel–Virchow debate has been documented many times.  See, for example, Walter 

May, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 95–112; Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, pp. 57–60; Andreas W. Daum, 
Wissenschaftspopularisierung im 19. Jahrhundert: Bürgerliche Kultur, naturwissenschaftliche Bildung 
und die deutsche Öffentlichkeit 1848–1914 (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 1998), pp. 65–75; Frank 
Simon-Ritz, Die Organisation einer Weltanschauung, pp. 39–41. 

30  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Ueber die heutige Entwickelungslehre im Verhältnisse zur Gesammtwissenschaft’, in 
Gesammelte populäre Vorträge, vol. ii, pp. 97–120; ‘On the Present Position of Evolution in Relation 
to Science’, in The Pedigree of Man, pp. 275–97.  A more literal rendering of the title would be ‘The 
Theory of Evolution Today in Relation to Science as a Whole’. 
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the ideas associated with the theory of evolution, including the descent of humans from 

primates, was far from proven.  Moreover, he suggested, the teaching of unproven 

hypotheses in primary and secondary school would undermine the credibility of the 

natural sciences in general and lead to misunderstandings among students, such as the 

idea propagated by Social Democrats that biological evolution ‘proves’ the inevitability 

of class conflict and political upheaval.  Haeckel responded the following year with 

‘Freie Wissenschaft und freie Lehre’ (1878), which was reprinted several times as a 

pamphlet (trans. Freedom in Science and Teaching, 1879), in which he accused Virchow 

of ignorance of the recent discoveries in biology and of putting forward arguments that 

could be used by religious conservatives to undermine the progress of science.  The 

details of this dispute will be examined in chapter five; however, Haeckel’s fears were 

justified during the following decades as critics of the theory of evolution routinely cited 

Virchow’s objections to Haeckel’s theory in support of their own. 

During the 1880s Haeckel was occupied with classifying the micro-organisms 

dredged up by the Challenger, an English research vessel.  He turned his attention back 

to general philosophical problems in an impromptu speech that he delivered in Altenburg 

in 1892, which was later published as Der Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und 

Wissenschaft (trans. The Confession of Faith of a Man of Science, 1894).32  It was largely 

an elaboration of the Goethean view of ‘God–Nature’ about which he had waxed 

philosophical in the last chapter of Generelle Morphologie a quarter century earlier.  The 

natural sciences should strive to account for phenomena using causal law without 

resorting to supernatural explanations, but they also require the use of theory and 

                                                                                                                                                 
31  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 102; Eng. ed., p. 280. 
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philosophical speculation in order to fill in gaps in existing knowledge and to arrange 

these facts into a coherent and unified system.  Not all readers were convinced that a 

scientist requires such a faith, however.  ‘So far a creed involves, or seems to its holders 

to involve, preconceptions on matters which fall within the province of research or 

discovery,’ an English reviewer reflected, ‘it is an obstacle to the progress of knowledge 

and a proper subject for scientific examination.’33  ‘It is doubtful whether it was worth 

while to translate this little essay’, another English reviewer curtly remarked.  ‘The tone 

of it is somewhat offensively dogmatic; the speculations of the author in departments of 

science other than his own strike one as being a trifle crude; and some of the remarks […] 

are in questionable taste. […] Fortunately, it only occupies a little over a hundred 

pages.’34 

Haeckel expanded his Altenburg speech in his next philosophical book, Die 

Welträthsel (1899; trans. The Riddle of the Universe, 1900), which became his best-

selling work.35  The title is an allusion to an earlier speech by Emil du Bois-Reymond, 

‘Die sieben Welträthsel’ (The Seven Universal Riddles, 1880), in which the latter argued 

that the natural sciences can offer no solutions to fundamental questions such as those 

relating to free will, the nature of consciousness and the origin of matter and energy.36  

Haeckel, of course, argued in rebuttal that the empirical sciences – when combined with a 

rational, monistic faith – do indeed provide answers to these.  It is somewhat astonishing 

                                                                                                                                                 
32  A literal rendering of the German title would be ‘Monism as a Link between Religion and Science’. 
33  W. K. Brooks, ‘The Tyranny of the Monistic Creed’, review of Monism, as Connecting Religion and 

Science by Ernst Haeckel, in Science, New Series 1/14 (5 April 1895), p. 382. 
34  J. S. MacKenzie, review of Monism, as Connecting Religion and Science by Ernst Haeckel, in 

International Journal of Ethics 5/3 (April 1895), p. 403. 
35  In the German title, the word ‘riddle’ is plural.   
36  Emil Du Bois-Reymond, ‘Die sieben Welträtsel’, in Reden von Emil du Bois-Reymond in zwei Bänden 
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that Die Welträthsel sold well over half a million copies, considering that it is a rather 

ponderous 400-page tome.  It is laden with technical jargon and unlike Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte it contains no plates and only a few schematic charts to break up 

the monotony of the text.  But despite the scientific terminology, which in any case gave 

it an air of authority, the book’s populist appeal may be attributed to the sense of 

confident certainty conveyed by the simple, direct language that its author employed, as 

well as to the scorn he expressed towards the overly-subtle distinctions, self-made 

quandaries and specious reasoning which occupied the philosophical establishment of the 

day.37  The main theme of the book is the emergence of human consciousness as 

explained through Darwinian evolution.  Although he presented his ideas as an overview 

of the results of modern science, some of his ‘monistic’ theories were somewhat peculiar.  

He postulated, for instance, that matter and energy are both modes of an all-pervasive, 

underlying ‘substance’; when condensed this substance appears as ponderable matter and 

when stretched taut it assumes the form of a jelly-like ether.  Substance also possesses 

sensation: condensation stimulates feelings of pleasure and tension displeasure.  In the 

now-infamous seventeenth chapter he questioned the credibility of the gospel narratives, 

suggested that Jesus was actually the bastard son of a Roman soldier named Pandera, and 

insinuated that the ‘Virgin’ Mary possessed a dubious moral character.38 

                                                                                                                                                 
(2nd ed., Leipzig: Veit & Comp., 1912), vol ii, pp. 65–98. 

37  Werner Michler aptly described Haeckel’s style of writing as ‘robust’ (Werner used the English word 
in his German text).  See ‘Ernst Haeckel: Die Welträthsel’, in Cornelia Niedermeier and Karl Wagner 
(eds.), Literatur um 1900.  Texte der Jahrhundertwende neu gelesen (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag GmbH 
& Cie, 2001), p. 41. 

38  Ibid., Ger. ed., pp. 360–1, 378; Eng. ed., pp. 110–11, 116.  The source of Haeckel’s information turned 
out to be an obscure book entitled Jehova’s gesammelte Werke (Jehovah’s Collected Works, n.d.; 
original English title, God and His Book, n.d.) by William Stewart Ross (1844–1906), an English 
controversialist and editor of The Secular Review, who wrote under the pen name ‘Saladin’.  Saladin 
[William Stewart Ross], God and His Book (London: W. Stewart & Co., n.d.); translated by W. 
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Not surprisingly, Die Welträthsel raised the chorus of condemnation from all 

quarters to new levels.  Theologians unleashed a flood of vitriolic books and articles in 

which they purported to identify errors and contradictions in Haeckel’s scientific theories, 

bemoaned the dire implications of Haeckel’s materialistic philosophy, and decried 

Darwinism in general as a deplorable sign of the times.  Friedrich Loofs (1858–1928) set 

the general tone for these with an open letter to Haeckel in the 9 November 1899 issue of 

the liberal Protestant periodical Die christliche Welt, which he followed with a full-length 

book, Anti-Haeckel (1900; trans. same title, 1904).39  ‘The 17th chapter of his book, taken 

by itself,’ Loofs pronounced, ‘is enough to prove that Professor Haeckel is destitute of the 

knowledge, the feeling, and the conscience needful for the discussion of the highest 

questions which have stirred the mind of man.’40  These shortcomings, however, had 

broader implications for Haeckel’s credibility in any academic discipline, including his 

own specialty.  ‘What I have been attacking’, Loofs made clear, ‘is not Professor 

Haeckel’s “standpoint”, not his “view of the world”, but his honour as a man of 

science.’41  Another Protestant theologian, Eberhard Dennert (1861–1942), became 

Haeckel’s most relentless critic.  In books such as Die Wahrheit über Ernst Haeckel und 

seine ‘Welträtsel’ (The Truth about Ernst Haeckel and his ‘Riddle of the Universe’, 

1901)42 and Vom Sterbelage des Darwinismus (1903; trans. At the Deathbed of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Thunderstruck as Jehova’s Gesammelte Werke: Eine kritische Untersuchung des jüdisch-christlichen 
Religionsgebäudes auf Grund der Bibelforschung (Leipzig: Schaumberg-Fleischer’s Verlag, n.d.). 

39  Friedrich Loofs, Anti-Haeckel.  Eine Replik nebst Beilagen (Halle: Max Niemeyer, 1900); translated by 
Rev. H. R. Mackintosh as Anti-Haeckel: An Exposure of Haeckel’s Views of Christianity (2nd ed., 
London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1904).   

40  Loofs, Anti-Haeckel (Eng. ed.), p. 58; emphasis in original. 
41  Ibid., pp. 58–9; emphasis in original. 
42  Dennert, Die Wahrheit über Ernst Haeckel. 
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Darwinism, 1904),43 as well as in numerous pamphlets, Dennert similarly characterised 

Haeckel as a dishonest, hysterical materialist Naturphilosoph, and thus not a serious 

scientific researcher at all.44  Dennert distinguished between the doctrine of descent and 

Darwinism: while he accepted the idea that morphologically similar organisms could 

have descended from a common ancestor, he rejected the Darwinian hypothesis that 

slight variations could gradually led to divergent species and above all that this could be a 

random, unguided process.  After Haeckel founded the Deutscher Monistenbund in 1906 

to propagate a monistic world view, Dennert reacted by establishing a mirror organisation 

at Frankfurt am Main on 25 November 1907 which he dubbed the ‘Keplerbund’, 

complete with its own journal, Unsere Welt (Our World), and a natural history museum 

in Godesburg, both of which were to disseminate a perspective on the natural sciences 

consistent with Protestant Christianity.45 

Haeckel also raised the hackles of neo-Kantian philosophers by rejecting as 

inconsequential the epistemological problems they investigated.  Haeckel praised the 

Nebular Hypothesis of the young Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), which stated that the 

solar system had coalesced from a swirling cloud of dust, as a sound materialistic 

explanation of the origin of the universe, but dismissed the philosopher’s Critique of 

Practical Reason as the flawed product of a senile mind.  As for ‘things-in-themselves’, 

                                                 
43  Eberhard Dennert, Vom Sterbelage des Darwinismus.  Ein Bericht  (Stuttgart: Kielmann, 1903); 

translated by E.V. O’Harra and John H. Peschges as At the Deathbed of Darwinism: A Series of Papers 
(Burlington, Iowa: German Literary Board, 1904); English translation reprinted in Ronald L. Numbers 
(ed.), Antievolutionism Before World War I, Creationism in Twentieth-Century America: A Ten-
Volume Anthology of Documents, 1903–1961, vol. i, series ed. Ronald L. Numbers (New York: 
Garland Publishing, Inc., 1995), pp. 177–321. 

44  Dennert used the controversial discovery of the Bathybius Haeckelii as an example of this.  Dennert, 
Die Wahrheit, pp. 84–7.  See also Ruth G. Rinard, ‘The Problem of the Organic Individual: Ernst 
Haeckel and the Development of the Biogenic Law’, Journal of the History of Biology, 14/2 (Fall 
1981).   
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they are not worth worrying about, Haeckel reasoned, since anything that cannot be 

studied empirically by definition has no effect on this world and so might as well not 

exist.46  For neo-Kantian philosophers, Haeckel’s world view was a prime example of 

shallow, mid-nineteenth-century materialism taken to its logical extreme.  In his 

pamphlet Kant contra Haeckel (1901), Erich Adickes (1866–1928) argued that natural 

science can tell us nothing about matters of the mind (Geist), because the material 

universe is mere appearance and a construction of the mind.47  Haeckel’s world view is 

therefore as uncertain as the Christian belief it attacks.  Furthermore, Adickes accused 

Haeckel’s philosophy of being ‘pseudo-monism’ (Scheinmonismus) since a monistic 

philosophy based upon materialism rather than idealism is absurd.48  Similarly Friedrich 

Paulsen (1846–1908) denounced Haeckel’s natural-scientific hubris in a blistering essay 

entitled ‘Ernst Haeckel als Philosoph’ (Ernst Haeckel as Philosopher, 1901).  ‘I read this 

book with burning shame,’ Paulsen fumed, ‘with shame at the state of the general and 

philosophical education of our people.  That such a book was possible, that it could have 

been written, published, bought, read, admired and believed by a people who possess a 

Kant, a Goethe and a Schopenhauer, is distressing.’49 

The public devoured Die Welträthsel and Haeckel was inundated with over 5,000 

letters from readers.  Unable to respond to each letter personally, Haeckel wrote a 

supplementary volume, Die Lebenswunder (1904; trans. The Wonders of Life, 1905), 

                                                                                                                                                 
45  Daum, pp. 220–5. 
46  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, pp. 401–3, 437–8; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 349–50, 380–3. 
47  Erich Adickes, Kant contra Haeckel: Erkentnisstheorie gegen naturwissenschaftlichen Dogmatismus 

(1901; Würzburg: JAL-Reprint, 1974), p. 4.  
48  Adickes, p. 10.  
49  Friedrich Paulsen, Philosophia militans: Gegen Klerikalismus und Naturalismus: Fünf Abhandlungen 

(Berlin: Reuther & Reichard, 1901), p. 187. 
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which he hoped would answer the most frequently-asked questions about various aspects 

of biology.50  It delved into technical matters in greater detail and accordingly sold far 

fewer copies.51  More infamously it contained his endorsement of eugenics, infanticide 

and euthanasia as sound, rational policies.  The attacks on his theories and personal 

integrity continued throughout this period.   

According to English theologian Frank Ballard (1873–1931), the cheap English 

edition of The Riddle of the Universe, together with ‘an extremely laudatory and 

drastically anti-Christian notice’ for it that appeared in the socialist weekly The Clarion, 

‘constituted the most effective assault upon all things Christian that had appeared for a 

long time’.52  Indeed, he was sufficiently disturbed to refute it with a 600-page tome, 

Haeckel’s Monism False (1905).  Most troubling to Ballard was the way that Haeckel 

treated as fact what were actually tenuous theories, such those relating to spontaneous 

generation, the cell-soul and the nature of the underlying substance.   

O. D. Chwolson (1852–?), a physicist from St. Petersburg, responded to Die 

Welträthsel by facetiously accusing Haeckel of violating the ‘Twelfth Commandment’: 

‘Thou shalt never write about something which thou dost not understand.’53  While he 

deferred to Haeckel in matters pertaining to biology, Chwolson accused the biologist of 

having an inadequate knowledge of physics.  Haeckel rejoined that it would take a human 

                                                 
50  Krauße, Haeckel, p. 111. 
51  By 1923 the German edition had sold 89,000 copies, less than one third the print run of Die 

Welträthsel.  This figure is given on the title page of the Kröners Taschenausgabe edition (Bd 22, 
Leipzig: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1923).  Ernst Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder.  Gemeinverständliche 
Studien über biologische Philosophie, Ergänzungsband zu dem Buch über die Welträthsel (Stuttgart: 
Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1904); translated by Joseph McCabe as The Wonders of Life: A Popular Study 
of Biological Philosophy (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1905).  The title might be 
rendered more literally as ‘The Miracles of Life’.   

52  Ballard, p. 4. 
53  O[rest] D[anilovich] Chwolson, Hegel, Haeckel, Kossuth und das zwölfte Gebot.  Eine kritische Studie 
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being five hundred years to become an expert in all realms of knowledge, and that his 

intention had been to merely summarise for the general reader the current state of the 

natural sciences as a whole.  He did this to the best of his knowledge, as someone who 

had spent his career as a scientific researcher.54  More distressing for Haeckel was the fact 

that his best friend and colleague, Carl Gegenbauer, who had secured his appointment in 

Jena, ceased to speak with him after the publication of Die Welträthsel.  Haeckel did not 

keep abreast of new developments within his own field, such as new techniques involving 

statistical analysis and laboratory experimentation.  He rejected both the germ-plasm 

theory of August Weismann (1834–1914) and the mutation theory of Hugo DeVries 

(1848–1935), since they contradicted the theory of the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics that was central to his understanding of how new variations originate.  

Haeckel also had his defenders, of course.  Joseph McCabe (1867–1955), a former 

Catholic monk-turned-freethinker and the English translator of several of Haeckel’s later 

works, responded directly to English-language criticisms of the scientist in his book 

Haeckel’s Critics Answered, and in particular to accusations of dogmatism and 

falsification of evidence.55  In his biography of the scientist, the popular essayist Wilhelm 

Bölsche (1861–1939) stressed Haeckel’s advocacy of free speech and of the teaching of 

evolution rather than religion in schools, as well as the fact that he was an avowed enemy 

                                                                                                                                                 
(1905; 2nd ed., Brunswick: Friedrich Vierweg und Sohn, 1908), p. 14.   

54  Ernst Haeckel, Monismus und Naturgesetz, Flugschriften des Deutschen Monistenbundes, Bd. 1 
(Brackweide: Verlag von Dr. W. Breitenbach, 1906). 

55  Joseph McCabe (1867–1955) spent twelve years as a Franciscan monk at the monastery of St. 
Antony’s parish in Forest Gate, London.  After losing his Roman Catholic faith and becoming an 
atheist, he devoted his life to lecturing on popular science topics as well as the misdeeds of the 
Catholic Church.  For autobiographies, see Twelve Years in a Monastery (London: Watts & Co, 1897); 
Eighty Years a Rebel, ed. E. Haldeman-Julius (Girard, Kansas: Haldeman-Julius, 1947).  
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of the Junker class and that he attempted to reconcile science, philosophy and religion.56  

What is clear from these criticisms is that most of Haeckel’s contemporaries tended to 

regard Haeckel as a doctrinaire materialist, a latter-day adherent to the world view of 

Vogt and Büchner.  

The confusion over Haeckel’s quasi-mysticism is nowhere more clearly evident 

than in the way that mystics and spiritualists reacted to his ideas.  The founder of the 

Theosophical Society, Madame Helena Blavatsky (1831–91), attacked Haeckel’s ideas at 

length in the second part of her four-volume magnum opus, The Secret Doctrine.  

Haeckel, Vogt, Büchner and Huxley, she fumed,  

are simply the intellectual and moral murderers of future generations; especially 
Haeckel, whose crass materialism often rises to the height of idiotic naivetes in 
his reasonings. One has but to read his Pedigree of Man, and Other Essays […] to 
feel a desire, in the words of Job, that his remembrance should perish from the 
earth, and that he ‘shall have no name in the streets’.57 
 

It is clear from her remarks that it was not the incompatibility of Haeckel’s materialism 

with her mysticism that made Haeckel’s Monism seem threatening to her theosophical 

doctrine, but rather its apparent similarities – this in spite of the fact that Haeckel denied 

the spiritual dimension of evolution.  In postulating the existence of cell-souls and atom-

souls, Haeckel and his followers amounted in her view to ‘materialistic tramps 

trespassing on private metaphysical grounds’.58 

Max Seiling, a German spiritualist, similarly condemned Haeckel’s shallow 

materialism.  In a pamphlet on the subject, he rejected the suggestion made in an article 

                                                 
56  Wilhelm Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel.  Ein Lebensbild (1900; 5th ed., Berlin: Verlag von Hermann 

Seemann Nachfolger, n.d); translated by Joseph McCabe as Haeckel: His Life and Work (Philadelphia: 
George W. Jacobs & Co., n.d.). 

57  Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine: the synthesis of science, religion, and philosophy 4 
vols. (3rd revised. ed, London : Theosophical Publishing House, 1893–1897), vol. ii, pp. 651–2. 

58  Ibid., vol. ii, p. 708; emphasis in original. 
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in a spiritualist magazine by an unnamed author that Haeckel’s unkind words concerning 

communication with the dead in Die Welträthsel were due to a lack of knowledge about 

the facts of psychic research, and that Haeckel might be a potential scientific ally.  Not 

only were Haeckel’s opinions based on ‘insurmountable prejudice’,59 Seiling argued, but 

the facts of occultism had been well established and were impossible for him to ignore: 

On the contrary, it can be said with very good reason that, while doubt concerning 
continued existence after death was still excusable sixty years ago, the likelihood 
today of continued existence of the individual after death has become almost 
certain since the establishment of transcendental psychology, which was brought 
about as a result of occult phenomena.60 

 
The English physicist and spiritualist Oliver Lodge (1851–1941) adopted a similar 

position in a lecture and later a book entitled Life and Matter (1905), which was primarily 

a response to Haeckel’s Welträthsel.  Lodge asserted that Haeckel’s materialist views 

reflected the outlook that prevailed among naturalists of the mid-nineteenth century, 

whereas the following generation had come to recognise the shortcoming of purely 

mechanistic explanations for life.  The Riddle of the Universe amounted to ‘the despairing 

shout of a standard-bearer, still bold and unflinching, but abandoned by the retreating 

ranks of his comrades as they march to new orders in a fresh and more idealistic 

direction’.61  Materialism and Darwinism, he argued, had been mid-nineteenth-century 

fads, long since superseded by more promising theories.62  ‘I have reason to believe’, 

Lodge informed his readers, ‘that a trace of individuality can cling about terrestrial 

objects in a vague and almost imperceptible fashion, but to a degree sufficient to enable 

                                                 
59  Max Seiling, ‘Vorwort zur zweiten Auflage’, in Ernst Haeckel und der ‘Spiritismus’.  Ein Protest (2nd 

revised ed., Leipzig: Verlag von Ostwald Mutze, 1914), n. p. 
60  Ibid., p. 40. 
61  Sir Oliver Lodge, Life and Matter: A Criticism of Professor Haeckel’s ‘Riddle of the Universe’ (New 

York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1906), p. 51. 
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those traces to be detected by persons with suitable faculties.’63  As examples he cited the 

Christian sacraments, old clothes and regimental colours. 

Perhaps the most complex and puzzling response to Haeckel’s philosophy was 

that of the founder of the mystical doctrine of anthroposophy, Rudolf Steiner, who was 

simultaneously a devotee of both Blavatsky and Haeckel.64  Haeckel and Steiner 

exchanged several letters and first met in person at celebrations for Haeckel’s sixtieth 

birthday in 1894, when Steiner was thirty-three.65  Their correspondence continued until 

1902, when Haeckel learned of Steiner’s affiliation with theosophy and broke off their 

relationship.66  Despite this rejection, Steiner remained true to Haeckel’s conception of 

biological evolution and later denied that their views were incompatible.  Haeckel, 

Steiner explained in an essay, simply described the outward, physical aspect of evolution, 

whereas Steiner was interested in the process of spiritual evolution.  ‘He who understands 

how to add the Spirit to what is already granted by the materialist may in this example of 

“Haeckelism” have the opportunity of studying the best elementary theosophy’, he 

declared in a 1922 speech on ‘Haeckel and Theosophy’.67  In Steiner’s view, Spirit 

invisibly moulds form; Haeckel describes the outward appearance of what the theosophist 

studies internally.  Nonetheless, Steiner regretted Haeckel’s inability to sense the 

connection.  ‘If Haeckel seeks to criticise and belittle any such “higher” philosophy, he 

                                                                                                                                                 
62  Ibid., p. 105. 
63  Ibid., pp. 105–6. 
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Verlag Freies Geistesleben GmbH, 1965). 
65  Hemleben, Steiner und Haeckel, p. 16. 
66  Ibid., p. 15. 
67  Rudolf Steiner, ‘Haeckel and Theosophy’, in Three Essays on Haeckel and Karma, ed. Max Gysi 
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shows himself to be simply puerile,’ Steiner remarked.  ‘No theosophist desires to deny 

or contradict the elementary facts of natural science; but the crux of the matter is that the 

scientist, deluded by materialistic suggestions, does not even know what theosophy is 

talking about.’68 

At the beginning of the First World War, Haeckel, along with 92 other leading 

academics, signed the ‘Professors’ Manifesto’, which blamed the Allied powers for 

provoking the war.  Haeckel himself published a scathing denunciation of ‘England’s 

Blood Guilt in the World War’.69  In 1915 he published Ewigkeit (trans. Eternity, 1916), 

in which he drew lessons from the present conflict for a Monist view of life.  The 

enormity and meaninglessness of the suffering, death and destruction brought on by the 

World War must, in his view, make belief in any sort of benevolent Providence 

untenable.  A Monist, he asserted, who recognises that there is no afterlife in which one 

may expect reward, recompense or retribution, will be motivated to work all the harder to 

make use of his finite life to improve the lot of humanity through peaceful and co-

operative means.  One’s only consolation in the present calamity is that death, even if it 

comes prematurely and by chance, is not something to be feared but rather accepted with 

rational resignation.  More notoriously he reaffirmed on this basis his endorsement of 

infanticide for eugenic purposes, and supported capital punishment as a just penalty for 

murder and as a more compassionate way to deal with incorrigible criminals than the 

prolonged misery of life imprisonment.  Furthermore, he declared, the lives of the finely-

educated young men of the Central Powers had a higher life-value than those of ‘the 
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538–48. 
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barbarian Indians and the cruel Sengal negroes’ which the Allies had brought in from 

their colonies to fight against them.70   

During the First World War, some of the most vehement denunciations of 

Haeckel came from France.  Most of these attacks were directed not against those 

passages in Die Lebenswunder and Ewigkeit that have since gained notoriety among 

intellectual historians, but against the much more moderate Die Welträthsel.  In his book 

La science des civilisés et la science allemande (The Science of Civilised Peoples and 

German Science, 1916), Pierre-Jean Achalme (1866–?) cited Die Welträthsel by ‘the 

teutonic Oedipus’ as an example of the general tendency of German scholars to engage in 

wild and unfounded speculation.  ‘As soon as the smoke of his pipe has hidden the walls 

of his cramped study’, Achalme jeered, ‘the German believes that he can fly in thin air.  

For him, general ideas of broad scope, rash hypotheses, magisterial syntheses!’71  No 

matter that Haeckel did not smoke and in fact had a rather spacious study.  Die 

Welträthsel exhibits, in Achalme’s assessment, the ‘blending of mysticism, naïveté, and 

infatuation that constitutes the very heart of German science’.72  René Lote (1883–?) 

similarly called Haeckel’s monistic philosophy, with its cell-soul hypothesis, ‘a curious 

example of the animism which persists in seeking conciliation with scientific truth’.73  It 

is important to point out that these French critics did not single out Haeckel for 
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71  Pierre-Jean Achalme, La science des civilisés et la science allemande, avec une préface de M. Edmond 
Perrier, président de l’académie des sciences et une réponse du Professeur Ostwald (Paris: Librarie 
Payot & Cie, 1916), p. 133. 

72  Ibid., p. 54. 
73  René Lote, ‘Rôle national de la science allemande l’université dans l’état’, in Gabriel Petit and 
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condemnation, but accused a broad range of German scientists of making derivative 

rather than original contributions to the natural sciences and of not entirely abandonning 

romantic Naturphilosophie.  Whereas previous philosophers and theologians had often 

ridiculed Haeckel’s notion of cell-souls and atom-souls, most understood that when 

Haeckel referred to the soul, he traced the mental phenomena associated with this word 

back to physical and chemical forces; he by no means entertained the existence of 

transcendental, immaterial entities or a conscious, animating drive that was directing the 

process towards a predetermined end.  What is remarkable here is the shift from the 

earlier characterisation by Dumont and others of Haeckelian Monism as fundamentally 

materialistic to the accusation by French wartime critics that it is actually mystical.  

While it would be easy to dismiss this line of interpretation as merely the product of 

wartime animosity, a similar line of reasoning appeared in the work of American 

historian Daniel Gasman several decades later.  

 

Interwar interpretations of Haeckel’s historical significance 

Newspapers around the world carried news of Haeckel’s death in 1919.74  While several 

new editions of Haeckel’s popular works, particularly Die Welträthsel and Die 

Lebenswunder, appeared during the 1920s and early 1930s, his theories were long out of 

date.75  Heinrich Schmidt, the curator of the Haeckel-Haus archives, edited a five-volume 

set of Haeckel’s popular books and essays, which appeared in 1924.  Schmidt also edited 
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74  For example, the Canadian socialist newspaper The Red Flag devoted the entire front page of its 16 
August 1919 issue to the scientist’s obituary.  J. H. [Jack Harrington], ‘Ernst Haeckel, Scientist – An 
Appreciation’, The Red Flag, 1/1, p. 1.  Peter Campbell brought this reference to my attention. 

75  By this time, the spelling of the word ‘Welträthsel’ had been updated to ‘Welträtsel’, according to the 

 44



and published a number of books containing some of the scientist’s correspondence, 

including the letters that he sent to his parents as a student during the 1850s (1921), to his 

first wife Anna Sethe (1921, 1927), and to the Austrian liberal politician and philosopher 

Bartholomäus von Carneri (1922).  Yet, the public’s interest in Haeckel was waning.  In 

1925 Haeckel’s son Walter wrote to the scientist’s nephew Julius Haeckel: 

Yes, tempi passati!  The ‘mass veneration’ has faded away […].  Of all his 
popular scientific works, only Die Welträtsel (the bible of socialists and 
communists!) is still selling and it only in ‘pocket edition’!  All of the remaining 
‘Haeckel literature’ has stopped moving completely […].76 
 

Walter Haeckel, frustrated by Schmidt’s failure to generate interest in his father’s literary 

estate, decided to publish on his own the correspondence that had taken place between 

1898 and 1903 involving his then-seventy-year-old father and a thirty-year-old 

aristocratic woman named Frida Freiin von Uslar-Gleichen (1864–1903).  The highly-

edited ‘Briefroman’ appeared without the archive’s involvement in 1927.77  In an 

purported attempt to avoid scandal the now-deceased woman’s name was replaced with 

‘Franziska von Altenhausen’ and Ernst Haeckel’s with ‘Paul Kämpfer’, a literary allusion 

to the ill-fated couple Francesca da Rimini and Paolo Malatesta in Dante’s Divine 

Comedy.  The anonymity did not last for long, however, nor was it likely Walter 

                                                                                                                                                 
reformed rules of German orthography introduced at this time. 

76  Letter from Walter Haeckel to Julius Haeckel, 31 March 1925; cited in Norbert Elsner, ‘Editorischer 
Bericht: Zur Editionsgeschichte des Briefwechsels’, in Norbert Elsner (ed.), Die ungelöste Welträtsel.  
Frida von Uslar-Gleichen und Ernst Haeckel.  Briefe und Tagebücher 1898–1900 (Göttingen: 
Wallstein Verlag, 2000), p. 1206. 

77  Johannes Werner (ed.), Franziska von Altenhausen: Ein Roman aus dem Leben eines berühmten 
Mannes in Briefen aus den Jahren 1898–1903 (Leipzig: Koehler & Armelang, 1927); translated by Ida 
Zeitlin as The Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel: Written between 1898 and 1903 (London: Methuen, 
1930).  In the process of editing this book Werner not only altered the dates of the letters and combined 
the content of different letters for dramatic effect, but also lost or destroyed half of the original 
documents and defaced many of the others to the point of illegibility.  See Elsner, ‘Editorischer 
Bericht’, p. 1210. 
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Haeckel’s intention that it would.78 

Historians who mentioned Haeckel during this period tended to portray him as a 

campaigner for materialism and rationalism.  In his survey text, The History of Biology 

(1920–24), Erik Nordenskiöld (1872–1933) pointed out that Haeckel was born into a 

family of Prussian civil servants who supported the 1848 revolution, and cited him as an 

example of a naturalist who turned to the idea of ‘Darwinism’ for assurance that the 

liberal ideal would ultimately prevail over political reaction.79  According to 

Nordenskiöld, Haeckel was among the minority of liberals who remained true to their 

cause after Bismarck’s unification of Germany.80  Nordenskiöld marginalised the 

religious overtones in Haeckel’s later works as insignificant, on the basis that he allowed 

‘his imagination get the better of his critical senses’.81  Emanuel Rádl (1873–1942) 

presented a harsher assessment in another general survey, The History of Biological 

Theories (1930).  In Haeckel’s writings, he concluded, ‘there is nowhere any evidence of 

deep thought’.82  Like a child, Haeckel ‘did not attain to Darwin’s vision, but he was full 

of enthusiasm for Darwin’s pictures because of the newness of their colours’.83  

Haeckel’s conception of evolution, Rádl argued, was essentially a reiteration of the older 

morphological Naturphilosophie dressed up with a host of neologisms to give it the 
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80  Nordenskiöld, p. 507.  
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appearance of scientific respectability.        

During the National Socialist period, scientists and political ideologues disagreed 

over whether and to what extent the new regime owed a debt to Haeckel’s ideas.  

Eugenicists and proponents of racial hygiene such as Alexander Ploetz (1860–1940) cited 

Haeckel in their works.  In a speech that he delivered on the one hundredth anniversary of 

the scientist’s birth, entitled ‘Ernst Haeckel und seine wissenschaftliche Bedeutung’ 

(Ernst Haeckel and his Importance to Science, 1934), Gerhard Heberer (1901–1973), then 

director of the Institute for General Biology and Anthropology at the University of Jena 

and a Hauptsturmführer in the SS, proclaimed enthusiastically, ‘Haeckel was one of the 

first pioneers of eugenic measures.  His suggestions will be realised in the new Reich!’84  

In 1935 Heinz Brücher (1915–?), a botanist at Heberer’s institute, published an 

appreciative biography of Haeckel in Die Nationalsozialistische Monatshefte, as well as a 

racial biography, Ernst Haeckels Bluts und Geistes-Erbe (Ernst Haeckel’s Legacy of 

Blood and Intellect, 1936), in which he sought to account for Haeckel’s genius in terms 

of inherited familial traits.85  The statements defending Haeckel made by Heberer and 

Viktor Franz, the latter of whom became director of the Ernst Haeckel House archive in 

1935, must be seen in the light of attacks by National Socialist ideologues such as 
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Bernhard Bavink (1879–1947) and Ernst Krieck (1882–1947), and specifically the 

perceived need to safeguard their research institute during a period of ideologically-

motivated restructuring of the German universities.86  Following the National Socialist 

seizure of power, the Deutscher Monistenbund was forced to disband on 16 December 

1933 and his books were removed from German library shelves in 1935, likely due to the 

popular conception that Haeckelian Monism lends support to socialism.87  Festivities at 

Jena in 1934 to commemorate the centenary of Haeckel’s birth were, in the words of 

historian Michael Ruse, ‘muted in the extreme’.88  No new editions of Haeckel’s works 

appeared during the National Socialist period, with the exception of the ‘Franziska von 

Altenhausen’ Briefroman and Haeckel’s correspondence with the poet Hermann Allmers 

(1821–1902).89  Conversely, Dennert’s Keplerbund, which had been established as an 

overtly anti-Monist association, did not disband and continued to publish its journal 

Unsere Welt until its founder’s death in 1942.  Indeed, Bavink, who succeeded Dennert 

as chairman of the Keplerbund and who described himself as a ‘Christian-minded 

National Socialist’, used its journal to praise the policies of new regime and to denounce 

Haeckel.  For example, Bavink alleged in an article from 1937 that Haeckel’s 

materialistic Monism, like Bolshevism, seeks to reduce the phenomenon of life to mere 

mechanism and is therefore inconsistent with the National Socialist view that the People 

                                                 
86  Hoßfeld, John and Stutz, ‘Weaving Networks’, p. 204. 
87  Richard J. Evans, ‘In Search of Social Darwinism: The History and Historiography of a Concept’, in 

Manfred Berg and Geoffrey Cocks (eds.), Medicine and Modernity: Public Health and Medical Care 
in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 
64. 

88  Michael Ruse, The Evolution Wars:  A Guide to the Debates (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2000), p. 82. 
89  Rudolph Koop (ed.), Haeckel und Allmers.  Der Geschichte seiner Freundschaft in Briefen der 

Freunde (Bremen: Arthur Geist Verlag, 1941). 
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[Volk] comprise a living, organic unity.90 

Haeckel’s fame also waned in other nations.  In 1934 an anonymous contributor 

to the British medical journal The Lancet praised Haeckel’s defence of Darwin’s theories 

and contributions to biological terminology and systematisation, but censured his 

unfounded rejection of the existence of God, immortality and the freedom of the will.  

‘Posterity is kind in forgetting about Haeckel as a philosopher,’ the author remarked, ‘but 

unjust in the shortness of its memory of him as a herald of the new biology.’91 

 

Interpretations in the GDR 

Haeckel’s contribution to Germany’s intellectual and cultural heritage was generally 

mentioned with approval in the historical writing that emerged after the war from the 

German Democratic Republic.  The fact that V. I. Lenin (1870–1924) had praised Die 

Welträthsel in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism (1908) as ‘a weapon in the class 

struggle’ contributed no doubt to this favourable reception, and Lenin’s words were 

invariably cited by later scholars in the GDR in conjunction with Haeckel’s name.92  The 

Biological Society of the GDR held a symposium at the University of Jena in 1959 on 

‘Questions in Evolution’ to commemorate not only the one hundredth anniversary of the 

publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, but also the one hundred and fiftieth 

anniversary of Jean Lamarck’s Philosophie zoologique, the sixtieth anniversary of 

                                                 
90  Bernhard Bavink, ‘Haeckel redivivus’, Unsere Welt.  Illustrierte Zeitschrift für Naturwissenschaft und 

Weltanschauung 29/3 (March 1937), p. 73. 
91  ‘Ernst Haeckel’, unsigned article, The Lancet, 10 February 1934, p. 309. 
92  V. I. Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism: Critical Comments on a Reactionary Philosophy 

(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1967), p. 338.  East German scholarship that mention Lenin’s remarks 
about Haeckel include Uschmann, ‘Ernst Haeckel’, p. 12; Peter Klemm, Ernst Haeckel.  Der Ketzer 
von Jena.  Ein Leben in Berichten, Briefen und Bildern (Leipzig, Urania-Verlag, 1968), pp. 202 and 
208; Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 130. 
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Haeckel’s Die Welträthsel and the fortieth anniversary of Haeckel’s death.93  Georg 

Uschmann, Director of the Institute for the History of Zoology and a participant at this 

conference, edited a collection of Haeckel’s letters, which were published as Ernst 

Haeckel – Forscher, Künstler, Mensch (Ernst Haeckel: Researcher, Artist, and Man, 

1961).94  Popular histories that mention Haeckel tended to focus on his assault upon 

outmoded idealist philosophy and theology, as well as his importance as an advocate of 

science and materialist philosophy.  A typical example is Peter Klemm’s Der Ketzer von 

Jena (The Heretic from Jena, 1968), which stressed his anticlerical activities and depicted 

him in political context as a middle-class liberal who employed natural-scientific 

materialism in his struggle against the political domination of a feudal aristocracy and a 

reactionary clergy.95  However, as Haeckel was unaware of historical materialism, 

Klemm pointed out, he was able neither to arrive at a theoretical understanding of the 

social contradictions of his day nor to propose a means by which they could be 

overcome.96  ‘In this respect’, Klemm concluded, ‘Ernst Haeckel’s great historical 

                                                 
93  O. Schwarz, ‘Vorwort’, in Arbeitstagung zu Fragen der Evolution, p. v.  Georg Uschmann further 

underscored this connection when he stated, ‘The choice of Jena as the location of our symposium on 
questions of evolution was determined by the genius loci and consciously continues a tradition that 
was given its distinctive character by Ernst Haeckel.’  ‘Ernst Haeckel’ in ibid., p. 1. 

94  Georg Uschmann, Ernst Haeckel – Forscher, Künstler, Mensch (1961; 3rd enlarged and corrected 
edition, Leipzig: Urania Verlag, 1962).  Uschmann was the Director of the Haeckel Museum and the 
Institute for the History of Zoology and the Theory of Evolution at the Friedrich Schiller University in 
Jena. 

95  See note 82. 
96  ‘It is true that Ernst Haeckel, who was called the spiritual stepfather of communism, challenged the 

natural-scientific world view of religious people more resolutely and thoroughly than any naturalist in 
Germany before him and in so doing exerted an influence on the working class; but he had neither the 
social question – brought about by capitalism – on his conscience nor did he have any idea how it 
could be resolved.  For Haeckel never discerned that human society might conform to evolutionary 
laws and that there was not only a natural-scientific materialism but also an historical materialism.  
And since he could neither provide a materialistic explanation for historical phenomena nor the 
solution to the social contradictions of his time, he believed that all progress would occur automatically 
if people were provided with more and more knowledge and could act free from superstitious and 
mystical conceptions.  It was in this sense that he worked and in so doing provided an immense service 
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significance is that he helped to win acceptance for this new natural-scientific and 

materialistic way of looking at things.  In so doing he confirmed the correctness of 

Marxist-Leninist theory in relation to the material unity of the universe.’97  Erika Krauße, 

the curator of the Haeckelhaus Archives, wrote another popular biography of the 

scientist, again emphasising his contributions to evolutionary biology and the struggle 

against the church.  Like Klemm, she conceded that ‘[t]he ideas of dialectical materialism 

remained foreign to him’.98  All of these authors avoided broaching awkward topics such 

as Haeckel’s racial theories and his contribution to the eugenics movement; for instance, 

Haeckel’s association with advocates of racial hygiene such as Ludwig Woltmann and 

Wilhelm Schallmayer receive no mention.  Haeckel’s scientific and social legacy to life 

in the GDR was honoured through the naming of streets, squares, schools and a fishing 

research vessel.99 

 

Social Darwinism and the aetiology of National Socialism 

A radically different interpretation of Haeckel’s historical legacy emerged in West 

Germany and the Anglo-American historical community.  As the extent of National 

Socialist barbarity became apparent in the aftermath of the Second World War, many 

scholars attempted to uncover the root causes of the recent catastrophe by turning their 

attention to social and intellectual developments that took place during the Wilhelmine 

period, examining the genealogy such movements as scientifically-based racism, 

                                                                                                                                                 
to the revolutionary working classes and to all progressive people’ (Klemm, pp. 132–3). 

97  Ibid., pp. 243–4. 
98  Krauße, p. 130. 
99  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 5. 
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imperialism, anti-Semitism, and eugenics.  This period also coincided with a rise in 

popularity of intellectual history and the history of ideas as scholarly fields – Arthur 

Lovejoy, for example, established the Journal of the History of Ideas in 1941.  The 

confluence of these postwar academic currents can be seen in the works of such scholars 

as Peter Viereck, Fritz Stern and George Mosse.100  Stern, for example, suggested that 

nineteenth-century materialist philosophies such as Haeckel’s contributed to the feeling 

of ‘cultural despair’ felt by certain cultural critics.101  National Socialism promised an 

escape from such an arid, meaningless world view.  Viereck and Mosse argued that the 

Romantic and idealist currents which remained strong in Germany throughout the period 

led to a deformed intellectual development which departed from the normative path of 

rationalism and representative democracy taken by Western European nations.  Stern 

explained the failure of the Weimar Republic and the appeal to many Germans of the 

totalitarianism and racial mysticism offered by the National Socialists in terms of this 

broader historical movement.   

One of the earliest academic works to make an historical link between Haeckel’s 

interpretation of Darwinian Theory and the ideas of the National Socialists was Karl 

Popper’s two-volume j’accuse, The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945). 102  Writing in 

New Zealand while in exile from his native Austria, Popper indicted the entire idealist 

                                                 
100  Peter Viereck, Metapolitics: The Roots of the Nazi Mind (1941; revised ed. New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1961); Fritz Stern, The Politics of Cultural Despair: A Study in the Rise of Germanic Ideology 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1961); George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology: 
Intellectual Origins of the Third Reich (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1964).   

101  ‘The growth of science and its institutionalization in the universities constituted one of the most 
important developments in nineteenth-century German, and one that the Germanic critics dreaded. […] 
Büchner and Haeckel, for example, propagated a mechanistic materialism which denied the possibility 
of autonomous consciousness.’  The principal critics Stern examined were Paul de Lagarde, Julius 
Langbehn and Moeller van den Bruck.  Stern, p. 343. 

102 Karl Raimund Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, 2 vols. (London: G. Routledge & Sons, 
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tradition within the Western philosophy since Plato for laying the groundwork for the 

totalitarian ideologies of the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany.  ‘The formula of the 

fascist brew is in all countries the same,’ Popper asserted, ‘Hegel plus a dash of 

nineteenth-century materialism (especially Darwinism in the somewhat crude form given 

to it by Haeckel).’103  Vulgarised interpretations of Darwinian concepts, such as that of 

Haeckel, provided racial nationalism with the outward trappings of materialism and with 

it the ostensible endorsement of modern biological science while disguising its mystical 

and idealist foundations.  However, Popper made this point in passing; he did not go into 

any detail about Haeckel’s ‘quasi-biological conception of Blood or Race’, nor did he 

demonstrate how Haeckel’s explicitly anti-metaphysical materialism could be so easily 

reconciled with Hegelian idealism.104   

Many studies have identified the constellation of ideas classified under the rubric 

of ‘social Darwinism’ as centrally important to understanding this phenomenon.  While it 

did not deal with European intellectual history, Richard Hofstadter’s pioneering work 

Social Darwinism in American Thought (1944) established social Darwinism as a 

category for historical analysis.105  Hofstadter defined social Darwinism as an essentially 

conservative ideology: it defended the status quo and discouraged the undertaking of 

social reform initiatives by governments, justifying these conclusions by reasoning that 

the fittest elements of a society would naturally survive and prosper without such 

interference, and that social change should take place at a glacial pace mirroring that of 

                                                                                                                                                 
1945). 

103 Ibid., p. 61. 
104 Popper, p. 61. 
105  Richard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism in American Thought (1944; Boston: The Beacon Press, 1955).  

Hofstadter mentioned Haeckel only in passing (p. 36) and did not draw a connection to the ideology of 
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biological evolution.106  This approach was employed by subsequent historians.  One of 

the earliest works to explore the connection between National Socialist ideology and 

earlier forms of social Darwinism was the ground-breaking study by Hedwig Conrad-

Martius, Utopien der menschliche Züchtung (Utopias of Human Breeding, 1955).107  

Conrad-Martius paid particularly close attention to the transformation of social 

Darwinism from the humane variety represented by Otto Ammon, who believed that 

natural selection was inevitable, to the more activist forms of Alfred Ploetz and 

Alexander Tille, who urged government implementation of eugenic measures.  For 

Conrad-Martius, however, the key culprit is ‘the complete denial of metaphysically-based 

unities of character, be they of a natural [naturhaft], an anthropological or a social 

type’.108  This was a logical result of the ‘secular upheaval’ (säkularer Umbruch) that 

occurred with the rise of humanist individualism, and brought about an existential crisis 

and the search for a new foundation for morality.  Fascism and Bolshevism arose as a 

result of the existential desire for an absolute Ground of Being, which saw in race and 

class the foundation for identity.  Within this schema, she classified Haeckel as one of the 

humane social Darwinists who believed that eugenics would lead to social progress.  

Within this existential vacuum, Conrad-Martius saw two ultimate possibilities: a 

totalitarian, anti-Christian solution, represented by fascism and Bolshevism, and a 

Christian solution, which she described as consisting of a ‘re-classification of Man, 

recognised in his intrinsically free personal dignity, upon the eternal creative bases of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
the National Socialist regime in Germany at the time that he was writing. 

106  Ibid., p. 6. 
107 Hedwig Conrad-Martius, Utopien der Menschenzüchtung.  Der Sozialdarwinismus und seine Folgen 

(Munich: Kösel-Verlag, 1955). 
108  Ibid., p. 287. 
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cosmos and ultimately God Himself’.109 

In a contentious lecture delivered at the University of Munich in 1964 entitled 

‘Hitler and the Germans’, the political scientist Eric Voegelin attempted to explain the 

attraction of National Socialist ideology to average middle-class Germans by showing 

how it appealed to the same preference for reductionism that made Haeckel’s books 

popular.  Both Haeckel and Hitler downplayed the importance of religious experience 

and attempted to fill the void with natural science.  ‘These sillinesses now’, Voegelin 

asserted, ‘[…] are not a problem of National Socialism, but of the German petit 

bourgeois, which finds its expression in Haeckel, as in Hitler and in various phenomena 

of our time.’110  Hitler’s world view, like Haeckel’s, consisted of ‘a relatively primitive 

monism’.111  To illustrate the point, Voegelin cited Haeckel’s reductionist grouping of 

anthropology under the rubric of zoology: 

That anthropology is ‘a part of zoology’ does not arise from the fact that 
anthropology is a part of zoology but from the fact that Haeckel regards it as such.  
Here you have the phenomenon of the second reality.  The man lives in what he 
imagines, and what he imagines takes the place of reality, and from this reality 
that he imagines it follows that he is justified in saying stupid stuff about religious 
questions.  So if I imagine things that are sufficiently stupid, then I am justified 
for everything that follows as a result of my stupidity.  That is the basic thesis of 
the German petit bourgeois.112   
 

The personal bitterness that Voegelin felt towards the ‘German petit bourgeois’ for 

supporting Hitler’s rise to power is evident from this lecture.  Elsewhere Voegelin argued 

that modern mass movements do not represent a resurgence of pre-Christian paganism, as 

                                                 
109  Ibid., p. 299. 
110 Eric Voegelin, ‘Hitler and the Germans’, in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin, vol. xxxi, trans., 

ed., and intro. Detlev Clemens and Brendan Purcell (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1999), p. 
126. 

111 Ibid., p. 124. 
112 Ibid., p. 129. 
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is often suggested, but rather a relapse into an earlier, less-differentiated form of 

Christianity, Gnosticism, which fails to differentiate between God and the world.  

Voegelin’s rather idiosyncratic thesis, in other words, is that Haeckelian materialism and 

Hitlerism are relatively recent manifestations of the Gnosticism that has shadowed 

Christianity throughout its history.113  This explanation might have appeal within a 

limited audience. 

Fritz Bolle also examined how ‘Darwinismus’ dominated the prevailing mood in 

Wilhelmine Germany in his article ‘Darwinismus und Zeitgeist’ (Darwinism and the 

Spirit of the Age, 1962).114  Bolle identified four diverse cultural currents that were 

influenced by Darwinian ideas: the progressive reformers, the Social Democrats, the 

circle of literary aesthetes who gathered in the Berlin suburb of Friedrichshagen, and the 

social Darwinists.  Bolle placed Haeckel in the first of these groups, while 

acknowledging his influence on the others.  Prior to 1914, Bolle argued, Darwinism was 

primarily an optimistic world view; even the social Darwinists who predicted immanent 

racial decline held out the hope that this trend could be reversed through a rationally-

implemented and voluntary programme of eugenics.  It was the First World War, he 

argued, that brought about the ‘great caesura’; this senseless catastrophe lent support to 

the more pessimistic and hysterical strain of social Darwinism, which in turn contributed 

to mainstream acceptance of the need for such extreme measures implemented by the 

National Socialists. 

Hans-Günter Zmarzlik focussed specifically on the phenomenon of social 

                                                 
113  Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), p. 123. 
114  Fritz Bolle, ‘Darwinismus und Zeitgeist’, Zeitschrift für Religions- und Geistesgeschichte 14 (1962): 

pp. 143–80. 
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Darwinism in his article ‘Social Darwinism in Germany, Seen as a Historical Problem’ 

(1963).  Like Bolle, Zmarzlik drew a distinction between the optimistic and pessimistic 

strains of social Darwinist thought.115  However, like Conrad-Martius, Zmarzlik 

identified the shift from liberal and socialist appropriations of Darwinist to the more 

radical Social Darwinism as taking place after 1870, and markedly so after 1890.  

Zmarzlik blamed this shift on the more pessimistic outlook arising from the second 

industrial revolution, the growth of imperialism and nationalist uprisings in Eastern 

Europe.116  Haeckel, Zmarzlik pointed out, typified the older optimistic and liberal-

oriented form of Darwinism, and ‘did not criticize the ethical norms of Christian origin 

by which Western man had hitherto oriented his social conduct’.117   

Common to all of these historical treatments is the attempt to explain 

Darwinism’s shifting ideological impact from initially being a support for liberal causes, 

as epitomised by Herbert Spencer in England and Ludwig Büchner in Germany, to later 

underpinning the radical ideology now termed ‘social Darwinism’, as represented by Karl 

Pearson and Wilhelm Schallmayer.  The latter dimension garnered attention especially 

during the 1960s, concurrent with the search by such historians as Mosse and Stern for 

Nazism’s cultural and intellectual origins.118   

For the last thirty years, the most adamant proponent of the Haeckel-to-Hitler 

                                                 
115 Hans-Günter Zmarzlik, ‘Social Darwinism in Germany, Seen as a Historical Problem’, trans. Ralph 

Manheim, in Hajo Holborn (ed.), From Republic to Reich: The Making of the Nazi Revolution (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1972), pp. 436–74.  Originally published as ‘Der Sozialdarwinismus in 
Deutschland als geschichtliches Problem’, in Vierteljahrsheft für Zeitgeschichte 2/3 (July 1963), pp. 
246–73. 

116  Ibid., Eng. ed., p. 441. 
117  Ibid., p. 439. 
118  See, for example, Günther Altner, Weltanschauliche Hintergründe der Rassenlehre des Dritten Reichs 

(Zurich: EVZ Verlag, 1968).  
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thesis has been Daniel Gasman.  In The Scientific Origins of National Socialism (1971), 

Gasman identified what he alleged to be the largely-overlooked fact that the Nazis drew 

their central ideas about racial struggle, the Volk (people or nation) as organism, and 

unity of all life largely from the writings of Haeckel.  ‘Racially inspired social Darwinism 

in Germany’, he boldly insisted, ‘[…] was almost completely indebted to Haeckel for its 

creation.’119  Haeckel’s monistic philosophy, in Gasman’s view, consisted of ‘an uneven 

composite of three streams of thought: German philosophical romantic idealism, 

scientific positivism and materialism, and Darwinism’.120  Parallels are apparent here 

between Gasman’s line of argument and the wartime invectives of Achalme, Lote and 

Popper.121   Haeckel’s world view was fundamentally anti-liberal; the optimism, faith in 

science, and cosmopolitism that appear in his writings are merely a veneer that disguised 

a deep-seated fear of democracy and racial degeneration.  Gasman reiterated his position 

in Haeckel’s Monism and the Birth of Fascist Ideology (1998), extending his original 

argument to contend that Monism exerted a similarly decisive influence on the 

development of fascism in France and Italy.122  Gasman’s analysis is characterised by a 

somewhat obsessive propensity to trace the most diverse facets of National Socialist 

ideology back to ‘Haeckel and the Monists’ and to downplay other possible influences.  

                                                 
119  Gasman, The Scientific Origins of National Socialism, p. xxiii. 
120  Ibid., p. xvii. 
121  Richard J. Evans referred to Gasman’s book as ‘a throwback to an earlier style of writing about ideas 

in German history’ and observed, ‘It is not surprising that it has had little or no influence among 
historians.’  The following quotations demonstrate that this is unfortunately not the case.  See ‘In 
Search of Social Darwinism’, p. 66. 

122  This book contained a shrill introduction, about half of which consisted of footnotes attacking other 
historians who were critical of his thesis: ‘Although slowly beginning to recede, the conventional 
interpretation of Haeckel as a materialist, empiricist, and mechanical reductionist whose ideas were 
typical of nineteenth century evolutionary naturalism still prevails in most academic and popular 
writing, and it is a convention which is so deeply held that it seems to defy virtually all efforts to 
challenge it.’  Gasman, Ernst Haeckel and the Birth of Fascist Ideology, p. 10.  
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Ultimately, however, the evidence is not as ‘overwhelming’ as Gasman vehemently 

insists it to be.  Sifting through the writings of this highly diverse group of writers and 

activists for ‘proto-Nazi’ ideas, Gasman ignored those inconsistent with his thesis and the 

substantial differences of opinion between Monist writers.  In addition, there is the by no 

means insignificant problem that he is unable to prove that any leading figures in the 

National Socialist Party actually read any Haeckel’s books, much less adopted such ideas 

from his works as opposed to elsewhere.  Whereas leading Party officials routinely 

invoked Nietzsche, Wagner, Chamberlain and Gobineau as intellectual predecessors, they 

never did Haeckel.  To account for the way that something so obvious has remained in 

his words ‘a hidden phenomenon’, Gasman claimed that Monism ‘became an almost 

unconscious backdrop to what were taken to be generally accepted modern scientific 

ideas and truths, so that it frequently eluded conscious recognition and the necessity of 

critical reiteration’.123  Why Haeckel’s name ‘eluded conscious recognition’ more so than 

those of others is not clear. 

It would be easy to set Gasman’s book aside because of its one-sidedness were it 

not for the influence that it has had on works by other historians, particularly within 

Anglo-American scholarship.  Stephen J. Gould uncritically cited Gasman’s book to 

support the claim that 

Haeckel’s greatest influence was, ultimately, in another, tragic direction – 
national socialism.  His evolutionary racism; his call to the German people for 
racial purity and unflinching devotion or a ‘just’ state; his belief that harsh, 
inexorable laws of evolution ruled human civilization and nature alike, conferring 
upon favored races the right to dominate others; the irrational mysticism that had 
always stood in strange communion with his brave words about objective science 
– all contributed to the rise of Nazism.124   

                                                 
123  Gasman, Ernst Haeckel and the Birth of Fascist Ideology, p. 10.  
124  Stephen J. Gould, Ontogeny and Phylogeny (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), p. 77.  
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Likewise, George Mosse referred to Gasman’s exposure of Haeckel’s ‘Volkish and racist 

doctrine’,125 as did Peter J. Bowler who asserted, ‘If the Nazi’s [sic] subsequent 

denigration of other races to the subhuman level had any ground in biological theory, it 

was in Haeckel’s idealist version of Lamarckianism as well as his Darwinism.’126  Robert 

Jay Lifton cited Gasman’s work to support the claim that Haeckel ‘combined with ardent 

advocacy of the Volk and romantic nationalism, racial regeneration, and anti-

Semitism’.127  George J. Stein essentially reiterated Gasman’s main points in an a

entitled ‘Biological Science and the Roots of Nazism’ (1988), characterising Haeckel’s 

Monism as, ‘in essence, a romantic folkism synthesized with scientific evolutioni

Furthermore, Stein asserted, ‘German social Darwinism, contrary to Anglo-American 

social Darwinism, rejected the liberal individualistic state in favor of a natural, organic, 

folkish state of blood and soil’.

rticle 

sm’.128  

                                                

129  It should be noted here that Haeckel never used the 

expressions ‘folkish state’ or ‘blood and soil’ in any of his works.  Indeed, the patent 

absurdity of such contentions was unwittingly accentuated by Robert Walton (1994), who 

cited Gasman’s work to support the paradoxical allegation that ‘Himmler was one of 

[Haeckel’s] followers, although he never accepted Darwinism because he could not 

believe that men were descended from apes’!130  Simon Conway Morris (2003), too, 

 
125  George Mosse, Toward the Final Solution: A History of European Racism (Madison: The University 

of Wisconsin Press, 1978), p. 88. 
126  Peter J. Bowler, Evolution: The History of an Idea (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), p. 

287. 
127  Robert Jay Lifton, The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (New York: 

Basic Books, Inc, 1986), p. 441. 
128  George J. Stein, ‘Biological Science and the Roots of Nazism: The Promotion of Racist Doctrines in 

the Name of Science’, American Scientist 76 (January–February 1988), p. 54. 
129  Ibid., p. 56. 
130  Robert C. Walton, ‘The Holocaust: Conversion to Racism through Scientific Materialism – “The 
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commended Gasman for having ‘done much to reveal the rottenness at the heart of 

Haeckel’s project’.  He ominously concluded, ‘Behind the bearded sage and devotee of 

the little town of Jena was an intolerant mind wedded to racism and antisemitism. […]  

His farrago of ideas […] not only lived on but found a warm reception with the Nazis.’131  

Gasman’s argument has certainly succeeded in provoking discussion of the topic. 

More recently, American historian Richard Weikart has examined the way in 

which a broad range of German scientists, academics and social critics during the period 

1860–1933 used Darwinian ideas to justify inhumane social policies.132  By positing that 

life emerged merely by chance and by denying the uniqueness of humans in possessing 

an immaterial soul, Weikart contended, naturalistic followers of Darwin in Germany, 

including Haeckel, contributed to a climate of moral relativism and anomie.  The most 

serious consequence of Darwinian thinking, according to Weikart, is the way that it 

‘undermined many deeply cherished Christian values that had become entrenched in 

European culture’, chief among these being ‘the sanctity of life’, which is endorsed by 

‘the Judeo-Christian and Kantian claim that humans had unique moral status based on an 

immaterial soul’.133  This ‘devaluation of human life’ prepared the way for the eugenic 

measures, involuntary euthanasia, inhumane medical experimentation, racial segregation 

and eventual genocide later carried out by the National Socialist regime.134  Weikart 

                                                                                                                                                 
People Like Us Who Killed the Jews”’, History of European Ideas 19/6 (1994), p. 787. 

131  Simon Conway Morris, Life’s Solution: Inevitable Humans in a Lonely Universe (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 319. 

132  See Richard Weikart, ‘Darwinism and Death’; From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary Ethics, Eugenics, 
and Racism in Germany (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004). 

133  Weikart, From Darwin to Hitler, pp. ix, 17, 77. 
134  ‘Certainly many Darwinists proclaimed the death knell for Christian, Kantian, or any other fixed 

system of ethics, and they contended that moral relativism was a logical consequence of a Darwinian 
view of morality.  They completely rejected the natural law tradition of morality that had been so 
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criticised the one-sidedness of Gasman’s analysis by pointing out that Haeckel’s 

endorsement of pacifism, feminism and homosexual rights were anathema to the National 

Socialists’ programme, and by questioning Haeckel’s reputation for being an anti-

Semite.135  Nonetheless, he argued, Haeckel and Hitler both held the materialistic world 

view which was popular during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.136  In 

assigning blame for National Socialist barbarism upon the departure from ‘traditionally 

held doctrine’, Weikart reached a conclusion that resembles those of Conrad-Martius and 

Voegelin.137       

 

Sympathetic interpretations 

Not all analyses of Haeckel’s work have taken such a dim view of the scientist and his 

cultural impact.  In Haeckel’s Theory of the Unity of Nature (1959), David DeGrood 

situated Haeckel within the materialist debates of the nineteenth century and applauded 

Haeckel’s struggle to re-establish connection between man and nature which the idealists 

had severed.138  As for the alleged link between Haeckel’s Monism and National Socialist 

ideology, he asserted, ‘The cult of “feeling versus reason” and the lies of the Nazi 

                                                                                                                                                 
influential in the Enlightenment.  Thus, it seems safe to say that Darwinism did play a role in 
disseminating ideas about moral relativism.’  Ibid., p. 41 

135  ‘Gasman’s work’, Weikart acknowledged in an endnote, ‘is not highly regarded by most historians, 
and with good cause.’  Ibid., pp. 70, 217, 235. 

136  Weikart rejects Gasman’s claim that Haeckel and Hitler were mystics.  Richard Weikart, ‘Evolutionäre 
Aufklärung?  Zur Geschichte des Monistenbundes’, in Mitchell G. Ash and Christian H. Stifter (eds.), 
Wissenschaft, Politik, und Öffentlichkeit: Von der Wiener Moderne bis zur Gegenwart (Vienna: WUV 
Universitätsverlag, 2002), p. 145. 

137  Ibid., p. ix. 
138  David DeGrood, Haeckel’s Theory of the Unity of Nature: A Monograph in the History of Ideas 

(Boston: The Christopher Publishing House, 1965).  This book is based mainly on English translations 
of his most popular works and commentaries by contemporaries. 
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government were antithetical to what Haeckel was aiming.’139  The biologist saw 

immediately the philosophical implications of Darwinian Theory, especially the 

concomitant decline in moral certainty founded on divine commandments.  But far from 

seeking to undermine the ethical principles of Western culture, DeGrood argued, Haeckel 

strove to ‘save from extinction’ those aspects of the Western moral tradition that he 

considered worth salvaging, namely ‘the spirit of humanism, the golden rule, and 

tolerance’.140  As a result, DeGrood concluded, ‘Ernst Haeckel’s attempted solution of the 

riddles of the universe by means of his concept of “substance” was a healthy program 

which synthesized the scientific findings as far as they had developed up to his time.’141   

American religious historian Niles Holt disputed earlier interpretations, such as 

that of Nordenskiöld, which tended to marginalise the importance of Haeckel’s monistic 

religion to his overall world view.  ‘Rather than being an anomaly within Monism’, Holt 

maintained, ‘the Monistic religion was seen by Haeckel as a central symbol of unity and a 

necessary logical adjunct to his Monism.’142  Holt traced the evolution of Haeckel’s 

religious ideas throughout his career, identifying four stages, from its initial formulation 

in Generelle Morphologie, through a period of dormancy in the 1870s and 1880s, to its 

final blossoming following the Altenburg Glaubensbekenntnis speech of 1892.  Holt 

concluded that 

the role of the Monistic Religion was, by ‘conceptualizations of faith’ and ‘logical 
postulates’, to unite viewpoints which conflicted scientifically and 
philosophically.  By justifying the non-empirical procedures and assumptions so 
necessary to Haeckel’s explanations of the implications and uses of Darwinism, 

                                                 
139  Ibid., p. 63. 
140  Ibid., p. 49. 
141  Ibid., p. 82. 
142  Niles Holt, ‘Ernst Haeckel’s Monist Religion’, Journal of the History of Ideas 32/2 (April–June 1971), 

p. 280. 

 63



the Monistic Religion provided unity when contradictions and lack of empirical 
evidence threatened the cohesiveness of the ‘new nature-philosophy’, Monism.143  
  

More questionable is Holt’s claim that it was ‘the challenge of vitalistic viewpoints’ – 

such as those of Hans Driesch, Henri Bergson and Eduard von Hartmann – which caused 

Haeckel to transform German materialism ‘into an idealistic and semi-vitalistic system 

quite opposite its origins’.144  Holt gave only passing mention to the activities of the 

Deutscher Monistenbund, choosing to devote attention instead to the way that Haeckel’s 

pantheistic view of God developed over the decades in his published writings.145  Holt 

pointed out that Haeckel attempted to institutionalise his beliefs only during the last 

decade of his life, and that it was Haeckel’s colleague Wilhelm Ostwald who determined 

the direction which the organisation took.  Similarly, William Montgomery (1972) 

argued that Haeckel’s insistence upon the importance of his ‘biogenic law’ indicated that, 

like most German biologists who accepted a version of evolutionary theory, he was 

unable to abandon the teleological view of nature established by the idealist tradition.  

The aimlessness of random variations suggested by Darwin’s original theory required 

that too many ‘old prejudices and predilections’ be overcome, and therefore was only 

accepted in modified form by young German biologists including Haeckel, and not at all 

by their older peers.146   

Horst Hillermann stressed the essentially liberal outlook of Haeckel and the 

Monists in his monograph Der vereinsmäßige Zusammenschluß 

bürgerlichweltanschaulicher Reformvernunft in der Monismusbewegung des 19. 

                                                 
143  Ibid., p. 280. 
144  Ibid., p. 267. 
145  Ibid., pp. 265–80. 
146  William M. Montgomery, ‘Germany’, in Thomas F. Glick (ed.), The Comparative Reception of 
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Jahrhunderts (Organisational Bourgeois Reformism in the Monism Movement of the 

Nineteenth Century, 1976).  Monism provided the slogans around which those who 

challenged traditional authorities could rally147 and played an essential role in sheltering 

the democratic movement from authoritarian oppression until its reforms could be 

implemented in 1919.148  Frederick Gregory (1977), on the other hand, justified his 

decision not to examine Haeckel’s ideas in his study of the mid-nineteenth-century 

German materialists on the basis that his philosophy belonged to a different generation; it 

was ‘a revival of romanticism’ which ‘none of the earlier materialists could stomach’.149  

The most influential English-language interpretation to contradict Gasman’s harsh 

assessment of Haeckel and the Monist movement has been Alfred Kelly’s monograph 

The Descent of Darwin: The Popularization of Darwin in Germany (1981).  Popular 

science writers during this period, Kelly found, were more likely to incline politically 

towards left liberalism or socialism than be pessimistic, socially-conservative or 

xenophobic.  He concluded: 

On the whole, then, the Darwin popularizers remained faithful to the old 
cosmopolitan and humanitarian tradition of popular science. […]  Neophilosophes 
that they were, the popularizers could accept neither the pessimism of radical 
Social Darwinism nor the narrow-mindedness and mysticism of völkisch racism.  
Their commitment to an optimistic rationalism, to a revival of the Enlightenment, 
by and large estranged the popularizers from the political Right.150 
   

Kelly argued that Haeckel’s most-read works – Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, Die 

                                                                                                                                                 
Darwinism (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1972), pp. 89 and 91.  

147  Horst Hillermann, Der vereinsmäßige Zusammenschluß bürgerlichweltanschaulicher Reformvernunft 
in der Monismusbewegung des 19. Jahrhunderts, Schriftenreihe zur Geschichte und politischen 
Bildung (Ratingen: A. Henn Verlag, 1976), p. 2.  

148  Hillermann, p. 1. 
149  Frederick Gregory, Scientific Materialism in Nineteenth Century Germany (Dordrecht: D. Reidel 

Publishing Company, 1977), p. x. 
150  Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, p. 122. 
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Welträthsel and various published speeches – were relatively free of the racism, 

imperialism, and militarism attributed to them by later historians.  They gave a surface 

impression of confident faith in rationalism, secularism and liberalism.151  Kelly also 

pointed out that the label ‘social Darwinist’ is often applied in an a-historical fashion to 

politicians and theorists in this period.  Furthermore, he argued, most völkisch nationalists 

or conservative militarists whose ideas tend to be identified today as social Darwinist 

paradoxically justified their positions at the time with older Hobbesian notions or clichés 

about how ‘might makes right’; indeed, they regarded Darwin’s theory as shallow, 

materialistic, and thus threatening to the established order.152  This more sympathetic 

interpretation has been shared by others historians.  Paul Weindling (1989) argued that 

Haeckel’s organic conception of nature, which elaborated a hierarchical natural order, 

encouraged integration of diverse social elements into the newly unified nation and 

advocated social welfare reforms as a preventative measure against the threat of 

socialism.153  Furthermore, Haeckel’s ideas exerted a positive influence upon the 

                                                 
151  Ibid., p. 24. 
152  Daniel Gasman responded to Kelly’s book in a review published in the American Historical Review.  

Without prefacing his critique with a complimentary remark, as is customary in a scholarly review, 
Gasman immediately launched into an attack on Kelly, accusing him of being ‘unable to distinguish 
between scholarship and invention, and when not compounding erroneous interpretations, his book 
offers abundant gratuitous assertions as well as disconcerting kaleidoscopic shifts in point of view.  
The evidence linking certain aspects of monism and National Socialism is overwhelming, and the 
author deliberately avoids it.’  Specifically, Gasman took Kelly to task for attributing the 
popularisation of evolutionary ideas to Haeckel’s disciple Wilhelm Bölsche rather than to Haeckel 
himself, of absolving Haeckel of social Darwinism and anti-Semitism, of obscuring Bölsche’s later 
defence of Hitler’s Reich, and of failing to draw connections between Bölsche’s pan-eroticism and 
various occult and proto-Nazi artists.  ‘It would be difficult to see,’ Gasman concluded, ‘in light of its 
many distortions, lacunae, and careless contradictions, what this work can add to an understanding of 
the subject.’  Daniel Gasman, review of The Descent of Darwin by Alfred Kelly, American Historical 
Review 87/1 (February 1982), p. 199. 

153  Paul Weindling, ‘Ernst Haeckel, Darwinismus and the Secularization of Nature’, in James R. Moore 
(ed.), History, Humanity and Evolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 322–4. 
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developing sciences of psychology, sociology and biometrics.154  Mario Di Gregorio 

considered Haeckelian Monism to be ‘favourable to the responsibility of man with 

respect to the universe’, and even drew a comparison between it and the present-day 

Green political party.155    

 

Recent trends 

In the past decade there has been a resurgence of interest in the ‘culture of science’ that 

flourished around the turn of the twentieth century.  Frank Simon-Ritz examined the 

place of the Monist movement in the context of other free-thought movements of the time 

in Die Organisation einer Weltanschauung.  Die freigeistige Bewegung im 

Wilhelminischen Deutschland (The Organisation of a World View: The Free-Thought 

Movement in Wilhelmine Germany, 1997).156  In the section of this book dealing with the 

DMB, Simon-Ritz emphasised the internal divisions within the organisation, especially 

over matters dealing with the cultural–political and ersatz-religious aims of the group, 

which prevented it from becoming more than a minority faction among left-liberal 

bourgeois groups of the period.157  Andreas W. Daum has also devoted attention to 

Haeckel’s cultural influence in his study, Wissenschaftspopularisierung im 19. 

Jahrhundert (The Popularisation of Science in the Nineteenth Century, 1998), attributing 

it to the fact that ‘Haeckel embodied the natural-scientific claim to a total explanation of 

the world, which dismissed every other sensory framework and which was ultimately 

                                                 
154  Weindling, ‘Secularization’, p. 322.  
155  Mario di Gregorio, ‘Entre Méphistophélès et Luther: Ernst Haeckel’, in Patrick Tort (ed.), Darwinisme 

et societé (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1992), p. 281. 
156  Simon-Ritz, Die Organisation einer Weltanschauung, pp. 134–54.   
157  Ibid., p. 154. 
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expressed with pseudo-religious pathos.’158  More recent accounts provided more 

nuanced accounts of the evolution of Haeckel’s thought as well as that of the DMB.  

Notable works that have appeared recently include David Lebrun’s feature documentary 

Proteus (2004), Bernhard Kleeberg’s study of his monistic philosophy Theophysis 

(2005), Mario Di Gregorio’s intellectual biography of Haeckel, From Here to Eternit

(2005), and Robert Richard’s forthcoming biography, The Tragic View

y 

 of Life.159 

                                                

Scholars at the Haeckelhaus Archive, which is part of the Friedrich Schiller 

University in Jena and housed in Haeckel’s former residence ‘Villa Medusa’, have been 

particularly active in publishing new material.  Olaf Breidbach has edited the series 

Ernst-Haeckel-Haus-Studien, which addresses various topics in the history of medicine 

and the biosciences, some volumes dealing with Haeckel’s contributions to science and 

culture.  This series include a selected bibliography of works related to Haeckelian 

Monism by both its proponents and detractors compiled by Heiko Weber (2000); a 

collection of essays edited by Paul Ziche entitled Monism um 1900: Wissenschaftskultur 

und Weltanschauung (Monism around 1900: Culture of Science and World View, 2000); 

and the epistolary correspondence between Ernst Haeckel and Wilhelm Bölsche, edited 

by Rosemary Nöthlich (2002).160  In 1998 the Landesmuseum in the Austrian city of Linz 

put on an exhibition of Haeckel’s artwork.  In conjunction with the exhibition, the 

 
158  Daum, Wissenschaftspopularisierung im 19. Jahrhundert, p. 307. 
159  Mario Di Gregorio, From Here to Eternity: Ernst Haeckel and Scientific Faith, Religion, Theologie 

und Naturwissenschaft / Religion, Theology and Natural Science, Bd. 3, series eds. Antje Jackelén et 
al. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005); Bernhard Kleeberg, Theophysis.  Ernst Haeckels 
Philosophie des Naturganzen (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 2005); Proteus: A Nineteenth Century Vision, 
written and directed by David Lebrun (First Run/Icarus Films, 2003). 

160  Weber, Monistische und antimonistische Weltanschauung;  Paul Ziche (ed.), Monismus um 1900; 
Rosemarie Nöthlich (ed.), Ernst Haeckel–Wilhelm Bölsche: Briefwechsel 1887–1919, Ernst-Haeckel-
Haus-Studien: Monographien zur Geschichte der Biowissenschaften und Medizin, vol. 6.1, series ed. 
Olaf Breidbach (Berlin: Verlag für Wissenschaft und Bildung, 2002). 
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curators produced a book containing seventeen scholarly essays addressing Haeckel’s 

enduring influence on current science and culture such diverse fields as microbiology, 

palaeontology, anthropology and neuronal aesthetics.161  In co-operation with the 

Haeckelhaus Archive, Norbert Elsner has edited a scholarly version of the surviving 

letters of the Haeckel and Uslar-Gleichen correspondence and diary entries into a three-

volume set, Die ungelöste Welträtsel.162  All of these newly-published sources and 

analyses provide a rich field for extensive further research. 

 

General observations 

It may be said that all works of history are ultimately written about the present.  This is 

nowhere more so than in the case of writings by North American authors on the history of 

Darwinian ideas.  The exceptional vitriol expressed by those on all sides suggest that 

recent studies must be contextualised within recent partisan debates over the teaching of 

creationism or intelligent design in public school science classes, and more generally on 

the allegedly deleterious effects on society of modern secular culture, of which Darwin’s 

ideas are a part.  While the numbers of Haeckel’s defenders have declined over the 

decades, those of his religious adversaries have by no means diminished.   

A number of common themes emerge, of which I will highlight a few.  One of the 

oldest controversies involves the question of whether Haeckel falsified the empirical 

evidence for evolution in his embryological diagrams.  This is not an issue that I will 

address directly here, except to note that the debate over whether the liberties he took for 

                                                 
161  Erna Aescht, Gerhard Aubrecht, Erika Krauße and Franz Speta (eds.), Welträtsel und Lebenswunder: 

Ernst Haeckel – Werk, Wirkung und Folgen (Linz: Drückerei Gutenberg, 1998).   
162  Elsner (ed.), Die ungelöste Welträtsel; see note 66, above.  
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heuristic purposes are justifiable remains unresolved.  Another perennial theme revolves 

around the matter of whether Haeckel was essentially a materialist who called his 

philosophy ‘Monism’ and employed quasi-religious language to make it appear less 

unpalatable to an audience accustomed to the consolation offered by transcendental 

theology, or whether he was at heart actually a Romantic Idealist who disguised the 

mystical elements of his philosophy beneath a veneer of Greco-Latin neologisms that 

mimicked the terminology of the natural sciences.  Although it is impossible to determine 

with certainty Haeckel’s intentions, I will suggest that Haeckel exploited the ambiguity 

inherent within the language and visual imagery he employed in order to avoid collapsing 

the possible meanings into one alternative or another.  This does not appear to be 

intentionally deceptive, but represents a sincere effort to reconcile opposing ideas in 

order to arrive at an emotionally-satisfying conception of the world.  Another issue 

revolves around whether Haeckel was a doctrinaire thinker who was at least as dogmatic 

as his theological counterparts and who allowed for no dissention from his total 

philosophical system.  I believe that the statements of his admirers in the following 

chapters answer this question.  Haeckel’s relationship to liberal Protestant Christianity is 

also an issue that remains controversial, as does the related question of the extent to 

which Haeckel actually envisioned his monistic philosophy to constitute an ersatz 

religion.  The moral implication of a monistic philosophy based on Darwinian 

evolutionary concepts has also been raised repeatedly.  Individual chapters are devoted to 

each of these themes.  Finally, the debate that has dominated historical writing, 

particularly in English-language studies, is the alleged link between Haeckel’s Monism 

and National Socialist ideology.  Much of this hinges on the other questions above, as 
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well as Haeckel’s views on race and eugenics.  This issue is addressed in further detail in 

the chapter on Monist ethics.  As we have already seen, however, National Socialist 

sympathisers were no less diverse in the meanings that they read into Haeckel’s writings 

than were his other readers. 

 In response to a celebratory biography by Swiss Social Democrat Arnold Dodel 

entitled Ernst Haeckel als Erzieher (Ernst Haeckel as Educator, 1906), Haeckel 

expressed embarrassment at its exceptionally laudatory tone.  ‘I fear’, he wrote to its 

author, 

that you depicted my person and my service far too glowingly (in Bengali 
illumination!)  But on the other side my numerous opponents (– pious church 
believers as well as jealous comrades –) have taken ample care that my many 
mistakes and errors of judgement are placed in an even brighter light; – and so in 
the end the balanced judgement of history will probably take care that an 
approximately accurate image will remain in the middle between the two.163 

 
As the acrimonious debate over the significance of Haeckel’s Monism continues, the 

moderate consensus that he hoped for regarding his own life’s work seems as distant as 

ever.  While the praise from enthusiastic admirers has faded away, the attacks by latter-

day opponents have not.  It may be hoped that an impartial examination of the archival 

material as it increasingly becomes available will make it possible to arrive at a more 

multifaceted interpretation of Haeckel’s cultural influence. 

 

 
163  Letter from Haeckel to Dodel, 17 Oct 1906; reprinted in Werner Beyl, Arnold Dodel (1843–1908) und 

die Popularisierung des Darwinismus, Marburger Schriften zur Medizingeschichte, general eds. Armin 
Geus and Irmgard Müller (Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Peter Lang, 1984), pp. 151–2; emphasis in 
original. 



Chapter 3:  Ernst Haeckel’s Conversion to Monism 

 

On 16 February 1854 Ernst Haeckel observed his twentieth birthday by sitting alone in 

his room and composing a letter to himself.  In this ‘penitential sermon’, as he called it, 

the lonely medical student at the University of Würzburg lamented his failure to 

appreciate the many blessings that God had bestowed upon him.  He told himself that, in 

addition to ‘upright and honest parents’, God had ‘inspired [him] with an infinitely strong 

and tender instinct for the most magnificent of all sciences [i.e. biology], for the 

recognition of his innumerable and miraculous works of nature, in the wonderful 

structure and life of the smallest as well as the largest, in which his omnipotence and 

wisdom are revealed’.  Haeckel then rebuked himself for being ‘unthankful, ungrateful, 

faint-hearted, desperate, [and] selfish’ in failing to appreciate these gifts and for causing 

pain to his devoted parents and repelling potential friends by his ‘often puerile, unmanly, 

and ridiculous behavior’.  In letters he wrote to his parents around this time the young 

Haeckel expressed a great deal of guilt over the dissatisfaction he felt towards his medical 

studies and his desire to become a naturalist instead.  While his true interest at this time 

was botany, his parents had convinced him to study medicine, since they did not believe 

that the study of the natural sciences would lead to a viable career.  In concluding his 

penitential sermon he resolved to ‘confide in God; he will save you and guide you; you 

cannot obtain anything from God by sorrowing and self-torture, by vain, painful and yet 

so useless self-torment; it must be prayed for!’  Furthermore, he promised to reform 

himself in the coming year into ‘a German, a Christian man’ by completing his medical 

studies in deference to the wishes of his parents and by striving to associate more with his 
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fellow students.1   

In the months and years following this contrite self-examination Haeckel did 

indeed undergo a radical transformation, but one that diminished rather than strengthened 

his Christian faith.  By 1901 he had become, at least according to his vocal critic 

Eberhard Dennert, the man ‘who in the battle of the world views today seeks like no 

other to annihilate Christianity using all available means’.2  It is commonly assumed that 

Haeckel’s remarkable conversion took place upon reading Darwin’s The Origin of 

Species.  To account for it some of his detractors have argued the religious faith Haeckel 

held during his childhood must have been superficial.  Dennert, for one, doubted whether 

a book such as Die Welträthsel could have been written by someone who had ever been a 

sincere Christian.3  Some have suggested that his later accounts greatly exaggerated the 

spiritual struggle that he experienced during his conversion from Christianity to 

Monism.4  In light of accusations such as these it would be useful to examine more 

closely the path that led Haeckel away from the religion of his childhood.  In the firs

section of this chapter particular attention will be devoted to the crisis of faith that 

Haeckel experienced during his intellectually formative years between 1854 and 1865.  

t 

                                                 
1  ‘Eigene Buß-Predigt des 20jährigen’, Würzburg, 16 February 1854; reprinted in Heinrich Schmidt 

(ed.), Ernst Haeckel.  Entwicklungsgeschichte einer Jugend.  Briefe an die Eltern (Leipzig: K. F. 
Koehler, 1921), pp. 95–9; translated by Barry Gifford as ‘Penitential sermon of a 20-year-old boy to 
himself’, in Ernst Haeckel: The Story of the Development of a Youth; Letters to his Parents, 1852–
1856 (New York: Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1923), pp. 194–7. 

2  Dennert, Die Wahrheit über Ernst Haeckel, p. iii. 
3  ‘It is utterly out of the question that a man who frequently represents such nonsense as the Christian 

view could have had a vivid knowledge of Christianity or the slightest appreciation of Christian 
teachings at that time.’  Ibid., pp. 9–10. 

4  Emanuel Rádl alleged that in Haeckel’s published writings on philosophy and religion ‘there is 
nowhere any evidence of deep thought, nowhere any suggestion that he has arrived at his convictions 
after inner struggle’.  History of Biological Theories, p. 125.  Similarly Daniel Gasman has alleged that 
Haeckel’s ‘conversion to Darwinism did not, by any means, take the form of a painstaking intellectual 
process of discovery, nor of a conviction slowly arrived at’.  Scientific Origins, p. 6. 
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We will then follow the trajectory that culminated in the most elaborate statement of his 

monistic world view in Die Welträthsel as well as reactions to it. 

hern-

                                                

 

Childhood doubts 

Ernst Heinrich Philipp August Haeckel was born 16 February 1834 into a family of civil 

servants and lawyers in Potsdam, near Berlin, the younger of two sons.5  Letters and 

diary entries from his childhood, as well as his later recollections, attest to the nort

German, middle-class Biedermeier6 sensibilities that his parents inculcated in him.  These 

values included a strong work ethic, a sense of duty, a preference for a modest lifestyle, a 

tendency to support moderate liberal political reform, and a liberal Protestant faith with 

an attendant antipathy towards Catholicism.  Both parents looked upon literature, natural 

science, art and philosophy as edifying recreational activities.  His father, Carl Gottlob 

Haeckel (1781–1871), became a member of the Potsdam local municipal government in 

1816 and from 1819 became its chief official.7  One year after the birth of Ernst the 

family moved to Merseburg, a town of 10,000 inhabitants in Prussian-controlled Saxony, 

where Carl Haeckel took a post as Chief Minister in charge of school and church affairs.  

Ernst spent the remainder of his childhood until the commencement of his university 

studies in this rural setting.  During his law studies Carl Haeckel had become interested in 

 
5  For a biographical account of Haeckel’s life and career, see Krauße, Ernst Haeckel.  Recent 

biographical studies in English include Mario Di Gregorio, From Here to Eternity: Ernst Haeckel and 
Scientific Faith (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005), Olaf Breidbach Visions of Nature, and 
Robert J. Richards’ forthcoming The Tragic View of Life (2008).  The classic contemporary biography 
is Wilhelm Boelsche’s Ernst Haeckel: His Life and Work (London: Watts, 1909). 

6  The Biedermeier era in German history refers to the period of political calm between the defeat of 
Napoleon in 1815 and the revolutionary upheavals of 1848.  It was characterised by a turning away 
from radical and nationally-oriented politics, a focus on moderate reform in local and municipal 
government, a revival of interest in religion, and an idealisation of domestic tranquility. 

7  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 9. 
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philosophy, history and geography, and remained so throughout his life.  In an 

autobiographical sketch that Ernst Haeckel composed in 1874 he recalled that his father 

was, despite his gainful occupation, 

more of a philosopher than a jurist.  He particularly enjoyed studying Plato, 
Goethe and Schleiermacher, but especially Goethe.  That had great importance for 
me.  He associated little with the jurists in Merseburg, where he was for 17 years, 
preferring to converse with the philologists from the gymnasium [secondary 
school], particularly with the director, Wieck.8 
 

Carl Haeckel followed contemporary political events with great interest and was an 

enthusiastic supporter of German unification as well as a critic of what he regarded to be 

the backwardness of Germany’s feudal political system.  The letters that Ernst sent to his 

father while studying at university contain frequent references to political figures and 

events of the day.9  His mother, born Charlotte Auguste Henriette Sethe (1799–1889), 

came from a prominent family of lawyers from Cleve.  As a young girl she is said to have 

often sat at the feet of the liberal Protestant theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–

1834), a frequent guest at her family’s home.10  Her experience of being the only 

Protestant in an otherwise Catholic school apparently provoked adverse feelings towards 

Catholic doctrine and ritual, which she later imparted to her son.  Like her son, she took 

great enjoyment in the beauty of nature.  Haeckel later recalled that she held an 

appreciation for ‘a colourful flower, a tiny bird [and] a colourful sunset’ and enjoyed the 

poetry of Friedrich Schiller.11  Haeckel often recounted how his mother, when she saw 

him staring out of a window as the clouds passed by, had told him, ‘My boy, play or 

                                                 
8  Schmidt, ‘Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken’, p. 42. 
9  See the letters reprinted in Haeckel, Entwicklungsgeschichte einer Jugend; Development of a Youth. 
10  Heinrich Haeckel, ‘Persönliche Erinnerungen an Ernst Haeckel’, in Heinrich Schmidt (ed.), Was wir 

Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, pp. 383–90; here p. 384. 
11  Cited in Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 10. 
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work, make use of your precious time and don’t stare out the window!’12  The stern 

bourgeois–Protestant sensibility of Haeckel’s parents is perhaps best summed up by his 

recollection that both possessed ‘a profound feeling of duty, pure sense of truth, warm 

good-heartedness and a rejection of all external appearance and ostentation’.13 

Haeckel was a sensitive and artistic child who was prone to irritability; he spent 

much of his time alone, exploring the countryside of rural Thuringia.  His parents also 

encouraged the boy’s interest in nature.  Since the German educational system at that 

time placed little importance upon the teaching of natural science, he acquired most of his 

knowledge of nature through books given to him by his parents and his own observations.  

The travel narratives of Alexander Humboldt (1769–1859) and Charles Darwin sparked 

his interest in biology with images of the lush plant life of the tropics.  When he was 

fourteen he received from his parents Die Pflanze und ihr Leben (1848; trans. The Plant; 

A Biography, 1853) by Matthias Jacob Schleiden (1804–81), which stimulated his 

passion for botany.14  The young Haeckel began by collecting plants in his mother’s 

garden and eventually assembled a very comprehensive herbarium comprised of dried 

specimens of local species.15  His interest in zoology was cultivated by Illustrierte 

Naturgeschichte des Thierreichs (An Illustrated Natural History of the Animal Kingdom) 

by Eduard Poeppig (1798–1868), which contained approximately 4,000 engravings that 

Haeckel hand-tinted using watercolour paint.  He was also a talented artist himself.  

                                                 
12  Ernst Haeckel, untitled speech, in Theodor von der Goltz (ed.), Bericht über die Feier des sechzigsten 

Geburtstages von Ernst Haeckel (Jena: Hof-Buchdruckerei, 1894), p. 14. 
13  Cited in Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 9. 
14  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 17.   Matthias Jakob Schleiden, Die Pflanze und ihre Leben. Populäre 

Vorträge (Leipzig: Wilhelm Engelmann, 1848); M. J. Schleiden, The Plant; A Biography in a Series of 
Thirteen Popular Lectures, trans. Arthur Henfrey 2nd ed. (London: Hyppolyte Bailliere, 1853).  A 
literal rendering of the German title would be ‘The Plant and Its Life’. 

 76



Inspired perhaps by his father’s interest in the political events involving the National 

Assembly at Frankfurt am Main in 1850, young Ernst drew a large mural depicting 

representatives from the various families of birds perched in and around a large tree, to 

which he gave the title Nationalversammlung der Vögel (National Assembly of Birds).16 

According to his later recollection Haeckel began to question religious teachings 

at an early age.  For example, he reported the confusion that he experienced as a primary 

school student at being taught in arithmetic class that three times one is three and then in 

religion class that in the Trinity three times one is one.17  Likewise Haeckel’s critical 

mind purportedly led him to question the efficacy of the sacraments at the age of 

fourteen.  His pastor had told him that the bread and wine served during Holy 

Communion is miraculously transformed into the flesh and blood of Christ in the mouth 

of a believer: 

Since I was sincerely convinced of the latter, I awaited the onset of this miracle 
with great anticipation; I was painfully disappointed however when, taking Holy 
Communion for the first time, I experienced the familiar taste of bread and wine, 
and not of flesh and blood, as faith confers.  Due to my ‘lack of faith’, therefore, I 
had to consider myself (as a fourteen-year-old boy!) to be a completely depraved 
sinner and only with great effort could I be pacified by my parents.18 
 

Adding to the doubts that Haeckel experienced as a result of his literalist understanding 

of religious teachings was the pantheistic world view he encountered in the works of the 

German Romantic writers.  According to his friend and biographer Wilhelm Bölsche, 

when Haeckel’s Aunt Bertha exposed the boy to Roman Elgies and Elective Affinities by 

that paragon of German culture, Wolfgang von Goethe, he ‘received them as a delightful 

                                                                                                                                                 
15  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 12, 16; Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, p. xvi. 
16  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 14. 
17  It is difficult to tell whether this is an accurate memory or an attempt at humour.  Haeckel, Die 

Welträthsel, pp. 321–2; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 277. 
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piece of moral contraband’.19  The influence of ‘the pagan from Weimar’ on Haeckel was 

decisive.  Goethe, Bölsche wrote, 

took from him his God, and gave him a new one: took from him the external 
transcendental God of the Churches, and gave him the God that is in all things, in 
the external development of the world, in body and soul alike, the God that 
embraces all reality and being, beside whom there is no distinct ‘world’, no 
distinct ‘sinful man’, no special beginning or end of things.20 

 
The transformation that Bölsche described did not happen immediately, however.  

Assuming that the testimonies about religious doubt which Haeckel reported later in life 

are accurate, he was apparently able to resolve them since they did not lead him to 

abandon his religious faith at that time.  Diary entries that he wrote as a teenager and 

letters that he wrote to his parents during his time at university are filled with Biblical 

verses and references to God.21 

Haeckel was a solitary student at the Merseburg Gymnasium.  He did not share 

the passion of his peers for smoking, drinking beer, playing cards, and generally imitating 

the rowdy behaviour of students from the nearby University of Halle.  Instead Haeckel 

preferred to wander alone in the forests and meadows hunting for rare plants to add to his 

herbarium.22  The school curriculum did not appeal to him either, with its emphasis on 

classical Greek and Latin.  At that time German literature received secondary attention, 

while geography and the natural sciences were all but ignored.  Like many teenagers, 

                                                                                                                                                 
18  Cited in Schmidt, ‘Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken’, vol. i, p. 48. 
19  Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel, Ger. ed., p. 24; Eng. ed., p. 45. 
20  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 21; Eng. ed., p. 41.  Arnold Lang repeated this assessment that it was Goethe who led 

Haeckel to question revealed religion; see Ernst Haeckel als Forscher und Mensch (Zurich: Albert 
Müller’s Verlag, 1904), p. 29. 

21  Heinrich Schmidt, Wie Ernst Haeckel Monist wurde.  Ernst Haeckels Entwicklung vom Christentum 
zum Monismus, Monistische Bibliothek.  Kleine Flugschriften des Deutschen Monistenbundes, Nr. 
49/49a (Hamburg: Hamburger Verlag,, n.d. [ca. 1925]).  See also Development of a Youth. 

22  Finsterbusch, cited in Schmidt, ‘Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken’, p. 44. 
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Haeckel was evidently moody and irritable.  His parents arranged for him to stay with 

another family in Merseburg to complete his final year of secondary schooling while they 

retired to Potsdam, in order, as his father put it, to help the ‘youth to develop into a man’ 

and to overcome his ‘awkwardness in human life’.23 

 

Encounter with materialist philosophy at university 

This awkwardness partly revealed itself in Haeckel’s indecision over what he wished to 

study at university.  Realising that it would be impossible to make a lawyer out of him, 

Haeckel’s father, as previously mentioned, urged the boy to pursue a respectable career in 

medicine, using the rationale that he would be able to take courses in the natural sciences 

during the first year.24  Haeckel chose to enrol at the University of Jena in order to attend 

the lectures of Schleiden, whose book Die Pflanze had made such a strong impression on 

him.  A rheumatic knee forced young Haeckel to cut short his studies in Jena and to move 

to Berlin to be with his parents.  In 1852 he studied medicine and natural science at the 

University of Berlin.  Then in the fall of 1852 he began studies at the University of 

Würzburg, drawn by leading researchers of the day.  The histologist Albert von Kölliker 

(1817–1905) ignited his passion for microscopy and the study of cells, while the chemist 

Johann Joseph von Scherer (1814–69) impressed him with his ability to demonstrate how 

inorganic chemical laws could account for all physiological and pathological processes in 

the living human body.  Rudolf Virchow (1821–1902), a pioneer in the field of cellular 

pathology who had participated as a radical politician in the revolutionary uprising of 

                                                 
23  Cited in Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 18.  
24  ‘Bericht’, p. 14; see also Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 18.  Haeckel later recounted, ‘I originally had 

absolutely no desire to study medicine; but my father was of the opinion that the exclusive study of the 
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1848, explained the symptoms of disease in purely mechanistic terms, and used the 

analogy of citizens in the state to explain the relation between cells in the body.25  It was 

at this time that the young Haeckel underwent two crises: one of career and one of faith. 

The first of these matters pertained to whether or not he possessed the aptitude to 

practise medicine.  On 16 November 1863, shortly after beginning his studies, he 

confessed in a lengthy letter to his parents that ‘in the construction and realization of my 

entire plan of life, […] I still remain as helpless and undecided [ratlos und tatlos] as 

ever’.26  The main reason he cited for his dissatisfaction was the futility of medical 

treatment and the revulsion he felt towards the gore of the dissection table and operating 

theatre.  ‘It is the immense imperfection, unreliability and uncertainty of the entire 

medical science’, he wrote,  

that makes it appear to me to be almost incredible at the present time (I might, 
however, be too prejudiced) that a conscientious man, who at all times calls 
himself to the strictest account, can torment his fellow creatures and experiment 
upon them, so to say, blindly, so that in a hundred cases one effect is produced 
and in a hundred others of a similar kind the result is exactly the reverse.  In this 
regard medicine is diametrically opposed to mathematics.  In the latter everything 
is restricted to definite, unalterable formulæ that can admit no exception; in the 
former there is nothing at all approaching to this; everybody acts according to his 
own judgment; one holds this opinion, another that; here, perhaps, the patient dies 
under the hand of a scientifically and highly trained physician, while there another 
is cured by a quack.27  
 

The desire to reduce reality to ‘definite, unalterable formulæ’ resurfaced in his monistic 

                                                                                                                                                 
natural sciences is very regrettable [misslich] and not useful without the preceding study of medicine.’     

25  Letters from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 16 November and 21 December 1853; reprinted in 
Entwicklungsgeschichte einer Jugend, pp. 79–82, 87–91; Development of a Youth, pp. 162–70, and 
181–7.  For examples of how German professors of anatomy applied theories of the cell state to social 
and political questions, especially in defence of the institutional autonomy of the university within the 
German state, see Paul Weindling, ‘Theories of the Cell State in Imperial Germany’, in Charles 
Webster (ed.), Biology, Medicine and Society, 1840–1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1981). 

26  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 16 November 1853; reprinted in 
Entwicklungsgeschichte einer Jugend, p. 76; Development of a Youth, p. 156. 
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philosophy.  Even though he believed that his sensitive nature made him unsuited to 

become a doctor, he could not think of another career for which he possessed the 

aptitude.  His peers had little useful advice to offer him, as he related to his parents.  ‘[A]t 

best I could become a professor;’ some of his friends told him, ‘I am not fit for anything 

respectable, etc.  Others, at least, are somewhat more sincere, and say: “For you to want 

to become a professor is about the same thing as a little boy wanting to become a 

king.”’28  Haeckel’s true but ‘unrespectable’ desire to become a professor is scarcely 

hidden here.  Nonetheless, his father’s subsequent reply advised the student to continue to 

apply himself to his medical studies, and assured him that he would eventually become 

accustomed to the unpleasant aspects of medicine.  The son reluctantly consented.29  A 

few years later, near the end of his studies, he proudly informed his parents that he had 

now thoroughly overcome every kind of aversion and terror, [… so] that 
absolutely nothing of all the horror, and for the layman gruesomeness, which 
there is in medicine can any more in any way put me out of countenance. […] 
Now I rummage, even with torn and scratched hands, in all the foul matter as 
indifferently as though I were arranging plants.30   

 
Of the two crises, then, this was the less serious, and the one he was able to resolve for 

the time being. 

At the same time that the filth and stench of the mid-nineteenth century operating 

theatre were testing Haeckel’s resolve to become a physician, he felt his religious 

convictions being similarly confronted by radical ideas that threatened to corrupt them.  

When he began his studies in Würzburg, his religious faith was apparently still firmly 

                                                                                                                                                 
27  Ibid., Ger. ed., pp. 76–7; Eng. ed., pp. 156–8. 
28  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 77; Eng. ed., pp. 158–9. 
29  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, ibid., Ger. ed., p. 78; Eng. ed., p. 161. 
30  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 11 June 1856; Ger. ed., pp. 193–4; Eng., ed., pp. 386–7. 
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rooted.  On one occasion he explained to his parents that the study of anatomy increased 

his appreciation for the power and benevolence the divine Creator.  ‘These fine 

proportions of the structure of the human body,’ Haeckel wrote, ‘which, through the all-

high wisdom with which they are joined and united into and through one another, not 

only excite the greatest admiration, but, on the other hand, are highly interesting.’31  

Haeckel found it puzzling that such sentiments were not shared by many of his professors 

and fellow students.  The majority of these tacitly or explicitly espoused the materialist 

position outlined by Ludwig Büchner (1824–99) in his tract Kraft und Stoff (1855; trans. 

Force and Matter, 1864) and Karl Vogt (1817–95) in his polemical Köhlerglaube und 

Wissenschaft (Collier’s Faith and Science, 1855).32  ‘Quite involuntarily’, Haeckel wrote 

to his parents, ‘at every step one is overpowered with astonishment at and admiration for 

the divine omnipotence and loving-kindness, and I cannot understand how it is that just 

those people who occupy themselves with these wondrous miracles and search into their 

details can question and completely deny the power of God, which is creative and full of 

wisdom.’33 

Perhaps the most influential of Haeckel’s ‘atheist’ professors was Rudolf 

Virchow, the famous pathologist.  In his lectures, Virchow examined the functions of the 

body strictly in terms of physical and chemical processes and applied Theodor Schwann’s 

                                                 
31  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 16 November 1853; Haeckel, ibid., Ger. ed., p. 56; Eng. 

ed., pp. 170–1. 
32  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 17 June 1855; ibid., Eng. ed., p. 289.  Haeckel noted 

that ‘the overwhelming majority of young naturalists’ are materialists, espousing views similar to those 
found in Karl Vogt’s work Köhlerglauben und Wissenschaft in Dieter Wittich (ed.), Schriften zum 
kleinbürgerlichen Materialismus in Deutschland (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1971), pp. 517–640; 
Ludwig Büchner, Force and matter: empirico-philosophical studies, intelligibly rendered, ed. J. 
Frederick Collingwood (London: Trübner, 1864).   

33  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 1 June 1853; reprinted in Entwicklungsgeschichte einer 
Jugend, p. 56; Development of a Youth, pp. 117–18; translation amended. 
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(1810–82) 1838 discovery of the animal cell to the study of disease.34  Virchow’s view, 

as Haeckel summarised it, is that life ‘is the result of the individual forces of the cells an

the forces of the molecules allied to them’.

d 

                                                

35  Death, on the other hand, is simply ‘the 

return of the chemical elements, which in the composition of the organism have become 

united into the most complicated, the most complex, and the finest and sublimest 

aggregations of atoms, to their extremely simple binary compounds of inorganic matter 

(water, carbonic acid, ammonia, etc.)’.  Haeckel was disappointed, however, that 

‘Virchow did not express himself in detail about the chief point of all, namely the relation 

of the soul to this organized whole of independent seats of life which are bound to 

matter’.  Haeckel observed that this attitude towards the existence and efficacy of the soul 

‘is represented by a section of the shining lights in modern natural science, but, above all, 

by Karl Vogt, Burmeister and Virchow, while most of the others, and especially A. v.  

Humboldt and Johannes Müller, observe a complete and mysterious silence about this 

cardinal point’.36  Haeckel’s own attempts to address the problem of ‘soul’ will be 

addressed in the next chapter. 

While Haeckel’s professors demonstrated to him how life processes could be 

studied in mechanistic terms without appealing to supernatural forces, it was his peers 

who confronted him more directly about his religious beliefs.  Haeckel was most troubled 

 
34  Virchow would soon publish these ideas in his influential Die Cellularpathologie in ihrer Begrundung 

auf physiologische und pathologische Gewebelehre, Vorlesungen über Pathologie, vol. i (1858; 4th 
ed., Berlin: A. Hirschwald, 1871); translated as Cellular pathology as based upon physiological and 
pathological histology (New York: Robert M. DeWitt, n.d. [1859]). 

35  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 16 November 1853; reprinted in 
Entwicklungsgeschichte einer Jugend, pp. 80–2; Development of a Youth, pp. 166–7.  See also 
‘Bericht’, p. 14. 

36  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 17 June 1855; ibid., Ger. ed., p. 143; Eng. ed., p. 290.  
Virchow left the University of Würzburg for Berlin in 1856.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, 
Haeckel and Virchow would take opposite sides on the debate over Darwin’s evolutionary theory 
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by the conversations that he had with a fellow student named Otto Beckmann (1832–60).  

Despite being ‘beloved here by all, by professors and students alike, as an example of a 

capable, diligent, clever, amiable, strictly moral man’, Beckmann was a rationalist and 

materialist.   In many ways Haeckel’s summary of Beckmann’s views bore a striking 

similarity to the monistic system he himself would later champion.  Beckmann, Haeckel 

explained to his parents, believed that  

the activity of the soul [should be] contemplated solely as a function of the nerve 
substance in the brain and the spinal marrow, [and] that, therefore, an independent 
invisible soul exists as little as an immortality, as a God.  The place of the latter is 
filled by a blind, unconscious necessity of nature, to which we, as well as all 
matter, which in itself is of equal value, are all subject. 
   

Faith and religion, in Beckmann’s view, ‘only exist in order to hold in check and keep 

together the great mass of mankind.  The naturalists alone are called upon to unveil the 

truth for themselves, to recognize matter as the only factor governing the world according 

to distinct, blind, unalterable laws of nature.’37  The main theoretical deficiency of 

Beckmann’s materialism, Haeckel concluded, is ‘that it tries to explain and make use of 

chemico-physical laws where they are no longer operative, and, also, where there is 

nothing more to be explained, namely, in the sphere of the spiritual, where faith takes the 

place of intellect and knowledge, the subjective conviction of things, of which the senses 

can no longer convince us’.   It is possible to reconcile the apparent contradiction 

between knowledge of the ‘sensible’ and the ‘super-sensible’ if it is recognised that the 

two pertain to separate spheres and that together they complement one another in 

providing a ‘perfect conception of the world’.38  As we saw in the previous chapter, those 

                                                                                                                                                 
several years later. 

37   Ibid., Ger. ed., pp. 143–4; Eng. ed., pp. 290–2. 
38   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 145; Eng. ed., pp. 291–2. 
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who criticised him on metaphysical grounds would later argue along similar lines in order 

to demonstrate that Haeckel overstepped his authority as a naturalist researcher in 

attacking Christianity in Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte and Die Welträthsel.   

Beckmann was rather moderate in his materialist outlook, as Haeckel soon 

discovered.  The two students, together with four others, decided to form a Society for 

‘Human Science’ (‘Menschlich wissenschaftlicher’ Verein).  The aim of this group was to 

deliver papers to one other, alternating between topics relating to the medical and natural 

sciences, with an emphasis on more general human themes.  However, the meetings were 

soon dominated by arguments over religious matters.  Haeckel and another student 

defended Christianity against the materialist views of two of the others, while Beckmann 

mediated between the extreme positions.  The main complaint Haeckel levelled against 

the materialism of his classmates was that it failed to acknowledge Christianity as the 

source of its moral sentiments.  ‘[M]y rationalistic friends really appeared to be like 

kittens trying to bite their tails and in their effort to do so always turning round in a 

circle’, Haeckel wrote to his parents.  ‘They speak with zeal and consistency against 

Christianity, and against religion, and against faith altogether, and yet in their whole 

better and nobler parts stand so entirely under their influence that in all their words and 

actions they are guided by them unconsciously and so to say, blindly.’39  It appears that 

the debate between them became too acrimonious, since other letters contain no 

references to subsequent meetings of the group.    

Although Haeckel’s encounter with materialism in university ‘produced many 

doubts’ in him, he did not yet believe it impossible to reconcile a modern scientific 

                                                 
39   Ibid., (n. p.), 28 June 1855; Eng. ed., pp. 298–9. 
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outlook with liberal Christianity, as held by Schleiermacher.40  On the other hand, 

references in his letters to ‘God’ were replaced by more general references to ‘the gods’ 

(die Götter) or ‘the Divine’ (das Heilige).41  Nevertheless he was still wracked with 

youthful existential angst.  ‘If once again I emerge completely from the night of 

naturalistic materialism into which my natural research efforts, which only wish to 

comprehend truth from a sensory and empirical point of view, have descended,’ he wrote 

to his fiancée, ‘if from this gloomy, hopeless realm of reason I once again penetrate 

through to the light of hope and faith that remains a riddle to me, then it is only through 

your love, my best and only Anna!’42 

 

Messina, Darwin and Anna Sethe 

Haeckel received his doctorate in medicine on 7 March 1857.  His dissertation, ‘Über die 

Gewebe des Flußkrebses’ (On the Tissue of Freshwater Crayfish), examined the 

comparative anatomy of nerve tissue in these animals.  Even though he followed through 

with a medical practicum in Vienna, he remained uninterested in practising medicine and 

continued to study botany in his spare time.  He returned to Berlin in 1858 to take the 

state medical examination, and thereafter established a practice in the city.  As he was 

later fond of boasting, none of his patients died under his care, although he had only 

three.  The reason for this small number was that he held his daily consulting hours 

                                                 
40   Ernst Haeckel, ‘Biographische Skizze’, pp. 10–11.  
41   For example, on 22 August 1858 he wrote to Anna Sethe in a letter from Berlin, ‘Mögen die Götter 

gnädig die Erfüllung aller Wünsche und Hoffnungen, die ich davon hege, herbeiführen.’  (May the 
gods graciously bring about the fulfilment of all the desires and hopes that I wish from them.)  Ernst 
Haeckel, Himmelhoch Jauchzend .... Erinnerungen und Briefe der Liebe, ed. Heinrich Schmidt 
(Dresden: Carl Reissner Verlag, 1927), p. 56. 

42  Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Berlin, 24 August 1858.  Himmelhoch Jauchzend, p. 58. 
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between five and six in the morning, in order to allow himself time to pursue his natural-

scientific activities during the day.43  He had originally planned to spend a year working 

with his ‘teacher and master’, the marine biologist Johannes Müller (1801–58), whom he 

had accompanied on a research expedition to Heligoland in 1854.  However, Müller’s 

suicide in 1858 through an overdose of morphine, prompted by a chronic nerve ailment, 

dashed these hopes and Haeckel was one of the pallbearers.44  He was consoled in this 

loss by his first cousin Anna Sethe (1835–64), and the two fell in love.   

Haeckel’s father sponsored a year-long trip to Italy in 1859 as a reward for him 

having completed his medical training and to help his son to overcome his grief.  Ernst 

Haeckel had longed to see the country with his own eyes ever since he as a child had read 

Goethe’s descriptions of the mythical land.  He spent the summer in Naples, where he 

met a fellow German, the poet Hermann Allmers.  The two began a lifelong friendship.  

He spent the winter in Messina, studying microscopic marine organisms.  During this 

time he discovered 150 new species of radiolarians, and made detailed drawings of the 

structure of their silica shells.   

Haeckel continued to experience personal misfortunes in his life.  In 1860 

Beckmann, who had become a professor of pathological anatomy at Göttingen, died.45  A 

short time later another close friend, Friedrich Johannes Lachmann (1832–60), a former 

assistant to Johannes Müller and a lecturer in zoology at the Landwirtschaftliche 

Akademie (Agricultural Academy) in Bonn-Poppelsdorf, also died after a three-day 

                                                 
43  ‘Feier des sechzigsten Geburtstags’ speech, p. 15. 
44  Haeckel later recounted, ‘[I]n bitter tears I carried his coffin to the grave.’  Letter from Kämpfer to 

Altenhausen, Hochburg, 22 January 1900 [Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, date likely inaccurate]; 
reprinted in Franziska von Altenhausen, p. 145; The Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 131. 

45  Uschmann (ed.), Ernst Haeckel.  Biographie in Briefen, p. 29, footnote 4. 
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illness.46  Haeckel was unable to comprehend how the early death of such gifted and 

amiable men, whose lives seemed to have held so much promise, could serve a higher 

purpose.  Grief-stricken, he wrote to Anna,  

Indeed, how one can console oneself in such cases with the idea of a ‘most 
gracious, wise, loving Providence’ I cannot understand.  I, for one, am completely 
incapable of conceiving of the idea of a Providence, a reigning personal God, who 
bestowed upon his creatures the most noble gifts, only to allow them to make as 
little use of them as possible, and who sets them up in the most charming 
domestic happiness, only in order to snatch them away in a truly cruel and violent 
manner.47 
 

The very idea was, of course, absurd to him.  ‘Let he who is able seek wisdom in the 

plans of Providence!’ he wrote to Anna.  ‘I am incapable of that and the longer I am 

absorbed in this train of thought the deeper I stray into absolute doubt and disbelief.’48  

While others might have found solace in their faith, Haeckel found that the religious 

teachings of his childhood rang hollow in the face of such senseless tragedy: 

I have also made an effort to become accustomed once again with the consoling 
ideas of Christianity but completely in vain!  To me it is impossible to have faith 
in facts and ideas that from the start fly in the face my reason and the evidence of 
my senses, and the longer I work with such ideas the deeper I enter into the most 
naked doubt.49 

 
He was also upset knowing that Lachmann’s young wife and two small children would 

experience hardship as a result.  ‘If I dare to imagine the thought of possibly losing you 

some day,’ Haeckel reflected, ‘then immediately and inseparably connected to it is the 

second thought that with your life mine also ends, and that I would at once follow you 

voluntarily into the realm of shadows.’50   

                                                 
46  Ibid., p. 64, footnote 3. 
47   Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Freienwalde, 14 July 1860; reprinted in Himmelhoch Jauchzend, p. 119. 
48  Ibid., p. 120. 
49   Ibid., pp. 120–1. 
50  Ibid., p. 120. 
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While struggling with personal loss Haeckel enjoyed outstanding success in his 

academic career.  On 13 December 1860 he delivered his findings on the radiolarians to 

the Scientific Academy of Berlin (Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin).51  His friend 

Carl Gegenbauer, whom he had met in Würzburg and who was now a professor of 

comparative anatomy at Jena, encouraged him to submit his work to the University of 

Jena as a habilitation thesis in that field.  Haeckel then reworked the thesis into his first 

monograph, Die Radiolarien (The Radiolarians, 1862).52  This work not only described 

and classified 144 newly-discovered species, but was also accompanied by an atlas 

containing 35 gorgeous copperplate engravings executed by W. Wagenschieber of Berlin 

after Haeckel’s original drawings.  This work immediately won its author accolades from 

members of the scientific community, including Darwin, Thomas Huxley (1825–95), 

Rudolf Leuckart (1822–98), Franz Leydig (1821–1908), and Max Schultze (1825–74).53  

Based on this work the prestigious German Academy of Natural Scientists Leopoldina 

inducted Haeckel as a member in December 1863, and two months later it awarded him 

its highest prize, the Cothenius Medal, for his monograph. 

As a result of his relative isolation in Italy, Haeckel did not hear about Darwin’s 

epoch-making On the Origin of Species (1859) until he returned from the Mediterranean.  

When the twenty-six-year-old arrived in Berlin he found the biological community in 

Germany in an uproar over the new work.  He quickly acquired the German translation of 

the book, which Heinrich Bronn (1800–62) had produced within a few months of its 

                                                 
51  Schmidt, ‘Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken’, p. 64. 
52  Ernst Haeckel, Die Radiolarien (Rhizopoda radiaria): eine Monographie (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 

1862). 
53  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 49. 
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English publication, and pored over it.54  Haeckel later described this first encounter in 

religious language.  ‘Indeed,’ he later recounted, ‘“the scales fell from my eyes”.’55  In it 

he found more than the manifest content, an explanation of biological diversity using the 

mechanism of natural selection; rather, he discovered the foundation of a comprehensive 

world view based on the concept of ‘Entwickelung’ or ‘development’.56  Suddenly it 

appeared possible to explain the variety and structural similarity found among living 

organisms in purely mechanical terms, without recourse to a divine creative intelligence.  

No less importantly, Haeckel’s private and published writings reveal that he found in 

Darwin’s theory a naturalistic theodicy to replace the inadequate one of his childhood 

faith.  In Die Radiolarien he expressed ‘the great admiration with which Darwin’s 

brilliant theory on the origin of species filled’ him, as well as his regret that ‘this epoch-

making work has found a mainly unfavourable reception among German colleagues in 

the field’.57  He publicly defended Darwin’s theory in an address to the 38th meeting of 

the Association of German of Naturalists and Doctors, held in Stettin on 19 September 

1863 to a mainly hostile audience.58 

                                                 
54  Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or, The Preservation of 

Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (London: J. Murray, 1859); translated into German from the 
second English edition by Heinrich Georg Bronn as Über die Entstehung der Arten im Thier- und 
Pflanzen-Reich durch natürliche Züchtung,oder Erhaltung der vervollkommneten Rassen im Kampfe 
um’s Daseyn (Stuttgart: E. Schweizerbart’sche Verlagshandlung und Druckerei, 1860). 

55  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie der Organismen, vol. i, p. xvii. 
56  While modern scientists writing in German tend to use the English word ‘evolution’ to refer to the 

process described by Darwin, Haeckel himself never used the word in his works.  Instead he referred to 
Darwin’s idea as ‘Entwickelungslehre’, literally ‘theory of development’, or ‘Descendenztheorie’, 
‘theory of descent’.  This poses a challenge to English translators, since the word ‘entwickeln’ is used 
much more commonly in German than the word ‘evolve’ in English.  Haeckel often used the word 
‘Entwicklung’ several times in the same passage to mean, alternately, ‘development’ in the broad sense 
and ‘evolution’ in the narrow sense.  It will be remembered as well that Darwin never referred to his 
idea as a ‘theory of evolution’ in the original edition of On the Origin of Species, and only used the 
word ‘evolve’ once in the original text, in the famous last sentence.   

57  Haeckel, Die Radiolarien, pp. 231–2. 
58  See chapter 5. 
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On 18 August 1862, he married Anna Sethe.  Their marriage was to be the 

happiest time in his life, but it was short-lived.  On Haeckel’s thirtieth birthday, 16 

February 1864, his wife died suddenly and childless of typhoid fever after they had been 

married just under eighteen months.  In a terrible twist of fate, he was abroad in Vienna 

on that very day to accept the Cothenius Medal.  Haeckel was so distraught that he was 

unable to attend her funeral.  He later recounted that this terrible loss finally ‘completed 

[his] full break with church faith and drove [him] into the arms of the most radical 

philosophical realism’.59  Contemporary letters confirm this recollection.  Again, Haeckel 

went abroad in order to take a break from his work and reconsider the direction of his 

life.  On 21 March 1864, thirty-three days later, Haeckel wrote to his father from Nice:  

From this [the sorrow and imperfection of the world] you conclude that man is 
destined for a higher, divine development, while I draw from this the conclusion 
that, for such an unsuccessful creature so full of contradictions as man, a personal 
development after death is not likely, but rather a further development of the 
lineage by and large, which follows from the Darwinian theory.60 
 

In addition to purging from him the last vestiges of his belief in divine providence, the 

death of his wife had other consequences for the development of Haeckel’s ideas.  As 

members of the intellectual community and the broader public responded with hostility to 

the strident criticisms of orthodox Christianity in his popular works, and his second wife 

complained about the social isolation she had to endure because of it, Haeckel began to 

cultivate the memory of his first wife as the only person who had truly understood his 

passion and emotional anguish.  Haeckel’s son Walter described this obsession as his 

father’s ‘cult of Anna Sethe’ which ‘runs like a red thread through all his great works, in 

                                                 
59  Haeckel, ‘Biographische Skizze’, p. 332.   
60  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Nice, 21 March 1864; reprinted in Himmelhoch Jauchzend, pp. 

318–19. 
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letters and conversations’.61  In contrast, his second wife Agnes Huschke (1842–1915), 

whom he married in 1867, hardly received mention at all in these places.62 

While Haeckel struggled with personal hardship, he attained extraordinary 

academic success on the strength of his first monograph.  Carl Gegenbauer, a professor of 

vertebrate anatomy at Jena, arranged for a chair in zoology to be established within the 

philosophy faculty at that university on 4 May 1865, expressly for the purpose of drawing 

Haeckel there.  Previously, the study of zoology had been divided between the faculty of 

philosophy, which grouped it under the study of natural history, and the faculty of 

medicine, which included it in the study of comparative anatomy.  The presence of 

Haeckel, together with that of Carl Gegenbauer (1826–1903) and Eduard Strasburger 

(1844–1912), turned the small university of Jena into a leading institution for the study of 

the biological sciences, ‘the summit of Darwinism’, as the materialist philosopher Karl 

Vogt called it.63  Haeckel’s first lecture course on Darwinism, delivered in the winter 

semester of 1865–66, attracted 120 students, which amounted to one third of the student 

body at the university.64  

 

From morphology to Monism 

Still stricken by Anna’s death, Haeckel attempted to overcome his grief by burying 

                                                 
61  Walter Haeckel, Agnes Haeckel geb. Huschke.  Ernst Haeckels zweite Frau.  Ein Nachtrag zu dem 

Briefwechselroman: Franziska von Altenhausen (Pritzwalk: Verlag Adolf Trenken, 1930), p. 11. 
62  As discussed below, Haeckel married his second wife, Agnes Huschke, in 1867.  The marriage lasted 

until Agnes’s death in 1915, and produced three children.  The only dedication to Agnes is found in the 
preface to Anthropogenie (1894). 

63  Breitenbach, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken , vol. i, p. 208. 
64  Krauße, p. 57. 
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himself in work, often sleeping for only three to four hours per night.65  Within a year he 

produced Generelle Morphologie (General Morphology, 1866), a sprawling 

programmatic work spanning two volumes and over twelve hundred pages.  At the time 

he believed, somewhat melodramatically, that it would be his ultimate contribution to the 

field.66  In a certain sense this was true; although he later acknowledged its deficiencies, 

all of his subsequent work elaborated upon one aspect of it or another.  From the title 

page which boldly cited Galileo’s famous retort, ‘E PUR SI MUOVE!’ (And yet it moves!), 

to the culminating chapter which sketched out Haeckel’s vision of a new pantheistic 

conception of the universe informed by Darwinian evolution, Generelle Morphologie was 

a passionately argued polemic against the scientific, philosophical and religious 

establishment of the day. 67 

Haeckel began by describing the contemporary state of zoology and botany as one 

of confusion, or as he phrases it, a ‘Babylonian confusion of tongues’.68  Since the 

romantic Naturphilosophie of Friedrich Schelling (1775–1854) and Lorenz Oken (1779–

1851) had fallen out of favour among naturalists by the 1840s, researchers had been 

content to focus on exact description of narrowly-defined individual phenomena rather 

than on overarching explanations of their observations, on knowledge (Kennen) rather 

than recognition (Erkennen).69  The ‘stone house’ of science more closely resembled ‘a 

                                                 
65  Haeckel, speech, in ‘Feier des sechzigsten Geburtstags’, p. 19. 
66  Heberer, Ernst Haeckel und seine wissenschaftliche Bedeutung, p. 6: ‘In this work, which he wrote 

within a year, Haeckel believed that he had given his last work and his scientific testament.’  
67  Ludwig Büchner had also used this line in closing his anticlerical book Kraft und Stoff.  Wittich (ed.), 

p. 518. 
68  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, pp. xxii–xxiii. 
69  Ibid., vol. i, pp. xx, 4. 
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large and disorderly heap of stones than a habitable building’.70  In order to derive a law 

of construction from the ‘muddled chaos of forms’ that one finds in nature, Haeckel 

proposed the rehabilitation of Goethe’s ‘morphology’ or ‘science of forms’.71  By 

introducing each of the thirty chapters with a lengthy quotation from one of the great 

German’s poems or scientific treatises, Haeckel attempted to establish Goethe as a co-

founder of the principle of common descent through his observations of the structural 

similarity of various organisms.  With his theory of natural selection Darwin had made it 

possible to do away with the vague ideas of his romantic predecessors about the self-

realisation of inner potential, while at the same time vindicating their fundamental 

insights concerning the historical development and genealogical affinity of life on Earth 

by providing a mechanistic-causal explanation for the phenomenon. 

The first volume of Generelle Morphologie systematically classified simple 

organisms according to the geometric arrangement of their cellular structure.  The second 

volume employed the concept of evolution to classify more complex organisms on the 

basis of their physical similarities.  Whereas Darwin had sketched a rough tree diagram in 

The Origin of Species to illustrate how species might have diverged from one another 

over time, Haeckel drew systematic genealogical trees, complete with the names of 

current, extinct, and even hypothetical species in order to outline their precise 

genealogical relationship to one another.  He used the results of embryology to postulate 

the existence of extinct but yet-undiscovered species, in order to fill the numerous gaps in 

                                                 
70  Ibid., vol. i, p. 4. 
71  Ibid., vol. i, p. 7.  Gerhard Heberer pointed out Haeckel’s role in rehabilitating romantic natural 

philosophy: ‘Fearlessly, Haeckel took up Naturphilosophie, deemed eccentric at the time, and gave a 
new empirical basis to a large number of its ideas. […]  Generelle Morphologie in particular was to 
contribute to helping ideas about the unity of organic and inorganic nature and the universal validity of 
causal principle achieve general acceptance’ (Heberer, Ernst Haeckel und seine wissenschaftliche 
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the palaeontological record.  The three main branches, the animal, plant, and protist 

kingdoms (Reiche) eventually led back to a simple, primeval organism consisting entirely 

of homogeneous protoplasm, which he dubbed ‘Monera’. 

Unlike Darwin in The Origin of Species, Haeckel did not hesitate to explicitly 

state that humans and modern-day primates share a common ancestor.  No qualitative 

differences exist, he insisted, between humans and other animals; both possess in varying 

degrees the reason and moral sensibilities formerly considered to be the exclusive 

endowment of humanity.  Thus, the study of anthropology and human society should 

properly be considered a branch of zoology and should be investigated in much the same 

manner as the study of insect societies.  World history, meaning the study of human 

civilisation, is but a small sliver of evolutionary history.   

But an even more striking contrast between Darwin’s Origin and Haeckel’s 

Generelle Morphologie is evident in their position on the existence of a deity.  While 

Darwin’s vague references to a divine Creator led contemporaries and historians to 

disagree over his true belief,72 Haeckel left no room for such ambiguity in his book.  His 

refutation of the possibility of supernatural phenomena was simple: since it is impossible 

to conceive of energy existing independently from matter, there can be no such thing as 

an immaterial soul.73  God as traditionally conceived, Haeckel reasoned, could only exist 

in the form of a gaseous vertebrate: gaseous because He is invisible and everywhere at 

                                                                                                                                                 
Bedeutung, p.  6). 

72  For example, Darwin referred to ‘the laws impressed on matter by the Creator’.  Darwin, The Origin of 
Species, p. 399. 

73  Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 449.  According to Haeckel, Goethe had recognised this when he 
wrote, ‘Weil die Materie nie ohne Geist, der Geist nie ohne Materie existirt und wirksam sein kann, so 
vermag auch die Materie sich zu steigern, sowie sich’s der Geist nicht nehmen lässt, anzuziehen und 
abzustossen; wie derjenige nur allein zu denken vermag, der genugsam getrennt hat, um zu binden, 
genugsam verbinden hat, um wieder trennen zu mögen!’  
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once, a vertebrate because He created Man in His image and Man is a vertebrate.74  In 

place of such a contradictory notion, Haeckel passionately endorsed the belief in a 

pantheistic God, which in his view was consistent with that of the Dutch philosopher 

Baruch Spinoza: 

God is all-powerful; He is the sole initiator and the cause of all things; i.e., in 
other words: God is universal causal law.  God is absolutely perfect and can 
never do otherwise than act in a perfectly appropriate manner [vollkommen gut 
handeln]; He can also, therefore, never act arbitrarily or freely, i.e., God is 
necessity.  God is the sum of all forces and therefore of all matter as well.75 

 
All that exists is part of this grand, unified conception of nature.  ‘We are all “by the 

Grace of God”,’ Haeckel assured his readers, ‘the stone as well as the water, the 

radiolarian as well as the fish, the gorilla as well as the Emperor of China.’76   

However, in spite of the similarity between Haeckel’s world view and that of the 

scientific materialists of the previous generation, he preferred to call his system 

‘monistic’, in order to avoid confusion with so-called ‘moral materialism’, which, as he 

explained in Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, recognises ‘no other goal than the most 

refined sensual pleasure’.77   Never missing an opportunity to aim a barb against the 

church, he pointed out that such an outlook on life is found not among ‘such natural 

researchers and philosophers, whose highest goal is the knowledge of natural law’ but 

rather ‘in the palaces of church princes and with all such hypocrites’.78  Haeckel 

frequently used the terms ‘monistic’ and ‘mechanistic’ interchangeably in his works. 

                                                 
74  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 450.  In his subsequent works, Haeckel repeated this 

‘gaseous vertebrate’ quip, sometimes even within the same work.  See also Monismus, p. 33; 
Confession of Faith p. 49; Die Welträthsel, pp. 15, 333; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 12, 288. 

75  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, pp. 451–2; emphasis in original.   
76  Ibid., vol. ii, p. 451.   
77  Haeckel, The History of Creation, vol. i, p. 36; Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th ed. (Berlin: G. 

Reimer, 1902), vol. i, p. 33. 
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As previously mentioned, reaction to Haeckel’s great achievement was generally 

muted.  Haeckel’s friend the essayist Wilhelm Bölsche (1861–1939) described it in his 

biography of the scientist as ‘one of the most important works in the whole mental output 

of the second half of the nineteenth century’ and claimed that in terms of ‘general 

biological classification it inaugurates a new epoch, as had been done fifty years before 

by Cuvier, and again fifty years earlier by Linné [Linnaeus]’.79  Others were more 

reserved in their judgements.  He wrote to his parents that the university senate was 

greatly upset by the work, although his closest friends, particularly Gegenbauer, Moritz 

Seebeck (1805–84), August Schleicher (1821–68) and Bruno Hildebrand (1812–78), had 

remained cordial.80  To Huxley he admitted that even these associates ‘are not in 

agreement with the sharply polemical attitude of the book’.81  His students, on the other 

hand, remained faithful to him, and ‘their contact with me is as lively as before’.82  The 

book’s impact on Huxley was undeniably profound.  While the English naturalist had not 

been entirely won over by Darwin’s meticulous field studies, it was Haeckel’s 

speculative genealogical tables which finally convinced him of the veracity of Darwin’s 

theory.83  However, both Huxley and Darwin were less impressed with Haeckel’s 

inflammatory tone and eccentric pantheist faith, fearing that such excesses would more 

likely hinder than promote the acceptance of evolutionary theory.  Other criticisms which 

                                                                                                                                                 
78  Ibid. 
79  Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel, Ger. ed., p. 138; Eng. ed., p. 188. 
80  Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Jena, 10 May 1867; reprinted in Uschmann, Biographie in Briefen, 

p. 91 
81  Letter from Haeckel to Huxley, Jena, 12 May 1867; reprinted in Uschmann, Biographie in Briefen, p. 

92.   
82  Letter reprinted in Georg Uschmann (ed.), Ernst Haeckel.  Biographie in Briefen, pp. 101–2.   
83  Adrian Desmond, Huxley: From Devil’s Disciple to Evolution’s High Priest, originally published in 

two volumes 1994 and 1997 (St. Ives: Penguin Books, 1997), pp. 354–5. 
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they and other scientists identified related to the length of the work, the overabundance of 

neologisms, and the failure to distinguish clearly between valid natural laws derived from 

observation and speculative hypotheses.84  ‘The German is too difficult for ordinary 

mortals’, Darwin remarked to Thomas Huxley in 1867; not fluent in German, Darwin 

found himself ‘swearing at every sentence’.85  Haeckel was unapologetic.  ‘A radical 

reform of science, such as that for which we are striving,’ he wrote to Huxley, ‘cannot be 

brought about through delicate and meek means, but through energetic and inconsiderate 

ones.’86  The fact that Haeckel felt the need to admonish Huxley, commonly known as 

‘Darwin’s bulldog’, concerning the need for boldness in publicly defending Darwin’s 

theory is surely revealing. 

Both Darwin and Huxley expressed interest in seeing Generelle Morphologie 

translated into English.  Huxley urged, however, that the philosophical section be 

removed from any such edition.  Unfortunately for Haeckel, the German version failed to 

stimulate much interest at the time and only went through one printing.  Following the 

advice of his friend Gegenbauer, Haeckel wrote an abbreviated version based on the very 

popular university lectures he was delivering at Jena, which he intended for a general 

educated readership.  This work, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (1868), gave a 

descriptive account of the emergence of life on Earth focussing on the genealogical origin 

of humans; it was a great success and went through eleven editions by 1909.87  

Arrangements were immediately made to translate it into English as The History of 

                                                 
84  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 78. 
85  Quoted in Desmond, Huxley, p. 354. 
86  Letter from Haeckel to Huxley, Jena, 12 May 1867; reprinted in Uschmann, Biographie in Briefen, p. 

92. 
87  Schmidt, ‘Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken’, p. 106. 
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Creation, and following this plans to do the same with Generelle Morphologie were 

abandoned. 

In spite of the fact that Haeckel had moderated his tone somewhat, Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte generated a considerable degree of controversy in various quarters 

of the intellectual community and among general reading public, as seen in the previous 

chapter.  While some praised him for his boldness in articulating such revolutionary new 

ideas, others accused him of academic dishonesty and misinterpretation of evidence.  On 

20 August 1867, Haeckel married his second wife, Agnes Huschke (1842–1915), a friend 

of his first wife and the daughter of the Jena anatomist Emil Huschke (1797–1858).  

Agnes later told her son of how the family ‘was temporarily boycotted’ as a result of 

Haeckel’s heresies.  Furthermore, the scientist was threatened ‘in anonymous letters with 

murder and manslaughter, and with malicious attacks’ which caused his sensitive, 

Christian wife no small amount of distress.88  Such opposition only reinvigorated 

Haeckel’s sense that he was waging a just struggle against the forces of reaction and 

superstition.  Indeed, the dispute over Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte turned out to be 

the shower before the storm. 

Throughout the 1870s and 1880s, Haeckel continued to publish books and give 

lectures on the subject of evolution.  His 1874 work Anthropogenie was a comprehensive 

attempt to reconstruct the genealogy of humans back to the most primitive forms of life, 

using the evidence gathered from comparative anatomy, palaeontology, and embryology.  

Perhaps Haeckel’s greatest scientific achievement was his work on the deep-sea 

organisms dredged up by the English Challenger Expedition, published in fifty volumes 

                                                 
88  Agnes pp. 8–9. 
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between 1882 and 1889, totalling 2,763 pages of text and 230 pages of illustrations.  The 

Challenger Report was to be Haeckel’s last major contribution to scientific research.  His 

career as a public promoter of Darwinism, however, had only begun.   

In these works, Haeckel repeated the assertion he had made in Generelle 

Morphologie concerning the physical impossibility of an immortal human soul or an 

anthropomorphic God.  He did not, however, elaborate on the Monist religion hinted at in 

the final chapter of that book until 1892.  In that year he delivered an impromptu speech 

at a scientific conference at Altenburg, later published as Der Monismus als Band 

zwischen Religion und Wissenschaft (trans. The Confession of Faith of a Man of Science), 

in which he reiterated the call he had made twenty-six years earlier for a reverent 

appreciation of nature to replace religions founded on a belief in supernatural beings, 

miracles and divine revelation.  Monism has the potential to unite religion and science, 

these two eminent realms of human enquiry, because in it ‘the ethical demands of the 

soul are satisfied, as well as the logical necessities of understanding’.89  Haeckel 

acknowledged Christianity to be the most highly developed of all religions and one which 

has had an ‘ennobling influence’ on human culture.  And although it expressed such 

ethical ideals as ‘brotherly love, fidelity to duty, love of truth, [and] obedience to law’ in 

the purest form yet articulated, he suggested, it is now being surpassed by the scientific 

study of humanity.90  It would now be possible for moral theorists to ‘lay aside the whole 

mass of mystical dogmas and transcendental revelations’ in order to discover ‘as the 

                                                 
89  Haeckel, Monismus, p. 8; Confession of Faith, p. vii. 
90  Haeckel points out that many Christian ethical ideas had been taken directly from Buddhism, Judaism, 

and Platonic philosophy.  Indeed, the Golden Rule, according to Haeckel the purest expression of 
Christian morality, predated that religion by several thousand years.  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 28; Eng. ed., pp. 
63–4. 
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precious and priceless kernel of true religion, the purified ethic that rests on rational 

anthropology’.91  This kernel, Haeckel explained, is the Golden Rule, which would 

replace the self-denial and fatalism of Christianity with a perfect balance between self-

interest and altruism.  ‘Blind and insensible have the great majority of mankind hitherto 

wandered through this glorious wonderland of a world;’ Haeckel declared,  

a sickly and unnatural theology has made it repulsive as a ‘vale of tears’.  But 
now, at last, it is given to the mightily advancing human mind to have its eyes 
opened; it is given to it to show that a true knowledge of nature affords full 
satisfaction and inexhaustible nourishment not only for its searching 
understanding, but also for its yearning spirit.92   
 

Reiterating the conception of God that he set forth in the concluding chapter of Generelle 

Morphologie, Haeckel explained that since ‘every atom is animated, and so is the ether 

[…] we might, therefore, represent God as the infinite sum of all natural forces, the sum 

of all atomic forces and ether-vibrations’.93  People would find their yearnings satisfied 

with the recognition ‘that even the human soul is but an insignificant part of the all-

embracing “world-soul”.’94  Furthermore, a monistic study of nature will yield 

knowledge of the true, of ethics the good, and of aesthetics the beautiful.95  Invoking the 

memory of Martin Luther’s struggle at Wartburg, Haeckel expressed his wish that ‘the 

fruits of knowledge, ripening here in Altenburg, contribute no less to the culture of the 

spirit and to the advancement of true religion’.96 

The book for which Haeckel gained world-wide recognition was a four-hundred 

                                                 
91  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 28; Eng. ed., p. 62. 
92  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 35; Eng. ed., pp. 85–6. 
93  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 33; Eng. ed., p. 78. 
94  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 13; Eng. ed., p. 16. 
95  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 35; Eng. ed., pp. 86–7. 
96  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 36; Eng. ed., p. 88. 
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page elaboration of the Altenburg speech, his infamous Die Welträthsel (1899).  The 

book was actually a lengthy rebuttal to a speech delivered by Emil du Bois-Reymond 

(1818–96) entitled ‘The Seven World-Riddles’ (1880), which was itself a criticism of the 

dogmatic certainty Haeckel had expressed on certain recurring philosophical problems.  

The ‘riddles’ to which both titles alluded were seven questions that du Bois-Reymond 

asserted natural science cannot answer: namely, the true nature of force and matter, the 

origin of movement, the beginnings of sensation and consciousness, the genesis of life, 

the purposeful organisation of nature as if by rational thought, the origin of language, and 

the problem of free will.97  As a result of its defeatist conclusion, du Bois-Reymond’s 

speech became famous throughout the German scientific community as the 

‘ignorabimus’ (Latin for ‘we will never know’) speech.  In Die Welträthsel Haeckel 

proceeded to explain how the laws of the conservation of matter and energy had solved 

the first three riddles, Darwin’s theory of evolution explained the next three, while the 

final problem could be dealt with by recognising that ‘free will’ is an illusion.  In the 

course of solving these riddles, Haeckel summarised yet again the anthropological and 

embryological evidence supporting Darwin’s theory, but this time in a more accessible 

and provocative manner than before.  For example, Haeckel speculated sarcastically that 

if the soul were conceived of having material existence in gaseous form, it must be 

possible to capture this mysterious substance as a person exhales his dying breath, and by 

lowering its temperature even liquefy it or transform it into ‘soul snow’.98    

Perhaps the most distinguishing aspect of the book was its vehement diatribes 

                                                 
97  Emil du Bois-Reymond, ‘Die sieben Welträtsel’ in Reden, ed. Estelle du Bois-Reymond, 2 vols. 

(Leipzig: Veit, 1912), vol. ii, pp. 65–98. 
98  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 233; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 201. 
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against Christianity in general and Catholicism in particular.  For evidence, Haeckel drew 

upon Jehova’s gesammelte Werke (Jehovah’s Collected Works, n.d.; original English 

title, God and His Book, n.d.), an obscure tract by William Stewart Ross (1844–1906), a 

disaffected Anglican priest who wrote under the pseudonym ‘Saladin’.99  Jesus of 

Nazareth, Haeckel reported, was actually the illegitimate son of a Roman soldier named 

Pandera.  The gospel accounts of his life were chosen at the Council of Nicea in the year 

325 from twenty or more contradictory versions.100  The contending books were placed 

under the altar one evening, and the four which miraculously appeared on top of it the 

next morning were included in the New Testament.  Not only is such superstitious 

nonsense patently absurd, Haeckel insisted, the early deaths of Heinrich Herz, Spinoza, 

Raphael and Schubert ‘destroy the untenable myth of a “wise Providence” and an “all-

loving Father in heaven”’.101  Haeckel’s own earlier loss of Beckmann, Lachmann and 

his first wife Anna spring to mind here.  In contrast, Haeckel urged the acceptance of an 

intramundane God of pantheism, which ‘is the world-system of the modern scientist’.102  

Haeckel marshalled evidence from chemistry and astronomy to show how the evolution 

of life on Earth was part of a complex atomic dance, a continual cycle of birth and death 

among the stars, a process of eternal striving without beginning or end.  ‘This 

fundamental unity of affinity in the whole of nature, from the simplest chemical process 

to the most complicated love story’, Haeckel pointed out, ‘was recognized by the great 

                                                 
99  Saladin [pseud. William Stewart Ross], God and His Book; translated by W. Thunderstruck as 

Jehova’s Gesammelte Werke. 
100  In the original German edition Haeckel mistakenly gave the date of the Council of Nicea as 323. 
101  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 260; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 225; emphasis in original. 
102  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 333; Eng. ed., p. 289; emphasis in original. 
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Greek scientist, Empedocles in the fifth century B.C.’.103  It was now time to construct a 

modern world view based upon these eternal truths.   

Unlike his earlier Generelle Morphologie, or even Büchner’s Kraft und Stoff, 

Haeckel’s Die Welträthsel struck a nerve and sold beyond anyone’s expectations.  Within 

a few months a second edition was ordered, and by 1914 close to 300,000 copies had 

been sold.  As we have seen, it had a sharply polarising effect on scientists, theologians, 

philosophers, and general readers, as indicated by the flood of books, academic journal 

articles, pamphlets, and letters to newspaper editors which followed.  Not surprisingly, 

Catholic and Protestant theologians alike attacked the author’s ignorance of biblical 

scholarship and exceedingly poor judgement in relying upon a muckraking 

controversialist such as Ross as a biblical authority.  Philosophers, especially of the neo-

Kantian bent popular at the time, criticised his shallow dismissal of epistemological 

concerns.   Many of Haeckel’s close friends were no more impressed; his long friendship 

with Gegenbauer, already strained as a result of earlier works, finally ended with the 

publication of this book.104 

To escape the pandemonium, Haeckel went on a long vacation to Southeast Asia. 

In 1901 he published an account of his travels as Aus Insulinde.  Malayische Reisebriefe 

(From Insulinde: Malaysian Travel Letters).  When he returned home in 1901 the Die 

Welträthsel was already in its sixth edition.  Beginning in 1903 an inexpensive popular 

edition (‘Volksausgabe’) of the book was published.  Haeckel received more than 5,000 

letters in response to his book.  Initially he replied to each letter individually, but the 

                                                 
103  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 252; Eng. ed., p. 80; emphasis in original. 
104  See Haeckel’s account of his break with Gegenbauer that he related to paramour Frida von Uslar-

Gleichen in letters from 18 February and 31 August 1900, reproduced in Franziska von Altenhausen, 
pp. 149, 180; The Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, pp. 134–5, 163. 
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volume quickly forced him to give this practice up and respond with form letters.  In 

order to elaborate upon some of the questions posed in these letters, he published a 

follow-up book entitled Die Lebenswunder (1904; trans. The Wonders of Life, 1904).  

This work focused on more technical explanations pertaining to biology and evolution, 

and posited that matter possessed, in addition to matter and energy, a third attribute that 

he named the ‘psychom’, which was the root of sensation and ultimately consciousness.  

Haeckel also took the opportunity to elaborate upon his vision of an ethical system based 

upon Darwinian evolution.  He spoke out against war, as it tended to eliminate the 

strongest and bravest, allowing the weak and cowardly who remained at home to 

reproduce.  He also advocated euthanasia and the ‘self-redemptive’ practice of suicide as 

humane ways to end painful and incurable illness.  Die Lebenswunder was far less 

successful than its predecessor. 

The popular response to these works encouraged Haeckel to attempt to create a 

‘Monistenbund’ (Monistic Alliance).105  In 1904 he published ‘Theses for Monistic 

Organisation’ (Thesen zur Organisation des Monismus) in the Frankfurt newspaper Das 

freie Wort.106  The thirty theses contained in this piece summarised the content of the Die 

Welträthsel and called upon Monists, along with freethinking individuals in general who 

recognise reason alone as the basis of their thought and opposed traditional dogma and 

alleged revelation, to gather in such an organisation.  At the Freethinker’s Conference 

held in Rome in September 1904 over 2,000 participants took part in a breakfast at the 

ruins of the Imperial Palace in Rome, where Haeckel addressed the crowd and, in his 

                                                 
105  See footnote 10 in the introduction, above. 
106  Reprinted in Ernst Haeckel, Gemeinverständliche Werke, ed. Heinrich Schmidt, 5 vols. (Leipzig: 

Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1924), v, pp. 481–91. 
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words, ‘was ceremoniously declared anti-pope’.107    

Between 14 and 19 September 1905, Haeckel held three lectures in the historic 

Berlin Singakademie dealing with the theme ‘Der Kampf um den 

Entwicklungsgedanken’ (The Struggle over the Theory of Evolution).  These lectures 

took specific aim at the criticisms levelled against Haeckel by the Jesuit entomologist 

Erich Wasmann and the botanist Johannes Reinke.  Since his followers were unsuccessful 

in their attempt to form an international Monist association, on 1 November 1906 the 

Deutsche Monistenbund was founded in the Zoological Institute in Jena, with Haeckel as 

honourary chair.  Within one year it had approximately 2,500 members.108  On 10 May 

1907, Johannes Reinke (1849–1931), a member of the Prussian Herrenhaus, delivered a 

speech warning against the new organisation and the threat posed by it to the Christian 

world view, even linking it to Social Democracy.  Haeckel responded by releasing a 

second edition of his Freie Wissenschaft und freie Lehre (1878; trans. Freedom in 

Science and Teaching, 1879), which contained a new introduction by his pupil Heinrich 

Schmidt directly responding to Reinke’s accusations.109 

In reaction to the Monistenbund, Dennert established the Keplerbund in June 

1907, together with the zoologist Arnold Brass (1854–1915) and Wilhelm Teudt (1860–

1942).  When the Nobel-prize-winning chemist Wilhelm Ostwald (1853–1932) assumed 

the chair of the Monistenbund in 1911, it had approximately 5,000 members in 41 

                                                 
107  Letter from Haeckel to his relatives, Rome, 22 September 1904; reprinted in Uschmann, Biographie in 

Briefen, p. 255.  
108  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel,  p. 114. 
109  Ernst Haeckel, Freie Wissenschaft und freie Lehre.  Eine Entgegnung auf Rudolf Virchow’s 

Münchener Rede über ‚Die Freiheit der Wissenschaft im modernen Staat’ (Stuttgart: Schweizerbart, 
1878); Freedom in Science and Teaching, Humboldt Library, no. 105 (New York: Fitzgerald, n.d 
[1888]). 
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regional chapters. 110  That year it hosted the first international Monist congress from the 

8th to the 11th of September in Hamburg.  It was not until 25 November 1910, however, 

that Haeckel finally broke his ties to the Evangelical church.  He later explained that he 

had delayed taking this step out of consideration for his family. 

Haeckel, greatly inspired by his visit to the British Museum of Natural History in 

London, had discussed with Darwin a plan to found a ‘Phyletic Museum’ in Jena to 

display to the public the theory of descent.  It was not until 1907 that his plan came to 

fruition.  It was financed completely through private donations.  Haeckel himself 

contributed 30,000 Marks from proceeds from the sale of Die Welträthsel, and a further 

20,000 Marks from the ‘Ernst-Haeckel Foundation’ established on the occasion of his 

60th birthday.  The building housing the museum was constructed in the Italian 

Renaissance style. 

A lifelong pacifist, Haeckel was deeply distressed by the outbreak of the war in 

1914. Together with Max Planck and 90 other scientists he signed an article entitled ‘An 

die Kulturwelt’ (To the Civilised World),111 which supported Germany’s war effort.  

Haeckel himself wrote an inflammatory article, Die Blutschuld Englands am Weltkrieg 

(England’s Blood Guilt in the World War, 1914), blaming England for the outbreak of 

war and, consistent with his mercurial temperament, outlining the territorial gains to 

which he believed Germany was entitled.112  In 1915 he published a collection of 

philosophical reflections on the war entitled Ewigkeit; Weltkriegsgedanken über Leben 

und Tod, Religion und Entwicklungslehre (trans. Eternity: World-War Thoughts on Life 

                                                 
110  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 117. 
111  Monistisches Jahrhundert, 15 October 1914. 
112  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Englands Blutschuld am Weltkrieg’, Das Monistische Jahrhundert, 3/21–4, pp. 538–
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and Death, Religion, and the Theory of Evolution, 1916).  The catastrophe had not led 

him to revise his views on the existence of a wise Providence or an immortal and 

immaterial soul.  On the contrary, it gave support to his view that the universe is 

governed by blind chance.113  Furthermore, he accused religious leaders of diverting 

attention from the magnitude of the catastrophe with their doctrine of life after death and 

ignoring its devastating eugenic consequences of modern machine guns could rapidly 

mow down the heroic and highly-educated German soldiers as easily as it could the black 

African troops that the French and English were using against them.  ‘Since there is no 

“other world”, since a second, supernatural life is excluded,’ Haeckel declared,  

a man’s task in ‘this world’ can only be to make his earthly life as good and 
happy as possible.  Highly developed civilized men do not find the solution to this 
task in the mere enjoyment of the senses, but in the consciousness of successful 
work, of fruitful participation in the progressive development of the whole human 
race.  The true meaning of life consists in the right application of practical reason 
to the conduct of life.114 
 

The human soul is not immortal but rather arises as the result of a transient configuration 

of matter; on the other hand, the universe as a whole is eternal, as is the matter, force and 

sensation of which it is composed.  The rational Monist should not fear death, but should 

accept it with resignation when it comes and look forward to it as eternal sleep after a life 

well lived. 

His wife, Agnes died on 21 April 1915.  In 1915 he published Fünfzig Jahre 

Stammesgeschichte (The Fiftieth Anniversary of the Theory of Descent), a critical 

overview of the latest results of phylogenetic reconstruction of the descent of life and 

                                                                                                                                                 
48. 

113  Haeckel remarked, ‘And now this world war, with the staggering misery it has inflicted upon the 
masses and the individual, must surely destroy all faith in a “benign” Providence.’  Ewigkeit, p. 32; 
Eternity, p. 32. 
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Gott-Natur (God-Nature), a final reworking of the cosmology he had set out in Die 

Welträthsel.  Haeckel’s last work, Kristallseelen (1917; trans. Crystal Souls, 1999), was a 

further attempt to establish ‘Promorphology’ as outlined in the first chapter of Generelle 

Morphologie, as a new scientific discipline.  Haeckel drew a connection between fluid, 

apparently living, crystals discovered by Otto Lehmann (1855–1922), and the simplest 

forms of life.   

Paradoxically, Haeckel’s later years were characterised by international 

recognition and personal unhappiness.  On the one hand, he was a member of 90 learned 

societies and had been awarded honorary doctorates from Edinburgh, Cambridge, 

Uppsala (in Sweden) and Geneva.  Haeckel decided to donate his villa in Jena to the 

university to be used as a museum, after discussing the matter with his son.  Three rooms, 

including his work room, were maintained in their original state, and restoration work 

was paid for by the Carl Zeiss foundation.  By this time, however, many of his close 

friends had already died.  He was also disappointed that many of his most gifted students, 

including Oscar Hertwig, Wilhelm Roux and Hans Driesch, did not remain devoted 

disciples but abandoned their teacher’s theories.  The last of these apostate students was 

Julius Schaxel, whose criticism of Haeckel’s ‘Biogenetic Law’ and method of 

phylogenetic reconstruction induced Haeckel to write him a bitter letter, ending their 

friendship.  Haeckel also suffered declining health.  In early 1911, he fell from a ladder in 

his library and broke his left thigh bone.  This injury never healed completely, forcing 

him to use crutches, and more or less prevented him from leaving his house.  On 5 

August 1919, he experienced dizziness at his writing desk, fell, and broke his left upper 

                                                                                                                                                 
114  Haeckel, Ewigkeit, p. 37; Eternity, p. 38. 
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arm.  He died four days later.  Contrary to rumours spread at the time he did not renounce 

Monism and convert to Christianity on his deathbed. 

 

Conclusion 

At the age of sixty-four, shortly before the publication of Die Welträthsel, Haeckel 

confided to his paramour Frida von Uslar-Gleichen: 

Certainly it is no easy matter to give up so many comforting ideas that have been 
dear and precious to us from early youth.  Both my beloved parents remained 
pious Christians in the best sense of the word to their death; and even I as a 
student, up to my twenty-first year, clung ardently to the church-faith that I loved 
– despite all the assaults of science.  It was only when I had penetrated farther and 
farther into the mysteries of life and its evolution, when as a practising physician I 
grew thoroughly familiar with all the misery of mankind, and as a student with all 
the grandeur of ‘godless’ nature, that I became after the most desperate spiritual 
conflicts a freethinker and pantheist.115 

 
Haeckel wrote this to her in response to the anguish she expressed to him over her own 

religious doubts, yet personal letters from his childhood and adolescence serve to 

corroborate the recollection.  Although it is always possible for a sanctimonious critic 

such as Dennert to argue that ‘the most desperate spiritual conflicts’ that a materialist or 

Monist might undergo are shallow in comparison with those of the truly devout, what is 

clear from the foregoing account is that Haeckel did indeed experience feelings of 

existential anxiety over what he perceived as the inadequacies of his childhood faith.  It is 

also evident that Haeckel had become disillusioned with Christianity before he read The 

Origin of Species and was already searching for an alternative view of the world.  His 

interpretation of Darwin’s theory of evolution, seen through the lens of Goethe’s 

                                                 
115  Letter from Kämpfer to Altenhausen, Hochburg, 22 February 1898 [Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, 

date likely inaccurate]; reprinted in Franziska von Altenhausen, p. 31; The Love Letters of Ernst 
Haeckel, pp. 19–20. 
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 111

romantic Naturphilosophie, filled this spiritual vacuum as much by restoring meaning 

and purpose to the universe as by providing a plausible mechanistic explanation for 

biological diversity.  Having seen how the ‘comforting ideas’ of his youth lost their 

ability to console, we now need to examine in greater detail how his monistic philosophy 

provided a more satisfying alternative.   

 

  

 



Chapter 4:  Elective Affinities of the Soul  

 

‘It is certain that the majority of you revere Goethe only as a poet and a man;’ Haeckel 

told his audience in the fourth of the lectures published as Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte (1868), ‘only a few will have an idea of the high value that his 

natural-scientific works possess, and of the giant stride he made in advance of his age, – 

so far advanced in fact that most naturalists of the age could not keep up with him.’1  Not 

only did Goethe propose a theory of development in his morphological investigations of 

plants and animals that prefigured Darwin’s evolutionary theory in many respects, 

Haeckel contended, but his perspective on vexing philosophical issues such as the unity 

of the cosmos and the relationship between mind and matter are being vindicated by the 

results of modern scientific research.  In Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte and elsewhere, 

Haeckel incorporated lengthy quotations from Goethe’s poetry and prose to illustrate 

these insights. 

Goethe combined his literary, philosophical and natural-scientific interests in an 

intriguing manner in Die Wahlverwandtschaften (1809; trans. Elective Affinities, 1963), a 

novel which depicts members of a declining aristocratic class who seem driven to their 

own self-destruction as if by powerful forces beyond their control.  The marital bliss of 

Eduard and Charlotte is disrupted by the arrival of Eduard’s friend the Captain and 

Charlotte’s young niece Ottilie.  At one point in the story the Captain entertains the others 

after dinner with a rather curious explanation for chemical phenomena.  It may be 

                                                 
1  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, pp. 66–7; History of Creation, vol. i, p. 81; translation 

ammended. 
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possible, he suggests to them, to equate the forces of attraction or repulsion that give rise 

to chemical reactions between elements, their ‘affinity’ for one another, with human 

emotions.  ‘You must see with your own eyes these apparently lifeless but actually very 

dynamic elements’, he tells them, 

and observe with interest how they attract, seize, destroy, devour, and absorb each 
other and then emerge out of that violent combination in renewed and unexpected 
form.  Only then will you agree that they might be immortal or even capable of 
feeling and reasoning, because we feel our own senses to be almost insufficient 
for observing them properly and our reason too limited to understand their 
nature.2 
 

Disaster ensues as Charlotte begins to take a romantic interest in the Captain, at the same 

time that Eduard falls helplessly in love with Ottilie.  In the course of describing how 

acids and bases ‘select one another, take hold of and modify each other eagerly; and then 

together form an entirely new substance’, the Captain unwittingly expresses in figurative 

terms the emotional turmoil that the characters experience as a result of their chance 

encounter, and at the same time ominously predicts its fatal result.3 

Goethe might be excused for employing as a fanciful literary device the ancient 

theory that equates human passion with the attraction and repulsion of chemical elements, 

if doing so serves to advance the plot of his novel.  What is more surprising is the way in 

which Haeckel picked up on this theory of the love and hatred of the chemical elements 

and earnestly championed it in his popular science works over sixty years later as 

Goethe’s great contribution to modern chemistry and psychology.  Haeckel effused in a 

speech delivered in 1875 that Goethe’s story expresses ‘the full truth’ of the soul-life of 

                                                 
2  Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Elective Affinities, trans. Elizabeth Mayer and Louise Bogan (Chicago: 

Henry Regnery Company, 1963), pp. 42–3. 
3 Ibid., p. 39.  Subsequently, Eduard and Charlotte have a child, which Ottilie accidentally drowns in a 

lake.  Ridden with guilt, Ottilie joins a convent and starves herself to death, while Eduard dies soon 
afterward, presumably of grief. 

 113



Man and of atoms. ‘[W]hen “elective affinity” is set forth in that classic novel as the 

actual mainspring of human actions, and of “world history”, which is the sum of these,’ 

Haeckel asserted, ‘the mechanical nature of even the most complex organic processes is 

thus brilliantly intimated in the most profound manner by the great thinker and poet.’4  

This reference to chemical elective affinities, together with similar ones that appear in 

many of his books and speeches between 1875 and 1917, cannot be dismissed as 

momentary rhetorical excesses on Haeckel’s part; indeed, the ensoulment of the universe 

was a cornerstone of his monistic philosophy and his effort to redeem nature.  The need 

to account for mental phenomena was especially urgent for Haeckel, who considered this 

question to be of crucial importance for his effort to reconcile psychology with 

physiology and, more generally, science with philosophy and religion.5  As previously 

noted, they have also given rise to an ongoing debate among commentators and 

contemporaries over whether his philosophy should properly be considered materialistic 

or mystical.6  Haeckel’s infatuation with Goethe’s theory of elective affinities is worth 

                                                 
4  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Über die Wellenzeugung der Lebensteilchen oder die Perigenesis der Plastidule’, 

Gemeinverständliche Werke, vol. 5, pp. 109–110; ‘Die Perigenesis der Plastidule oder die 
Wellenzeugung der Lebenstheilchen, ein Versuch zur mechanischen Erklärung der elementaren 
Entwicklungsvorgänge’ (Berlin: Reimer, 1876); ‘The Development of Life-Particles; and The 
Perigenesis of the Plastidule’, in The Pedrigree of Man and Other Essays, pp. 231–2; translation 
ammended.  Edward Aveling omits many of Haeckel’s superlatives in his translation.  This speech was 
originally delivered to the Medico-Scientific Society at Jena on 19 November 1875.  A more literal 
rendering of the title would be ‘The Perigenesis of the Plastidule, or Procreation of the Life Particles 
by Means of Waves’.  See also Walter May, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 89–90. 

5  In Die Welträthsel Haeckel referred to consciousness as ‘the strong citadel of all mystic and dualistic 
errors, before whose ramparts the best equipped efforts of reason threatens to miscarry’.  Die 
Welträthsel, p. 197; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 171.  Joseph McCabe concurred with this 
statement, suggesting in his translator’s preface to the 1902 cheap edition, ‘The chief merit of the 
present work lies in its masterly treatment of the question of the evolution of mind.  The Riddle of the 
Universe at the Close of the Nineteenth Century (London: Watts & Co., 1902), p. xii. 

6  Daniel Gasman, the most vocal advocate of the mystical interpretation of Haeckel’s philosophy, 
asserted, ‘Far from being a champion of scientific advancement, Haeckel ultimately helped to deny the 
Germany a true Darwinian revolution – the rendering of the processes of nature in terms of mechanism 
and empiricism’ (The Scientific Origins of National Socialism, p. 11).  Gasman also argued that efforts 
by Monists ‘for the creation of a modern secular world were wedded incongruously to a vision of 
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examining in detail as it provides an important insight into his motivations and the wider 

consequences of this position.  

 

Soul, spirit and mind 

Part of this disagreement stems from Haeckel’s use of terms such as ‘Seele’ (soul) and 

‘Geist’ (spirit) when discussing the mind and consciousness.  Although the German 

words do not necessarily denote transcendental concepts, the way in which Haeckel used 

them gave rise to confusion over what he actually meant by them.  Indeed, the frequent 

yet often imprecise way in which terms such as ‘Seele’ and ‘Geist’ were used during this 

period suggests that they are among what historian of ideas Arthur Lovejoy (1873–1962) 

called the ‘sacred words and phrases’ that distinguish historical periods and movements; 

although frequently invoked, Lovejoy noted, such words have meanings that are often 

‘rather tacitly presupposed than formally expressed and argued for’.  He suggested that a 

study of the ‘philosophical semantics’ of such language would help historians to uncover 

the unspoken assumptions that underlay them.7 

Haeckel himself alluded to the misunderstandings that could result from use of 

these words when he observed in an essay entitled ‘Psyche’ (1910) that ‘[f]ew other 

concepts are so rich in content and profound, but are also so unclear and open to so many 

                                                                                                                                                 
science that, despite its overtly materialistic stance, was more often than not, highly idealistic, 
romantic, deterministic, surprisingly anti-rational, and at times even occult, alchemical, and magical’ 
(Haeckel’s Monism, p. 27).  George Mosse has similarly asserted that ‘[f]or Haeckel, matter was a 
mystical force rather than something earthly and mechanical’.  George Mosse, Toward the Final 
Solution: A History of European Racism (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), p. 86.  
Both interpretations are baffling since Haeckel repeatedly denied the existence of a transcendental 
realm and stated that he considered evolution to be an entirely mechanical process, as we have seen.   

7  Arthur Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study in the History of an Idea (1936; repr. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1957), pp. 7, 14.  
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different interpretations [sind so … verschiedendeutig], as the concept of “soul”.’8  

Likewise, he pointed out in Ewigkeit (1915) that ‘the concept of “spirit” shares with 

many other general concepts, such as world, soul, life, God, and so on, the misfortune of 

ambiguity.  One associates with it the most varied ideas, according to the prevailing 

linguistic usage, the established tradition acquired at school, and the degree of one’s 

education.’9  The translation of ‘Seele’ and ‘Geist’ into English compounds these 

difficulties.  Whereas an English-speaking reader would tend to read mystical 

significance into such words, Haeckel repeatedly stressed that he intended for them to 

refer only to phenomena connected with material processes.  Haeckel and other popular 

science authors frequently employed the traditional German term for psychology, 

‘Seelenkunde’ (science of the soul), likely because its German etymology would have 

made it more familiar to the lay reader than its Greek equivalent.  Likewise, many of his 

materialist contemporaries routinely used the word ‘Seele’ in the way that an English 

author would use ‘mind’ rather than ‘soul’, as seen, for example, in the title of Wilhelm 

Preyer’s Die Seele des Kindes (1882), which was translated as The Mind of the Child 

(1919).10  On the other hand, E. Ray Lankester, a professor of zoology at University 

                                                 
8  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Psyche’, in Monistische Bausteine, vol. i (essay originally published 1910; Brackwede 

i. W.: Verlag von Dr. W. Breitenbach, 1914), p. 195. 
9 Haeckel, Ewigkeit, p. 19; Eternity, p. 12; translation amended, emphasis in original. 
10  Wilhelm Preyer, Die Seele des Kindes. Beobachtungen über die geistige Entwicklung des Menschen in 

den ersten Lebensjahren (Leipzig: Grieben, 1882); trans. H. W. Brown as The Mind of the Child, 
observations concerning the mental development of the human being in the first years of life, 2 vols. 
(New York: Appleton, 1919).  For other materialist studies of mind that use the word ‘Seele’, see Emil 
Huschke, Schädel, Hirn und Seele des Menschen und der Thiere nach Alter, Geschlecht und Race, 
dargestellt nach neuen Methoden und Untersuchungen (Jena: Mauke, 1854); Paul Flechsig, Gehirn 
und Seele (Leipzig: 1894).  Haeckel cited all of these books as suggested further reading in the German 
edition of Die Lebenswunder (p. 62).  Similarly, the title of Wilhelm Wundt’s Vorlesungen über die 
Menschen- und Thierseele (1863) was not rendered literally as ‘Lectures on Human and Animal 
Souls’, but rather as Lectures on Human and Animal Psychology (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Co., 
Lim., 1901). 
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College London who attended Haeckel’s lectures at the University of Jena in 1871 and 

supervised the translation of Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte into English, rendered 

‘Seele’ as ‘soul’, as did Joseph McCabe, a former Franciscan monk turned fervent atheist 

and pamphleteer, who translated Die Welträthsel, Die Lebenswunder, Anthropogenie and 

Der Kampf um den Entwickelungs-Gedanken for the Rationalist Press Association.  Alan 

Mackay, a crystallographer at the University of London who translated Haeckel’s final 

work Kristallseelen (1917) in its entirety as ‘Crystal Souls’ for a special edition of the 

journal Forma (1999), commented in his introduction on the difficulty he encountered 

when trying to find a suitable equivalent for the word ‘Seele’.  He settled on ‘psyche’ for 

the main body of the text in an effort to avoid the theological implications of the word 

‘soul’, suggesting that ‘it is probably better to regard Seelen as minds or even programme 

or organising principle, or blue print, rather than as souls’.11     

Haeckel continued to re-formulate and subtly modify his theory of the soul over 

the course of his career.  It is easy to understand why some would construe Haeckel’s 

world view as mystical.  In Generelle Morphologie (1866) he proposed that the entire 

universe is ‘beseelt’, that is, ‘animated’ or ‘ensouled’.  From 1875 onward he accounted 

for the movement and life-activities of cells in terms of ‘Zellseelen’ (cell-souls) and 

properties of chemical elements in terms of ‘Atomseelen’ (atom-souls).  As we saw in the 

previous chapter, Haeckel retained the concept of ‘God’ in his monistic world view, but 

                                                 
11  Alan L. Makay, ‘Introduction of Crystal Souls – “Studies of Inorganic Life”’, Forma 14 (1999), p. 15.  

In practice, Mackay alternated between ‘psyche’ and ‘soul’ in his translation, which perhaps only adds 
to the confusion as Haeckel also used the word ‘psyche’ in certain contexts.  Other possible 
translations of the title ‘Kristallseelen’, such as ‘Crystal Psyches’ or ‘Crystal Minds’, are hardly more 
comprehensible to an English-speaking reader than ‘Crystal Souls’.  On the other hand, a title such as 
‘The Organisational Principles of Crystals’ does not take into account Haeckel’s main concern, which 
was the correlation between the chemical properties of liquid crystals and the life-processes of simple 
organisms. 
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defined it not as a Being that exists apart from the world but rather in a threefold manner 

as ‘necessity’, ‘causal law’, and ‘the sum of all forces and therefore of all matter’.12  In 

accordance with this description, he declared in his 1892 Altenburg speech that ‘even the 

human soul is but an insignificant part of the all-embracing “world-soul”; just as the 

human body is only a small individual fraction of the great organised physical world’.13  

This rather broad description of the soul and its place in the cosmos led Haeckel to arrive 

at some rather astonishing inferences. 

   

The monistic tradition 

According to Haeckel, the materialist philosophers of ancient Greece prior to Socrates 

(470–399 BCE) achieved important insights into the nature of the soul.  These truths had 

been obscured by the mystical dualistic speculations of Plato (428–348 BCE) and later 

suppressed by the Christian Church, although certain courageous freethinkers such as 

Giordano Bruno (1548–1600) who reached similar conclusions continued to express them 

defiantly nonetheless.  With the power of the established church to stifle free enquiry 

waning since the scientific revolution, Haeckel argued, the early conjectures of the pre-

Socratic philosophers are now being proven correct by the empirical results of modern 

science.  In order to understand Haeckel’s own conception of the elective affinities of the 

soul, therefore, it is worthwhile to consider briefly these ancient theories.  All of 

Haeckel’s longer works contain a short genealogy of heroic monistic thinkers and their 

dualistic opponents from ancient times to the present day, in a style of writing that Mario 

                                                 
12  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, pp. 451–2. 
13  Haeckel, Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und Wissenschaft, pp. 13–14; The Confession of Faith 

of a Man of Science, pp. 15–16. 
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Di Gregorio has aptly described as ‘recapitulatory’.  Again, it should be emphasised that 

Haeckel’s knowledge of philosophy was rather superficial and his references were 

usually limited to authors, titles and catchphrases; these he most likely derived from 

conversations with faculty members at the University of Jena rather than an intensive 

study of the original works. 

Many philosophers since classical antiquity have appealed to the concept of an 

animating force or soul in an attempt to account for the various phenomena associated 

with life, including growth, arbitrary movement, sense perception, reason, the emotions, 

and memory.  Ancient Greek philosophers assumed, for example, that the natural state of 

any inanimate body is to be at rest.  The movement of an object may be accounted for by 

either an external force that continuously acts upon it, or an animating agent that 

continuously exerts a motive force from within.  Ancient Greek philosophers proposed a 

variety of explanations for the phenomena associated with life.  Some considered the soul 

to be a material element that permeates the body and through its own motion causes the 

body to move.  Aristotle provided a summary of such views in De Anima.14  Democritus 

(460?–370? BCE) and Leucippus (5th century BCE) equated soul with the element fire, 

whereas Diogenes (?–320? BCE) equated it with air, Critias (460–403 BCE) with blood, 

and Hippo (?) with water.  The Pythagoreans (c. 600 BCE) imagined the soul to be a 

special element that mixed with air and which is imprisoned within the body.  They also 

proposed a theory of transmigration, according to which the soul is reborn in a higher or 

lower human or animal, depending upon how virtuously it conducted itself in its previous 

life.  Plato (428–348 BCE) adopted a similar theory of transmigration in his dialogue 

                                                 
14  Aristotle’s De Anima in the Version of William of Moerbeke and the Commentary of St. Thomas 

Aquinas, trans. Kenelm Moster and Silvester Humphries (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd, 
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Timeus, although he considered the soul to be an immaterial form.15  Hylozoism, or the 

belief that all matter possesses a soul, may be traced back at least as far as Thales (625?–

547? BCE).  Aristotle informs us that Thales ‘apparently took the soul to be a principle of 

movement, if he said that the stone has soul because it moves iron’ and that ‘[s]ome say 

that the universe is shot through with soul, which is perhaps why Thales too thought that 

all things were full of the gods’.16  Likewise, Plato suggested that even the stars and 

planets, which appear to move of their own volition across the heavens, must be gods that 

possess souls.17  Rejecting such views, Aristotle argued that the soul should not be 

considered neither a material substance nor an immaterial entity that inhabits it, but rather 

that it is a principle of form.  He identified three main types of soul, viz., vegetative, 

sentient and intelligent.  All living things possess a vegetative soul, which regulates 

nutrition and growth.  Animals that sense and respond to their surroundings have a 

sentient as well as a vegetative soul, whereas humans are the only creatures which 

possess all three types of soul, as they are the only beings capable of rational thought.  

Inanimate objects, on the other hand, only move in order to seek their natural place in the 

cosmos.  For example, when an object such as stone is dropped, it will seek its natural 

resting place next to the earth.   

As previously mentioned, Haeckel frequently referred to the theory of the ‘love 

and hatred of the elements’ proposed by Empedocles of Acragas (490?–430 BCE) as a 

                                                                                                                                                 
1951). 

15  Plato, Timaeus and Critias, trans. Desmond Lee (London: Penguin Books, 1977), pp. 58–9. 
16  Robin Waterfield (ed. and trans.), The First Philosophers: The Presocratics and the Sophists, Oxford 

World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 13. 
17  In Timeaus, Plato referred to the fixed stars as ‘living beings divine and eternal’ and described how the 

planets, after they ‘had been given their appropriate motion and had become living creatures with their 
bodies bound by ties of soul, they started to move’.  Plato, Timaeus, pp. 53, 55. 
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precursor to the modern naturalistic world view of chemical attraction and repulsion.  

Empedocles was the first to propose that the universe consists of four imperishable 

elements – Earth, Air, Fire and Water.  These elements never come into being or pass out 

of existence, but are perpetually combining and separating.  Empedocles also held a 

cyclical view of the universe, believing that it alternates between periods of increasing 

integration and harmony, governed by the principle of ‘Love’ (Philotês), and increasing 

conflict and dissolution, governed by that of ‘Strife’ (Neikos).  He considered his own age 

to be in the downward part of the cycle.  According to the testimony of Aristotle, 

Empedocles also believed that ‘the parts of animals mostly came about by chance’ rather 

than design, a notion which Aristotle considered nonsensical.18  In Haeckel’s estimation 

Empedocles was one of the most perceptive materialist thinkers of the ancient world, 

alongside the Greeks Democritus and Heraclitus (450?–480? BCE), and the Roman poet 

Lucretius Carus (96?–55? BCE).19 

The medieval era, in Haeckel’s brief assessment, was one of ignorance and 

superstition.  René Descartes (1596–1650) made a significant advance by describing the 

movements of animals as resulting from very complex mechanical processes.  However, 

he continued to view the immortal soul as a unique endowment of humans, while 

animals, being devoid of souls, are much like machines.  Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1713) 

responded to this dualist conception by putting forward an idiosyncratic philosophy 

involving ‘monads’.  Isaac Newton’s (1642–1727) revolutionary discovery that bodies in 

motion will remain in that state indefinitely unless acted upon by an outside force opened 

                                                 
18  Waterfield, p. 142. 
19  See Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, pp. 334–5; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 238: ‘The first imperfect 

attempts which they made astonish us, in a measure, by the flashes of mental light in which they 
anticipate modern ideas. 
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the possibility of explaining all biological processes in mechanistic terms.   Julien La 

Mettrie’s (1709–1751) infamous work, L’Homme machine (1748; trans. Man a Machine, 

1749) took this train of reasoning a step farther, going so far as to deny that humans 

possess an immaterial soul and asserting that human beings are not unlike Descartes’ 

mechanistic animals.20  Denis Diderot (1713–84) elaborated a materialist system in his 

dialogue ‘Le rêve de d’Alembert’ (1769; trans. ‘D’Alembert’s Dream’, 1927), according 

to which all matter possesses feeling; this hylozoistic philosophy was remarkably similar 

to that of Haeckel, though the latter never acknowledged an influence.21  As we have 

already seen, when Haeckel was in the impressionable years of his late teens and early 

twenties during the middle of the nineteenth century, the materialist philosophies of 

Ludwig Büchner, Jakob Moleschott and Carl Vogt had come into vogue in Germany. 

 

Cell-souls and soul-cells 

Later in life Haeckel reported it was his study of the protists and radiolarians in particular 

that ultimately convinced him that a monistic philosophy would best account for these 

difficulties.  ‘[I]f I came eventually to adopt a strictly Monistic attitude on all the great 

questions of biology,’ Haeckel later confessed, ‘I owe it for the most part to my 

                                                 
20  Julien Offray de La Mettrie, Man a Machine translated from the French of the Marquiss D’Argens 

(London: W. Owen, 1749). 
21  In the open scene of the dialogue, Diderot and D’Alembert discuss whether something as inanimate as 

a piece of limestone is, or can be made to be, capable of feeling.  The passive sensation which a piece 
of limestone possesses can be transformed into active sensation, Diderot suggested, by grinding the 
stone into powder, mixing it with soil so that it may be absorbed by the roots of a legume plant, eaten 
by a human in the form of a bean, and then integrated into that person’s living tissue.  Diderot summed 
up his position as follows: ‘There is not more than one substance in the universe, in man, in animals. A 
musical box is made of wood, man of flesh. A canary is made of flesh and a musician of differently 
organized flesh. But the one and the other have a same origin, a same formation, the same functions, 
and the same end.’  Denis Diderot, ‘D’Alembert’s Dream’, Dialogues, trans. Francis Birrell (London: 
George Routledge & Sons, Ltd., 1927), pp. 23–7, 35. 
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innumerable observations and uninterrupted reflections on the wonderful vital 

movements that are disclosed by these smallest and frailest, and at the same time most 

beautiful and varied, of living things.’22  These influences on Haeckel’s thought are 

clearly manifest in earlier writings.  ‘All living phenomena in organic nature,’ Haeckel 

stated in his 1862 monograph, Die Radiolarien,  

both the simplest and the most complex, are equally miraculous, so long as they 
have not been successfully reduced to simple physical and chemical principles, 
and if the one appears particularly mysterious to us and the other hardly worth 
noting, it is only due to the fact that the former is unfamiliar to us or confronts us 
as new and surprising, while we are dulled in relation to the latter by the 
familiarity of daily observance.23 
 

Yet even at this point, Haeckel puzzled about how the life processes of the simplest 

organisms could be accounted for in mechanistic terms.  In relation to the movements and 

irritability exhibited by single-celled organisms, he wrote, ‘Sensation or a reaction to 

external stimuli associated with consciousness has not as yet been observed with certainty 

in any radiolarium or in any rhizopod in general.  In their movements, the consciousness 

of the rhizopods appears just as problematic as their will […]’.24   

As he reflected on the problem of the spontaneous movement and sensitivity of 

these simplest of organisms, he became convinced that the only logical solution was a 

mechanistic system that does not resort to such supernatural causes as an immaterial soul 

or vital force.  Darwin’s theory, in his view, provides the solution to this problem.  ‘Now 

the central point of Darwin’s teaching’, he emphasised in a speech delivered in October 

1865 to a circle of friends at Jena ‘– whether it has been already declared by the 

illustrious naturalist himself or not – lies in this, that it demonstrates the simplest 

                                                 
22  Haeckel, Der Kampf um den Entwickelungs-Gedanken, p. 74; Last Words on Evolution, pp. 90–1. 
23  Haeckel, Die Radiolarien, p. 97.   
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mechanical causes, purely physico-chemical phænomena of nature, as wholly sufficient 

to explain the highest and most difficult problems.’25  Thus Haeckel acknowledged 

clearly even at this point that he was drawing conclusions more radical than those of the 

English naturalist himself.  The following year Haeckel publicly stated his materialistic 

principles in the most uncompromising manner in his magnum opus Generelle 

Morphologie.  ‘This absolute necessity of the inseparable connection between cause and 

effect’, Haeckel insisted, ‘governs all of nature without exception, since nature as a 

whole, both living and lifeless, is nothing other than an interplay of the forces that are 

inherent within the given amount of matter.’26  Any attempt to explain the phenomenon 

of life by appealing to immaterial forces that cannot be investigated in terms of causal 

determinism, Haeckel argued, ‘would result in far greater complications than the 

phenomena of movement occurring here, due to the far greater number of varied factors 

that interact in the living realm to bring forth this result, and by the complex nature of 

these factors themselves’.27  In Generelle Morphologie he insisted that there is no ‘life 

force’ (Lebenskraft) unique to the organic world.  Haeckel echoed these sentiments in his 

1868 work, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte.  ‘The life of every organic individual’, 

Haeckel argued, ‘is nothing more than a connected chain of very complicated material 

phenomena of motion.  In every organism, the specifically determined direction of this 

homogeneous, continuous, immanent movement of life is caused by the material 

properties, by the chemical mixing, of the proteinaceous material of propagation that 

                                                                                                                                                 
24  Haeckel, Die Radiolarien, p. 128.   
25  Haeckel, ‘Ueber die Entstehung des Menschengeschlects’, pp. 36–7; ‘The Origin of the Human Race’, 

p. 34. 
26  Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, p. 98.   
27  Ibid.. 
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gave to it its origin.’28  In this way, life processes may be reduced to the chemical 

reaction occurring within the albuminous matter of living protoplasm.  Taking this point 

even further, Haeckel equated ‘life’ simply with motion itself, and maintained that ‘when 

a stone is thrown in the air and falls to earth according to fixed laws, or when a crystal is 

formed in a solution of salt, the phenomenon is neither more nor less a mechanical 

manifestation of life than the growth and flowering of plants, than the propagation of 

animals or the activity of their senses, than the perception of the formation of thought in 

man’.29  Darwin’s greatest achievement, in Haeckel’s view, was to provide in natural 

selection the causal mechanism by which life had developed on Earth. 

Following in the footsteps of Moleschott and Büchner, Haeckel insisted that 

mental phenomena also strictly abide by mechanistic laws of cause and effect.  The 

movements of all organisms arise in response to stimuli in their environment; this can be 

seen in the life activities of such varied organisms as phototropic plants, single-celled 

amoeba and higher animals.  In the simplest organisms, this phenomenon takes the form 

of the direct reflex reaction of the individual cell.  In more complex organisms, nerve 

cells assume the specialised task of transmitting impulses from sensory organs to the 

organs of movement, the muscles.  Whereas this route is comparatively direct in simpler 

organisms, ganglia cells play an intermediary role in more complex organisms, 

intercepting the nerve impulses from various sensory organs and transmitting them to the 

appropriate muscles.  In Generelle Morphologie Haeckel suggested that only organisms 

which possess a central nervous system can be said to have a ‘Seele’, and in this context 

                                                 
28  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 155; The History of Creation, vol. i, p. 199; translation 

amended. 
29  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 19; Eng. ed., vol. i, p. 23. 
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Haeckel’s use of the term would more closely correspond to the English word ‘mind’ 

than ‘soul’, as when he explained:  

By mind [Seele] or mental activity [Seelenthätigkeit] we generally mean a sum of 
various, highly differentiated functions of the central nervous system, of which 
will and sensation are the most important.  The will, which is the basis of arbitrary 
movement, and sensation are concepts [Vorstellungen] that only become 
prominent in the highly developed central nervous system of higher animals 
exclusively, and are considered to be complex molecular movements in the ganglia 
cells.30 
 

Haeckel went on to clarify, however, that will and sensation alone do not account for the 

phenomena associated with the mind: ‘The central ganglia cells or the group of ganglia 

cells that conduct the stimulation of the sensory (centripetal) [nerve cells] across to the 

motor (centrifugal) [nerve cells] fulfil this function without giving rise to “ideas” in their 

own molecular movement.  Only when this “idea” is stimulated in the protein molecules 

of the ganglia cells can we speak of a “mind” of the animal […]’.31  Haeckel referred to 

this third function as ‘thought’ (Gedanke), which he asserted only manifests itself in the 

very highest vertebrates, among them humans, when the ganglia cells reach a sufficient 

degree of differentiation and complex arrangement.  Of these three mental activities – 

will, sensation and thought – it is the latter, Haeckel conceded, that is ‘the most difficult 

to conceive’ and ‘the darkest and highest function’ of the nervous system.  He speculated 

that ideas ‘are produced in the ganglia cells during transmission, though likely always 

through a highly complicated interaction of numerous centrifugal and centripetal 

excitations’.32  Nonetheless Haeckel insisted that, considered from the perspective of 

comparative anatomy and studies of animal behaviour, the human mind differs only 

                                                 
30  Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, pp. 232–3; emphasis in original. 
31  Ibid., vol. i, p. 234. 
32  Ibid., vol. i, p. 234. 
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quantitatively from those of other animals, and most importantly, possesses no unique 

properties that would indicate the presence of an immaterial or mystical force.  The mind 

of humans and other higher animals is ultimately a higher and more complex 

manifestation of the irritability exhibited by unicellular organisms, which in turn can be 

traced back to the chemical reactions taking place within the cellular protoplasm.  

In Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, Haeckel expanded his definition of Seele to 

encompass the receptivity to environmental stimuli that all organisms demonstrate, 

including simple unicellular organisms or Protista.  As Haeckel’s definition became 

broader at this point, it would be best to follow Lankester in translating Seele as ‘soul’.  

‘All Protista possess a soul,’ Haeckel asserted here, ‘as well as all animals and plants.  In 

many Protista the soul appears capable of very delicate sensory perception; at least, they 

are extremely irritable.’33  However, this simple protist soul should not be confused with 

the more complex soul found in higher animals that possess a centralised nervous system, 

since ‘consciousness and the capability of will and thought are probably wanting in all 

Protista’.34 

Haeckel’s first explicit reference to Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften occurs in 

the 1875 lecture cited above, which he delivered at Jena, ‘Die Perigenesis der Plastidule 

oder die Wellenzeugung der Lebenstheilchen’ (trans. ‘The Development of Life-

Particles; and The Perigenesis of the Plastidule’, 1883).35  Unaware of Gregor Mendel’s 

gene hypothesis, which had been published ten years earlier but received little attention at 

                                                 
33  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 341; The History of Creation, vol. ii, p. 68; translation 

amended. 
34  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 341; Eng. ed., vol. ii, pp. 68–9. 
35  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Über die Wellenzeugung der Lebensteilchen oder die Perigenesis der Plastidule’; ‘The 

Development of Life-Particles; and The Perigenesis of the Plastidule’. 
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the time, and dissatisfied with Darwin’s theory of pangenesis, Haeckel attempted in this 

article to explain the mechanism by which characteristics acquired during the lifetime of 

the individual might be transmitted to offspring.36  He concluded that this was likely 

accomplished through a wavelike motion of the molecules which constitute the 

protoplasm.  Haeckel held the conventional nineteenth-century conception concerning the 

nature of atoms and the aether.  ‘As the views of chemists and physicists, as to the nature 

of atoms are in accord,’ Haeckel remarked, ‘so also certain elementary ideas as to their 

essential nature, have now obtained general acceptance.  We must hold that atoms are the 

smallest separate particles of masses, having an unalterable nature, separated one from 

another by hypothetical æther.’  The sentence which followed concerning the ‘essential 

nature’ of atoms, however, most likely would have raised the eyebrows of those same 

chemists and physicists: ‘Every atom has an inherent sum of force, and is in this sense 

gifted with a soul.  Without the acceptance of an atom-soul, the commonest, the most 

general phænomena of chemistry are inexplicable.’37   

Haeckel developed this idea further in a lecture titled ‘Zellseelen und 

Seelenzellen’ (trans. ‘On Cell-Souls and Soul-Cells’, 1883), which he delivered in 

Vienna on 22 March 1878.  On this occasion Haeckel reiterated his argument that each 

individual cell of the body can be said to possess its own simple cell-soul.  The cells of 

the central nervous system in a higher organism are assigned the task of directing its 

                                                 
36  In chapter 27 of Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication (London: J. Murray, 1875), 

Darwin had proposed a ‘Provisional Hypothesis of Pangenesis’, according to which all cells in the 
body give off ‘gemmules’, or tiny granules, which circulate in the blood and congregate in the 
reproductive organs.  Since this process continues throughout the life of the organism, it offers a 
possible explanation for the phenomenon of the inheritance of acquired characteristics documented by 
Lamarck.  Op. cit, p. 370. 

37  Haeckel, ‘Über die Wellenzeugung der Lebensteilchen oder die Perigenesis der Plastidule’, p. 109; 
‘The Development of Life-Particles; and The Perigenesis of the Plastidule’, p. 231. 

 128



response to stimuli in its environment, and thus they may be called the ‘soul-cells’ of that 

organism.  The collective cell-souls of these soul-cells make up the soul of the organism.  

As we will see in a subsequent chapter, Haeckel used the analogy of a centralised 

government to illustrate how autonomous individuals, cells and human beings alike, 

could organise themselves to form an individual at a higher level.  In his ‘Cell-Souls’ 

address, Haeckel traced the life processes of organisms back to basic attributes of the 

protoplasm: 

The most significant of these basic attributes is animation [Beseelung], the ability 
of the protoplasm to sense stimuli of various types and to react to these stimuli 
through particular movements.  By direct microscopic observation we are 
convinced that this attribute is present in the protoplasm of all cells without 
exception.  This unity of animated protoplasm confirms the hypothesis that the 
final factors of soul life are the plastidules, the invisible, identical elementary 
particles or molecules of the protoplasm, which compose in infinite diversity all 
the various, innumerable cells.38   
 

Hence, the unique characteristics of organic matter are explained as properties not simply 

of cells, but of the hypothetical plastidule molecules of which cellular protoplasm is 

composed.  Haeckel conceived of this molecule as complex but common to all organic 

life.  This conjecture is apparently supported by the existence of monera, an extremely 

simple organism lacking a nucleus or other structures, which Haeckel believed to consist 

entirely of undifferentiated and homogeneous plastidule molecules.39  Although Haeckel 

did not develop the idea here, he did hint at the concept of inorganic life in the 

concluding section of the essay.  ‘Far from believing like our opponents in a crude and 

soulless matter,’ Haeckel asserted, ‘we must on the contrary assume the first elements of 

                                                 
38  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Zellseelen und Seelenzellen’, Deutsche Rundschau 16 (1878), p. 58; ‘On Cell-Souls 

and Soul-Cells’, pp. 172–3. 
39  It has since been demonstrated that all organisms Haeckel identified as monera do in fact have sub-

cellular structure, and that monera, as Haeckel defined them, do not exist. 
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soul life to be present in all living matter and in all protoplasm: the simple sensation-

forms of desire [Lust] and aversion [Unlust], and the simple movement-forms of 

attraction and repulsion’.40  In summary, then, Haeckel equated life with movement and 

soul with the capability of plastidule molecules to sense and respond to their 

environment. 

Following from his description of will emerging from a centripetal excitation of 

ganglia cells, Haeckel argued in Generelle Morphologie that the ‘existence of a free will 

among humans’ is an ‘entirely unwarranted assumption, justified by no experience’.  All 

actions of the will are the result of a long and complicated series of antecedent effective 

causes.  ‘If we attempt to trace the incalculable chain of these mechanical causes,’ 

Haeckel conjectured, ‘each acting with necessity, back to their first origin, we ultimately 

arrive at two different root causes, specifically, the hereditary, i.e. the innate, which is 

intrinsic to the matter of the organism, and the foreign, which the organism has acquired 

through adaptation, through interaction with its environment’.41  In Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte, Haeckel defined the ‘will’ as ‘the organ of habit, of practice, of 

the use or non-use of organs among animals’ and declared that it is ‘dependent upon 

material processes in the central nervous system, upon peculiar motions which emanate 

from the albuminous matter of the ganglion cells, and the nervous fibres connected with 

them’.42  According to this definition, then, it is impossible for the will be considered 

‘free’ in any sense, since all actions may be traced back to antecedent efficient causes, 

either environmental or hereditary.  ‘Every physiologist who scientifically investigates 

                                                 
40  Haeckel, ‘Zellseelen und Seelenzellen’, p. 58; ‘On Cell-Souls and Soul-Cells’, p. 173. 
41  Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, p. 99, fn. 
42  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 189; The History of Creation, vol. i, p. 237. 
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the activity of the will in man and animals’, Haeckel assured the reader, ‘must of 

necessity arrive at the conviction that in reality the will is never free, but is always 

determined by external or internal influences.’43       

At this point, Haeckel appears to have followed a materialistic train of reasoning.  

Yet, even from the beginning, he resisted applying the designation of ‘materialism’ to his 

outlook.  The main distinction is found, according to Haeckel, in the way that Monism 

acknowledges that both spirit and matter exist and are inseparable.  ‘Monism’, he 

clarified in Generelle Morphologie, 

knows neither matter without spirit, of which materialism speaks, nor spirit 
without matter, which spiritualism assumes.  
 On the contrary, for it there is [in the words of linguist August Schleicher] 
‘neither spirit nor matter in the common sense, rather only one that is identical 
with both’.  We no more recognise a spiritless matter, i.e. a matter without force, 
than an immaterial spirit, i.e. a force without matter.  All matter as such possesses 
a sum of tension forces that appear as life forces, and every force can act only 
through matter, to which it adheres [haftet].44 
 

Haeckel drew upon the words of Goethe to illustrate this connection: ‘Because matter can 

never exist and act without spirit [Geist], and spirit never without matter, matter is able to 

undergo intensification the moment that spirit will not be denied its attraction and 

repulsion; for the one on its own can only be thought of as sufficiently separated to 

combine, and sufficiently combined to wish to separate again.’45  In its original context, 

Goethe had used the word ‘intensification’ to refer to the strengthening of the magnetic 

field around a ferrous metal, which he described as a spiritual property of the matter.46  

                                                 
43  Ibid.; see also Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 151; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 130–1. 
44  Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, pp. 448–9.  
45  Commentary on the aphoristic essay ‘Nature’ in Douglas Miller (ed), Goethe: Scientific Studies (New 

York: Suhrkamp, 1988), p. 6.  Haeckel repeats the quotation in Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 449.  
46  Goethe wrote this in a letter to Chancellor von Müller in 1828, in order to explain his philosophical 

views on the nature of polarised light and magnetisation. 
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Haeckel, however, employed this quotation repeatedly his subsequent works to illustrate 

how attraction and repulsion between chemical elements are the root cause of mental or 

spiritual functions of the nervous system of higher animals.  In Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte, Haeckel attributed to materialism the belief that the universe 

consists solely of ‘dead’ matter, whereas Monism recognises that ‘all natural bodies 

which are known to us are equally animated, that the distinction which has been made 

between animate and inanimate bodies does not exist’.47  At this early stage in the 

development of his thought, however, he appears to have equated life rather simplistically 

with motion or energy.  As we shall see, it was this latter conception, that ‘spirit’ may be 

equated with ‘energy’, which caused confusion among many of his readers.  Haeckel 

stressed repeatedly that he chose these words to reconcile dualist explanations for life 

processes with materialist ones. 

As he developed his monistic philosophy, Haeckel continued to struggle to 

distinguish Monism from materialism.  ‘True materialistic philosophy’, he explained in 

Anthropogenie, ‘claims that phenomena of movement associated with life, like all other 

phenomena of movement, are effects or products of matter. […] Thus, according to the 

materialistic world view, matter is present before movement or living force; matter 

created force.’   Spiritualistic philosophy, he explained, puts forward the converse claim 

‘that all material forms are produced by forces that are free and independent of it’, and 

consequently that ‘living force or movement is present before matter, which is only 

generated through it; force created matter’.  As might be expected, Haeckel suggested 

that his own world view could overcome this antinomy.  ‘The contradiction between 

                                                 
47  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 19; The History of Creation, vol. i, p. 22. 
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these two views,’ he asserted, ‘in our view, cancels itself out [sich aufhebt] in monistic 

philosophy, which can no more think of force without matter than matter without 

force.’48   

In his 1892 Altenburg speech, Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und 

Naturwissenschaft, Haeckel suggested that the division between the organic and 

inorganic realms, the living and non-living, may not be as sharp as previously thought.  

Recent discoveries and theoretical breakthroughs in the physical sciences, he informed 

his audience, have profoundly altered the way in which the fundamental components of 

matter are conceived.  As a result, he told them, ‘we conceive these atoms not as dead 

masses, but as living elementary particles endowed with the power of attraction and 

repulsion.  “Pleasure” and “pain”, and “love” and “hate”, as predicates of atoms are only 

other expressions of this power of attraction and repulsion.’49  This theory of the ‘elective 

affinities’ of the elements, Haeckel reminded them, had first been advanced over two 

thousand years ago by the Greek philosopher Empedocles; now vindicated by modern 

research, it will form the basis of a new monistic world view based on natural science.     

 

J. G. Vogt and the pyknotic theory of substance 

One of the most puzzling aspects of Haeckel’s philosophical system is his endorsement 

of the ‘pyknotic’ theory of matter advanced by the obscure natural philosopher Johann 

Gustav Vogt (not to be confused with the materialist philosopher Carl Vogt).50  The first 

                                                 
48  Haeckel, Anthropogenie, p. 707; The Evolution of Man, vol. ii, p. 456; translation amended. 
49  Haeckel, Monismus als Band, p. 14; Confession of Faith, pp. 18–19. 
50  I have been able to discover next to nothing about J. G. Vogt.  His speculative theories were published 

in pamphlet form by Ernst Wiest in Leipzig, but apparently attracted little interest at the time, and even 
less since. 

 133



allusion to the pyknotic theory of substance occurs in a footnote in his Altenburg speech 

of 1892, where Haeckel referred to Vogt’s ‘very suggestive work’, Das Wesen der 

Elektricität und des Magnetismus auf Grund eines einheitlichen Substanzbegriffes (The 

Nature of Electricity and Magnetism, on The Basis of the Conception of a Single 

Substance, 1891).  Haeckel briefly summarised Vogt’s theory as follows:  

He regards the atoms of mass (the primordial atoms of the kinetic theory of 
matter) as individualised centres of concentration of the continuous substance that 
uninterruptedly fills all space; the mobile elastic part of this substance between 
the atoms, and universally distributed, is – the ether.’51 

 
Vogt himself provided a rather complex summary of this phenomenon in his pamphlet 

Entstehen und Vergehen der Welt auf Grund eines einheitlichen Substanzbegriffes (The 

Origin and Dissolution of the Universe on the Basis of a Unified Conception of 

Substance, 1889).  According to this conception, Vogt proposed, 

we put in place of atoms vibrating in empty space a primordial matter with 
different properties, a uniform substance that fills the entire universe 
continuously, i. e. uninterruptedly and without gaps.  This substance is to have an 
elastic contractile nature and the single mechanical force it possesses is that of 
condensation, and in the following manner, so that through this effort to 
condense or contract, infinitely small centres of condensation are caused, which, 
to be precise, can alter their degree of concentration or their volume, but are of 
eternal existence in and for themselves.  Substance individualises itself, as it were, 
through these centres of condensation, and they correspond completely to the 
primordial atoms or discrete particles of matter in the conception of matter 
mentioned above.52  
 

There is no mention in Haeckel’s Altenburg speech of substance itself possessing 

sensation.  Seven years later, however, he explained in Die Welträthsel that pyknatoms 

‘are credited with sensation and inclination (or will-movement of the simplest form), with 

                                                 
51  Haeckel, Monismus als Band, p. 41; Confession of Faith, p. 103. 
52  J. G. Vogt, Entstehen und Vergehen der Welt auf Grund eines einheitlichen Substanzbegriffes, 

Sammlung gemeinverständlicher Erkenntnisschriften, Bd. 1 (Leipzig: Verlag von Oskar Gottwald, 
1889), p. 13.   
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souls, in a certain sense – in harmony with the old theory of Empedocles of the “love and 

hatred of the elements”’.53  It was through this ‘unified conception of substance’ that 

Haeckel believed that he could reconcile the two realms of the mental realm of thought 

with the physical realm of matter and energy.  ‘Every single object in the world which 

comes within the sphere of our cognizance,’ Haeckel explained in Die Welträthsel, ‘all 

individual forms of existence, are but special transitory forms – accidents or modes – of 

substance.  These modes are material things when we regard them under the attribute of 

extension (or “occupation of space”) but forces or ideas when we consider them under the 

attribute of thought (or “energy”).’54  As for why the Newtonian conception of force and 

matter should be replaced by that of J. G. Vogt, Haeckel suggested ‘that this pyknotic 

theory of substance will prove more acceptable to every biologist who is convinced of the 

unity of nature than the kinetic theory which prevails in physics to-day’.55  The untenable 

ideas of action at a distance and ‘the vibration of dead molecules in empty space’ is thus 

replaced with a conception of substance in which all parts are able to sense and react to 

other parts in one all-encompassing whole. 

 

Sensation 

While stridently denouncing the ‘dualism’ of such critics, Haeckel continued to refine his 

theory.  In his earlier writings, Haeckel explained matter and ether or mass and energy to 

be two attributes of the same underlying substance, as demonstrated in a table published 

as an appendix to the published version of his Altenburg speech (see table 1).  In Die 

                                                 
53  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 252; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 218. 
54  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 250; Eng. ed., p. 216. 
55  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 253; Eng. ed., p. 219. 
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Welträthsel, Haeckel simply equated thought with energy.  By 1904, however, Haeckel 

had moved beyond this binary description of matter and spirit to propose a ‘Trinity of 

Substance’, according to which matter, energy and sensation are to be regarded as three 

distinct manifestations of the underlying substance.56  This was the final development of 

his philosophy, and he reiterated this view in his later philosophical works, including 

Gott-Natur, Ewigkeit, and Kristallseelen.  ‘No chemical process can be understood’, 

Haeckel wrote in Die Lebenswunder, ‘unless we attribute a mutual sensation to the 

atoms, and explain their combination as due to a feeling of pleasure and their separation 

to a feeling of displeasure.’  After harkening back once again to Empedocles, Haeckel 

stated, ‘This attraction or repulsion is, of course, unconscious, just as in the instincts of 

plants and animals.  If one prefers to avoid the term “sensation”, it may be called 

“feeling” (æsthesis), while the (involuntary) movement it provokes may be called 

“inclination” (tropesis), and the capacity for the latter “tropism” […]’.57  Chemical 

phenomena rest upon such a capacity of matter to sense and react to one another’s 

presence over an intervening distance, as can be observed when mercury and sulphur 

combine to form cinnabar, a red dye.  ‘How would this simple synthesis be possible,’ 

Haeckel asked, ‘unless the two elements feel each other, move towards each other, and 

then unite?’58  In his 1914 book Gott-Natur, Haeckel amended his earlier chart by 

devoting a separate column to ‘sensation’ (see table 2).   

                                                 
56  ‘Only by continuous comparative study did I later arrive at the conviction that the two main attributes 

of the psyche: movement and sensation, are better distinguished as two independent attributes of 
substance; mechanics, which deal with movement, and psychomatics, which deal with the sensation of 
matter, require different methods of research.’  Ernst Haeckel, Kristallseelen.  Studien über das 
anorganische Leben (Leipzig: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1917), p. 92; Crystal Souls, p. 105; translation 
ammended.   

57  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 354; The Wonders of Life, p. 308. 
58  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 355; Eng. ed., p. 309. 
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Crystal Souls 

Haeckel expressed his pantheistic conception of the universe one last time in his final 

work, Kristallseelen (1917; trans. Crystal Souls, 1999).  This book did not receive wide 

recognition in either scientific circles or the general reading public.  His grasp of recent 

scientific developments had been out of date eighteen years earlier when he published 

Die Welträthsel, and the scientific community had long since moved on.  The wider 

public was more concerned with the war effort than with the cosmological musings of an 

aged biologist.  Nonetheless, it would be unfair to overlook this book as merely product 

of a declining intellect that had abandoned itself to mystical delusions, such as he had 

earlier alleged of Kant.  As he expressed it in a letter to Bölsche, Haeckel himself 

regarded the work as the culmination of his life’s work and the ultimate statement of his 

monistic principles.59  To underscore this, Haeckel used a plate from the first work, the 

Radiolaria monograph, for the front cover.   

Kristallseelen represents yet another attempt to reconcile the realms of the living 

and the nonliving, the organic and the inorganic, this time on the basis of recent 

discoveries in the field of crystallography.  As we have already seen, Haeckel was 

inspired by the regularity and crystalline structure of the shells of radiolarians to suggest 

that patterns in the organic world might have a similarly crystalline basis, and in 

Generelle Morphologie drew upon stereometrics and crystallography to explain 

morphological patterns in the organic world.  He confessed in the preface to being a 

                                                 
59  Letter from Haeckel to Bolsche, 22 November 1917; reprinted in Rosemarie Nöthlich (ed.), Ernst 

Haeckel – Wilhelm Bölsche.  Briefwechsel 1887–1919, Ernst-Haeckel-Haus-Studien.  Monographien 
zur Geschichte der Biowissenschaft und Medizin, Bd. 6, Teil 1, series ed. Olaf Breidbach (Berlin: 
Verlag für Wissenschaft und Bildung, 2002), pp. 277–8. 
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‘dilettante’ in the field of crystallography, but hoped nonetheless to overcome the 

isolating effects of specialisation within the natural sciences by reflecting on the 

significance of Lehmann’s discoveries for the biological sciences and for monistic 

philosophy in general.60   

All crystals resemble living organisms in their tendency to grow according to a 

regular pattern, reach a maximum size, and then divide or form buds, which in turn repeat 

the process.  In contrast with the rigid, mineral-based sterrocrystals, which one usually 

associates with the word ‘crystal’, liquid crystals, or rheocrystals, have a number of 

properties that make them of particular interest to biologists.  They are loosely-arranged 

formations based on the carbon molecule, the building block of life.61  According to 

Haeckel’s description, rheocrystals appear to be capable of performing life activities 

reminiscent of living cells such as spontaneous movement, ingestion, reproduction.  Thus 

Haeckel concluded, ‘The differences which exist between the simplest organic 

individuals and inorganic crystals are determined by the solid state of aggregation of the 

latter, and by the semi-fluid state of the former.  Beyond that the causes producing form 

are exactly the same in both.’62 

Haeckel’s association of organic life with crystals, or ‘inorganic life’, was based 

not on analogy, but on his conviction that both were expressions of the same underlying 

cause.  Not only do the laws of mechanics apply to the organic realm, but sensation, in its 

most elementary form, is also present in the inorganic realm.  Indeed, mechanics and 

                                                 
60  Haeckel, Kristallseelen, p. v; Crystal Souls, p. 31. 
61  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 108; Eng. ed., p. 115; translation amended: ‘The wonderful element that must be 

considered to be the actual ‘Creator’ of the entire organic world is the quadrivalent carbon 
(Carboneum).’  

62  Haeckel, The History of Creation, vol. i, p. 338 [not in 1st Ger. ed.]; see also Generelle Morphologie, 
vol. i, pp. 146, 156, 158. 
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psychomatics are two aspects of the same phenomenon, but require different methods of 

investigation.  Reacting strongly against the tendency of modern ‘exact scientists’ to 

reduce all phenomena to quantifiable relationships, Haeckel argued, 

In our view, this overestimation of the mathematical method leads to dangerous 
fallacies.  This is because mathematics, as the theory of magnitude, can only 
establish absolute and relative relations of magnitude, or the quantity of the 
object; it can tell us nothing about the quality of the same, knowledge of which is 
only possible through sensation.  Here only psychomatics in our sense, the 
knowledge of the ‘animation’ of all things – or of psychic ‘life’ in the universe as 
a whole – reveals true insight into the essence of ‘substance’.63  
 

To refer to this property, Haeckel used the term ‘Fühlung’, which he defined as 

‘unconscious sensation’ (‘unbewußte Empfindung’).64  

According to our monistic conception it is just as necessary to assume a 
psychomatic principle for electrons as for atoms and molecules, an electrical 
feeling that the elementary particle induces in the positive case through attraction 
(desire), and in the negative case through repulsion (aversion).  The various types 
of atoms are defined by the various behaviours of their positive and negative 
electrons.  Goethe said as early as 1825 in his remarks ‘On Meteorology’: 
‘Electricity is the continuous element that accompanies all material as well as 
atmospheric existence.  One may freely think of it as “World Soul”.’65 
 

Lehmann’s discoveries therefore vindicated his earlier suppositions.  ‘Now with the 

discovery of living crystals and their “inorganic soul life”,’ Haeckel asserted, ‘the scale 

of the psychic steps of development is also extended into the realm of the entire inorganic 

world, and consequently extended to the psychomatics of substance.’66   

                                                 
63   Haeckel, Kristallseelen, p. 94; Crystal Souls, p. 106; translation ammended.  
64  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 96; Eng. ed., p. 108.  The word ‘Fühlung’ does not have an English equivalent in the 

sense that Haeckel used it.  In everyday speech, ‘Fühlung’ means ‘contact,’ in the sense of one person 
remaining in contact, or in touch, with another person.  However, Haeckel used ‘Fühlung’ to refer to 
the ability of one particle of matter to unconsciously sense and react to another across an intervening 
distance, as one observes in the case of gravitational or electromagnetic phenomena.  English 
translators Joseph McCabe, Thomas Seltzer and Alan Mackay render it as ‘feeling’, but this causes 
confusion with the word ‘Gefühl’, which corresponds to ‘feeling’ in the more common sense.     

65   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 105; Eng. ed., p. 113; translation ammended. 
66   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 103; Eng. ed., pp. 111–12; translation ammended. 
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Haeckel continued to insist that it was not at all mystical or vitalistic to attribute 

souls to matter.  In making a direct connection between the sterrocrystal formation of the 

radiolarian shells and that of crystals, he maintained this distinction.  ‘It is hardly worth 

mentioning’, he stated, ‘that this unconscious soul activity, based on the “sensation and 

will” of the molecule, has nothing to do with the so-called “dominant influences [?]”, the 

purposively acting guiding forces, of vitalism and its “entelechy”; it contains absolutely 

no mystical and teleological principle; it is a psychomatic phenomenon of a purely 

physical nature.’67 

 

Reactions to Haeckel’s theory of the soul 

As with all of his other public pronouncements, Haeckel’s ideas concerning the soul 

elicited approval and criticism from many quarters, ranging from orthodox religious 

thinkers to radical freethinkers and secular philosophers, the latter group encompassing 

idealist neo-Kantian and materialist orientations.  Indeed members of each of these 

groups differed among themselves over the reasons why Haeckel’s manner of 

conceptualising the soul should be seen as worthy of praise or blame. Some questioned 

whether a concept of the soul was necessary to explain the origin or fundamental nature 

of human consciousness at all.68   

Many critics and admirers alike reduced Haeckel’s theory to simple materialism.  

In the opinion of Friedrich Wilhelm Gerling, a contributor to the Was wir Ernst Haeckel 

verdanken festschrift, the fact that Haeckel conceives of thought as a mechanical 

                                                 
67  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 99; Eng. ed., p. 109; emphasis in original; translation ammended.  
68  Julius Schaller, Leib und Seele.  Zur Aufklärung über ‘Köhlerglauben und Wissenschaft’ (3rd ed., 

Weimar: Hermann Böhlau, 1858). 
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wavelike phenomenon decisively eliminates the possibility that his monistic philosophy 

could be interpreted as a veiled form of idealism.69  Max von der Porten, another 

contributor to the festschrift and a founding member of the Hamburg chapter of the 

Deutscher Monistenbund, also interpreted Haeckel’s Monism in a materialistic sense, 

remarking that it might be better to use a different word than ‘soul’ when discussing the 

lower stages of psychic development.70   

On the other hand, the Catholic theologian Michelis appealed to the scientist’s 

pride in his own theories by asking ‘whether Haeckel’s human thought is a result of 

thoughtless evolution or whether a governing Idea laid out evolution itself in advance?’71  

Similarly, the Protestant theologian Bärwinkel drew on one of Aquinus’s proofs for the 

existence of God when he maintained, ‘Were the Unconscious to be considered the prime 

cause [Urgrund] of all things, then that would be a contradiction; for then the creation 

would be greater and more perfect than the Creator.  Consciousness cannot be derived 

from the unconscious.’72  Furthermore, he insisted, it is ridiculous to propose that 

inanimate matter is capable of sensation, for in that case, ‘every cut into a piece of wood, 

every thrust of the spade into the earth, every stroke of the hammer against a stone, must 

also be connected with a sensation of pain for the affected object’.73 

This train of argument took a more sophisticated form in a pamphlet by the 

philosopher Erich Adickes, Kant contra Haeckel: Erkenntnistheorie gegen 

                                                 
69  Fr. Wilh. Gerling, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 224. 
70  Max von der Porten, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 301. 
71  Michelis, Haeckelogenie, p. 55. 
72  Bärwinkel, ‘Naturwissenschaft und Gottesglaube.  Ein apologetischer Streifzug gegen Häckels 

“Welträtsel”,’  Flugschriften des Evangelischen Bundes, herausgegeben vom Verstand des Ev. Bundes 
196 [Bd. XVII, Reihe 4] (Leipzig: Verlag der Buchhandlung des Evang. Bundes von C. Braun, 1902), 
p. 10.   
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naturwissenschaftlichen Dogmatismus (Kant Contra Haeckel: Epistemology versus 

Natural-Scientific Dogmatism, 1903).  Adickes identified the problem of explaining how 

consciousness arises from matter as the primary stumbling block for all materialist 

philosophies.  Over the years, he explained, three theories have been proposed: that 

matter possesses psychic properties, that thought arises from matter in motion, or that 

thought arises from a complex arrangement of matter.  All three explanations appear at 

one point or another in Haeckel’s work, and all are nonsensical.  Adickes also ridiculed 

the idea that Haeckel could have derived his theory by observing the psychic activity of 

microscopic organisms, since one cannot experience psychic phenomena other than one’s 

own.   

But consciousness itself?  It is as though it came from out of the blue,74 from a 
different world.  It cannot be explained from matter: as little and even less than 
the qualitative difference that would be its only work.  If it is impossible for the 
individual atom to feel and be conscious: then even the most complicated 
arrangement and movement of many atoms would do nothing to change this 
fact.75 
 

Adolph Hansen, a Professor of Botany at the University of Gießen, was also unconvinced 

by Haeckel’s reductionism.  ‘An experiment cannot be performed with the soul as 

object,’ Hansen conceded, ‘i.e. it cannot be experimentally determined whether psychic 

occurrences are merely physiological phenomena, as Haeckel claims, or whether they 

spring from a unified cause.’  Yet, this does not mean that it is impossible to investigate 

problems related to the soul.  ‘[T]he naturalist remains completely true to his method’, 

                                                                                                                                                 
73  Bärwinkel, p. 8.   
74  Adickes used the word ‘hereinschneien’, which literally means ‘to snow’ but is also a colloquial 

expression meaning ‘to turn up out of the blue’.  This is possibly a pun on Haeckel’s favourite joke 
about the possibility of transforming the soul – if it is considered gaseous – into ‘soul snow’ by 
lowering its temperature.  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 233; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 201. 

75  Adickes, p. 26. 
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Hansen asserted, 

if in such a case he treats himself as object and performs the experiment on 
himself, in order to determine whether the manifestations of soul become more 
comprehensible to him with or without the concept of a soul as a unity.  In the 
first case, he may assume that something corresponding to the concept also exists.  
That is the logic of exact natural science.  It is only materialism, not natural 
science, which denies everything which cannot be grasped and analysed.76   
 

The philosopher Friedrich Klimke, suggested another shortcoming by identifying the 

essential difference between form and matter.  In his critical examination of several 

varieties of modern materialistic monism, when he noted: 

Indeed, we maintain that the mechanical theory of life can never solve the 
problem.  First, since different principles of order govern both regions.  Organic 
matter strives towards the most stable equilibrium, while in the organism it looks 
to achieve the most unstable equilibrium possible.  One and the same cause 
cannot however have two diametrically opposed effects or goals.  And second is 
to notice that what is essential in living organisms is not matter, since matter 
comes and goes, but rather the arrangement itself, the form.  Physics and 
chemistry, however, can only tell us things about matter, not about form.  They 
can only describe the individual transformations, not the overall flow of events.  
Despite all changes in mechanical influences the egg still develops according to a 
unified type; that would not be possible if purely mechanical causes were active 
here.77 

 
Here again, the complexity of organic life was cited as evidence that it could not have 

arisen spontaneously.  

One of Haeckel’s most outspoken critics, the St. Petersburg physicist O. D. 

Chwolson, declared the pyknotic theory of substance to be rubbish and that its author, 

J. G. Vogt, must be an eccentric with no legitimacy within the field of physics, as he had 

never heard of him before.  Haeckel responded in a pamphlet published by the 

Monistenbund, Monism und Naturgesetz (Monism and Natural Law), that he had learned 

                                                 
76  Hansen, p. 13.  
77  Friedrich Klimke, Der Monismus und seine philosophischen Grundlagen. Beiträge zu einer Kritik 

moderner Geistesströmungen (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herdersche Verlagshandlung, 1911), p. 66.   
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of Vogt’s ground-breaking work through conversations with Ernst Abbé, the renowned 

optical researcher with the Jena-based Carl Zeiß glass works.78  

Not surprisingly, Ludwig Büchner, the philosopher whom many Germans 

regarded as the foremost popular proponent of materialism, took exception to Haeckel’s 

description of that philosophical orientation.  The author of Kraft und Stoff had 

previously written Haeckel on 12 August 1867, praising Generelle Morphologie for ‘the 

sharpness and ruthlessness with which you faced the old school and the dim-witted 

[geistlos] empiricists in their capacity as experts’.79  Yet, in a letter written in response to 

the passage from Anthropogenie cited above, in which Haeckel asserted that materialists 

believe ‘matter created force’, Büchner replied, ‘To my knowledge no recent materialist 

claims this; it would be too nonsensical.’  Büchner went on in the same letter to try to 

distance himself from the label ‘materialist’.  ‘I in particular’, he clarified, 

have from the beginning never claimed anything other than the unity and 
inseparability of force and matter, and hence have never used the term 
‘materialism’, which evokes a completely one-sided conception, for my 
orientation, and only later accepted it out of necessity here and there because the 
public at large recognises no other word for the general orientation and continued 
to use it despite all objections, so that one could not communicate anything to 
them without using the word, and to a degree still cannot to this day.  The 
designation ‘Monism’ that you suggest is certainly very good in itself; it is very 
dubious, however, whether it will win enduring acceptance with the public at 
large.80   
 

It is clear, therefore, that Büchner, the archetypal German materialist, recognised 

Haeckel’s monistic system as compatible with his own.  Indeed, after reading Haeckel’s 

                                                 
78  Haeckel, Monismus und Naturgesetz, Flugschriften des Deutschen Monistenbundes, Heft 1 (1906; 2nd 

ed., Brackwede: Kommissionsverlag von Dr. W. Breitenbach, 1907), p. 26. 
79  Letter from Büchner to Haeckel, 12 August 1867; repr. in Christoph  Kockerbeck (ed.), Carl Vogt, 

Jacob Moleschott, Ludwig Büchner, Ernst Haeckel: Briefwechsel (Marburg: Basilisken-Presse, 1999), 
p. 134. 

80  Letter from Büchner to Haeckel, 30 March 1875; ibid., p. 145.   
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1892 Altenburg speech, Der Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und 

Naturwissenschaft, Büchner sent the biologist a couple of his own recent lectures and 

remarked in the accompanying letter, ‘You will be convinced from the lectures 

themselves, if you should have the time and inclination for them, that my views certainly 

go somewhat further than your own, but that we are of the same opinion in the essential 

points.  It all simply depends upon what meaning one associates or wants to associate 

with the word “religion”.’81  It is very interesting to note that in none of the many 

surviving letters that they exchanged does Büchner object to Haeckel’s theory of the 

ensoulment of all matter. 

Another philosopher who had difficulty with Haeckel’s conclusions was the 

Austrian liberal politician and philosopher Bartholomäus von Carneri.   A generation 

older than Haeckel, Carneri identified with the older form of materialism.  Although he 

was inspired by Haeckel’s Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte to write his own work, 

Sittlichkeit und Darwinismus (Morality and Darwinism, 1871), Carneri expressed in 

letters to the biologist his disapproval of any tinge of what he considered mystical 

admixture in Haeckel’s monistic philosophy.82  In response to Haeckel’s theory of 

parigenesis, an attempt at a mechanistic explanation of heredity with reference to 

wavelike motions of the plastidule molecules, Carneri confided to Haeckel, ‘I absolutely 

rejoiced at the clarity with which you go from chemical elective affinities in the realm of 

life on the one side, to the realm of mechanics on the other […]’.83  However, he 

                                                 
81  Letter from Büchner to Haeckel 23 December 1892.  Ibid., p. 152. 
82  Bartholomäus von Carneri, Sittlichkeit und Darwinismus.  Drei Bücher Ethik (Vienna: Wilhelm 

Braumüller, 1871). 
83  Letter from Carneri to Haeckel, 26 May 1876.  Bartholomäus von Carneri,  Bartholomäus von 

Carneri’s Briefwechsel mit Ernst Haeckel und Friedrich Jodl, ed. Margarete Jodl (Leipzig: Verlag von 
K. F. Koehler, 1922), p. 6.   
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admitted that he could not accept the concept of an ‘atom soul’ because he considered it 

‘a self-evident requirement of Monism to trace attraction and repulsion, sensation and

will, ultimately back to mechanics’.

 

veral 

 

 ‘It is this 

y 

                                                

84  According to Carneri, such language did the 

opposite, effectively resorting to vitalistic principles in order to explain mechanical 

phenomena.  This ambiguity in Haeckel’s writing continued to bother Carneri, as se

letters exchanged between the two of them in following years suggest.  Carneri argued 

that the consistency of the monistic position ‘is endangered by any assumption of a soul

that is not the result of a combined function of organs.  The soul may by no means be 

something that is realised on its own, as it were, in matter.’85  He concluded that Haeckel 

must have used the term soul life in conjunction with both animals and plants in order to 

emphasise that all vital functions may be traced back ultimately to mechanics. 

arrangement of primordial matter,’ Carneri reasoned, ‘that is, a combination of functions 

out of which life arises, and I can also call this life a soul-life [Seelenleben], if I 

understand the word in the broadest sense and distinguish between it and that which one 

calls a soul-life, i.e. inner life, in humans and in higher animals.’86  Haeckel wrote back 

to assure him, ‘I also consider the “soul-life” (in the broadest sense!) to be completel

inseparable from “organic life” and cannot imagine the life activities of cells – such as 

plasson – without the assumption of psychic functions – sensation and will.’87 

The consequences of Haeckel’s theories for communal responsibility and broader 

social concerns will be the topic of a subsequent chapter.  There are some remarks that 

 
84  Ibid.    
85  Ibid., p. 10.    
86  Ibid.. 
87  Letter from Haeckel to Carneri, 14 July 1878; ibid., p. 11. 
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we can make here, however, in reference to the moral consequences of hylozoism and the 

denial of free will.  The Berlin ethnologist Adolf Bastian (1826–1905) declared himself 

disinclined to accept Monism, at least in part because of the gastronomic implications of 

viewing all matter as animated.  ‘[Y]ours is a dangerous or at least a troublesome faith,’ 

he wrote in an open letter, ‘and since religious zeal always tends toward eccentricity, it 

could lead to a culinary resignation, or, if not to the starvation of the human species, then 

to vegetarianism.’88  Many were disturbed about the moral consequences of abandoning 

the concept of free will.  ‘In practical life Haeckel’s view of freedom must have negative 

consequences,’ the botany professor Hansen pointed out,  

e.g. in the administration of justice and in education.  The child in school or the 
accused criminal may say, ‘I am innocent; my brain thought the evil thing and my 
hand moved to falsify the document.’  There will be no responsibility in any 
profession, for man is a mere slave to his ‘grey cerebral cortex’.89 
 

Further, the abandoning of free will might result in the collapse of European civilisation.  

‘Following Haeckel’s principles,’ Hansen warned,  

not only does morality come to an end but so too does culture.  No trade, no 
business is possible without awareness of responsibility.  All railroad service, all 
oceanic shipment must cease if no one wishes to take responsibility, but instead 
may say, ‘I am not free but am only a blind slave to my bodily mechanism.’  
There would be neither scientific nor artistic merit because man works only as a 
complex but will-less automaton, and since appreciation is a main incentive in 
science and art the motive for both would be lacking.90 
 

 Not all commentators were hostile, however.  Bölsche suggested that Haeckel’s 

theory of substance had made a valuable contribution in overcoming Karl Vogt’s ‘logical 

blunder’ of assuming that consciousness could arise simply from the motion of ganglion 

                                                 
88  Bastian, p. 10. 
89  Adolph Hansen, Grenzen der Religion und Naturwissenschaft.  Zur Kritik von Haeckels Monistischer 

Religion und Naturphilosophie (Gießen: Alfred Töpelmann, 1908), p. 20. 
90  Hansen, p. 21. 
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cells; motion and sensation, Bölsche pointed out, are qualitatively different.91  A. S. 

Mories wrote a pamphlet for the Rationalist Press Association, the organisation that also 

published English translations of Haeckel’s books, entitled Haeckel’s Contribution to 

Religion (1904).  The comparative study of mystical and religious traditions, he 

suggested, reveals two recurring themes: first, the awareness that the universe may be 

conceived as an intelligible, unified ‘One’, and, second, the perception that man shares a 

kinship with this ‘Unity’.92  Haeckel’s theory of matter and energy as modes of a single 

underlying substance, he asserted, can, as Haeckel himself suggested, be equated with 

that of Spinoza, although the exact terminology might differ.  It is true, Mories 

acknowledged, that Haeckel denies the possibility of personal immortality; however, the 

scientist’s explanation of how the body returns to the elements after death bears a striking 

resemblance to the account given by mystics of the loss of personal identity which is the 

goal of meditation and spiritual enlightenment: 

It is absolutely consistent with reason and science, we contend, to regard the 
scientific Monist’s absorption into the eternal ‘substance’ as simply his way of 
describing what the spiritual Monist calls absorption into the Divine Spirit.  
Nirvana, in short, is the spiritual realisation of Monism.93 

 
In this way, the opposition between materialism and idealism may be overcome, and the 

two outlooks can be seen as harmonious.  Bölsche ended on a similar note in his essay, 

‘Ein nichtgehaltene Grabrede’ (An Undelivered Graveside Speech, 1919): ‘In such 

moments [of silent contemplation] one experiences with Haeckel the highest that the 

                                                 
91  Wilhelm Bölsche, ‘Ein nichtgehaltene Grabrede.  Ein letztes Wort zu Ernst Haeckel’, in Gerhard 

Heberer (ed.), Der gerechtfertigte Haeckel.  Einblicke in seine Schriften aud Anlaß des Erscheinens 
seines Hauptwerks ‘Generelle Morphologie der Organismen’ vor 100 Jahren (Stuttgart: Gustav Fischer 
Verlag, 1968), p. 33. 

92  A. S. Mories, Haeckel’s Contribution to Religion, Issued for the Rationalist Press Association, Limited 
(London: Watts & Co., 1904), p. 9. 

93  Mories, p. 23. 
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concept “God–Nature” can give its adherents: the silent feeling of peaceful merging with 

a power that is not a master but rather a home; the most stringent faith could not grant 

more to its adherents.’94  Nonetheless, Bölsche found himself ultimately unsatisfied with 

the vagueness of Haeckel’s ideas.  In the same essay he confessed his own difficulties in 

conceiving how the self-awareness of the human subject could arise even from 

individually conscious atoms: 

How is it possible that many animated [beseelte] cells, each of which possesses a 
simple consciousness, can, upon convening, again produce a unified 
consciousness?  For example, our self-awareness [Ichbewußtsein] from the 
ganglion cells of our brain.  The same question could be asked of the cell-souls 
themselves, which are ultimately supposed to be made up of atom-souls, to say 
nothing of the more recent ideas concerning the structure of the atom itself.  Can 
multiplicities of consciousness simply flow together again into a higher unity?  
The conception of the national soul [Volkseele], which is a fortunate one in itself, 
remains an unsolved riddle.95 

 
Numerous personal conversations with Haeckel failed to provide further enlightenment.  

The equally vexing question of a ‘national soul’, which Bölsche found so inspiring, will 

be dealt with in a following chapter. 

 

Conclusion 

In a speech delivered in 1933 the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947) 

asserted, ‘A dead Nature aims at nothing.  It is the essence of life that it exists for its own 

sake, as the intrinsic reaping of value.’96  For Haeckel, the question of the soul’s 

existence and essence was intimately linked to the notion of value and meaning in the 

                                                 
94  Wilhelm Bölsche, ‘Ein nichtgehaltene Grabrede’, p. 39. 
95  Ibid., p. 37. 
96  A[lfred] N[orth] Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1933), p. 9. 
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universe.  His encounter with mid-nineteenth-century materialist philosophy convinced 

him that the doctrine of an immaterial personal soul was no longer tenable.  At the sam

time, his investigation into simple forms of life such as unicellular organisms convinced 

him that sensation, which he defined as the ability to perceive and react to the 

surrounding environment, cannot be contingent on the presence of a central nervous 

system.  Since protozoa carry out in miniature the same life-processes as larger 

organisms, and respond similarly to stimuli, their sensory experience must also 

analogous, although unconscious and far less complex.  The mistaken belief that he had 

discovered ‘monera’ – i.e., creatures that consist solely of homogeneous protoplasm – 

Haeckel to trace sensation back to a hypothetical plastidule molecule, of which he 

believed monera were composed.  His even more questionable association of chemical 

attraction and repulsion with the irritability exhibited by monera – allegedly 

demonstrating that both are unconsciously aware of their surrounding environment – 

allowed him to follow the thread of sensation down even further, to the carbon atom a

ultimately, to the primordial substance of the universe.  Instead of evacuating the 

universe of soul, and therefore of value, Haeckel embraced the reverse position, declaring

that the entire universe, organic and inorganic, is actually alive and ‘beseelt’ or ‘e

with soul’.  Haeckel’s expressed intention was not to reveal mystical properties

but rather demonstrate the mechanistic foundation of human consciousness.  For Haeckel, 

Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften is an accessible and aesthetically-pleasing 

illustration of the correlation between the intimate subjective experience of human 

emotional life and the objectively-observable mechanical interaction of chemical 

elements.  In this way the harmonious reconciliation of art and science will restore 

e 

be 
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meaning to a disenchanted universe. 

It 

                                                

However, it is somewhat paradoxical that Haeckel would have turned to Goethe’s 

novel in an effort to find meaning in the universe.  As Astrida Tantillo has pointed out, 

literary critics since the book’s initial publication have been unable to agree on what sort 

of moral behaviour this story endorses, or indeed whether it endorses one at all.97  Does 

it, for example, demonstrate that material forces inexorably determine human actions?  

would seem that Haeckel interpreted the story in this way when he remarked that life 

obeys the same mechanistic laws of causality as ‘when a stone is thrown in the air and 

falls to earth according to fixed laws, or when a crystal is formed in a solution of salt’.  

Yet, in Goethe’s story Eduard and Charlotte encounter marital difficulties, and the novel 

ends tragically with the deaths of Eduard, Ottilie, and the infant child of Eduard and 

Charlotte.  It might be possible to interpret the disastrous outcome as an illustration of 

how lives can be destroyed by repressive social and religious conventions that obstruct 

the healthy expression of natural, albeit lascivious, impulses; in this way the story might 

be seen as a plea for open marriage or easier access to divorce.  Haeckel’s frequent 

laments in personal letters about having to conform to familial expectations in his choice 

of occupation, as we saw at in the third chapter, not to mention his own later marital 

difficulties with his second wife and extramarital affair with Uslar-Gleichen, point 

towards a possible identification with the plight of the characters in Goethe’s novel.98  

Conversely, one might interpret the novel in the opposite manner, as a condemnation of 

the frivolous lifestyle of its aristocratic characters and as a warning against allowing 

oneself to be governed by one’s destructive passions and of neglecting one’s marital and 

 
97  Astrida O. Tantillo, Goethe’s Elective Affinities and the Critics (Rochester: Camden House, 2001). 
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social responsibilities.  In that case, any identification Haeckel might have had with 

Goethe’s impulsive and dissolute characters would be ironic.  In light of Haeckel’s 

idealisation of the indolent life enjoyed by the inhabitants of Ceylon, which we will touch 

on later, the latter possibility is not as implausible as it might at first seem. 

The responses of critics to Haeckel’s version of the doctrine of elective affinities 

suggest that the moral ambiguity inherent within Goethe’s Die Wahlverwandtschaften 

resurfaces in Haeckel’s own philosophy.  As we have seen, many were uneasy with the 

practical consequences of such a broadening of the category of ‘animate’ to embrace the 

entirety of nature.  In a positive sense, if nature as a whole were seen as living and 

ensouled, it would consequently acquire value; like human beings, the living universe 

would then be considered an end in itself and not simply raw material to be exploited.  In 

other words, it might encourage the humane treatment of animals, the preservation of rare 

plant and animal species, or the protection of remarkable landscapes and geological 

features from commercial development.  On the other hand, it might, as some have 

argued, come at the cost of diminishing the uniqueness of humanity; viewing animal life 

as equal to that of humanity might encourage humans to behave like brutes towards one 

another, or conversely, as Bastian feared, to take up eccentric causes such as 

vegetarianism.  This is a problem that we will explore in greater detail in the chapter ‘The 

Morphology of Ethics’.  The practical consequence of believing that chemical elements 

possess souls is more difficult to determine.  Undermining the doctrine of free will has 

the potential to be more problematic as it might diminish the sense of personal 

responsibility.  Indeed, this issue was one that concerned many of his critics.  The way in 

                                                                                                                                                 
98  See chapter 3, above. 
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which Haeckel used his studies of morphology to approach this problem from a different 

angle is the subject of the following chapter.  

 
 



Chapter 5:  ‘It Is Even a Regression Merely to Stand Still’: 
Evolution, Progress and Politics 

 

Against the advice of well-meaning friends, Ernst Haeckel addressed the 38th meeting of 

the Association of German Naturalists and Doctors, which was held on 19 September 

1863 at Stettin, with a speech entitled ‘Ueber die Entwickelungstheorie Darwin’s’ (trans. 

‘On the Darwinian Theory’, 1883).1  The twenty-nine-year-old Privatdozent (private 

lecturer) brashly used the occasion to make a public and rather militant declaration of 

faith in the English naturalist’s new idea.2  At this moment, he told his incredulous 

audience, battle lines were being drawn: 

The entire great army camp of zoologists and botanists, of palaeontologists and 
geologists, of physiologists and philosophers, has already split into two sharply 
opposed parties: on the banner of progressive Darwinists are the words: 
‘Evolution [Entwickelung] and Progress!’  From the camp of Darwin’s 
conservative opponents sounds the call: ‘Creation and Species!’  Daily the chasm 
that separates the two parties grows and daily new weapons for and against it are 
hauled forth from all sides.3  
   

After explaining the rudiments of Darwin’s theory, the young Haeckel urged his audience 

of distinguished doctors and naturalists to embrace the concept, since the progress of 

truth could not be held up indefinitely by recalcitrant and reactionary members of an 

older generation.  Haeckel sternly warned them not to stand in the way of this advance,  

because this progress is a natural law that no human force, neither the weapons of 
tyranny nor the curses of priests, may suppress for long.  Only through 

                                                 
1  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Ueber die Entwickelungstheorie Darwin’s’, in Gesammelte populäre Vorträge, vol. i, 

pp. 1–24; ‘On the Darwinian Theory’ in The Pedigree of Man, vol. i, pp. 1–26. 
2  May, Ernst Haeckel, p. 12. 
3  Haeckel, ‘Ueber die Entwickelungstheorie Darwin’s’, in Gesammelte populäre Vorträge aus dem 

Gebiete der Entwickelunglehre (Bonn: E. Stauss, 1878–79); vol. i, p. 4; ‘On the Darwinian Theory’, p. 
4; translation ammended. 
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progressive movement is life and development possible.  It is even a regression 
merely to stand still, and each regression carries within itself the kernel of death.  
The future belongs only to progress!4   

 
This brash pronouncement was met with, in the words of biographer Walther May, ‘scorn 

and derision’ (Hohn und Spott).5  Only one scientist present, the botanist Alexander 

Braun (1805–77), openly sided with the new theory.  The majority were of the opinion 

that the evidence to support Darwin’s hypothesis was inconclusive, and some, wary of 

the excesses of early nineteenth-century Romantic natural philosophy, maintained that a 

conscientious scientist should simply collect empirical facts and avoid engaging in such 

flights of speculation.6  Haeckel later recalled that a lively debate over the theory ensued 

between himself at the podium and the geologist Otto Volger (1822–97).7  The sense of 

urgency that Haeckel conveyed in his Stettin address indicates that he considered there to 

                                                 
4  Ibid., Ger. ed., vol. i, pp. 24–5; Eng. ed., p. 23; translation amended: ‘Denn dieser Fortschritt ist ein 

Naturgesetz, welches keine menschliche Gewalt, weder Tyrannen-Waffen noch Priester-Flüche, jemals 
dauernd zu underdrücken vermögen.  Nur durch eine fortschreitende Bewegung ist Leben und 
Entwicklung möglich.  Schon der blosse Stillstand ist ein Rückschritt, und jeder Rückschritt trägt den 
Keim des Todes in sich selbst.  Nur dem Fortschritte gehört die Zukunft!’  In saying, ‘Schon der blosse 
Stillstand ist ein Rückschritt’, Haeckel may have been thinking of the proverb, ‘Stillstand ist 
Rückgang’, which means, ‘If you don’t go forward, you go backward.’ 

5  May, Ernst Haeckel, p. 13.  In 1877 Haeckel was able to recall with satisfaction, ‘When, fourteen years 
ago, at the thirty-eighth meeting of scientific men at Stetting [sic], Sept. 12, 1863, I gave a lecture on 
the Darwinian Theory”, and in doing thus gave open expression to his teaching for the first time in 
such an assembly, the recognition of that teaching was decisively refused by the great majority of my 
hearers.  To-day such recognition is given willingly enough by all competent naturalists.’  ‘Ueber die 
heutige Entwickelungslehre im Verhältnisse zur Gesammtwissenschaft’, in Gesammelte populäre 
Vorträge, vol. i, pp. 116–7, endnote 6; ‘The Present Position of Evolution in Relation to Science’, in 
The Pedigree of Man, p. 294, endnote 6. 

6  May, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 12–14; Breitenbach, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 58–9.  Haeckel’s account of the 
dispute over the validity of Darwinian evolution as a generational conflict lends support to Thomas 
Kuhn’s observation that younger scientists are more likely to adopt new scientific paradigms.  See The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions.  Haeckel observed in Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, ‘We might 
add that there are many naturalists, and even celebrated zoologists and botanists, along the opponents 
of the Theory of Descent; but these latter are mostly old stagers, who have grown grey in quite 
opposite views, and whom we cannot expect, in the evening of their lives, to submit to a reform in their 
conception of the universe, which has become to them a fixed idea.’  Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 
pp. 532–3; History of Creation, vol. ii, pp. 346–7.  

7  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Eine autobiographische Skizze’, in Gerhard Heberer (ed.), Der gerechtfertigte 
Haeckel.  Einblicke in seine Schriften auf Anlaß des Erscheinens seines Hauptwerks ‘Generelle 
Morphologie der Organismen’ vor 100 Jahren (Stuttgart: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1968), pp. 8–9. 

 155



be far more at stake than the mere recognition by his colleagues of a plausible 

explanation for the phenomenon of species differentiation.  Not only did he sense 

immediately the incendiary repercussions that Darwin’s idea might have in separate 

fields such as religion and politics, but unlike Darwin he deliberately drew attention to 

these broader implications as issues of major concern.  In the decades that followed, 

attitudes towards Darwin’s theory would change from indifference or hostility to 

widespread acceptance.  Nowhere in Europe during the latter part of the nineteenth 

century were Darwinian ideas received as enthusiastically as they were in Germany.8  

This acceptance, and more importantly the form that this acceptance took, was due in 

large part to Haeckel’s efforts to promote the theory. 

The language that Haeckel employed in the Stettin speech contains the hallmarks 

of liberalism in Germany during the 1850s and 1860s.  After the failure of the revolution 

of 1848–49 to bring about constitutional reform and national unification, and in response 

to political reaction and state repression, liberal discourse during this period was 

characterised by militant anti-authoritarianism and anti-clericalism, emphasis on the 

importance of public education, faith in the inevitable triumph of the cause, and the 

recognition that this goal could be achieved only through protracted struggle.9  Often, 

academics whose political sympathies inclined towards liberalism turned their attention 

to the study of the natural sciences.  Philosophically-inclined scientists and physicians 

such as Karl Vogt, Ludwig Büchner and Jakob Moleschott are often seen to have 

                                                 
8  The historian Michael Ruse has remarked that after 1871 ‘“Darwinismus” became virtually a religion 

within Bismarck’s newly unified state’.  Monad to Man: The Concept of Progress in Evolutionary 
Biology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), p. 179. 

9  See James J. Sheehan, German Liberalism in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1978). 
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displaced the struggle against throne and altar into one to emancipate science from 

clerical dogma.10  Haeckel’s professor of pathological anatomy at the University of 

Würzburg, Rudolf Virchow, was a prominent example of a politically-engaged academic 

whose trajectory carried him from participation in the 1848 revolution to a materialistic 

study of the life sciences during the 1850s, and back again to politics in the 1860s.  

Indeed, the bellicose language that Haeckel employed in his Stettin speech appears to 

borrow heavily from Karl Vogt’s polemical pamphlet Köhlerglaube und Wissenschaft 

(Collier’s Faith and Science, 1855), which, as we have seen, had contributed to the 

spiritual crisis that Haeckel experienced during his student years.11 

Observers at least as far back as Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59) have observed 

that in a predominantly secular society fervent faith in a political ideology can function as 

a displaced form of religion.12  Both can endow one’s life with meaning by providing 

assurance that the believer is part of a larger, orderly cosmos.  The notion that the 

universe possesses such an order and is moving towards an ultimate goal, is, of course, 

deeply ingrained within the eschatological Judeo-Christian tradition, which teaches about 

the coming or return of a Messiah who will rectify injustice and bring about an age of 

peace and happiness for the faithful.  Secular world views – such as the philosophical 

                                                 
10  For an overview of the ideas of these philosophers, see Gregory, Scientific Materialism in the 

Nineteenth Century. 
11  Vogt’s pamphlet attacks the claim of zoologist Rudolph Wagner (1805–64) that all humans could have 

descended from a single pair, as described in the Biblical book of Genesis.  Köhlerglauben und 
Wissenschaft in Wittich (ed.), Schriften zum kleinbürgerlichen Materialismus in Deutschland.  Themes 
from Vogt’s pamphlet that appeared in Haeckel’s speech include the imagery of opposing armies 
marching under the banners of clericalism and natural science (p. 521), the injunction to spread 
knowledge beyond traditional boundaries (p. 522), and the idea that what one designates as separate 
‘species’ (Arten) is largely an arbitrary distinction (p. 584). 

12  See Dominick LaCapra’s discussion of Tocqueville’s political philosophy in ‘Rereading Tocqueville’s 
Old Régime’, in History and Reading: Tocqueville, Foucault, French Studies (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2000), pp. 73–121. 
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systems of the Marquis de Condorcet (1743–94), G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) or Karl 

Marx (1818–83) – may be seen to express a similar conviction.  They may foresee either 

a gradual amelioration of conflict leading to a reconciliation of opposing groups and 

overall improvement of social conditions, or an apocalyptic event such as a revolutionary 

upheaval that will result in a radical break with what has gone before and a more just 

ordering of society.13  In each case, the believer has reason to look beyond the 

imperfection and disorder of the present in anticipation that these aberrations will be 

overcome in the future. 

This close intertwining of scientific theory with religious faith and political 

ideology explains much of the appeal of Monism during its heyday, and suggests reasons 

for its eventual breakdown.  As Haeckel elaborated his monistic philosophy, this 

interconnection was not without its vicissitudes, however.  As indicated in the second 

chapter, there is disagreement among scholars over whether Haeckel’s political outlook 

may be accurately described as liberal and whether his world view was fundamentally 

optimistic or pessimistic.  This chapter will address these matters by examining the ways 

in which Haeckel sought assurances for his political and philosophical beliefs in the 

natural sciences, as well as the complications and paradoxes that he encountered as a 

result of this effort. 

 

                                                 
13  Eric Voegelin’s suggestion that ‘the Marxian idea of freedom’ is ‘an immanentist hypostasis of a 

Christian eschatological symbol’ points towards such a displacement of religious concepts into the 
realm of politics.  See The New Science of Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), p. 
29. 
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The inevitability of progress 
 
The question of whether Darwin’s theory, as he originally formulated it and as his 

contemporaries understood it, entails any form of progress at all remains a controversial 

issue among historians of science.  It could be argued that Darwin encouraged the 

interpretation that evolution is a progressive process when he wrote in The Origin of 

Species that ‘as natural selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all 

corporeal and mental endowments will tend to progress towards perfection’.14  Perhaps 

the greatest difference between Darwinian evolution and theological or idealist world 

views which describe development over time is the repudiation by the former of 

explanations for phenomena in terms of such final causes or goals.  Instead, Darwin 

looked exclusively to effective or immediate causes in order to induce general laws, 

notably those of natural and sexual selection.  One of the chief merits of the theory of 

natural selection, according to Haeckel, is that it finally allows biologists to provide an 

explanation of ‘the emergence of purposeful [zweckmäßig] adaptations through purely 

mechanical causes’, without the need to appeal to supernatural intervention into natural 

processes; in other words, how purposefulness (Zweckmäßigkeit) results from a process 

that lacks an aim or a purpose (Zweck).15  ‘Is an astronomer today’, Haeckel asked in Die 

Welträthsel, ‘really still expected to ask the purpose of planetary movements or a 

mineralogist the purpose of individual crystal forms?  Or should a physicist brood over 

the purpose of electrical forces or a chemist over the purpose of atomic weights?  We 

                                                 
14  Darwin, Origin of Species, p. 399. 
15  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 304; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 263. McCabe translates ‘der 

Entstehung zweckmäßiger Einrichtungen durch rein mechanische Ursachen’ as ‘the origin of orderly 
arrangements from purely mechanical causes’, thus overlooking the etymological significance of the 
word ‘zweckmäßig’. 
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may answer without hesitation: No!’16  Haeckel had stated at the outset of Generelle 

Morphologie that his goal was to bring the life sciences in line with these other 

disciplines.  Following the example set by Darwin in the Origin of Species, Haeckel 

demonstrated the non-purposive operation of natural selection by identifying atrophied 

organs as vestigial traces of organs which had been fully-developed in a remote ancestor 

of present-day species.17  Among the examples that Haeckel cited are the ear muscles and 

‘plica semilunaris’ or ‘third eyelid’ found in humans, eyes covered with opaque 

membrane found in animals that live exclusively in the dark, such as certain species of 

moles, fishes and amphibians, and the tiny hind leg bones found in Boa and Python 

snakes.18  To the study of useless organs Haeckel gave the name ‘dysteleology’, in order 

to distinguish it from the dominant teleological theory.19  Haeckel also pointed to the 

mechanism of natural selection itself as evidence that the natural world is not governed 

by a benign entity, since it contains such suffering as that brought about by disease, 

starvation and predation, in ‘a merciless, extremely bitter struggle of all against all’.20   

In place of an intelligent entity that governs the process, Haeckel identified a 

series of mechanistic laws that regulate the development of life on Earth.  Natural 

                                                 
16  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 302; Eng. ed., pp. 260–1; translation ammended: ‘Sollte wirklich noch heute im 

Ernste ein Astronom nach dem Zwecke der Planeten-Bewegungen oder ein Mineraloge nach dem 
Zwecke der einzelnene Krystall-Formen fragen?  Oder sollte ein Physiker über den Zweck der 
elektrischen Kräfte oder ein Chemiker über den Zweck der Atom-Gewichte grübeln?  Wir dürfen 
getrost antworten: Nein!’  Again, McCabe obscures the connection by using different words to render 
the word ‘Zweck’ in this passage: ‘Is any astronomer likely to inquire seriously to-day into the purpose 
of planetary motion, or a mineralogist to seek design in the structure of a crystal?  Does the physicist 
investigate the purpose of electrical force, or the chemist that of atomic weight?  We may confidently 
answer in the negative.’ 

17  For Darwin’s discussion, see On the Origin of Species, chapter 13. 
18  Haeckel, Natürliches Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 11; History of Creation, vol. i, pp. 11–16. 
19  Haeckel first uses this term in Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, p. 100.  For a general critique of the 

teleological approach to biology, see vol. i, pp. 94–105; vol. ii, 266–72. 
20  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 16; History of Creation, vol. i, p. 19.  
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selection is certainly one of these.  However, Haeckel considered natural selection only 

one among several mechanisms that contributes to this development.  In Generelle 

Morphologie he discussed the joint contributions of Jean Lamarck, Wolfgang von Goethe 

and Darwin to what he called the ‘Theory of Descent’ (Descendenz-Theorie).  The 

German poet and naturalist had seen the universe as an interconnected system, the parts 

of which are in an eternal process of change and becoming.  Each of the sections of 

Generelle Morphologie begins with a paragraph or stanza from one of Goethe’s great 

works illustrating how he had intuited the basic components of evolutionary theory.21  

The French naturalist, on the other hand, identified the common descent of many 

organisms, and the mechanism of inheritance of acquired characteristics.  According to 

the latter theory, organisms passed to their offspring not only the traits that they had 

inherited from their progenitors, but also those which they had acquired during their own 

lives.  Haeckel referred to the former as ‘conservative inheritance’ (conservative 

Vererbung) and the latter as ‘progressive inheritance’ (progressive Vererbung).  Haeckel 

proposed that this latter concept of progressive inheritance is vital to understanding how 

variations originate.22  Darwin’s theory, according to Haeckel, in no way refuted 

Lamarck’s conclusions, but is in fact a necessary corollary to them.  As he expressed it on 

the title page of Generelle Morphologie, Darwin ‘reformed’ the theory of descent, which 

Lamarck and Goethe had pioneered.  Darwin’s observation that organisms tend to 

produce more offspring than available sources of food will support and must compete 

                                                 
21  For a discussion of how Goethe’s works influenced Haeckel, see Maren Partenheimer, Goethes 

Tragweite in der Naturwissenschaft: Hermann von Helmholtz, Ernst Haeckel, Werner Heisenburg, 
Carl Friedrich von Weizaecker (Berlin: Duncker & Humbolt, 1989).   Haeckel also placed a short 
prose piece titled ‘Natur’ at the beginning of Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte; in the English version, 
the translator replaced this with two stanzas from a poem by Wordsworth!  

22  For a discussion of progressive inheritance, see Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, pp. 186–90. 
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with one another to survive explains the converse phenomenon of how disadvantageous 

variations are weeded out of a population.23  Later in his career Haeckel would 

strenuously oppose August Weismann’s (1834–1914) germ plasm theory, according to 

which hereditary information is contained within the cell nucleus and is not directly 

altered by environmental factors; according to Haeckel this conception was unable to 

account for the introduction of new variations within organisms.24  It must be 

remembered that Gregor Mendel’s (1822–84) theories about genes remained largely 

unknown at this time, and it was not until the 1890s that his ideas were rediscovered and 

championed by Hugo De Vries (1848–1935).   

From the laws of natural selection and of conservative and progressive inheritance 

Haeckel derived two further laws: the ‘law of divergence’ (Divergenz-Gesetz) and the 

‘law of progress’ (Fortschritts-Gesetz).  Haeckel likened the first of these to the division 

of labour in modern industrial societies.  As the pressures of competition within species 

drive organisms to seek new habitats and sources of food, adaptation to these new 

conditions of life cause them to diverge from the original type.  Regarding the law of 

progress, Haeckel took his cue from Ernst von Baer and Herbert Spencer, in order to 

describe the tendency of more complex or ‘perfect’ organisms to emerge over time.25  

Highly evolved organisms are distinguished by their possession of a great variety of 

specialised parts, organs, or cells, while lower organisms are more homogeneous in their 

physical structure.  As Haeckel described the process in Natürliche 

                                                 
23  Ibid., vol. ii, pp. 226–47. 
24  For Haeckel’s views on Weismann’s germ plasm theory, see Die Lebenswunder, pp. 423–5; The 

Wonders of Life, pp. 367–70; for his views on De Vries’ theory of mutation, see ibid., Ger. ed., pp. 
429–32; Eng. ed., pp. 372–4. 

25  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th ed., vol. i, pp. 274–5; History of Creation, vol. i, p. 
270. 
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Schöpfungsgeschichte, ‘the continually increasing diversity of living forms was always 

accompanied at the same time by a development of their organisation’.26  Other than 

observing that the fossil record reveals such an increase in complexity, Haeckel does not 

provide any examples to show how greater complexity is advantageous, but states this as 

self-evident, and the ‘necessary result of natural selection in the struggle for existence’.27  

Paraphrasing the words of Thomas Huxley, Haeckel insisted that people should not be 

ashamed of having descended from primates and lower forms of life.28  ‘For what can be 

more elevating for man and of what can he be more proud’, Haeckel asked, 

than the fact that he has elevated himself in the infinitely complicated 
evolutionary competition, in which organisms have been for many thousands of 
centuries, that he has elevated himself from the lowest steps of organisation to the 
highest, soaring above all of his relatives, to be lord and master over all of nature; 
that he has left the shark and the salamander, the marsupial and the half ape, so far 
behind him that there is nothing in all of organic nature to compare with this 
triumph of evolution!29 
 

Furthermore, Haeckel was not satisfied to regard Darwin’s theory as a set of special 

biological laws, but instead saw even wider implications.  ‘Darwinism’, he stated at the 

outset of Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, is ‘only a fraction of a much more 

comprehensive science, namely the universal theory of evolution, which extends its 

inestimable significance over the entire realm of human knowledge.’30  In the 

culminating chapter of Generelle Morphologie, Haeckel attempted to sketch out in broad 

strokes how the entire edifice of science should be remodelled after the fashion of this 

                                                 
26  Ibid., 1st Ger. ed., p. 225; Eng. ed., vol. i, p. 277. 
27  Ibid., p. 224.  
28  Huxley had written in 1863, ‘Nay, more, thoughtful men, once escaped from the blinding influences of 

traditional prejudice, will find in the lowly stock whence man has sprung, the best evidence of the 
splendour of his capacities; and will discern in his long progress through the Past, a reasonable ground 
of faith in his attainment of a nobler Future’ (‘Man’s Place in Nature’, p. 103). 

29  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 430. 
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new theory.  He did this with typical bombast and reliance on neologisms, an entire 

‘Weltkunde’, which he defined as the ‘general science of the visible universe’ and which 

could be divided into ‘uranology’ or the study of the heavens, and ‘pangeology’ or the 

study of the earth.  Uranology, for example, could be studied either as ‘uranogeny’, the 

developmental history of extraterrestrial nature or as ‘uranography’, extraterrestrial 

nature as it exists at any given moment in time.31  He also explained in a footnote in 

Generelle Morphologie, ‘mathematics is a part of general cosmology, just as psychology 

is a part of special anthropology and logic is a part of psychology’.32  Thus, not only is 

organic life evolving, but so too is the universe as a whole. 

 

Ontogeny and phylogeny  
 
Haeckel’s most famous theoretical contribution to the science of evolution is the 

‘biogenetic law’, which states, ‘ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny’.  During its embryonic 

development, Haeckel suggested, an organism adopts the most significant morphological 

attributes of its ancestors; this occurs generally, but not always, in the sequential order in 

which these traits evolved.  Often, physical structures that were present in the ancestral 

but not in the modern form of the adult organism, such as gill slits, appear briefly at one 

stage of development only to disappear later or transform into a different organ at a later 

stage of development.   

Haeckel was not the first to observe the phenomenon.  In his studies of chick 

embryos during the 1750s, Caspar Friedrich Wolff of Berlin observed that organisms 

                                                                                                                                                 
30  Eng. edition pp. 1–2; ibid., 10th Ger. ed., vol. i, pp. 1–2. 
31  Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 444.   
32  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 445. 
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during their embryonic development do not ‘unfold’ from a pre-formed but complete 

miniature homunculus, as was commonly assumed at the time.  Rather, the chick embryo 

initially has the form of a small germinal disc which folds into four layers; these in turn 

develop into the nervous, muscular, vascular and alimentary systems, respectively.  The 

structures which appear in the early stages of development exhibit very little physical 

similarity to the mature organs they ultimately become.  Lorenz Oken, working in Jena, 

rediscovered the work of Wolff in 1806, and drew further conclusions.  One of the most 

controversial of these, and one to have a great impact on Haeckel, was his theory that 

higher organisms, such as mammals, pass through lower stages of worm, fish and reptile 

during their embryonic development, prior to assuming their final, adult forms.  This lent 

support to theories that species are not unchanging, but that complex organisms 

developed from simpler ones.  The most notable of these was, of course, the transformist 

theory advanced by Jean Lamarck in Philosophie zoologique (1809).  This idea also 

inspired other romantic Naturphilosophen such as Schelling in their speculative theories 

about the unity of nature.  During the materialist reaction against these ideas in the mid-

nineteenth century, many scientists denied that embryology reveals such a genealogical 

progression.  This is true of Karl Ernst von Baer, who discovered the human ovum in 

1827.  He concluded that while embryos begin their existence in an identical, 

homogeneous state and then gradually diverge during development, each species takes 

shape according its own distinct plan of construction (Bauplan).  Von Baer rejected the 

notion that the various species could be arranged in any sort of continuum from higher to 

lower, much less into a temporal evolutionary progression.  However, not everyone 

abandoned the idea that the developmental histories of the individual and the species 
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were analogous.  In the thirteenth chapter of the first edition of The Origin of Species, 

Darwin drew upon embryology to support his theory of common descent and divergence 

through natural selection:   

The fore-limbs, for instance, which served as legs in the parent-species, may 
become, by a long course of modification, adapted in one descendant to act as 
hands, in another as paddles, in another as wings; and on the above two principles 
– namely of each successive modification supervening at a rather late age, and 
being inherited at a corresponding late age – the fore-limbs in the embryos of the 
several descendants of the parent-species will still resemble each other closely, for 
they will not have been modified.  But in each individual new species, the 
embryonic fore-limbs will differ greatly from the fore-limbs in the mature animal; 
the limbs in the latter having undergone much modification at a rather late period 
of life, and having thus been converted into hands, paddles, or wings.33   
 

Darwin concluded that ‘embryology rises greatly in interest, when we thus look at the 

embryo as a picture, more or less obscured, of the common parent-form of each great 

class of animals’.34   Von Baer, incidentally, spent the final years of his life attacking 

Darwin’s theories from his home in Russia.  Thomas Huxley had been highly sceptical 

about Darwin’s theories during the mid-1850s and strongly endorsed Baer’s arguments 

about the lack of embryological evidence for evolution.35  By 1863, however, Huxley 

was citing the existence of teeth in the jaws of embryonic whalebone whales which 

disappear prior to birth as proof of their descent from a toothed ancestor.36 

                                                

Given the prominent place that embryology held by 1860, both within the German 

scientific establishment and among the English naturalists whom he admired, it comes as 

little surprise that Haeckel incorporated the idea into his works.  As a result of these 

researches, Haeckel was inspired to formulate his now-famous ‘biogenetic law’ 

 
33  Darwin, On the Origin of Species, p. 365. 
34  Ibid., p. 368. 
35  Desmond, Huxley, pp. 190–91, 224. 
36  Huxley, ‘Man’s Place in Nature’, p. 251. 
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(biogenetische Grundgesetz).  He coined the term ‘biogeny’ in Generelle Morphologie 

(1866) to refer to all forms of organic development, both the growth of the individual 

organism from its conception to its maturity and the evolution of all species from their 

origin as a self-replicating protoplasmic primeval slime (Urschleim) to the diverse and 

complex forms of current life.  To designate these two forms of development, Haeckel 

coined the terms ‘ontogeny’ and ‘phylogeny’, respectively.  In the second volume of 

Generelle Morphologie, Haeckel put forward a list of theses outlining his understanding 

of the relationship between the individual organism and evolutionary theory.  The forty-

first thesis described the relationship between ontogeny and phylogeny as a strictly causal 

one: ‘Ontogenesis is the short and rapid recapitulation of phylogenesis, determined by the 

physiological functions of inheritance (reproduction) and adaptation (nutrition).’37  Like 

Lamarck, Haeckel believed that an organism could pass on traits acquired during its 

lifetime, as well as those inherited from its parents.  Haeckel pointed out, however, that 

while ontogenetic development generally repeats ‘the most important of these changes of 

form’ in the phylogenetic history of the species in the order in which they evolved, it 

could not be taken as a perfect or complete record.38  It could be ‘blurred and 

abbreviated’ (verwischt und abgekürzt) by the organism’s tendency to take an ever 

shorter and more direct path of development, as well as ‘falsified and altered’ (gefälscht 

und abgeändert) by attributes that were acquired during later periods but that appear 

earlier in the ontogenetic sequence.  For this reason the phylogeny of an organism cannot 

be accurately reconstructed on the basis of the ontogenetic development of that species 

alone, but it must be supplemented with knowledge derived from the comparative 

                                                 
37  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 300.  
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embryology of related species. 

Haeckel’s most original contribution to evolutionary theory, however, was what 

came to be known as the ‘Gastrula Theory’.  It had been well known since the 1840s that 

the ovum of multicellular organisms is a single cell, which after fertilisation grows and 

divides exponentially.  These cells initially arrange themselves in the shape of a hollow 

sphere, which then collapses in on itself like a deflated beachball to form a double-walled 

cup.  Huxley had already noted in 1849 that the adult form of the medusa bears a striking 

resemblance to vertebrates at this stage of embryonic development.  In both cases, the rim 

of the cup draws itself in and serves as a mouth, while the cavity forms a primitive gut.  

After observing that adult sponges have an identical dual-walled sack-like form, Haeckel 

made an intuitive leap and proposed that all metazoa or multicellular organisms had 

descended from a single ancestor that lived during the Laurentian period, to which he 

gave the name ‘gastrula’.  Haeckel put this idea forward in 1872 in his monograph on the 

calcareous sponges, and later elaborated on it in his later works, including a series of 

articles in the Jenaische Zeitschrift für Medizin und Naturwissenschaft.39 

 

Darwin and evolutionary progress 

The issue concerning what embryology can reveal about the evolution of species is 

central to that of whether evolution is innately progressive.  As we have seen, Haeckel 

agreed with the understanding of Darwin and Weismann that natural selection is a 

                                                                                                                                                 
38  Ibid.  
39  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Die Gastraea-Theorie, die phylogenetische Classification des Thierreichs und die 

Homologie der Keimblätter’, in Jenaische Zeitschrift für Medizin und Naturwissenschaft 8 (1874), pp. 
1–57; ‘Die Gastrula und die Eifurchung der Thiere’, in Jenaische Zeitschrift für Medizin und 
Naturwissenschaft 9 (1875), pp. 402–508. 
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completely mechanical process which involves neither supernatural intervention from the 

outside nor an ‘entelechy’ or vital force that directs the growth and development of 

organisms from within.  This non-teleological interpretation received further support 

during the 1930s and 1940s, when scientists began synthesising Darwin’s ideas 

concerning natural selection with Mendel’s gene theory.  Ernst Mayr, a leading scientist 

in this movement, has suggested that ‘Victorian notions of progress and perfectibility 

were seriously undermined by Darwin’s demonstration that evolution brings about 

change and adaptation, but it does not necessarily lead to progress, and it never leads to 

perfection’.  Most significantly, Mayr pointed out, ‘Darwin introduced the concepts of 

probability, chance, and uniqueness into scientific discourse.’40  Stephen Jay Gould, a 

former student of Mayr, has also stressed the intrinsically non-teleological nature of 

evolution as Darwin understood it.  In Ontogeny and Phylogeny (1977), Gould argued 

that Darwin adopted von Baer’s interpretation that an organism develops from a simple, 

homogeneous condition to a species-specific one, whereas Haeckel attempted to revive 

the methodologically-suspect Romantic notion of recapitulation.41  Gould used this to 

support Daniel Gasman’s thesis that the German scientist’s mystic bastardisation of 

evolutionary theory lent credence to National Socialist theories of Aryan supremacy and 

racial conflict, and their policies of warfare, euthanasia and genocide.42   

Other historians have questioned how non-teleological Darwin’s understanding of 

                                                 
40  Ernst Mayr, One Long Argument: Charles Darwin  and the Genesis of Modern Evolutionary Thought 

(Cambridge, MS: Harvard University Press, 1991), pp. 1–2. 
41  As evidence, Gould cited approving references to Baer in Darwin’s notebooks.  Gould conceded that 

Darwin inverted the basic assumption of Baer, and believed that organisms do have an evolutionary 
history, but that this history is not mirrored in their phylogenetic development.  Stephen Jay Gould, 
Ontogeny and Phylogeny (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), pp. 70–4. 

42  Ibid., p. 77.   See chapter 2, above. 
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evolution actually was.  Peter J. Bowler, for example, referred to the popularity of 

evolutionary theories in the decades following the appearance of Darwin’s book in 1859 

as a ‘non-Darwinian revolution’, and pointed out that ‘Darwin achieved the status of a 

cultural symbol because his book catalyzed the transition to a full-fledged evolutionism 

within the developmental tradition’.43  According to Bowler, the majority of Darwin’s 

contemporaries, including Haeckel, did not understand evolution in the rigidly non-

teleological fashion that current scientists do and regarded natural selection as merely one 

regulatory mechanism among several.44  Haeckel’s genealogical tables were ‘based on a 

progressionist vision of evolution with a main line of development aimed at mankind’, 

and that the direct causal correlation between the phylogenetic development of the 

species and the ontogenetic growth of the individual ‘seemed to carry the implication that 

evolution, too, was a purposeful process’.45  William Montgomery has agreed that ‘[i]n 

the minds of most biologists [during the late nineteenth century] both idealist and 

mechanist principles operated in uneasy coexistence’.46     

Robert Richards has challenged such notions, arguing that it is less a case of the 

latter scientists misreading Darwin, as one of Mayr, Gould and Bowler projecting their 

twentieth-century neo-Darwinian understanding of evolution onto the writings of the 

English naturalist for ideological reasons.  ‘Gould and Mayr have a scientific interest in 

reading Darwin as they have’, Richards argued.  ‘Both of these historians regard freely 

flowing variational possibilities as the juice of evolution; and suspect constraints (like 

                                                 
43  Peter J. Bowler, The Non-Darwinian Revolution: Reinterpreting a Historical Myth (Baltimore: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), p. 5. 
44  Peter J. Bowler, The Eclipse of Darwinism: Anti-Darwinian Evolution Theories in the Decades Around 

1900 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), p. 22. 
45  Bowler, Non-Darwinian Revolution, p. 13. 
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recapitulation) that act to inhibit the flow can, they believe, only produce stagnation. […] 

Recapitulation has always been joined to ideals of progress; and for Gould and Mayr 

progressivist evolutionary processes can only be the result of fixed goals to be achieved – 

teleology in another guise.’47  Richards accused Gould of having ‘pounded natural 

selection into a fine, anti-progressivist blade, which he has wielded to protect the lineage 

of neo-Darwinism from the dangerous crypto-teleological derivations of his 

contemporaries’.48  On the contrary, Richards insisted, as far as recapitulation is 

concerned ‘for Darwin it was adults all the way down – when embryos manifested traits 

acquired by progenitors, it had to be the adult traits they manifested’.49  He has also 

recently shown how Darwin was inspired by the works of German Romantic scientists 

such as Alexander Humboldt, which, incidentally are the same writings that inspired 

Haeckel’s fascination as a youth with the study of living things.50  Incidentally, while 

Richards has been uncovering the Romantic providence of Darwin’s theories, Richard 

Weikart has been arguing that both Haeckel and Darwin were not mystical at all in their 

conception of how evolution functions but were essentially mechanistic materialists; in 

both of these points, Weikart pointedly remarked, their world view resembled that of 

                                                                                                                                                 
46  Montgomery, ‘Germany’, p. 91.  
47  Robert J. Richards, The Meaning of Evolution: Morphological Construction and Ideological 

Construction of Darwin’s Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 176–7. 
48  Richards, The Meaning of Evolution, p. 84.  
49  Ibid., p. 171.  Richards also asserted, ‘When Ernst Haeckel similarly used the biogenetic law to 

reconstruct phylogenies, he was certainly working within the echt Darwinian tradition’ (p. 164).  
50  Robert J. Richards, ‘Darwin’s Romantic Biology: The Foundation of his Evolutionary Ethics’, in Jane 

Maeienschein and Michael Ruse (eds.), Biology and the Foundation of Ethics (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 113–53; also published as chapter 14 in Robert J. Richards, 
The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe, Science and Its 
Conceptual Foundations, series ed. David L. Hull (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), pp. 
515–54. 
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Adolf Hitler.51 

 

Chance versus determinacy 

Drawing connections between mid-nineteenth-century German idealism and later 

naturalists’ receptiveness to Darwin’s theory, Montgomery went so far as to claim that 

Haeckel’s ‘philosophy of science made no provision for any concept of chance or 

accident’.52  What is striking in light of this recent debate is that Haeckel’s 

contemporaries did not see his theory as teleological at all.  Indeed, many attacked it for 

being based on chance.  For example, von Baer confessed in a letter he sent to Haeckel in 

1876 that his reluctance to accept Darwin’s theory had to do with his inability to conceive 

of how development could occur without the process being directed by an intelligent 

entity.  ‘[T]here seems to be too much arbitrariness in it;’ he wrote, ‘also I could never 

bring myself to deny this development a goal, for then the character of development 

would be lost and the entire process would be only the result of a large number of 

agencies.’53  The idea was equally nonsensical to the theologian Pfenningsdorf, who 

incredulously declared:  

And are we now supposed to believe that organisms, which are works of art that 
exceed all human skill, originated from themselves, and are we to assume that this 
wonderful world, with the orderliness of its laws and the abundance of its 
phenomena, is the work of blind chance?  Would this not require as much 
stupidity of us, or far more, than if we were to believe that one day many 
hundreds of years ago the Cologne Cathedral was blown together by a 
whirlwind?54   

                                                 
51  Weikart, ‘Evolutionäre Aufklärung?  Zur Geschichte des Monistenbundes’, p. 48. 
52  Montgomery, p. 108. 
53  Cited in Viktor Franz, Das Heute geschichtliche Bild von Ernst Haeckel.  Rede bei der Gedächtnisfeier 

der Universität Jena zu Haeckels 100. Geburtstag, in der Aula der Universität Jena gehalten am 16. 
Februar 1934 (Jena: Gustav Fischer, 1934), p. 7. 

54  E. Pfenningsdorf, Haeckels Monismus – Wahrheit oder Dichtung?  Flugblatt für Gebildete.  
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Pfenningsdorf equated progress with physical complexity and assumed that simplicity 

would make an organism hardy and thus more likely to survive, as when he insisted, ‘The 

“struggle for existence” does not explain progress, since moss is much better in the 

struggle for existence than the delicate flowering plant and bacteria are better than the 

highly organised animal.  So why is there higher development?  Where are the forces 

driving it forward?’55  If an increase in biological complexity had indeed emerged over 

time, he argued, this could be taken as proof that the process must be guided by an entity 

or force which Haeckel and Darwin refused to acknowledge.  Frank Ballard, an English 

theologian, accused Haeckel’s Monism of being ‘cryptotheism’, since ‘[i]t would have 

us, indeed, attribute all things to a “process” for which neither cause nor direction is 

supplied’.56  Hermann Werner also believed that without a goal there would be a 

directionless change of forms but no development.  ‘With his materialistic bias’, Werner 

remarked,  

[Haeckel] overlooks every higher motive and every ideal goal.  He who believes 
that the world possesses another level of goals than the bare conservation of life 
will not have any difficulty seeing how these rudimentary organs would document 
the systematisation of the creature, its belonging to certain genera and species 
[…].57  
 

Werner went on to pronounce, ‘For without a goal, a change of form gives an alteration 

[Veränderung], but no development [Entwicklung].’58  Dennert argued as well that even 

                                                                                                                                                 
Sonderabdruck aus ‘Beweis des Glaubens im Geistesleben der Gegenwart’ (Verlag von C. 
Bertelsmann, Gütersloh, 1907), p. 3. 

55  Ibid., p. 2. 
56  Ballard, Haeckel’s Monism False, p. 254. 
57  Hermann Werner, ‘Die Zweckmässigkeit in der Natur’, in Zeitfragen des christlichen Volkslebens, 

Heft 16 (vol. 3, Heft 4) (Heilbronn: Verlag von Gebr. Henninger, 1878), p. 30. 
58  Ibid., p. 37.   
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the analogy of artificial selection used by Darwin in the Origin of Species suggested the 

need for a Creator.  Random variations, he argued, could only give rise to 

disadvantageous forms that would then be weeded out by a process of natural selection.  

Darwin had discovered, at most, a regulating principle, but not a creative one capable of 

bringing forth progressively better-adaptive forms of life.  ‘If one now wants to carry the 

analogy through in an orderly manner,’ he argued, ‘one must also demand guidance in the 

case of natural selection, i.e. therefore a divine will.’59  Moreover, Dennert observed,  

there is a struggle for existence between various species, but it does not exist 
between individuals of the same species, at least certainly not to the extent 
demanded by the hypothesis, and furthermore these little ‘random’ alterations that 
one can admittedly observe here are not yet of any use whatsoever for the forms 
concerned, as they would have to be if they were to be able to offer a foothold to 
natural selection; above all, however, the Darwinian hypothesis does not at all 
explain what it wants to, namely the emergence of new forms, as it simply takes 
for granted the ‘random’ changes on which everything depends and explains only 
the absence of unsuitable [nicht zweckmäßig] forms.  At best, therefore, its 
principles are not creative, but eliminative and regulative. 60   

 
These arguments should be familiar to anyone who has read recent creationist literature 

and are to this day frequently invoked by opponents of evolution.61  The point, however, 

is that both Haeckel and his opponents viewed the Darwinian conception of evolution as 

a non-teleological process.  For his opponents it was the theory’s failing, but for Haeckel 

this was the theory’s strength.  In no way did recapitulation or physical laws interfere 

with this understanding. 

 

                                                 
59  Eberhardt Dennert, Weltbild und Weltanschauung.  Zur Verständigung über das Verhältnis der freien 

Naturforschung zum Glauben (Godesberg b. Bonn: Naturwissenschaftlicher Verlag, 1909), p. 48. 
60  Ibid., p.  47.   
61  See chapter 1, footnote 24, above. 
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Entropy 
 
Ironically, one of the most serious challenges to Haeckel’s biologically-based conception 

of progress came from the realm of physics.  Materialist philosophers since the eighteenth 

century had assumed that if there were no deity, there could not have been a creation 

event; hence, the universe must always have existed and is a perpetuum mobile.62  The 

demonstration of Antoine-Laurent Lavoisier (1743–94) in 1789 that matter can be neither 

created nor destroyed gave apparent support to this conception, as did the similar 

discovery by Robert Mayer (1814–78) in 1842 regarding energy.  The materialist 

philosopher Moleschott cited this fact, which is likely where Haeckel learned about it.63  

However, the conception of an eternal universe was called into question by the discovery 

by Rudolf Clausius (1822–88) in 1850 that ‘entropy tends towards a maximum’.  In other 

words, a closed system tends toward a state of thermal equilibrium as heat dissipates 

from warm bodies to cold ones, a process that is irreversible and often referred to as the 

‘heat death’ of the universe.  In the distant future all of the stars will have exhausted 

themselves by radiating the last of their energy into space, and as a result the planets 

circling them will become cold, dark, and incapable of supporting life.   

Haeckel and others found such a prognosis nonsensical.  The notion that the 

universe could have had a beginning and an end, he wrote in Die Welträthsel, is ‘quite 

untenable in the light of our monistic and consistent theory of the eternal cosmogenetic 

                                                 
62  This assumption was held sway long into the twentieth century.  Although Edwin Hubble discovered in 

1929 that galaxies are moving away from one another, it was not until the 1960s that evidence became 
conclusive that this expansion began at a finite point in the past, with a so-called ‘Big Bang’.  See 
Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes (Toronto: Bantam 
Books, 1988), pp. 39, 46–51.   

63  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, pp. 245–9; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 212–15. 
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process; both contradict the law of substance.’64  His reasoning was that the second law 

of thermodynamics, the law of entropy, contradicted the first, Mayer’s law of the 

conservation of energy.65  Because of this apparent contradiction that violated their 

assumptions about the static nature of the universe, some physicists and astronomers 

attempted to discover how the effects of entropy might be reversed.  The Swedish 

astronomer Svante Arrhenius (1859–1927) proposed that some combination of gravity 

and radiation pressure might serve to counteract the effects of entropy.66  The Swiss 

physicist Ludwig Zehnder (1854-1949), on the other hand, suggested that nebulae might 

act as cosmic accumulators, collecting solar radiation and gasses, and eventually 

transferring this matter and energy to the new stars and planets into which they 

condense.67  Haeckel referred to both of these explanations in Ewigkeit as possible ways 

in which Clausius’s predictions might be circumvented.68  The biologist became involved 

in a public debate with the physicist O. D. Chwolson from St. Petersburg over the subject 

of entropy, and the two published rather nasty pamphlets personally attacking one 

another.  The Chwolson accused Haeckel of having a poorer understanding of Clausius’ 

                                                 
64   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 286; Eng. ed., p. 247. 
65  Ibid. 
66  Svante Arrhenius remarked, ‘By virtue of this compensating co-operation of gravity and of the 

radiation pressure of light, as well as of temperature equalization and heat concentration, the evolution 
of the world can continue in an eternal cycle, in which there is neither beginning nor end, and in which 
life may exist and continue forever and undiminished.’  Worlds in the Making: The Evolution of the 
Universe, translation by H. Borns of Das Werden der Welten (New York: Harper & Brothers 
Publishers, 1908), p. 211.   

67  Ludwig Zehnder, Der Ewige Kreislauf des Weltalls.  Nach Vorlesungen über physikalische 
Weltanschauungen and der K. technischen Hochschule Berlin (Braunschweig: Druck und Verlag von 
Friedrich Vieweg & Sohn, 1914).  

68  Haeckel, Ewigkeit, pp. 22–3; Eternity, pp. 18–19.  Here Haeckel referred to Arrhenius’s idea of 
radiation pressure but did not name its author, and referred to Zehnder by name but did not explain his 
theory.  
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mechanical theory of heat than a secondary school student.69  Haeckel rebutted this with 

the worst accusation a monistic philosopher could make: Chwolson, he claimed, was a 

dualist.70  Not surprisingly, Chwolson’s critiques received a warm reception among 

Haeckel’s opponents.  

Yet even if it were true that the law of entropy is reversible on a cosmic scale, the 

difficulty remains of how the idea of indefinite progress might be reconciled with that of 

a universe which is infinite in duration.  Life might arise spontaneously and 

independently on planets throughout the universe, and successive generations of these 

organisms might develop gradually towards ever greater levels of complexity.  In each 

case, however, the star that nourishes life on the planet will eventually expend all of its 

energy, if it is not first destroyed in a collision with another star, either scenario leading 

to a complete annihilation of life on the affected planets.  The painfully-begotten fruits of 

organic evolution and even of human culture will, in the end, be prodigiously wasted.  

Progressive organic evolution, in this view, cannot be enduring but can only be a local 

phenomenon, observable on a particular planet within a finite span of time; on a cosmic 

scale the process must be seen as cyclical, marked by the continuous emergence and 

destruction of life on various planets throughout the cosmos.  Thomas Huxley articulated 

such a vision of the universe in his 1893 Romanes Lecture: 

Natural knowledge tends more and more to the conclusion that ‘all the choir of 
heaven and furniture of the earth’ are the transitory forms of parcels of cosmic 
substance wending along the road of evolution, from nebulous potentiality, 
through endless growths of sun and planet and satellite; through all varieties of 
matter; through infinite diversities of life and thought; possibly, through modes of 
being of which we neither have a conception, nor are competent to form any, back 

                                                 
69  Chwolson, Hegel, Haeckel, Kossuth und das Zwölfte Gebot, p. 52. 
70  Ernst Haeckel, Monismus und Naturgesetz, Flugschriften des Deutschen Monistenbundes, Heft 1 

(1906; 2nd ed., Brackwede i. W.: Kommissionsverlag von D. W. Breitenbach, 1907), p. 27. 
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to the indefinable latency from which they arose.  Thus the most obvious attribute 
of the cosmos is its impermanence.  It assumes the aspect not so much of a 
permanent entity as of a changeful process, in which nought endures save the flow 
of energy and the rational order which pervades it.71 
 

Interestingly, while Haeckel rejected out of hand the idea that the universe must 

eventually come to an end, he appeared unperturbed by the prospect that the human race 

would eventually become extinct.  ‘Humanity is but a transitory phase of the evolution of 

an eternal substance,’ he wrote in Die Welträthsel, ‘a particular phenomenal form of 

matter and energy, the true proportion of which we soon perceive when we set it on the 

background of infinite space and eternal time.’72  

This was a dilemma that drew the attention of other Monists as well.  Wilhelm 

Ostwald addressed this problem at greater length in two of his Monistic Sunday Sermons, 

‘Die sterbende Sonne’ (The Dying Sun, 1911) and ‘Ewigkeit und Unendlichkeit’ 

(Eternity and Infinity, 1912).73  Regardless of whether Zehnder might be correct in 

conjecturing that nebulae might recycle the energy in the universe, Ostwald maintained, 

this will not change the fact that the sun will eventually radiate all of its heat into space 

and become cold, rendering the Earth uninhabitable.  It goes without saying that hope for 

an afterlife is delusory.  However, a monistic awareness of transitory nature of human life 

and the human species makes it even more imperative that human beings strive to 

                                                 
71  Thomas Huxley, The Romanes Lecture, delivered in the Sheldonian Theatre, 18 May 1893.  Published 

as Evolution and Ethics (London: Macmillan and Co., 1893), p. 4. 
72  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 282; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 244.  Darwin suggested similarly, 

‘Judging from the past, we may safely infer that not one living species will transmit its unaltered 
likeness to a distant futurity.  And of the species now living very few will transmit progeny of any kind 
to a far distant futurity; for the manner in which all organic beings are grouped, shows that the greater 
number of species of each genus, and all the species of many genera, have left no descendents, but 
have become utterly extinct.’  He did not refer specifically to humans in this passage.  The Origin of 
Species, p. 399. 

73  Wilhelm Ostwald, ‘Die sterbende Sonne’, in Monistische Sonntagspredigten (Leipzig: Akademische 
Verlagsgesellschaft, 1911), vol. i, pp. 169–76; ‘Ewigkeit und Unendlichkeit’, in ibid. (1912), vol. ii, 
pp. 217–24. 

 178



improve their well-being in the present and in the foreseeable future.  We cannot in good 

conscience put off paying kindness to others in this world, he argued, imagining that we 

will have another chance to do so in a life to come.  Nor can we expect that the wrongs of 

this world will be righted in a future life: 

No more so may we find consolation when we see injustice, unfairness and hatred 
practised by telling ourselves, ‘We are very sorry, but in Eternity they will be 
completely and abundantly compensated for what they have suffered here on 
Earth.’  There is nothing left for us to do but help, and indeed help immediately.74   
 

It is the transcendental religious faiths, in Ostwald’s view, that have encouraged a 

fatalistic attitude towards human suffering and have robbed humanity of happiness in this 

world by deferring it onto an illusionary world to come.   

Notwithstanding such theoretical difficulties, Haeckel retained his faith that the 

history of organic evolution on Earth revealed a pattern of inevitable immanent progress, 

which in turn makes the ultimate progress of human culture inevitable, despite its 

momentary setbacks.  His changing attitude towards the prospects of its success 

corresponded to the vicissitudes of German liberalism in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century.  

  

Political implications of biological evolution 
 
As I have suggested above, the acrimonious controversy over whether there is a 

teleological understanding of evolutionary development hidden within such theories as 

the biogenetic law, despite Haeckel’s statements to the contrary, can be regarded as one 

particularly bitter battle in a more general war concerning the legacy of evolutionary 

theories upon the political development of Germany and other European nations.  This 
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issue is complicated somewhat by the fact that, although outspoken on many matters, 

Haeckel did not publicly support any particular political party.75  What political 

statements he did make were ambiguous and contradictory.  He did, however, make 

frequent mention of contemporary events in his letters, and these generally identify his 

views as liberal and progressive, bearing out the observation of historian Nordenskiöld 

that during the late-nineteenth century, the word ‘Darwinism’ became ‘a watchword for 

all supporters of the idea of liberal-minded development in the sphere of social and 

cultural life, and obviously an abomination to its opponents, the clerical and conservative 

elements in the community’.76   

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Haeckel had been raised in a family that 

held liberal-minded views, both political and theological.  These were reinforced by his 

studies with the renowned cellular pathologist, Rudolf Virchow, who had first acquainted 

him with the materialist explanations of natural phenomena.  Therefore, Haeckel had a 

predisposition towards liberal views even before his exposure to Darwinism.  This can be 

seen in a letter he wrote to his parents from Freienwalde in southern Germany on 22 July 

1860, in which he lamented the fact ‘that we have no energetic liberal minister; how 

much will be permitted, where half of Germany has fallen to Prussia.  But the 

government lacks great and liberal ideas.  And the Junker economy is and remains more 

                                                                                                                                                 
74  Ostwald, ‘Ewigkeit und Unendlichkeit’, p. 224. 
75  Haeckel tended to vote for the National Liberals, but may have voted for the ‘freisinnig’ party during 

National elections, according to the testimony of Haeckel’s son, Walter; his successor to the chair of 
Zoology at Jena, Ludwig Plate; and the curator of the Haeckelhaus Archives during the 1930s, Viktor 
Franz.  Personal communication to Bernhard Bavink, reported in ‘Noch einmal Haeckel und die Politik 
seiner Zeit’, Unsere Welt: illustrierte Zeitschrift für Naturwissenschaft und Weltanschauung, 29/7 
(July 1937), pp. 215–16. 

76  Nordenskiöld, The History of Biology, p. 507. 
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wicked than ever, especially in Prussia.’77  But interestingly, he immediately went on to 

hold out hope that science might bring a solution to this dilemma; ‘the enlightenment’, he 

noted, ‘that grows immensely day by day, namely through the natural sciences, will still 

break the neck of the whole Junker association, and the liberated and unified German 

people will then certainly be in the position, despite its thirty-six robber princes, to build 

a great and externally powerful nation.’78  This prediction was echoed a few years later, 

when Haeckel wrote in Generelle Morphologie: 

the statesmen, the teachers of national economics, the writers of history will in the 
future need above all to study comparative zoology, i.e. comparative morphology 
and physiology of animals, as indispensable fundamentals, if they wish to achieve 
a truly natural [wahrhaft naturgemäss] understanding of the corresponding human 
phenomena.79 

 
In fact, a sound knowledge of the principles of embryology would thus necessarily have 

egalitarian consequences, as he provocatively suggested in Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte: ‘What are these noble people in whose veins pure blood flows to 

think when they learn that during the first two months of development all human 

embryos, noble as well as common, can hardly be distinguished from the tailed embryo 

of a dog and other vertebrates?’80 

Interestingly, Haeckel was favourably impressed with the liberalism he saw in 

Paris, during a trip he took there in 1860.  He wrote to his friend Hermann Allmers with 

astonishment about the ‘uncommon civil liberalism, according to which all public 

educational institutions are there for anyone who has the disposition’.81  As an example 

                                                 
77  Haeckel, Himmelhoch Jauchzend, pp. 30–1. 
78  Ibid.  
79  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 437. 
80  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 240; History of Creation, vol. i, p. 295. 
81  Koop (ed.), Haeckel und Allmers, p. 50. 
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he spoke of the university lectures, all of which were free of charge, attended by students, 

soldiers, workers, men in white shirts, and ladies, all of whom listened attentively in 

silence to the speaker until the end of the lecture.  Likewise, one could gain free 

admittance to all museums, collections, libraries, conservatories without exception.  

‘While earlier I simply hated Louis Napoleon as a clever scoundrel’, he wrote to Allmers, 

‘in Paris I learned to admire him as a great statesman.  Now, hopefully the day is not far 

for us, when the ardent wish for a strong and liberal central force will finally be 

satisfied.’82 

   Haeckel was extremely pleased to have the opportunity to take a teaching 

position at the University of Jena, nestled in the hills and forests of Thuringia.  ‘In 

comparison with Berlin, here I feel half in paradise’, he wrote to his friend Allmers on 1 

June 1861.83  In addition to the beauty and stillness of the natural surroundings, Jena 

offered ‘in all circles, in society as a whole, wherever one listens and looks, a spirit of 

freedom and equality, a liberal, natural orientation through and through, in political and 

religious, as in social and other considerations: in this relation the starkest contrast to 

Berlin!’84  Like many other educated, liberal-minded Germans, Haeckel initially held a 

great deal of scepticism towards the motives of Otto von Bismarck, particularly after 

Prussia declared war on Denmark in 1864.  Haeckel wrote to his fellow naturalist, Karl 

Vogt, on 18 October of that year,  

Our German future once again appears truly miserable and Michel has pulled the 
nightcap down over his ears.  In Berlin where I was for 3 weeks, everyone was 
staggering in victory celebration over Schleswig-Holstein and praised the noble 
Bismarck as the regenerator of the royal Prussian ‘great power’ [Großmagt].  

                                                 
82  Ibid.   
83  Ibid., p. 71.  
84  Ibid.  
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Here in Jena, where everyone does and says what he wants, and where this 
evening [ … ] the freedom fires burn on every mountain peak, one can only 
endure it.85 

 
Virchow moved to Berlin in 1856, and later became the leader of the Progressive Party 

(Fortschritts-Partei) in the Prussian legislature.  Haeckel, observing with alarm Prussia’s 

aggressive policy towards Austria, expressed his concerns to Virchow on 24 May 1866.  

‘The view’, he told his former teacher, ‘that the Prussian great power swindle also 

dominates the majority of your party, daily wins ground, and the heavy accusations, 

which the underhanded loudmouths in Frankfurt have hurled against you, unfortunately 

win ever more believing followers.’86  He exhorted Virchow, ‘Say out loud that you want 

above all to be German and free and that you do not want to come by this goal by way of 

Bismarckian blood and iron’ and asked that he ‘build a new, pure German party, that 

does not want freedom through forcible unity, but rather natural unity through 

freedom’.87  

After observing with exhilaration Bismarck’s brilliant defeat of Austria and its 

consequence of uniting the north German states, however, Haeckel changed his mind 

about the matter.   In a letter to Thomas Huxley written on 12 May 1867, he compared his 

task of cleaning the Aegean stables of morphology to Bismarck’s task of redrawing the 

map of Germany.  ‘Without hard and difficult struggle it will not really happen’, he told 

Huxley, ‘especially where it concerns the eradication of such firmly rooted old 

prejudices.  As in every struggle, so too in this, will the clever and rapid attacker have the 

                                                 
85  Christoph Kockerbeck (ed.), Carl Vogt, Jacob Moleschott, Ludwig Büchner, Ernst Haeckel: 

Briefwechsel, p. 108. 
86  Georg Uschmann (ed.), Ernst Haeckel.  Biographie in Briefen, p. 8. 
87  Ibid.  
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advantage over the opponent ( – comp. Bismarck in June 1866 – ).’ 88 

One policy of Bismarck that Haeckel supported wholeheartedly was his campaign 

against ultramontaine influence in Germany.89  As we have seen, Haeckel regarded the 

Catholic Church to be an anachronistic relic of medieval superstition which represented 

the epitome of scientific and moral recalcitrance.  Long after others came to realise that 

the policy was a failure, Haeckel remained convinced of the merit of the Kulturkampf.90  

‘It is the despotism of the Papacy’, he declared in the Welträthsel,  

that lent its darkest character to all freedom of mental life, decay to all science, 
corruption to all morality.  From the noble height to which the life of the human 
mind had attained in classical antiquity, in the centuries before Christ and the first 
century after Christ, it soon sank, under the rule of the Papacy, to a level which, in 
respect to the knowledge of the truth, can only be termed barbarism.91  
 

Apparently, the respect Haeckel felt towards Bismarck was mutual.  Like many liberal 

                                                 
88  Ibid., p. 103. 
89  The Kulturkampf began in January 1871, when Bismarck appointed Adalbert Falk to the position of 

Culture Minister.  Virchow coined the word ‘Kulturkampf’ in a speech he delivered in the Reichstag 
that year.  The word denotes a ‘struggle for civilisation’ against the forces of despotism and cultural 
regression.  The Catholic Centre party had been founded in 1870 to protect the rights of Catholics in a 
predominantly Protestant country.  While it tended to defend the freedom of religious education, the 
rights of individual states and was generally conservative, it also defended the established social 
hierarchy and championed moral issues.  In his Syllabus of Errors Pope Pius IX declared the Church’s 
hostility to modern progress, and his doctrine of papal infallibility appeared to threaten liberal 
principles of free speech and critical discourse.  Bismarck feared that a party organised around 
confessional principles which owed its allegiance to a foreign authority would threaten the security of 
the state.  Among the laws introduced by Falk to counter this threat were an abolition of Church-
supervised schools, Protestant and Catholic alike in 1871, and a law passed in 1872 banning the 
Society of Jesus and all other Jesuit institutions.  Furthermore, in 1873 the German government 
insisted that all priests and ministers must attend a Gymnasium and University, and pass a state-
administered exam in philosophy, history and literature.  In May 1874 the Prussian government 
authorised itself to fill any vacancies in sees and churches, and the Vatican responded with a 1875 
papal encyclical which threatened excommunication for all those who complied with the government’s 
measures.  By 1876 there were 1,400 parishes without priests.  Many non-Catholics lost their 
enthusiasm for the measures in the face of the harshness and resentment they provoked, and when Pius 
IX was succeeded by Leo XIII, Bismarck quickly made amends with the new pontiff by rescinding the 
May Laws and dismissing Falk. 

90  As late as 1892, Haeckel insisted in a magazine article, ‘This regrettably unsuccessful Kulturkampf is 
often called a great political blunder (by liberals as well). The great blunder did not lie in its initiation, 
however, but in that it was not carried through with ruthless energy.  Haeckel, ‘Die Weltanschauung 
des neuen Kurses’, Freie Bühne für den Entwicklungskampf der Zeit 3/3 (1892), pp. 305–13. 

91  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 363; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 314–15. 
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intellectuals, Haeckel participated in the so-called ‘Bismarckkult’.  This was seen most 

strikingly on 11 July 1892, the day that Bismarck visited Jena.  Haeckel was part of a 

delegation that went to nearby Kissingen to invite Prince Bismarck to visit Jena on his 

way home to Friedrichsruh.  According to his biographer Wilhelm Breitenbach, 

Haeckel’s role in the success of this mission was instrumental.  After the evening meal in 

Kissingen, the scientist delivered a passionate speech expressing the unanimous feelings 

of gratitude and affection for the service the Prince had done to his people, uniting all 

Germans.  The Prince was seized with such emotion that ‘he hugged and kissed Haeckel 

repeatedly’.92  Bismarck visited Jena the following day and delivered a great speech.  He 

was to be escorted through the city with the mayor by his side.  However, the Prince 

protested, saying, ‘If Haeckel does not go with me, I will not go at all!’93  Haeckel 

consented and was moved to declare Bismarck an honorary Doctor of Phylogeny on the 

spot with a playful toast.  ‘Prince Bismarck’, he explained in an impromptu speech,  

the perceptive judge of character and anthropology, the far-sighted historian and 
ethnology, he is also the practical builder of history; he created the new viable 
form of existence for the German nation.  He fulfilled the almost unbelievable 
task of forging together the splintered and divergent stems of the disunited and 
powerless Germany with blood and iron, and so through convergent evolution the 
proud new construction of the Protestant German Empire emerged, which we 
have enjoyed for 20 years.94 
 

Haeckel remained a monarchist throughout his life, and admired Emperor Wilhelm I.95  

Ironically, Haeckel benefited from the decentralisation of power in Wilhelmine Germany.  

                                                 
92  Breitenbach, Ernst Haeckel, pp. 169–70. 
93  Ibid.  
94  Ibid.     
95  Arnold Dodel reported in 1906, ‘Haeckel is not a republican, but rather an honest, proud monarchist 

who alongside his all-powerful love for science and art has a large amount of love and veneration left 
over for his prince.’  Arnold Dodel, Ernst Haeckel als Erzieher (Gera-Untermhaus: W. Koehler’sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung [F. E. W. Koehler], 1906), p. 14. 
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This was largely due to the protection that he received from the Grand Duke Charles 

Alexander of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach.  The Grand Duke of Weimar had a tradition of 

promoting art and science in his district, particularly those artists like Goethe who 

expressed unpopular opinions.  Haeckel was an even closer friend of his son.  This did 

not amount to blind veneration, however.  Haeckel was deeply distressed by the policies 

of Wilhelm II, who he believed destroyed the work of Bismarck.96 

A recurring tactic among critics of Darwin’s theory was to draw a link between it 

and the Social Democracy movement in order to discredit both, in moral as well as 

political terms. The Paris Commune of 1871 and the rapid growth of the Social 

Democracy movement in Germany alarmed many, conservatives and liberals alike.  

Furthermore, a superficial comparison of Darwin’s theory and socialist ideology made 

the accusation seem plausible, as members of both camps claimed to have uncovered a 

scientific law of progressive development through struggle, and employed anticlerical 

rhetoric.  In a now-notorious passage in the Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, Haeckel 

appeared to endorse this connection: 

The animal origin of the human race […] must be a very unpleasant truth to 
members of the ruling and privileged castes in those nations among which there 
exists an hereditary division of social classes, in consequence of false ideas about 
the laws of inheritance. […] What are these nobles to think of the noble blood 
which flows in their privileged veins, when they learn that all embryos, those of 
nobles as well as commoners, during the first two months of development, are 
scarcely distinguishable from the tailed embryos of dogs and other mammals?97 

 
Haeckel’s former teacher Virchow, a prominent member of the left-liberal Progressive 

                                                 
96  Haeckel’s personal assistant Heinrich Schmidt recalled in 1923, ‘From childhood onward he was an 

ardent patriot who had greeted the establishment of a unified and strong German empire with jubilation 
and who followed the destruction of Bismarck’s work by Wilhelm II with great concern.’  ‘Nachwort’ 
to Haeckel, ‘Eine Autobiographische Skizze’, p. 14. 

97  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 240; History of Creation, vol. i, p. 295. 
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Party in the German Reichstag, endorsed this view in 1877, when he addressed the 

fiftieth gathering of the German Association of Natural Researchers and Doctors with a 

speech titled ‘Die Freiheit der Wissenschaft im modernen Staat’ (The Freedom of 

Knowledge in the Modern State).  Virchow related the anecdote of how the cell theory, 

which he had helped to develop, had been invoked by several ignoramuses to explain the 

arrangement of stars into constellations, as well as various geological phenomena.  ‘I 

refer to this’, Virchow told the esteemed gathering, ‘merely in order to show how the 

subject appears from the outside, how the “theory” expands, how our statements return to 

us in a frightening form.  Now just think of how, already today, the theory of descent is 

conceived in the head of a socialist.’98  Virchow singled out Haeckel in particular for 

encouraging such nonsense through his efforts at disseminating the idea of evolution to 

the half-educated.  Shortly after Virchow’s speech, Haeckel publicly denied the charges 

in a speech titled ‘Free Science and Free Teaching’, suggesting instead that the theory of 

evolution is aristocratic, if anything, since it affirmed the basic inequality of human 

beings.99 

Later in his life Haeckel began to have doubts about the inevitability of progress.  

In 1880 he wrote to Carl Theodor von Siebold, ‘I have become terribly “reactionary” and 

regard the much-celebrated cultural progress of our age for the most part with anxious 

mistrust.  In any case life was more pleasant in the “good old days” and science was also 

more agreeable than in the railway fever of the present, in which everything is rushed!’100  

                                                 
98  Rudolf Virchow, ‘Die Freiheit der Wissenschaft im modernen Staat’.  Rede gehalten in der dritten 

allgemeinen Sitzung der fünfzigsten Versammlung deutscher Naturforscher und Aerzte zu München 
am 22. September 1877 (Berlin: Wiegandt, Hempel u. Parey, 1874), p. 8.  

99  Haeckel, Freedom in Science and Teaching, p. 43.  
100  Haeckel to Carl Theodor von Siebold, 14 Feb. 1880, repr. in Uschmann (ed.) Ernst Haeckel.  

Biographie in Briefen, pp. 157–8. 
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It is easy to read too much into such personal comments, though.  The year 1892 saw him 

publicly denouncing the Prussian school law of Prince Caprivi, which banned the 

teaching of evolution in schools, and the declaration of Caprivi that ‘either Christianity or 

atheism!’ were the stark options facing Germans.  What about Moses and the Prophets, 

Buddha, Mohammed, Confucious and Zoroaster?, Haeckel asked incrediously.101 

His friend Wilhelm Bölsche remarked in his biography: 

In Germany the signs were ominous to a man like Haeckel.  The older Liberalism 
to which he belonged by tradition and conviction seemed in danger of being 
ground to dust between the upper and nether stones of the new political will – the 
increasing and consequent alliance of Conservative Kaiserism with the still 
powerful Catholic Church.  Haeckel distrusted the power of Demos as much as 
Renan did when he wrote his sombre dialogues in the seventies; and a political 
alliance with the Vatican opened out to him the grim prospect of a return to the 
Middle Ages.’102 
 

In 1904, Haeckel suggested that industrialism had the effect of increasing misery and 

want: ‘It is no wonder that the statistics of suicide increase so much in the more civilized 

communities.’103    

The great tragedy came with the Great War in 1914.  Viewing the carnage of the 

war, Haeckel’s one comfort came from the idea that: 

The well-educated man of the present day familiar with the teachings of biology, 
on, especially, convinced of the truth of the theory of evolution, regards death 
with rational resignation, as a natural necessity, which must come sooner or later 
in any circumstance.   If he has made the principles of monistic philosophy his 
own, not only in theory, but also in practical conduct of life, he is as firmly 
convinced of the limited span of his personal existence as of the transitional state 
of all individual things.  He will try, therefore, by fruitful activities and that lively 

                                                 
101  Haeckel, ‘Die Weltanschauung des neuen Kurses’, p. 309. 
102  Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel, Eng. ed., p. 301; not in Ger. ed. 
103  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 130; The Wonders of Life, p. 113.  Huxley, incidentally, made a similar 

observation regarding pain and suffering in 1893: ‘This baleful product of evolution increases in 
quantity and in intensity, with advancing grades of animal organization, until it attains its highest level 
in man.  Further, the consummation is not reached in man, the mere animal; nor in man, the whole or 
half savage; but only in man, the member of an organized polity.’  Huxley, Evolution and Ethics, p. 5. 
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enjoyment of nature, to make his life as good and as happy as possible, and leave 
the decision of his fate to blind chance, which rules the universe in the absence of 
a wise Providence.104 
 

His wife’s protracted illness and eventual death in 1915 depressed him, as did the mental 

illness of his daughter.  Perhaps thinking of his remark, ‘No feeling man who has any real 

“Christian love of his neighbour” will grudge suffering brother the eternal rest and the 

freedom from pain which he has obtained by his self-redemption’,105 which he made 

fourteen years earlier, Haeckel planned to commit suicide 26 October 1918, but the end 

of the war and hopefulness of its implications led him to delay these plans.   

 

Conclusion 
 
Throughout his career, Haeckel continued to insist that progressive development was an 

inescapable law of the universe, of which the evolution of life on Earth and of humanity 

in civilisation are examples.  Haeckel summarised his position at the end of Generelle 

Morphologie: 

The basic idea that runs like a red thread through our system of the ‘general 
morphology of organisms’, and which must be the unshakable conviction, the 
indispensable basis of all true scientific understanding of the organic world of 
forms, is the idea of the absolute unity of nature, the basic idea that it is one and 
the same all-powerful and unalterable causal law that governs the world without 
exception, the organic and the inorganic alike.  This causal law is the all-
embracing necessity, the ατάγζτ, which no more permits ‘chance’ than it does 
‘free will’.106 
 

Since humans are a part of the natural world, and possess no unique attributes, not even 

free will, they cannot help but participate in this process of improvement; all efforts to the 

                                                 
104  Haeckel, Ewigkeit, p. 42; Eternity, pp. 45–6. 
105  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 130; The Wonders of Life, pp. 113–14. 
106  Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, pp. 446–47. 
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contrary will necessarily prove futile.  In Haeckel’s view, the refusal of scientists to 

accept the theory of evolution, or of religious-minded school officials to allow the 

teaching of evolution in schools, could be seen as a temporary setback, but not one that 

could hold back the growth of knowledge and freedom indefinitely.  Yet, he made it clear 

that evolution was not necessarily a rectilinear advance involving increasingly greater 

complexity, but that it tended to ebb and flow depending on contingent pressures within 

an organism’s environment.  ‘Admittedly’, Haeckel conceded in Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte, ‘everywhere and at all times regressions turn up, which lead to 

only a one-sided and external perfection, and thereby deviate from the higher goal of 

inner and worthy ennoblement.’107  It was thus this ‘internal and worthy ennoblement’, 

guaranteed by the laws identified by modern science, and one must not be disillusioned 

by setbacks in the visible ‘one sided and external perfection’.   Furthermore, humans have 

reached the stage in their evolution, whereby they can take control of their own destiny, 

and choose their own goals to march towards.  ‘By and large’, he wrote in Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte, ‘the evolutionary movement of humanity as a whole is and 

remains a progressive one, in which man distances himself ever more from his apelike 

predecessors and continues to approach his self-determined ideal goal.’108  Evolution, 

Haeckel reiterated in his later work Die Welträthsel, is a progressive movement which is 

the result of selection, not design.  ‘This evolution seems on the whole – at least as far as 

we can survey the development of organic life on our planet – to be a progressive 

                                                 
107  Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 229; History of Creation, vol. i, p. 282. 
108  Ibid.   
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improvement, an historical advance from the simple to the complex, the lower to the 

higher, the imperfect to the perfect.’109 

Thus Haeckel, like many self-consciously progressive thinkers of his generation, 

believed that he had found in Darwin’s theory a scientific vindication of his ideological 

beliefs and a guarantee that they would ultimately triumph over current adversities to 

gain more widespread acceptance.  It was the task of scientists to apply their recently-

acquired knowledge of the natural world to facilitate this movement.  His emotional 

investment in this idea was so strong that he was prepared to reject without further 

consideration the Second Law of Thermodynamics, otherwise known as the Law of 

Entropy, when it contradicted his idealised conception of the way the universe must 

function.  Haeckel, like many other liberals, also came to identify his own socially 

progressive goals with the strong, centralised state championed by Bismarck.  It is true 

that Haeckel became more pessimistic in old age and laid ever-greater emphasis on the 

relative importance of aleatory as opposed to deterministic factors.  Nonetheless, even in 

the depths of the First World War his growing pessimism never became strong enough to 

force him to abandon it completely.  Haeckel’s conclusions were not shared by all, 

however.   

While many of his followers similarly took heart in the scientific demonstration 

that improvement is inevitable, they envisaged widely differing pictures of what this 

better world would look like.  This was seen most strikingly in the controversy over the 

‘aristocratic’ versus ‘socialistic’ implications of evolution.  As we will see in the chapter 

on Monist ethics, many considered it their duty to help the process along in order to fulfil 

                                                 
109  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 308; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 266. 
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these scientific prophesies.  His detractors, on the other hand, were no less imaginative in 

conjuring up a no less vivid array of dystopias that they alleged would result from the 

general acceptance of Haeckel’s philosophical views.  Haeckel’s effort to gather a 

community of people who shared his vision of nature from among this assortment of 

visionaries will be the subject of the next chapter.   

 



Chapter 6:  A New Reformation 

 

We have already seen how Haeckel’s observation of Catholic religious ceremonies 

during his time as a medical student at the University of Würzburg during the mid-1850s 

confirmed his belief that such rituals are superstitious and idolatrous.  At the same time, 

he became increasingly disenchanted with the ‘dogmatic–orthodox’ standpoint of local 

Protestants, which ‘affronts our natural science convictions based on facts’.  In a letter 

that he sent to his parents during this period, he informed them that, on account of this 

dissatisfaction as well as his increasing academic workload, he intended to work on 

Sundays rather than attend church.  He assured them, however, that this decision would 

not make him a less religious person, since  

a Christian rationalism, as Sydow declares in his excellent sermons, or an ethical 
humanism, as Weisse (the Leipzig philosopher) expounds in his essays, or 
perhaps both together, constitute for my present religious conscience and needs 
the only suitable standpoint.  Nevertheless, I am still of the opinion that each one 
can and must firmly create his own religion for himself, according to his 
individual peculiarities, and that the words of Schiller: ‘In seinen Göttern malet 
sich der Mensch’ (Man is reflected in his Gods), are in this respect surely very 
true.1 

 
This project of creating his own religion for himself, which culminated in the 

establishment of the ‘Deutscher Monistenbund’ or ‘German Monistic Alliance’ in 1906, 

proved to be the most problematic and controversial of Haeckel’s many undertakings. 

Just as Haeckel’s attempt to draw ethical conclusions from Darwin’s theory of 

evolution evoked passionate debate, both then and since, so too did his ambivalent 

                                                 
1 Letter from Haeckel to his parents, Würzburg, 20 May 1856; in Heinrich Schmidt (ed.), 

Entwicklungsgeschichte einer Jugend, p. 188; The Story of the Development of a Youth, pp. 375–6.  
Haeckel did not elaborate further on what he found appealing about the ideas of Sydow or Weisse, nor 
did he mention them in any of his subsequent works. 
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attempt to present Monism as a viable religious faith that could supplant established 

varietis and his attempt to disseminate such ideas through popular books and lectures.  In 

an anti-Monist pamphlet published in 1909, Pastor Viktor Kühn of Dresden warned his 

readers about how ‘[t]he philosopher from Jena is full of hatred towards the Christian 

faith’.2  To impress upon them the consequences he feared would result from the 

biologist’s efforts to create an artificial religion, Kühn hyperbolically mixed a few 

biological metaphors of his own: ‘The fact cuts to the quick: Haeckel has undermined the 

religion to which our people [Volk] is heir and has given it no other.  That means, 

however, slowly severing its vital nerve, i.e. digging a grave for its happiness.  That is an 

awful threat.’ 3  Likewise, Pastor V. Kirchner of Gröningen, a small town near 

Magdeburg, noted with concern in 1914 that the chapel built in the shadow of the 

imposing and recently-constructed Völkerschlachtdenkmal in Leipzig, a memorial to 

commemorate the 1814 Battle of Nations against Napoleon, contained three wings: two 

for Christian denominations and one set aside for ‘Monists, atheists and sects’.  Kirchner 

expressed scepticism over whether the Monists actually needed such amenities.  ‘Perhaps 

similar considerations are already being made in other large cities for Monists’, he 

remarked somewhat sardonically, ‘whose “church” is thus based not only on the paper of 

the Welträtsel but in effect already exists, even though Haeckel’s true church is Nature 

outside.’4  This unsympathetic interpretation of the Monist religious agenda was later 

                                                 
2  Kühn, Haeckels Monismus: eine Gefahr für unser Volk, p. 3. 
3  Ibid., p. 18; emphasis in original: ‘Die Tatsache schneidet uns in Herz: Haeckel entwertete unserem 

Volke die angeerbte Religion und gab ihm keine andere.  Das heißt aber, ihm langsam den Lebensnerv 
durchschneiden, d.h. seinem Glück ein Grab schaufeln.  Das ist eine furchtbare Gefahr.’  The 
idiomatic phrase ‘schneidet uns in Herz’ is customarily rendered as ‘cuts to the quick’, but literally 
means ‘slices into our heart’. 

4  Kirchner, ‘Gott, Freiheit und Unsterblichkeit’, p. 3. 
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echoed by the historian Daniel Gasman, who contended in The Scientific Origins of 

National Socialism (1971) that ‘Haeckel’s initial disappointment with Christianity gave 

way in his writings to absolute hostility and downright hatred’.  The monistic position 

towards religion that Haeckel adopted in Die Welträthsel, Gasman continued, ‘admitted 

to no half-way measures, no compromise with the old faith, no Germanic Christianity.  

Only a new religion of nature would suffice.’5  As we saw in the literature review, this 

assessment of the belligerent and dogmatic nature of the Monist movement is shared by 

other commentators as well.  The English theologian Frank Ballard declared similarly, 

‘Between that which Haeckelian monism considers to be religion, and Christianity, no 

eirenicon is possible.’6  It is easy to understand why contemporary religious leaders 

would feel threatened by the rise of a new popular movement that, along with other free-

thought movements of the period, appeared as though it might pose a serious challenge 

the hegemony of Christian belief and practice in Germany.  However, an examination of 

                                                 
5  Gasman, The Scientific Origins of National Socialism, pp. 59–60.  Similarly, Gasman claimed that 

Haeckel ‘founded a non-Christian religious movement based on evolutionary Monism which became 
one of the most important sources for the religious program of Volkism and National Socialism’ (p. 
56).  As with many of the other assertions he put forward in his book, Gasman provided no instances 
of National Socialist Party officials acknowledging their indebtedness to Haeckel or to any other self-
identified Monist writer for his religious views.  One possible though tenuous connection that Gasman 
overlooked is the case of Heinrich Himmler.  A high-ranking National Socialist Party official, 
Himmler was acquainted with at least one of Haeckel’s books; he read Die Welträtsel in 1921 at the 
age of twenty-four.  He recorded in a notebook that he found Haeckel’s summary of the theory of 
evolution to be ‘interesting’ (interessant), but was disgusted by the scientist’s use of ‘unproven and 
inflammatory propaganda drawn together from all over the place’ (unbewiesenen und überallher 
zusammengazogenen Hetzereien) and his ‘denial of a personal God’ (Leugnung eines persönlichen 
Gottes), which he considered to be ‘positively revolting’ (direkt ekelhaft).  Himmler concluded that 
Haeckel is ‘outdated in any case, thank God’ (Gott sei Dank ohnedies überlebt).  Cited in Josef 
Ackermann, Heinrich Himmler als Ideologe (Göttingen: Musterschmidt, 1970), p. 83.  It is also worth 
noting that Himmler attempted to establish pseudo-religious rituals for Hitler’s special police, the SS, 
which included an ‘SS Naming Ceremony’ (SS-Namensweihe) for infants born to its members (pp. 84–
8).  Nonetheless, there is no direct evidence that Haeckel’s ceremonies inspired those of Himmler or 
indeed that Himmler had changed his mind about the scientist’s religious views in the intervening 
twenty years.  It is also difficult to imagine Haeckel approving of Himmler’s macabre rituals, which 
often involved candles, swords, and skeletons.  

6  Ballard, Haeckel’s Monism False, p. 16. 
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Haeckel’s own writings and those of his supporters hardly supports such a scathing 

assessment. 

In order to understand the course taken by Haeckel’s religious development, it is 

important to take into account his religious influences.  As previously mentioned, 

Haeckel’s parents belonged to the Evangelical Church, which had been established in 

1817 through the unification of the Lutheran and Calvinist Reformed churches in Prussia, 

and the liberal Protestant theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher had been a friend of his 

mother’s family.7  In Die Lebenswunder (1904), Haeckel briefly referred to 

Schleiermacher as the ‘most respected representative’ of ‘a liberal [freisinnig] faction 

within the Protestant Church’, who, ‘though an admirer of Plato and his dualist 

metaphysics, many times came close to modern pantheism’.8  In contrast, Haeckel did not 

mention Schleiermacher’s name in the popular works Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 

Der Monismus, or even in the ‘theological’ section of Die Welträthsel.  Although 

Haeckel’s writings show little evidence that he read any works of theology, his 

conception of what religion should entail suggests that he was influenced by 

Schleiermacher’s liberal Protestant orientation.   

Schleiermacher first sketched out his view of religion in his most celebrated and 

widely-read work, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (1799), a group of 

five essays that he wrote as a young pastor in the Reformed Church.  He addressed them 

to his circle of friends in Berlin, which included the philosopher Friedrich Schlegel and 

salonnière Henrietta Herz.  At the time members of this group were enthusiastic 

advocates of the burgeoning Romantic Movement and admirers of the poets Novalis and 

                                                 
7  See chapter 3. 
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Hölderin.  Schleiermacher described religious experience using language familiar to this 

milieu, but adopted the unfashionable position of arguing for the continued relevance of 

ecclesiastical Christianity as a unique way expressing an aspect of human experience that 

other modes of expression, such as art or poetry, cannot adequately convey on their own.  

For Schleiermacher, religion is synonymous with neither a metaphysical system, nor a 

moral code, nor a particular conception of God, nor a belief in miracles or the literal truth 

of Holy Scripture.  Rather, religion is, in essence, an inward state, which he described as 

one of ‘those pious exaltations of the mind in which all other known activities are set 

aside or almost suppressed, and the whole soul is dissolved in the immediate feeling of 

the Infinite and Eternal’.9  Although this knowledge is intuitive and individual, it is the 

duty of ‘pious’ individuals to communicate their impressions to others and to inspire 

them to achieve similar experiences.  And while all religions are imperfect attempts to 

express the inexpressible, religion cannot exist as an abstraction, or ‘natural religion’, but 

must assume an historical form.  While there have been many intuitions of the Divine at 

various times and places, Schleiermacher maintained, the religious insights attained by 

Christ are the purest yet attained by humanity.  Therefore, he implored his Romantic 

friends to return to the folds of the established church in spite of its apparent 

deficiencies.10  The letter of young Haeckel to his parents cited above suggests that 

Schleiermacher’s emphasis on individual religious experience had been instilled in him 

                                                                                                                                                 
8  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 80; Eng. ed., The Wonders of Life, p. 72; translation amended. 
9  Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, trans. John Oman 

(London: K. Paul Trench, Truebner & Co., Ltd, 1893), pp. 15–16. 
10  Schleiermacher wrote, ‘In almost all men of the contemporary world in whom the cultured life has 

power and fullness religion is nothing.  Countless occasions present themselves for religion to develop 
in these people.  Eventually religion will arise in many of them, taking new shape on some new basis 
now being prepared.’  On Religion: Addresses in Response to Its Cultured Critics, trans. Terrence N. 
Tice, Research in Theology, series ed. Dietrich Ritschl (Richmond Virginia: John Knox Press, 1969), 
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as well, yet led him to drift away from the institutional church.   

Haeckel apparently acquired his aversion towards Catholic ritual and dogma from 

his mother.11  His trip to Italy during the winter of 1859–60 served to strengthen this 

attitude and to further incline him towards a vaguely pantheist nature-religion.  Like 

Luther over three centuries earlier, Haeckel was disgusted with the ostentatious wealth 

displayed by the Catholic Church, as well as by what he perceived as its ethical 

corruption.12  After seeing the lavish cathedrals in Florence and Pisa, Haeckel wrote to 

his fiancée Anna Sethe from Rome: 

                                                                                                                                                

It is despicable to attach the deception of the most fantastic superstition, papal 
despotism and Catholic moral constraint to the name of a religion that is so pure 
and noble, so natural and truly human in its ideals as Christianity, and which, in 
my opinion, coincides with humanism or original Buddhism or any other true 
religion of nature in its withdrawal from all dogmatic nonsense.  Indeed a stay in 
Rome must sooner make every sincere child of nature who possesses common 
sense into a heathen than a Christian […].13   

 
As he was to do in his later works, Haeckel equated Christianity in its ‘pure and noble’ 

form with a non-ecclesiastical natural religion, and distinguished between ideal 

Christianity and the dogmatic and superstitious form in which it was practised.   

Haeckel took the first step towards ‘firmly creat[ing] his own religion for himself’ 

in the final chapter of Generelle Morphologie (1866), to which he gave the title, ‘Gott in 

der Natur’ (God in Nature).  Summarising his appeal for naturalists to employ 

mechanistic rather than supernatural explanations for natural phenomena, he implored his 

 
p. 322. 

11  In a letter that he wrote to his parents from Würzburg on 20 May 1856, Haeckel confessed that the 
Catholic worship service, ‘if possible, is probably still more despised by me than by yourself, dearest 
mother […].’  Entwicklungsgeschichte einer Jugend, p. 188; The Story of the Development of a Youth, 
p. 375.   

12  Martin Luther visited Rome in 1510–1511. 
13  Ernst Haeckel to Anna Sethe, Rome, 28 February 1859; in Italienfahrt, p. 8. 
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reader:  

Only this [monistic] world view, which sees God’s spirit and force in all natural 
phenomena, is worthy of his all-encompassing greatness; only when we trace all 
forces and all phenomena of movement, all forms and attributes, back to God as 
the originator of all things, do we reach that human experience and veneration of 
God which truly corresponds to his infinite greatness.  For ‘in him we live, and 
move, and have our being’.  In this way, philosophy of nature [Naturphilosophie] 
becomes, in fact, theology.  The cult of nature becomes that true divine worship 
service [Gottesdienst] of which Goethe said: ‘Certainly there is no more beautiful 
veneration of God than that which springs in our breast from dialogue with 
nature!’14 
 

As he would do repeatedly in the popular science works that followed, Haeckel attempted 

here to reconcile the standpoints of natural science and religion by suggesting that the 

reverence of the former towards the beauty and power of nature is quite compatible with 

the traditional religious veneration of the universe as God’s creation.  Equally remarkable 

is Haeckel’s quotation of the familiar bible verse from Acts 17:28, although he did not 

identify the source.  In its original context, these words are spoken to the Athenians by 

the Apostle Paul, who declared to the worshipers at the altar of ‘The Unknown God’ that 

their object of worship was actually ‘God that made the world and all things therein, 

seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands’.15  

Again, Haeckel implied here that the ‘God in Nature’ recognised by the modern monistic 

naturalist or the pagan Goethe is actually closer to the all-encompassing God of the early 

Christian Church than is its current ecclesiastic form, venerated through rituals.  Yet, at 

this point Haeckel did not go so far as to suggest specific ceremonies that might replace 

Christian ones.  One is left with the impression that such a ‘dialogue with nature’ would 

be an individual, emotional experience to be achieved through direct observation of 

                                                 
14  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 451.  Haeckel also chose to end one of his final works, 

Gott-Natur (1914), with this quotation.  See Haeckel, Gemeinverständliche Werke, vol. ii, p. 480. 
15  Acts 17:24, King James Version. 
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beauty in nature, the study of its laws and private contemplation of these wonders, rather 

than a communal one based on participation in common rituals.   

The major popular works that Haeckel published in the following decades 

reiterated this theme, though in a more muted form.  For example, in the last of twenty 

university lectures published as Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (1868), Haeckel invited 

his students to equate the study of nature with worship of the Divine.  ‘The only divine 

revelation that we accept as true’, he wrote, ‘is written everywhere in nature, and 

everyone who possesses common sense and common reason is free to partake in unerring 

revelation in this holy temple of nature through his own research and independent 

discovery.’16  Here again, Haeckel depicted research into nature as a solitary and 

independent activity rather than a communal one.  Furthermore, knowledge about nature 

should not be restricted to priestly caste of scientists, but rather should be an egalitarian 

activity, open to ‘everyone who possesses common sense and common reason’.   

 

Travel impressions 

The observations that Haeckel made of religious practices among the non-Western 

peoples during research expeditions to the Middle East, India, and Southeast Asia further 

supported his feelings about the shortcomings of religion in Europe.  While his 

descriptions manifest an attitude of cultural and racial superiority towards these people 

typical of his period, they also reveal a surprising degree of sympathy and identification 

with them.17  Europeans, Haeckel contended, may learn much from the religions of those 

whom Christians, in their condescension, wish to convert to their own faith.  

                                                 
16  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, pp. 522–3. 
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One example of this can be found in Haeckel’s description of Islam, which he 

encountered in Northern Africa and the Middle East.  Although it is as guilty of 

anthropomorphism as Judaism and Christianity in imagining a God with humanlike 

attributes, the Moslem faith has nonetheless ‘preserved the character of monotheism 

throughout the course of its historical development and its inevitable division much more 

faithfully than the mosaic and Christian religions’.  This simple monotheism, which 

resembles the monistic outlook of the European naturalist, accounts for the reverential 

simplicity of Moslem religious practices: 

When I visited the East for the first time in 1873, and admired the noble mosques 
of Cairo, Smyrna, Brussa, and Constantinople, I was inspired with a feeling of 
real devotion by the simple and tasteful decoration of the interior, and the lofty 
and beautiful architectural work of the exterior.  How noble and inspiring do these 
mosques appear in comparison with the majority of Catholic churches, which are 
covered internally with gaudy pictures and gilt, and are outwardly disfigured by 
an immoderate crowd of human and animal figures!  Not less elevated are the 
silent prayers and the simple devotional acts of the Koran where compared with 
the loud, unintelligible verbosity of the Catholic Mass and the blatant music of 
their theatrical processions.18 
 

In this passage from Die Welträthsel, Haeckel obviously employed reference to Islam for 

rhetorical effect, in order throw into bolder relief what he found objectionable about the 

Catholic Mass.  Yet aspects of this description reappear in later descriptions of the form 

that Monist rituals might possibly take in the future. 

Haeckel reiterated the motif of research into nature as a form of religious practice 

in his account of the Parsis of India.  This ethnic group, which was conspicuously 

prevalent in commerce, engineering and the skilled trades, followed the Zoroastrian 

religion.  The success of this industrious and prosperous group, he speculated, may be at 

                                                                                                                                                 
17  See chapter 9. 
18   Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 330; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 285–6. 
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least in part due to the fact that they have ‘remained, to a great extent, free from the 

domination of the priesthood’.  He described their faith as ‘in its purest form one of the 

loftiest of natural religions, and founded on the worship of the creative and preserving 

elements’, principally, the sun.19  In this latter respect, the simple veneration and prayers 

offered to the natural elements in Parsi religion are motivated by feelings of reverence 

similar to those that inspire the European scientists to uncover the laws of nature.  ‘For 

we, students of nature,’  Haeckel pointed out, ‘who duly recognize the light and warmth 

of the sun as the source and origin of all the glorious organic life on our globe, are also, 

in point of fact nothing else than sun-worshippers!’  In addition, Parsi rituals involving 

dietary rules and cleanliness have a sound sanitary value, and their practice of leaving 

corpses out in the open to be devoured by vultures serves to prevent disease and facilitate 

the recycling of nutrients.20  Haeckel was similarly impressed by the orderly procession 

of Buddhist, Brahman, and Moslem pilgrims to view the holy footprints on the summ

Adam’s Peak on Ceylon, a relic which they all laid claim: 

it 

                                                

The reciprocal and peaceful toleration that these three completely different 
religions have practised towards one another for more than a thousand years is in 
fact uplifting; it is in many respects shameful, namely for the various Christian 
sects that feud with one another with great intolerance.  One thinks only of the 
bloody battles between the Greek and Roman Christians at the holy tomb in 
Jerusalem or of the repugnant evidence of hateful intolerance that we today must 
experience every year in our fatherland.21  
 

Europeans, he suggested, could learn from the way that these very dissimilar peoples 

were able to coexist peacefully alongside one another.   

 At other times, it appeared to Haeckel as though non-Western peoples could be 

 
19  Ernst Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, pp. 52–3.  Haeckel repeated these sentiments in Die Welträthsel, pp. 

325–6; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 281. 
20  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, pp. 53–4.  
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far more sensible in religious matters than Europeans.  While travelling in Sumatra in 

1900–1901 Haeckel was introduced to a Chinese captain, whom he described as ‘a very 

intelligent and educated man’.  After conversing with him in fluent English and Dutch, 

Haeckel concluded that the man ‘revealed such varied knowledge and sound judgement, 

as well as so much social tact and distinguished reserve, that he could have been admitted 

without hesitation into any refined European society’.22  While Haeckel’s surprise at the 

Chinese captain’s eloquence admittedly betrays a prejudicial expectation that this would 

not be the case, it nonetheless also demonstrates a willingness to revise his assumptions 

based on experience.  After being invited to the captain’s residence, Haeckel was 

immediately impressed by the domestic altar adorned with ‘grotesque idols and dragons’ 

(Götzenbilder, Drachen).   Large oil paintings of the man’s father and grandfather hung 

behind the altar, in front of which bowls of fruit and other delicacies had been placed.  

When Haeckel asked ‘a curious, somewhat indiscrete question’ about how much of this 

nourishment his ancestors ate each day, the man laughed and replied that they consumed 

not the ‘raw matter’ but only the ‘true spirit’ of the food.  When queried further, the 

captain confessed that he did not actually believe spirits assume human form to eat the 

food, but held rather that the ‘matter and force’ (English in original) present within the 

food are inseparably linked.  ‘The poor man’, Haeckel facetiously remarked, ‘appears to 

me to have been infected with the evil monistic philosophy’.23  As in many of the 

anecdotes that Haeckel recounted from his travels, the joke here comes at the expense of 

European Christians, who have failed to attain the healthy commonsensical outlook of 

                                                                                                                                                 
21  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Der Adams-Pik auf Ceylon’, p. 68. 
22  Georg Uschmann (ed.), Ernst Haeckel.  Biographie in Briefen, p. 278. 
23  Ibid., p. 279. 
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this monistic Chinese captain. 

 

A palace of reason for the goddess of truth 

Following his decision to step back from his research activities in the 1890s, Haeckel 

began to devote himself more intensively to the religious and philosophical aspects of his 

monistic world view.  Haeckel addressed the issue of reconciling religion and science 

most directly in his widely-distributed Altenburg speech, Der Monismus als Band 

zwischen Religion und Wissenschaft.  Glaubensbekenntniss eines Naturforschers (1892; 

trans. The Confession of Faith of a Man of Science, 1903).  The title is a clear allusion to 

the similar ‘Bekenntniß’ made by D. F. Strauss, Der alte und der neue Glaube.  Ein 

Bekenntniß (The Old Faith and the New: A Confession, 1871), whose author he praised 

as ‘one of our subtlest exponents of æsthetics and also one of our noblest writers’.24  The 

objective of a monistic world view, Haeckel argued, should be ‘to help to reconcile the 

opposition that is unnecessarily maintained between these two highest realms of human 

mental activity; the ethical needs of our heart [Gemüth] are satisfied by Monism no less 

than the need of our intellect for logical causality’.25  Thus Monism overcomes the 

coldness of the materialist outlook.  The essential points of his monistic faith thus 

described is ‘shared, I am firmly convinced, by at least nine-tenths of the men of science 

now living’.26  Haeckel designated as ‘articles of faith’ those scientific theories accepted 

by most scientists and indispensable for the modern understanding of the cosmos.27  In 

                                                 
24   Haeckel, Monismus, p. 34; Confession, p. 82. 
25   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 8; Eng. ed., p. vii; translation amended. 
26   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 27; Eng. ed., p. 60. 
27   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 18; Eng. ed., p. 30. 
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relation to the concrete form that such nature-worship would take, however, Haeckel 

remained vague.  ‘The True, the Good and the Beautiful’, he wrote, ‘these are the three 

exalted divinities before which we bend the knee in adoration; through their unification in 

accordance with nature and their mutual completion we arrive at a pure conception of 

God.  To this “Triune Divine Ideal”, to this naturalistic [naturwahr] Trinity of Monism, 

the coming twentieth century will build its altars!’28  Whether Haeckel intended these 

altars to be literal or figurative is unclear from this passage, though the poetic manner of 

speech indicates that the latter is most likely the case. 

Seven years after this monistic confession of faith Haeckel published Die 

Welträthsel, in which he elaborated upon the general ideas that he had previously only 

roughly delineated.  In order to achieve the goals of ‘human culture, freedom, and 

prosperity’, Haeckel argued,  

[…] it is of the first importance that modern science not only shatter the false 
structures of superstition and sweep their ruins from the path, but that it also erect 
a new abode for human emotion on the ground it has cleared – ‘a palace of 
reason’, in which, under the influence of our monistic views, we do reverence to 
the real trinity of ‘the true, the good, and the beautiful’.29   
 

Here he made it clear, however, that this ‘palace of reason’ was more metaphorical than 

literal.  ‘The goddess of truth’, he declared, ‘dwells in the temple of nature, in the green 

woods, on the blue sea, and on the snowy summits of hills – not in the gloom of the 

cloister, nor in the narrow prisons of our gaol-like schools, nor in the clouds of incense of 

the Christian Churches.’30  Furthermore, ‘modern man […] needs no special church, no 

narrow enclosed portion of space’, since ‘his church is commensurate with the whole of 

                                                 
28   Ibid., Ger. ed., pp. 35–6; Eng. ed., p. 87; translation amended. 
29    Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 388; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 336. 
30   Ibid., Ger. ed., pp. 389–90; Eng. ed., p. 337. 
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glorious nature’.  Characteristic of his willingness to take into account varying 

predilections, however, Haeckel allowed for the possibility that some might wish to use 

the empty churches of the future as spaces for quiet contemplation: 

Still, there will always be men of special temperament who will desire to have 
decorated temples or churches as places of devotion, to which they may withdraw.  
Just as Catholics had to relinquish a number of churches to the Reformation in the 
sixteenth century, so a still larger number will pass over to ‘free societies’ of 
monists in the coming years.31 
 

The most explicit description of a monistic religious ceremony as Haeckel envisioned it 

is found in a remarkable extended footnote to chapter 18 of Die Welträthsel.  Since this 

passage has attracted much attention from Haeckel’s critics, it is worth quoting at length: 

Sunday service, which still follows the six work days as the age-old day of rest, 
edification and relaxation, will undergo a considerable improvement in the Monist 
church.  Mystical faith in supernatural miracles will be replaced with clear 
knowledge of the true miracles of nature.  As places of worship, the houses of 
God will not be decorated with holy pictures and crucifixes, but with artful 
representations drawn from the inexhaustible realm of beauty in the life of nature 
and man.  Between the high liana-embraced columns of the gothic cathedrals, 
slender palms and tree ferns, delicate bananas and bamboo, will recall the creative 
power of the tropics.  In large aquariums beneath the church windows, charming 
medusas and siphonophorae, colourful coral and starfish, will exemplify the ‘art 
forms’ of ocean life.  The high altar will be replaced with a ‘Urania’, which will 
explain the omnipotent law of substance with the movements of the heavenly 
bodies.  As a matter of fact, numerous educated people at present find their true 
edification by attending public lectures on science and art or by enjoying the 
infinite beauties that flow freely and inexhaustibly from the lap of our Mother 
Nature.32  

 
In hindsight, one might remark that Haeckel correctly predicted the impending need to 

find new uses for empty churches, though one can only imagine what he would have 

thought about their employment not as places of monistic contemplation or as venues for 

lectures on art or science, but rather as concert halls and condominiums. 

                                                 
31   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 398; Eng. ed., pp. 345–6. 
32   Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, pp. 462–3; emphasis in original.  This passage is omitted from the English 

edition of The Riddle of the Universe. 
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The neo-Kantian philosopher Erich Adickes, for one, was not impressed with this 

vision.  ‘The modern founders of religion are a wonderful species’, he remarked.  ‘But 

Haeckel surpasses them all by far in peculiarity.  He is like a spiritual Robinson [Crusoe] 

in the loneliness of his world of thought.’  Referring to the passage in Die Welträthsel 

cited above, Adickes derisively asked: 

And now, if man in his agony falls silent and longs for consolation […]: then 
should he go and contemplate the colourful coral? glance up at the palms? and let 
himself be taught about the law of substance? and so find rest for his soul?  Oh 
poor soul!  How you would look back at your religion, which Haeckel’s 
‘Monism’ ridicules as an illusion!  And if it were an illusion – no matter!  At least 
it gave you bread, not, like this ‘Monism’, stones instead of bread.33 
 

Yet, the reaction of Adickes is illuminating.  Haeckel’s system is flawed, not because it is 

untrue, but because it is emotionally unsatisfying.34   

Above all, Haeckel argued strongly for the elimination of the special status and 

sponsorship of Protestantism or Catholicism as the ‘state church’.  In turn, Monism was 

not to become the new state church, but was to be regarded as a religious organisation 

with rights equal to those of other religious denominations, in accordance with a principle 

of strict separation of church and state:  

Free societies and monist religious bodies shall be equally tolerated, and just as 
free in their movements as Liberal Protestant and orthodox ultramontaine 
congregations.  But for all these ‘faithful’ of the most diverse sects religion will 
have to be a private concern.  The State shall supervise them and prevent 
excesses; but it must neither oppress nor support them.  Above all, the ratepayers 
shall not be compelled to contribute to the support and spread of a ‘faith’ which 
they honestly believe to be a harmful superstition.35 
 

Haeckel was optimistic that, as the level of scientific education increases among the 

                                                 
33   Adickes, Kant contra Haeckel, pp. 109–10.  
34  More recent commentators have shared this derision.  Comparing the reference to the statue of Urania 

from Die Welträthsel, Eric Voegelin wrote, ‘So we are in Hitler’s planetarium again, at the high altar.’  
Voegelin, Hitler and the Germans, p. 126. 
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population, people would gradually leave Christian congregations in favour of Monist 

ones.   

  

Monist ceremonies 

While Haeckel struggled to define in writing the grounds upon which Monism could be 

considered a religion as opposed to simply a philosophy or outlook on life, he 

encountered even greater difficulty regarding how these ideas should be put into practice.  

He, and later some of his Monist followers, made sporadic attempts to create new 

ceremonies that were more consistent with their world view.  This began on an ad hoc 

basis, since, at the beginning of his career, there was no critical mass of like-minded 

Monists to build an alternative community.  The experiences of Haeckel and others 

exemplify the alienation and social pressure felt by religious nonconformists during 

religiously-oriented public rites of passage.   

Haeckel’s parents and older brother remained liberal yet devout Christians.  His 

heretical views were the subject of good-natured teasing within that family, but never 

became an issue of bitter discord between them, at least according to the testimony of his 

nephew.36  An example of this may be seen in a letter that Haeckel wrote to his brother 

Karl in December 1892:  

Enclosed I send you my Altenburg speech on ‘Monism’ in expanded form, as a 
                                                                                                                                                 
35   Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 416; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 361. 
36  Heinrich Haeckel, ‘Erinnerungen an Ernst Haeckel’, Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, p. 384.  

Haeckel’s nephew, Heinrich Haeckel recalled: ‘Particularly impressive was the manner in which 
completely different world views encountered one another here, and yet got along very well.  His 
mother and brother retained a liberal, though completely firm, Christian point of view, and they were 
convinced religious natures along the lines of Schleiermacher, at whose feet his mother had sat – and 
alongside them the son, the total free thinker, who, sparkling with high spirits, also occasionally could 
not refrain from grumbling slightly about the pious faith of his mother. […]  But this gentle banter 
never led to a serious conflict.’   
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heathen present for the old ‘solstice celebration’ (vulgo Christmas).  As you are 
already familiar with the wicked anti-Christian inclinations (tendencies) of your 
‘eternally lost’ brother, you will hopefully not be overly horrified by this 
rhetorical summary of his monistic philosophy!37 

 
In contrast, the matter was complicated within Haeckel’s own family by the fact that his 

second wife, Agnes, was a devout Christian.  She could not understand her husband’s 

anti-clerical tirades but suffered nonetheless from the resulting ostracism directed 

towards their family by friends and neighbours.  His son Walter later recalled, ‘Not only 

was he boycotted, no, so too was his family, temporarily.  In anonymous letters he was 

threatened with murder and manslaughter, and with malicious attacks.’  Once, a brick 

was thrown through the window of the family home.38  This understandably placed a 

considerable strain on their marriage.   

One incident that movingly illustrates this tension occurred in 1887 while Haeckel 

was abroad on one of his many research expeditions.  On 7 April his wife Agnes sent a 

letter in which she expressed her annoyance about his lack of correspondence, as well as 

the fact that he missed their daughter Elisabeth’s religious confirmation ceremony.  She 

pointedly informed him, ‘[Pastor] Braasch said that as a good father you certainly should 

have telegraphed!’  The pathos of the situation becomes even more palpable further on in 

the letter when she related the problems that she was experiencing with their eldest son, 

who had clearly inherited his father’s wilfulness: 

Today is communion, to which we managed to bring Walter after some 
difficulties.  The boy still did not receive it at all, and he is still much too young to 
leave the Christian congregation.  As a result he develops an inner brutishness, 
and like so many he most definitely needs the support of the church.  Otto and 

                                                 
37  Letter from Ernst Haeckel to Karl Haeckel, 20 December 1892; in Georg Uschmann (ed.), Ernst 

Haeckel.  Forscher, Kunstler, Mensch: Briefe ausgewählt und erläutert, 3rd ed. (Leipzig: Urania-
Verlag, 1961), p. 193.   

38  Walter Haeckel, Agnes Haeckel geb. Huschke, p. 8.  
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Klotilde, to whom he listens, strongly persuaded him, and I ask you, dear Ernst, to 
strengthen his resolve when you come back, and to say to him that you used to 
listen devoutly to the words of the Scripture.  That is your duty; otherwise the 
poor child will be unhappy.39 

 
Ironically, Haeckel travelling in the Middle East at the time, visiting the Holy Lands of 

Jerusalem, the Dead Sea, Damascus and Lebanon. 

Walter’s aversion to the Christian communion ceremony might have been due to 

another ceremony in which he participated nine years earlier.  This was, in fact, 

Haeckel’s first attempt at performing a monistic religious ritual, and took place on 20 

November 1868 on the occasion of Walter’s baptism.  The official ceremony held that 

morning was conducted according to the observances of the Evangelical Church.  At the 

noon reception following the service, Haeckel delivered a short speech for the assembled 

guests, which he closed with the words, ‘All that is to be expected of this dear, sweet boy 

is best shown by the fact that already in the cradle he is celebrated in verse by a famous 

poet!’  Haeckel then proceeded to read aloud a sixty-two line poem written by a friend, 

entitled ‘Weihe eines jungen Erdenbürgers’ (Consecration of a Young Citizen of the 

Earth).  This poem consisted of a dramatic reading depicting a ceremony presided over 

by a botanist, a geologist, and a zoologist.  During the poem, the infant is to be in 

succession held up to ‘the Sun, the high, the bright’, laid upon ‘the All-Mother, the 

Earth’, introduced to its parents and other humans, offered a sip from a cup of wine 

crowned with a garland, and finally laid to rest in its mother’s arms.40  Apparently 

Haeckel did not carry out the elaborate stage directions.41 

                                                 
39   Letter from Agnes Haeckel to Ernst Haeckel, 7 April, 1887, reproduced in Konrad Huschke (ed.), 

Ernst und Agnes Haeckel, p. 156. 
40  Koop (ed.), Haeckel und Allmers, pp. 132–4. 
41  Ibid., p. 135. 
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The poem had been written for the occasion by Haeckel’s close friend Hermann 

Allmers, a poet with an established reputation whom he had met in Italy.42  Haeckel had 

originally asked Allmers to be the child’s sponsor, a request that the latter politely 

declined: 

It is, you see, one of my main principles of life to be no child’s godfather, whether 
he be black or white, male or female, a stranger or a relative, indeed a Sunday’s 
child or even a prodigy, and this is for the simple reason that I never thoughtlessly 
undertake a duty that I know in advance I cannot fulfil.  The duty of a baptismal 
sponsor is, as is well known, to assume responsibility that the baptised child be 
properly raised according to the Christian faith into which he is baptised.  That is 
a difficult task in and of itself, in consideration of such distance [between our 
homes] a doubly difficult one, and finally with such a father an utterly impossible 
thing. […]  You could quietly have him circumcised and I would know nothing 
about it.43 
 

Allmers offered Haeckel the poem as a consolation, and added that such a ceremony 

would be far more appropriate to the child of a natural scientist than would a Christian 

baptism.44  On the day that he delivered it Haeckel was deeply stirred by the poem, as he 

related in a letter to Allmers: 

I could no longer read the last ten lines properly due to overwhelming emotion, 
for a hot river of tears broke through from the excess of feelings that moved me 
on this day. […]  A thousand thanks to you, my best friend, for with this you have 
really given me a truly profound joy, and the poem shall be, as you wished, a 
guiding star for my boy on his life’s journey!45 

 
The poem was later published in a German magazine, and apparently led some of 

Haeckel’s critics to accuse the Monists of encouraging alcohol consumption among 

minors.46  The poem apparently made a great impression on other future Monists as well.  

                                                 
42  Haeckel had met Allmers during his research trip to Italy in 1859, and the two maintained a lifelong 

friendship.  Allmers had gone on to become the celebrated ‘poet of the marshlands’. 
43   Koop (ed.), pp. 127–8. 
44    Allmers also offered to take the boy out carousing and drinking when he came of age (ibid). 
45    Letter from Haeckel to Allmers, Jena, 20 Nov. 1868; ibid., p. 135. 
46  Hermann Allmers, ‘Eine Weihe’, in Gartenlaube, 22/1 (1873).  Haeckel recalled to R. Meyer of 
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The anthology Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken opened with a poem written by Carl 

Brauckmann, which was styled as a prologue to Allmer’s ‘Weihe’ and contained the 

refrain, ‘ERNST HAECKEL,/Der Allmutter Natur getreuester Sohn,/Dir winden wir 

heute den Kranz!’ (ERNST HAECKEL,/All-Mother Nature’s most devoted son /For you 

today we make the wreath!).47  Other contributors to the volume also mentioned Allmer’s 

poem.48 

Several decades after Walter’s monistic consecration, Haeckel’s friend Wilhelm 

Bölsche approached the scientist in 1898 with a request that he be his son’s baptismal 

sponsor.  Bölsche explained in a letter, ‘Since the dear little one will not be affirmed by 

the church and its baptism, of course, we would very much like to affirm him in a fine 

“spiritual observance” [Geistesheiligen].’49  He also told the scientist that he intended to 

name his first son ‘Ernst’ after him.  Haeckel was delighted to accept the invitation and 

‘playfully’ suggested that the child be given the name in a ‘pantheistic baptism’ 

ceremony (pantheistische Taufe).  Because of Haeckel’s professional commitments, the 

event could not take place until 27 April the following year, by which time the child was 

very ill.  The details of the ceremony are not recounted in the correspondence, though it 

was apparently a small, quiet affair held at the family’s home in Friedrichshagen, on 

account of the child’s fragile health.  The boy died a few days later, on 8 May.  The 

                                                                                                                                                 
Berlin, ‘I really am no drunkard, although Christian critics wanted to make me into one on the basis of 
“Die Weihe eines jungen Erdenbürgers”.’  Was wir Ernst Haeckel Verdanken, vol., 2, p. 31. 

47  Carl Brauckmann, ‘Prolog der Weihe’, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, pp. 4–5. 
48  R. Meyer called it ‘the first beginnings of a religion-less cult’ (ibid., vol. ii, p. 28).  Friedrich Thieme 

read the poem at the age of twelve and that it was the first time that he encountered the names of 
Darwin and Haeckel (ibid., vol. ii, p. 84). 

49   Letter from Bölsche to Haeckel, Friedrichshagen, 29 June 1898, in Nöthlich (ed.), Ernst Haeckel–
Wilhelm Bölsche, p. 82. 
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correspondence makes no reference to the funeral arrangements for the child.50  

  

Leaving the Church 

The reasons that Haeckel’s admirers gave for abandoning their faith were diverse, as the 

testimonies in the eightieth birthday festschrift reveal.  C. J. Rheindorf, a member of the 

DMB from Crefeld, first heard of Haeckel while attending a Catholic gymnasium in 

Prussia during the 1870s, where he learned ‘that the Jena Professor represents the 

epitome of the shallow, superficial, overconfident, indeed mendacious ignoramus’.51  He 

entered university unsure of whether to study theology or medicine.  Wishing to learn 

about the foundations of his faith, he took classes in the Old Testament and Patrology.  

As he learned more about theology, for instance that there are virtually no sources to 

document the first century of the Christian era, he found that his religious faith ‘slowly 

dissipated in a dense fog’.  On the other hand, he was surprised to find that his botany 

professor, Straßburger, treated evolution as a supposition and he found that his classes in 

general botany and inorganic chemistry seemed to yield results that were more solid and 

practical.52  Maximilian Bresgen, a Counsellor of Health from Wiesbaden, began to 

question religious teachings in school prior to encounter with Haeckel’s ideas; however, 

reading Generelle Morphologie in the late 1860s brought about feelings of ‘joy that 

moved my soul’, but also ‘deeply stirred’ him with ‘reservations’ and ‘doubts’.53  

According to Ludwig Gurlitt (1855–1931), an education reformer in Munich, there had 

                                                 
50  Ibid., p. 104. 
51  C. J. Rheindorf, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 243. 
52  Ibid., pp. 243–5. 
53  Maximilian Bresgen, in ibid., vol. i, pp. 215–16. 
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been an awkward silence regarding religious matters at university in the 1870s.  He could 

not recall anyone among his circle of students having attended a sermon or having had a 

conversation about religion.  As a result it was left up to each student ‘to construct his 

own world view as best he could’ and to determine ‘where he could steer himself through 

the ocean of doubt’.54  By the time he read Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte and 

Anthropogenie he found the conclusions Haeckel reached natural and obvious. 55  August 

Kahl, a writer from Hamburg and co-founder of the DMB chapter in that city, reported 

that he had lost his faith as a 12-year-old and began to see ‘in the priest a man who taught 

and appeared to believe things that showed an affinity with the skills of a conjurer’.56  

Frau Elli von Crompton of Berlin recounted that she could not accept the idea of God as a 

father who causes his creatures to suffer.  Reading Die Welträthsel relieved her of the 

anxiety she felt.  ‘Through Haeckel’s logical proofs’, she confessed, ‘I realised that there 

is no unjust, wicked God who torments and punishes me, but that we all carry our fate 

within us.  We are all products of ourselves, our predispositions and circumstances.’57  On 

the other hand, Heinrich Froelich, a construction engineer from Gergenswalde, recounted 

that he was inoculated against the religious instruction he received in school by the ideas 

of Moleschott, Feuerbach, Strauss, Vogt, Büchner, to which his free-thinking mother 

exposed him at home.  In Die Welträthsel he found the world view that he already held, 

but expressed in a more systematised form.58 

Some recounted feeling liberated after deciding to leave the church.  Wilhelm 

                                                 
54  Ludwig Gurlitt, in ibid., vol. i, pp. 235. 
55  Ibid., vol. i, p. 237. 
56  August Kahl, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 172. 
57  Frau Elli von Crompton, in ibid., vol. i, pp. 288–90. 
58  Heinrich Froelich, in ibid., vol. i, pp. 295–6. 
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Breitenbach, a popular science author and editor of the journal Neue Weltanschauung, 

had a similar reaction.  ‘One hears so often’, he related, 

that the reason why the loss of religious church faith is so regrettable is that most 
people know of nothing equivalent to put in its place.  I never experienced the 
absence of church faith to be such a loss, but always only as the liberation from a 
heavy burden, and the monumental ideas of Monism offered me a more than 
completely satisfactory substitute.59 
 

He predicted that in the future millions will also find satisfaction in Monism rather than 

the conception of the world (Weltbild) offered by the church.60  Frau Grete Trapp, a 

mother and housewife from Zurich, recalled that she worked her way through all of 

Haeckel’s major works, beginning with Die Welträthsel, by devoting twenty minutes per 

day to reading, which was as much as homemaking duties would allow. 

This study became more and more easy, these insights and ideas more and more 
obvious, until one beautiful day I was standing outside, outside the door to the 
church to be precise, which I had closed myself with a firm tug.  Now I was free 
and became myself.  What I had not experienced earlier now became my own: 
harmony.  I entered into a harmonious relationship with myself, with my fellow 
man, with the macrocosm, with the microcosm, with – death.61  

 
Willy Blossfeldt of Leipzig, who identified himself as being two generations younger 

than Haeckel, regretted that he did not experience the feeling of liberation that members 

of the older generation had upon reading Die Welträthsel, since he took its philosophical 

consequences to be obvious.62  The psychologist August Forel (1840–1931) speculated 

that most continue to marry in the church and have their children baptised out of fear of 

the authorities or to keep the peace at home, while in private circles they evade religious 

                                                 
59  Wilhelm Breitenbach in ibid., vol. i, p. 211. 
60  Ibid., vol. i, p. 214.  See the discussion of Weltbild and Weltanschauung in chapter 1. 
61  Frau Grete Trapp, in ibid., vol. i, p. 303. 
62  Willy Blossfeldt, in ibid., vol. i, p. 298. 
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questions or laugh cynically when the subject is raised.63  

The loneliness and isolation experienced by nonconformists in a society intolerant 

towards religious dissent was most touchingly articulated by Haeckel’s paramour Frida 

von Uslar-Gleichen.  One particular Sunday, she wrote to him from her small village,  

I was sitting in the little chapel that my forefathers founded, opposite the biblical 
phrase that my father had painted.  Familiar old melodies were sung, well-known 
words preached – to me they sounded strange.  I saw the ghosts of my ancestors 
filing by, looking with sad, reproachful eyes at this mad offspring of their ancient 
line. 
   

She lamented that there was no one around her with whom she could share her thoughts 

and reflected that as an unmarried thirty-five-year-old she would most likely end up 

living ‘in the convent, an old maid, among strictly orthodox Christians, against whom I 

must lick my heart lest I should be stoned’.64  Such experiences made apparent to 

Haeckel and others that if the monistic world view were to receive broad acceptance it 

would be necessary to meet the emotional needs of its supporters with a more formal 

organisation or fellowship.   

                                                

 

A Monistic Alliance 

The pantheistic baptisms of the Haeckel and Bölsche children were more or less 

impromptu affairs, rather than organised attempts to establish an alternate church.  In 

contrast, plans for a formal association of like-minded Monists emerged gradually in 

various forms over the years.  It was not until 1906 that it took the shape of a formal 

organisation in the Deutscher Monistenbund.  However, even this organisation 

 
63  August Forel, in ibid., vol. i, p. 242. 
64  Letter from Altenhausen [Uslar-Gleichen] to Kämpfer [Haeckel], Altenhausen [Göttingen], 24 October 

1899 [date likely inaccurate]; in Love Letters, pp. 111–12; Franziska von Altenhausen, p. 125.  
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encountered difficulties that ultimately proved insurmountable. 

Before discussing the founding of the Monistenbund, however, it is important to 

place this organisation into context.  Haeckel’s peculiar group was one of several secular 

groups that were founded during this period.65  The situation was complicated in 

Germany by a mandatory church tax, levied towards the church to which one belonged, 

either Protestant or Catholic.  A regulation passed in 1872 allowed a taxpayer to legally 

opt out of the tax, provided that person legally renounce membership in the organisation.  

This law had originally been passed as part of the package of Kulturkampf legislation put 

together by Prussian education minister Adalbert Falk, which he intended to encourage 

Catholics to convert to Protestantism.  In practice it was used most often by dissident and 

free-thinking individuals to leave the Protestant Church.66  Atheists, Social Democrats 

and radical Protestant pastors formed alternative organisations, including the Bund 

freireligiöser Gemeinden Deutschlands (Alliance of Free-Religious Congregations in 

Germany) and the Deutscher Freidenkerbund (Alliance of German Free Thinkers), the 

latter chaired by Ludwig Büchner, to take the place of traditional religious congregations.  

At the same time, leaders of these groups encouraged members to formally renounce their 

church memberships, and held information sessions to explain the official procedure for 

doing this.  While these circumstances made the Kirchenaustrittsbewegung (church 

departure movement) a distinctly German phenomenon, it coincided with a more general 

phenomenon within Western countries of declining church attendance.  This included the 

                                                 
65  For an examination of the DMB in the context of other Free Thought movements around the turn of the 

century, see Simon-Ritz, Die Organisation einer Weltanschauung, pp. 133–53.  For a brief overview 
of the history of the DMB and its relation to other health and nature fads in the Lebensreform (Life-
Reform) movement during this period, see Heiko Weber, ‘Der deutsche Monistenbund’, in Kai 
Buchholz et al. (eds.), Die Lebensreform, vol. i, pp. 125–31. 

66  Niles Holt, ‘The Church Withdrawal Movement in Germany’, Journal of Church and State 32 (1990), 
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formation of the New York Society for Ethical Culture, founded by Felix Adler in 1876.  

A German chapter of this American-based organisation was formed in Berlin on 21 

October 1892 by Büchner, Georg von Gizychi, Friedrich Jodl and Jodl’s brother in law 

Wilhelm Foerster, as the Deutsche Gesellschaft für ethische Kultur.67  Jodl was later 

active in the DMB. 

As early as 1878 a group of enthusiastic followers in Zurich floated the idea of 

establishing a ‘Cosmologischer Weltbund’ (Cosmological World Alliance) that was to be 

based on a ‘Monistic Universal-Philosophy’.  Apparently nothing came of these plans.  In 

March 1899, several months before the publication of Die Welträthsel, Haeckel received 

a letter from a banker in Brussels named Samson, who offered to provide financial 

support for the establishment of such an organisation.68  It is apparent that Haeckel 

originally envisioned that the group would be an alternative church, as when he wrote 

enthusiastically to Bölsche, ‘Perhaps the Samson legacy could become the material 

support for establishing a “Monistic Religious Society” (Free Congregation); many will 

be ready to leave openly the so-called “national church” [Landeskirche].’69  This 

organisation foundered, however. Various ‘Haeckelgemeinden’ (groups of Haeckel 

followers) sprung up in Germany in the years following the astounding success of Die 

Welträthsel, notably in Salzburg, Ulm and Hamburg.70  August Kahl, a writer in 

Hamburg, was inspired to found a Monistic Society in that city after reading the Die 

                                                                                                                                                 
p. 40.  

67  Roger Chickering, Imperial Germany and a World Without War: The Peace Movement and German 
Society, 1892–1914 (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1975), p. 124; Simon-Ritz, pp. 126–33. 

68   The letter has been lost.  See editor’s footnote 144 in Nöthlich (ed.), Ernst Haeckel–Wilhelm Bölsche: 
Briefwechsel 1887–1919, p. 95.  

69   Ibid., p. 95.   
70  Daum, p. 217. 
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Welträthsel in 1899; the plan came to fruition on 12 February 1903, making the group 

possibly the first in Germany.71  Haeckel announced his own desire to see the 

establishment of an international body based on monistic principles for the first time at 

the twentieth International Freethinkers’ Congress, held in Rome in 1904.  He published 

his ‘Theses on the Organisation of Monism’ in the periodical Das Freie Wort that year.72  

After initial efforts to found an International Monist Alliance came to nothing due to lack 

of interest outside of Germany, Haeckel and his supporters settled on a more modest goal 

and formed a Deutscher Monistenbund.73  Haeckel’s vision for what the organisation 

should represent can be seen in a letter that he sent to Bartholomäus von Carneri in 

December 1905 requesting that the Austrian politician add his signature to those of thirty-

six to forty ‘of our most respected and best men, free thinkers, anti-clericals and liberal 

humanists’ in a manifesto for the new organisation to be published as an advertisement in 

newspapers.74 

The association was founded on 11 January 1906 in the Zoological Institute at the 

University of Jena.75  Haeckel, then seventy-two, would serve as honorary president.  To 

underscore the link between science and religion, the founding members decided to elect 

as its first chairman Albert Kalthoff (1850–1906), a radical Protestant theologian and the 

                                                 
71  This society became the Hamburg chapter of the Deutscher Monistenbund in 1906.  August Kahl, in 

Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, p. 177. 
72  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Der Monistenbund.  Thesen zur Organisation des Monismus’, Das freie Wort 4 (1904), 

pp. 481–9. 
73  Breidbach, Visions of Nature, p. 251. 
74  Letter from Haeckel to Carneri, 15 December 1905; in Margarete Jodl (ed.), Bartholomäus von 

Carneri’s Briefwechsel mit Ernst Haeckel und Friedrich Jodl (Verlag von K. F. Koehler, Leipzig, 
1922), p. 97. 

75  Accounts of the League’s founding and activities may be found in Andreas W. Daum, Wissenschafts-
popularisierung im 19. Jahrhundert, pp. 214–20; Frank Simon-Ritz, Die Organisation einer 
Weltanschauung, pp. 133–53; Heiko Weber, Monistische und antimonistische Weltanschauung, pp. 4–
16. 
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Pastor primarius of the Martini congregation in Bremen since 1888.  Kalthoff was the 

author of books such as Das Christusproblem (The Christ Problem, 1902), Religiöse 

Weltanschauung (The Religious World View, 1904) and Zarathustrapredigten (The 

Zarathustra Sermons, 1904).76  Two other radical pastors in Bremen, Oskar Mauritz 

(1867–1958) and Friedrich Steudel (1866–1939), also expressed interest in joining the 

organisation at this time.77  Endorsing the DMB’s choice of Kalthoff as active chairman, 

Haeckel conveyed his hope in the first issue of the organisation’s periodical that ‘the 

choice of a highly-respected and radical free-thinking theologian’ would help to provide 

the DMB ‘entrance into such circles, in which it is imperative that one hold to a purified 

[geläutert] religion as the foundation of moral life and of social organisation’.78  Illness 

prevented Kalthoff from engaging in much activity as leader, and he died a few months 

later in May 1906, being succeeded by a physician, Eduard Aigner.  By October 1906 

there were local chapters of the DMB in Munich, Hamburg, Gera, Dresden and Halle.  It 

published its own journals, pamphlets, books and lectures, and attempted to get its name 

into mainstream newspapers as often as possible.  The main journal of the DMB had a 

circulation of 3,000 per month in 1906.  Members organised public lectures, debates and 

seasonal-related family activities.  By February 1907, DMB secretary Heinrich Schmidt 

could boast: 

Chapters, some with a very large number of members, already exist in Jena, 
Friedrichsroda, Halle, Leipzig, Chemnitz, Dresden, Königsberg, Steglitz-Berlin, 
Kiel, Hamburg, Bremen, Düsseldorf, Ulm, Munich, Salzburg, Vienna und 
Geneva.  Our individual members are spread over all of Germany, Austria-

                                                 
76  Albert Kalthoff, Das Christusproblem (Leipzig: E. Diederichs, 1902); Religiöse Weltanschauung 

(Leipzig: E. Diederichs, 1904); Zarathustrapredigten (Leipzig: E Diederichs, 1904). 
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78  Cited in Weber, ‘Der Deutsche Monistenbund’, p. 126.  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Das Präsidium des Deutschen 

Monistenbundes’, in Blätter des Deutschen Monistenbundes, 1 (1906), pp. 1–2. 
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Hungary, Switzerland, Russia, Finland, France, England, North America, South 
America, East Africa, South Africa, Madagascar, Persia, India and East Asia.  Not 
only have physicians, engineers, industrialists, businessmen and academics joined 
us, but so too have workers, postal officials, male and female teachers, lawyers, 
artists, writers, officers, members of the Reichstag, etc., and the yearly 
subscriptions range between 3 Marks and 2,000 Marks.79 
 

In spite of the general lack of interest in establishing chapters of the Monist Alliance 

outside of German-speaking countries, it is evident that Schmidt wished to portray the 

movement as international in scope.80 

Haeckel and other Monists drew upon the historical image of the Reformation to 

provide the model for the religious transformation that they foresaw taking place in their 

own time.  Haeckel had directly alluded to the great German reformer in his Altenburg 

speech, when he urged his audience of scientists: 

May research into the secrets of nature blossom and flourish in this north-eastern 
corner of our Thuringian land as well, and may the fruits of its knowledge, 
ripening here in Altenburg, contribute no less to the spiritual culture and to the 
advancement of true religion than those brought to light by the great reformer 
Martin Luther 370 years ago in the north-western corner of Thuringia, on the 
Wartburg near Eisenach.81  
 

In the Welträthsel, Haeckel admitted that ‘in spite of its errors and defects, the Christian 

religion (in its primitive and purer form) has so high an ethical value, and has entered so 

deeply into the most important social and political movements of civilised history for the 

last 1,500 years, that we must appeal as much as possible to its existing institutions in the 

establishment of our monistic religion.  We do not seek a mighty revolution, but a 

                                                 
79  Heinrich Schmidt, ‘Zum Geleit’, in Hannah Dorsch and Arnold Dodel, Eine neue Reformation (Vom 

Christentum zum Monismus) (Brackwede: Kommissionsverlag von Dr. W. Breitenbach, 1907), p. iii. 
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rational reformation, of our religious life.’82  The concept of a reformation both drew 

upon the pride of Germans in North-Eastern Germany of their historical legacy, but also 

provided a model of historical change that attempted to counter accusations made by 

contemporaries that materialist, Darwinist Monism was a subversive force in German 

cultural life. 

In his biography of Haeckel, Bölsche suggested that the scientist had much in 

common with the earlier Protestant reformer, Schleiermacher.  Both Haeckel and 

Schleiermacher, he suggested, attempted to emancipate themselves from the dogmatic 

aspects of traditional faith, and remained faithful instead to an inner sense of truth that 

‘came from the depths of human destiny and individual experience’: 

Schleiermacher the Good tried, within the limits of his time (and very much 
within those limits) to found at this juncture a new Christianity, one which had 
resurrected itself, as it were.  He could have easily found a place for Darwinism 
within this Christianity, which did not require miraculous deeds from historical 
books of more or less dubious authority, but rather began the prophetic search for 
the Holy in the symbolic ultimate values and the developmental goals of the 
Beautiful, the Good and the True.83 
 

It was precisely the impulse towards reconciliation that characterised Schleiermacher’s 

religious views that was so sorely lacking among theologians of Haeckel’s day.  ‘If 

Schleiermacher had read Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte…’ Bölsche reflected:  

What immediately comes to mind is how many of the extremes and enmities from 
both sides could have been avoided if natures like that of Schleiermacher had 
been more involved on the religious side.  But religion did not manage to separate 
itself from the ‘church’.  And with the church there was to be no peace.84 
 

The implication here is clear: since liberal Protestant theologians failed to carry through 

the separation between church and religion, it was up to the Monists to accomplish the 
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move that would ultimately fulfil the legacy of the Reformation. 

Hannah Dorsch used the trope of reformation in a similar way to describe the 

aspirations of the new association in her essay contribution to the second pamphlet 

published by the Deutscher Monistenbund, Eine neue Reformation (A New Reformation, 

1907).  Dorsch described the Protestant Reformation primarily as a liberation movement.  

‘It offered fearless defiance to the all-mighty authority of the pope’, she argued, ‘and, in 

contrast to the organised priesthood’s previous practice of bossing around and dictating to 

the masses, it audaciously stressed personality and the freedom of independent 

research.’85  Nonetheless, scientific knowledge limited how far Protestant reformers 

could take this liberation.  Having no clear system of belief to replace the Christian one, 

she explained, it could only replace the authority of the pope and the priestly hierarchy 

with the authority of Holy Scripture.  Liberal Protestant theologians had made further 

strides towards the liberation of the spirit during the nineteenth century by applying the 

tools of historical analysis to biblical documents and in the process had called into 

question whether the writings were divinely inspired.  However, they had continued to 

bestow a unique status on Christ as an unparalleled moral authority and exceptional 

human being, and thus had failed to regard him in perspective as one religious teacher 

among several who have appeared throughout history who preached the same message of 

peace and harmony.  Four hundred years of scientific research and discovery since 

Luther’s time, she suggested, have made it possible to dispense completely with dogmatic 

accounts of the creation of the world and with belief in a personal deity in general.  It was 

                                                                                                                                                 
84  Ibid.; elipses in original. 
85   Hannah Dorsch, ‘Eine neue Reformation’, in Hannah Dorsch und Arnold Dodel, Eine neue 
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now up to modern Monists, she concluded, to carry on this tradition of reformation by 

breaking decisively with the belief in divine revelation.   

Although the Deutscher Monistenbund took its name from Haeckel’s 

idiosyncratic nature-philosophy and acclaimed him its honorary president, it would be 

mistaken to view it as consisting of a homogeneous body of followers who uncritically 

accepted Haeckel’s teachings as he laid them out in his popular science books.  The 

articles in Monist periodicals and publications reflect a very diverse range of individual 

passions and interests, which included separation of church and state; reform of the 

school system, legal institutions, sexual relations and agriculture; the promotion of 

Esperanto, vegetarianism, pacifism, racial hygiene and child welfare; moderation or 

prohibition of alcohol consumption; and opposition to duelling and vaccination.86  

Haeckel, it should be noted, by no means endorsed or even mentioned many of these 

causes in his own writings.  There was also disagreement among members over many of 

these topics.  The concerns that preoccupied the members of the DMB also reflected the 

broader influence of the Lebensreform (life reform) movement in general, which 

flourished in Germany and other Western nations at this time.87  From the beginning of 

its existence the organisation was marked by internal discord that threatened to tear it 

apart.  

e 

                                                

A central concern of the DMB was the previously-mentioned 

Kirchenaustrittsbewegung.  While he was chairman, Aigner left the decision to leave th

 
86  For a summary of the programme of the DMB by a Catholic critic of the movement, see Parthenius 

Minges, Der Monismus des Deutschen Monistenbundes.  Aus monistischen Quellen dargelegt und 
gewürdigt (Münster in Westf.: Verlag der Aschendorffschen Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1919), pp. 63–70. 

87  For a brief history of the DMB that places it in the context of the Lebensreform movement, see Weber, 
‘Der Deutsche Monistenbund’, in Die Lebensreform, vol. ii, pp. 125–31. 

 224



church up to individual members, but provided them with information about the legal 

procedures for doing so.  In 1909 the DMB joined with the Ethical Culture Society, and

various Freethought and socialist organisations to form the Weimar Cartel.  The latter 

cover organisation had a combined total of 80,000 members by 1914 but was plagued 

the same problems that afflicted the DMB internally, namely the failure to ag
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categorical imperative that was to replace the Kantian one: ‘Waste no energy, make use 

n programme due to the diversity of opinions among its members.88  

The DMB suffered from fractious internal disputes, a rapid turnover of leaders 

and neglect of the associations’ work.  By 1911 Haeckel considered dissolving the 

and starting a new organisation.  On 27 December 1910 he asked the Nobel Prize-

winning chemist Wilhelm Ostwald to assume the chairmanship of the organisation and 

he latter’s leadership the DMB underwent a transformation and revitalisation.89   

While Ostwald described his outlook as ‘monistic’ in the sense that he denied the 

intervention of a supernatural agency in the functioning of the universe, he was hardl

unquestioning disciple of Haeckel’s world view.  Ostwald had been writing his ow

works of natural philosophy since 1895, based upon his own distinctive brand of 

Monism, which he dubbed, ‘Energetics’.  Whereas Haeckel had postulated an underlying 

‘substance’, of which matter, energy, and sensation are attributes, Ostwald argued that all 

physical phenomena are manifestations of energy.  And while Haeckel denied the validi

of law of entropy, since it implied that the universe had a temporal beginning and

Ostwald proposed that the entropy principle should constitute the basis of a new 
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of it!’ (Vergeude keine Energie, verwerte sie!).90  The DMB enjoyed the peak of its 

popularity under Ostwald’s charismatic leadership.  His success is demonstrated by the 

growth in the size of the organisation: from 34 chapters and 4,300 members in 1910 to 45 

chapters and 6,000 members in 1914.91  He attracted leading contemporary scientists to 

the association, including the Swedish astronomer Svante Arrhenius and the German-

American physiologist Jacques Loeb, further increasing its esteem.   Under Ostwald’s 

vigorous and dynamic leadership, the DMB organised its first International Monist 

Conference, which took place in Hamburg between 8–10 September 1911.  Ostwald 

clearly had his own ideas about the direction that the organisation should take.  ‘Among 

the many and considerable advances that the Hamburg Congress brought us,’ Ostwald 

proclaimed,  ‘not the least was the conclusion reached for once and for all that Monism is 

not Haeckelism.’92  Ostwald encouraged local chapters to hold ‘Sunday Sermons’ to 

compete with traditional church services.  To facilitate this, he wrote and distributed 

model sermons to the various local chapters, which he later collected and published in 

book form.93  In one sermon devoted to the subject of prayer, Ostwald conceded that 

Monists have no direct equivalent of this activity, since they do not believe in a 

supernatural being that can intervene in the course of natural phenomenon.  However, he 

suggested that a similar re-invigorating effect might be obtained by thinking positive 

thoughts instead: 
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For example, there is a means to make oneself more happy, which in my 
advancing age I myself find the opportunity to test more and more frequently.  It 
consists of using the sleepless hours in the night to recall into consciousness, with 
the greatest possible clarity, all the many good and beautiful events that are found 
in every moment of one’s life.  In the morning one sometimes forgets that he had 
lain awake at night and performed this self-treatment on himself, and is amazed at 
the sunny and happy mood with which he awakens and begins the day.  Then he 
suddenly realises what he did the night before, and enjoys a renewed ray of 
sunshine. 94 

 
In another sermon, Ostwald broached the subject of establishing Monist cloisters and 

convents.  Noting that the daily struggle for existence tended to deplete energy from 

society’s leading thinkers, he contended that it would be of much greater benefit to all if 

savants were relieved of such burdens, allowing them to devote their full energy to 

research.95   

One follower of Haeckel who attempted to codify Monist teachings was L. Frei, 

who produced a Katechismus der monistischen Weltanschauung.  Frei nach Haeckel’s 

Lehre (Catechism of the Monistic World View: Adapted from Haeckel’s Theory, 

1914).96  Frei’s pamphlet was evidently modelled after Luther’s catechism, set up in a 

question-and-answer format with the answers intended to be memorised and recite

the confirmand or pupil.  It is divided into three sections, dealing with ‘The World’, 

‘Men’, and ‘God’.  Frei’s catechism addresses questions of cosmology and evolutio

reliability of Gospel accounts of Christ’s life, as well as contemporary relations between 

church and state, and the churches’ involvement in schooling.  The replies written by Frei 

typically begin with a statement of Christian belief, a refutation of this, and an 

d by 

n, the 
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unequivocal statement of the results of modern science, the latter paraphrased more or 

less directly from Haeckel’s Die Welträthsel.  Frei’s work could be very dogmatic in 

tone.  For example, in answer to his question, ‘Can one ask: Out of what might the world 

have originated?’ Frei declared: 

By no means.  Nothing can originate from nothing.  When the devout claim that 
God created the world from nothing, they cannot even enlist the words of the 
Bible for support, for there it says: ‘And the earth was without form and void, and 
the Spirit of God moved upon the waters.’  So according to the words of the Bible 
there was not nothing, but an earth and water were already present.  
 Equally false is the view put forward by those who state that in the beginning, 
‘an unimaginably long time ago’, an enormous ball of gas formed and afterwards 
a rotational movement began in it, which resulted in the origin of heavenly 
bodies. 
 But where is this ball of gas supposed to have come from?  Natural science 
provides the only correct answer when it teaches: Universal substance is eternal; 
it never began and will never cease to exist.97 

 
There is little trace of uncertainty in ‘the only correct answer’ that Frei provides.  The 

forward to the book quotes a letter that Haeckel wrote to Wilhelm Breitenbach, the 

publisher of the pamphlet, in which the biologist confided, ‘I read Katechismus der 

monistischen Weltanschauung with the greatest interest; it satisfies an often-expressed 

need and will surely have great success.’98  On the other hand, Ostwald was far less 

impressed.  In a letter sent 30 March 1914, he told Haeckel, ‘I consider [the catechism] 

completely inappropriate, and I for my part would be unable to recommend it for use in 

instructing youth.’99 
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It is important to point out that not all Monists were prone to Frei’s dogmatism.  

Wilhelm Breitenbach predicted that future scientific discoveries would necessitate a 

revision of the basis tenets of Monism: 

I know for certain of course that the monistic edifice [Gedankengebäude] that 
Haeckel erected will not last in all its details.  Knowledge, which progresses 
through scientific research, will remove some stones from it, assign others to 
other places, and give still others another form and colour.  Haeckel himself 
would be the last to deny or question this.  Thus our Monism is by no means the 
final word, and we will be able to observe a further development of his theory, in 
response his own call.100  
 

In a pamphlet published by the Hamburg branch of the DMB, Wladimir Misar sided with 

the view of Ernst Mach that scientific theories are never ‘true’, but only present a 

provisional picture of the world (Weltbild).101  Misar also pointed out how Einstein’s 

theory had revolutionised the way that modern physicists look at the world.  Haeckel 

conversely had explicitly disparaged Einstein’s theory in Die Welträthsel and the 

pamphlet Monismus und Naturgesetz (Monism and Natural Law, 1906), though Misar did 

not mention this.102  Georg Kramer was another Monist who openly criticised the concept 

of pantheism, and thus implicitly, Haeckel’s teachings.  In a pamphlet published for the 

Munich branch of the DMB he identified several varieties of Monism, including atheistic 

and pantheistic varieties.  He considered pantheistic Monism to have several ‘great 

difficulties’, among them: 

Where is one to envisage the highest spirit which sets the plan or goal?  
Everywhere equally, in everything, as in water, in the rigid stone, in the glowing 
stars and gas nebulae, or in some spiritual centre?  In what manner should the 
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‘World Spirit’ have an effect in the entire world, regulating it consciously and 
wisely?  Setting a purpose always has as a prerequisite advanced thought and 
mental foresight.  And should this World Spirit, like the God of Christianity, also 
possess the highest love, justice, etc.?   Does that not stand in contradiction with 
the natural world?  Can, however, a highest spiritual essence be thought of only as 
cold reason without feeling?  Is not all Pantheism only a projection of human 
mental life onto nature, thus an anthropomorphism (Greek ánthropos human, 
morphé form), like all belief in gods or God?  Have even significant philosophers 
and poets not allowed themselves to be influenced here by their Christian 
upbringing and surroundings, as one similarly finds also in political and social 
areas?103 
 

Similarly, in a speech delivered during a Monist–Christian debate in Zurich in 1914, Max 

Maurenbrecher declared, ‘We Monists promulgate no Häckel–Ostwald Dogma: the 

individual natural-scientific and philosophical ideas that these men advocate are their 

own affair and are not general declarations of the association.’104  C. J. Rheindorf argued 

that compulsory piety leads to mental laziness; the DMB encourages one to think for 

oneself and to take personal responsibility for one’s choices.105  Others worried that any 

organisation, by its very nature, would stifle free thought.  Leo Gilbert, an editor from 

Vienna, remarked in his contribution to Haeckel’s eightieth birthday festschrift: 

 What makes me laugh is the thought of the future.  In fifty or one hundred years 
Monism will perhaps be succeeded by a tall structure founded upon it.  Then all of 
the conservatives, the supporters of throne and altar, the authorities, the religions 
and their priests who so condemn Monism today will consider it the only true 
source of light and salvation.  Then, for the sake of the state, it will be held 
against anyone who follows revolutionary Dualism that he is not a Monist.  For 
there is ultimately nothing earth-shattering in modern Monism, other than that it is 
irritated by the deficiencies of those who think differently.  Intellectual lethargy 
always considers it ruinous to the state when its brain is supposed to make an 
effort to organise new theories into its traditional views.106 

                                                 
103   Georg Kramer, Monismus und Religion, Monistische Bibliothek, Kleine Flugschriften, Nr. 2 (2nd ed., 

Munich: Geschäftsstelle des Deutschen Monistenbunds, 1919), p. 13. 
104   Max Maurenbrecher and Arnold Meyer, Christentum oder Monismus?  Discussion von D. Max 

Maurenbrecher – Mannheim and Prof. Arnold Meyer – Zürich gehalten am 2. Februar 1914 in Zürich 
(Annaberg: Grasers Verlag, 1914), p. 13. 

105  C. J. Rheindorf, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 249. 
106  Leo Gilbert, in ibid., vol. ii, p. 287. 
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Wilhelm Schwaner, editor of the Volkserzieher in Berlin-Schlachtensee, reported that he 

withdrew from the DMB after being told at a meeting of the Berlin group that ‘the 

question of the Nazarene’ is ‘irrelevant here’.  As he reported in the eightieth birthday 

anthology, ‘I explained that where Christ has no place, Goethe can also no longer be, nor 

those who revere the entire Goethe.’107  Robert Keller, a gymnasium director in 

Winterthur, believed that the crystallisation of Monism into a formal association 

threatened to result in the establishment of rigidly dogmatic beliefs and thus stifle free 

enquiry, but is to be welcomed as a countermeasure to the oppressive Protestant church; 

it will give strength and courage to its members.108  C. H. Thiele had been a member of 

the Evangelischer Bund (Evangelical Alliance), but found that he was often intolerant of 

other views.  It was his experience with the tactics of the Evangelischer Bund and not 

reading Die Welträthsel that drew him to Haeckel.109  He longed for a positive world 

view, which he believed that Haeckel’s Monism provided.110  On the other hand, some 

wished for more dogmatic rigidity.111  Heinrich Froelich, a construction engineer, 

complained that Ostwald was watering down Haeckel’s Monism and asserted that the 

                                                 
107  Wilhelm Schwaner, in ibid., vol. i, p. 202.  It apparently goes without saying that where Goethe has no 

place no respectable German should be. 
108  Robert Keller, in ibid., vol. i, p. 327. 
109  C. H. Thule, in ibid., vol. i, p. 258. 
110  Ibid., vol. i, p. 260. 
111  The words of William James come to mind: ‘A genuine first-hand religious experience […] is bound to 

be a heterodoxy to its witnesses, the prophet appearing as a mere lonely madman.  If his doctrine prove 
contagious enough to spread to any others, it becomes a definite and labeled heresy.  But if it then still 
prove contagious enough to triumph over persecution, it becomes itself an orthodoxy; and when a 
religion has become an orthodoxy, its day of inwardness is over:  the spring is dry; the faithful live at 
second hand exclusively and stone the prophets in their turn.  The new church, in spite of whatever 
human goodness it may foster, can be henceforth counted on as a staunch ally in every attempt to stifle 
the spontaneous religious spirit, and to stop all later bubblings of the fountain from which in purer days 
it drew its own supply of inspiration.’  Varieties of Religious Experience, p. 337. 
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association must return to the intentions of its founder.112  C. H. Thiele argued that the 

Kulturkampf should be resumed and the campaign directed against orthodox 

Protestantism as well as Catholicism.113 

The pamphlets of Misar and Kramer suggest that it was mainly a general 

commitment to ‘science’ and ‘reason’, whatever these words might mean to the 

individual members, rather than a set of concrete, commonly held beliefs that held the 

DMB together.  Ultimately this proved to be a tenuous link.  The association continued to 

exist after the First World War, before finally being formally dissolved by the National 

Socialists on 16 December 1933.114  

 

Conclusion 

Haeckel concluded one of his final books, Gott–Natur (God–Nature, 1914), with a plea 

for religious reconciliation.  In light of the popular conception of Haeckel’s hatred of 

Christianity, it is worth quoting this at length:   

The much-emphasised differences between the doctrines of the three great 
Mediterranean religions – the Mosaic, the Christian, and the Muhammadean – 
turn out to be, with regard to both theoretical world view and practical way of life, 
not nearly so great as they are commonly depicted from our one-sided 
Confessional, Orthodox, Catholic or Protestant standpoints.  And the same applies 
to the Buddhist and Brahman religions in India and to the ancient forms of 
religion in eastern Asia as well.  Everywhere certain basic ideas of Ontheism 
[dualist theology] return in various forms and show a long step-ladder of religious 
development; it begins with the fetishism and demonism of rude primitive peoples 
and barbarians; it ascends in many steps to the polytheism and monotheism of 
civilised peoples (chapter 15 in Die Welträtsel).  The purest forms of this 
Ontheism (e.g., as the Evangelical theologian Schleiermacher developed them) 

                                                 
112  Heinrich Froelich, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 297. 
113  C. H. Thiele, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 258. 
114  Gottfried Gabriel, ‘Einheit in der Vielheit.  Der Monismus als philosophisches Programm’, in 

Monismus um 1900.  Wissenschaftskultur und Weltanschauung, ed. Paul Ziche (Berlin: Verlag für 
Wissenschaft und Bildung, 2000), p. 35. 
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merge imperceptibly into our monistic pantheism. 
 
‘Of God is the Orient, 
Of God is the Occident, 
North and southern lands 
Rest in peace in his hands.’115 
 

The lines of poetry with which Haeckel ended the book are taken from Goethe’s 

‘Westöstlichen Diwan’ (West-East Divan).  In the final analysis, his approach to dealing 

with religious faiths other than his own was surprisingly tolerant and ecumenical.  It is 

true that Haeckel believed Christianity, along with dualistic faiths in general, to be 

superstitious and indeed harmful to modern society; however, it is a rare religious faith 

whose practitioners do not believe their own faith to be in some respect superior to those 

of others.  The latter point certainly holds true of the contemporary clerics who employed 

apocalyptic language to denounce Haeckel’s views.   

Haeckel’s tentative attitude towards practical matters and the pietistic focus on 

individual religious experience that he inherited from the liberal Protestant tradition of 

Schleiermacher inhibited him from establishing the types of rituals that might have 

increased the cohesiveness of the group and perhaps prevented the organisation’s 

dissolution.  On the other hand, the individualistic personalities that were attracted to the 

group would not suffer themselves to be told what to think and do, even by a charismatic 

authority figure such Haeckel.  Despite his effort to establish a free-religious 

organisation, Haeckel was neither inclined nor capable of performing this function. 

 

 
115  Haeckel, Gott-Natur, pp. 478–9. 



Chapter 7:  The Morphology of Ethics   

  

On 10 May 1907, Johannis Reinke (1849–1931),1 a professor of botany at the University 

of Kiel and member of the Prussian upper chamber, the Herrenhaus, rose and addressed 

his fellow delegates on the dangers posed by the Deutscher Monistenbund (DMB), which 

Haeckel had been instrumental in founding on 11 January of the previous year.2  In the 

speech Reinke warned his audience in no uncertain terms about the ominous implications 

of this new ‘organisation of forces that is taking subversive actions in the intellectual 

realm, analogous to those of Social Democracy in the economic realm, directed against 

that which has hitherto been taught in churches and schools of all confessions, and 

against the Christian world view in particular’.3  And although the Monistenbund had 

been in existence for only a brief time it was not too early, he implored his audience, for a 

legislative assembly to take action to counter this menace: 

Gentlemen, when a philosopher devises in his study room a system so hostile to 

                                                 
1  Johannis Reinke is best remembered today for coining the term ‘theoretical biology’, which he used in 

distinction to ‘empirical biology’.  While the latter field focuses on observing phenomena, conducting 
experiments and describing the results, the former attempts to explain the data by formulating 
conceptual models.  In addition to his programmatic work, Einleitung in die theoretische Biologie 
(Berlin: Gebrüder Paetel, 1901), Reinke published a more philosophical work, Die Welt als That.  
Umrisse einer Weltansicht auf naturwissenschaftlicher Grundlage (Berlin: Gebrüder Paetel, 1899), In 
this latter work Reinke attempted to explain the evolutionary development of life on Earth in reference 
to a ‘Dominant’, an intelligent entity that is guiding the process towards a preordained goal.  Haeckel 
criticised the philosophical standpoint of this latter book in the Welträtsel, published a few months 
later.  The mutual animosity of Haeckel and Reinke may be explained by mutual interest in reconciling 
empirical results of naturalistic investigation with philosophical speculation.  

2  The entire speech is reproduced in Johannes Reinke, Haeckels Monismus und seine Freunde.  Ein 
freies Wort für freie Wissenschaft (Leipzig: Verlag von Johann Ambrosius Barth, 1907), pp. 7–20.  It is 
was also reproduced in its entirety as a special edition of the Pamphlet of the Monistenbund with a 
critique by Haeckel’s personal assistant, Heinrich Schmidt in Heinrich Schmidt (ed.), Der Deutsche 
Monistenbund im Preußischen Herrenhaus (Reinke contra Haeckel).  Eine aktenmäßige Darstellung 
mit Einleitung und Anmerkung (Brackwede: Kommissionsverlag von Dr. W. Breitenbach, 1907), pp. 
19–30.  

3  Reinke, Haeckel und seine Freunde, p. 9. 
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religion and makes it known in a literary way, that would be at most of indirect 
interest to the organs of the state, and to its parliamentary bodies in particular.  
When, however, these types of thoroughly destructive thoughts are taken up by a 
horde of fanatics who stride under unified leadership in a firmly united 
organisation, along with the propaganda of the deed, so we are faced in our state 
and in our society with the attempt to help Monism to victory, as it were, by 
compulsion, through the power which resides within every firmly allied and 
resolute mass of people.  Gentlemen, I believe that this is the point at which our 
nation must be on its guard, and where we as a parliamentary body have to urge: 
principiis obsta! [resist the first advances!]4 
 

The members of the house responded to this declaration with calls of ‘Quite right!’ (sehr 

richtig!)  ‘Gentlemen,’ Reinke continued, ‘the upholding of the old world view with its 

honest progress of the will, guarantees us the maintenance of our intellectual culture, 

while Haeckel’s materialistic Monism seems to me to mean a regression into barbarism.’  

Once again, Reinke was received with calls of ‘Quite right!’5 

Reinke’s 1906 speech to the Herrenhaus was one of several prominent incidents 

in the public debate that took place in Germany over Darwin’s theory of evolution.6  

Reinke and Haeckel agreed that biological evolution takes place but they diverged on the 

question of whether the process is guided by a divine intelligence.  Both deemed the 

matter to have grave sociological and moral implications.  For his part, Haeckel had 

expressed his belief in Die Welträthsel (1899) that knowledge and practice in the 

humanities and social sciences had not kept pace with recent advances in the fields of 

natural science and technology.  ‘We have made little or no progress in moral and social 

life, in comparison with earlier centuries;’ he warned, 

at times there has been serious reaction.  And from this obvious conflict there 

                                                 
4  Reinke, p. 12.   
5  Reinke, p. 15. 
6  Others moments of conflict included the public dispute between Haeckel and Virchow in 1877 over the 

teaching of evolution at the gymnasium level and the Prussian school law controversy of 1892, in 
which education minister Adalbert Falk banned the teaching of biology outright in secondary schools. 
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have arisen, not only an uneasy sense of dismemberment and falseness, but even 
the danger of grave catastrophes in the political and social world.  It is, then, not 
merely the right, but the sacred duty, of every right-minded and humanitarian 
thinker to settle that conflict, and to ward off the dangers that it brings in its train.7 
 

Later, in the manifesto that he published in 1904 calling for the establishment of a 

Monistic Alliance, Haeckel suggested that such a group should lobby the government to 

base its policies ‘on the rational application of knowledge about nature’, not on 

‘venerable tradition (hereditary custom)’.8  The historian Frederick Gregory has noted 

that in Germany around the turn of the twentieth century, a more-or-less informal truce 

developed between theologians and scientists concerning hitherto contested terrain: 

whereas theologians consented to leave the task of providing a naturalistic description of 

the origins of life on the planet – of addressing the question of ‘how?’ – to biologists, 

palaeontologists, and geologists, natural scientists agreed in turn to remain silent on 

matters concerning the underlying meaning of the universe – the question of ‘why?’9  

The public quarrel between Reinke and Haeckel shows, however, that not all scientists 

agreed to accept such limitations and some sought to use their credentials as researchers

in the natural sciences to lend authority to ideological positions.  Haeckel was perhaps the 

most conspicuous member of a group of scientists and philosophers at this time who w

exploring the implications of evolutionary thought for ethics.  For many members of the 

general public, both in Germany and abroad, Haeckel was a modern iconoclastic heir to 

the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, a brash crusader who sought to bring the 

 

ere 

                                                 
7  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 3; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 2.  
8  Reprinted in Ernst Haeckel, ‘Der Monistenbund.  Thesen zur Organisation des Monismus’, Heinrich 

Schmidt (ed.), Gemeinverständliche Werke, vol. 5, Vorträge und Abhandlungen (Leipzig: Alfred 
Kröner, 1924), pp. 481–91; here p. 488.  

9  Frederick Gregory, Nature Lost?  Natural Science and the German Theological Traditions of the 
Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MS: Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 5–6. 
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Promethean fire of scientific knowledge to the lay reader.  The vitriol of his statements, 

the practical conclusions that he reached, and the wide readership that his writings 

attained, alarmed many.   

Haeckel, as we saw in the third chapter, had been greatly disturbed as a medical 

student at Würzburg by what he took to be the moral implications of philosophical 

materialism.  After abandoning his childhood Christian faith he looked to biology for the 

Ariadne thread that would guide him out of this uncertainty and towards a sound theory 

of ethics and social responsibility.  Despite his reputation as Darwin’s disciple, Haeckel 

found this thread less in Darwinian evolution than in the older field of organic 

morphology.  By encouraging him to see the body of society and indeed the universe as a 

whole as a series of repetitive patterns, morphology provided him with a way of 

visualising the relationship between their component parts as well as the necessary 

direction of their development in time.  In this chapter I will examine how Haeckel 

arrived at these conclusions, and survey some reactions to them. 

 

Morphology and evolution 

Morphology had been established as a field of enquiry during the early nineteenth 

century by naturalists such as Goethe and Karl Friedrich Burdach (1776–1847), initially 

in their study of plants and later of animals.  Sharing the presupposition of metaphysical 

idealism that the ephemeral world of matter reflects an unchanging realm of ideal forms, 

they strove to understand the physical arrangement of an organism’s parts in relation to 

the idea of the whole, as well as the metamorphosis of the organism over time from seed 

to mature plant or embryo to adult.  Such idealist nature-philosophers sought to intuit 
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from their observations the eternal, transcendental form of which each individual 

organism is a transient, material embodiment.  Goethe, for example, had gone so far as to 

travel to Italy in search of the Urpflanze or ‘primordial plant’, a hypothetical organism 

that he anticipated would exhibit the basic features shared by all plants, but later came to 

see the Urpflanze as possessing an ideal rather than concrete existence.  Haeckel 

encountered morphological ideas during his time at the University of Berlin, where he 

developed a particularly close relationship to Alexander Braun (1805–77) and Johannes 

Müller.  While both of these naturalists shared the idealist assumptions of their 

predecessors, they sought to ground their conclusions on exact empirical observation 

rather than on poetic speculation.10  At the same time, as we have seen, Haeckel was 

inspired by the then-emerging field of microscopy and Virchow’s groundbreaking 

lectures on cellular pathology.  Finally, Darwin’s concept of natural selection provided 

Haeckel with the engine that drove the mechanistic and self-organising system.11  All of 

these concepts – morphology, cell theory and the mechanistic approach to viewing the 

body – came together in Haeckel’s theory of ethics.     

In order to understand how Haeckel applied morphological ideas to ethics, it is 

first necessary to examine in greater detail some of the ideas advanced in his magnum 

opus, the two-volume Generelle Morphologie (1866).  This work represented an attempt 

                                                 
10  For a study of the development of morphology during the nineteenth century, see Lynn K. Nyhart, 

Biology Takes Form: Animal Morphology and the German Universities, 1800–1900 (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1995).  For an examination of the influence of Braun and Müller, and of 
early nineteenth-century idealist Naturphilosophie in general, on Haeckel’s professed mechanistic 
view of life, see Ruth G. Rinard, ‘The Problem of the Organic Individual: Ernst Haeckel and the 
Development of the Biogenetic Law’, Journal of the History of Biology, 14/2 (Fall 1981), pp. 249–75. 

11  Darwin provided his own definition of morphology: ‘We have seen that the members of the same 
class, independently of their habits of life, resemble each other in the general plan of their organisation.  
This resemblance is often expressed by the term “unity of type”; or by saying that the several parts and 
organs in the different species of the class are homologous.  The whole subject is included under the 
general name of Morphology.  This is the most interesting department of natural history, and may be 
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to reconcile Darwin’s theory of natural selection with the earlier idealist study of 

morphology.  Haeckel put forward his own definition of the latter at the outset of the 

work: 

Morphology, or the theory of form in organisms, is the comprehensive science of 
the internal and external relations of form among living natural bodies, animals 
and plants, in the broadest sense of the word.  The task of organic morphology is 
therefore to identify and explain these relations of form, i.e. to trace their 
occurrence back to precise natural laws.12 

 
This approach, Haeckel argued, did not point towards a transcendental type, as the 

idealists had maintained, but rather revealed their relations of common descent and the 

physiochemical laws which govern their functioning.  Inspired by the crystalline shapes 

exhibited by the shells of radiolarians, Haeckel drew upon the field stereometrics, derived 

from crystalography, to examine the physical structure of all living organisms in terms of 

geometric patterns.  More complex multicellular organisms also exhibit structural 

regularity, he argued, in the form of radial and bilateral symmetry.  He coined a new 

word for this purpose, ‘tectology’, which he defined in the eighth chapter of the work: 

Tectology, or the theory of structure in organisms, is the comprehensive science 
of individuality among living natural bodies, which usually represent an aggregate 
of individuals of various orders. The task of organic tectology is therefore to 
identify and explain organic individuality, i.e. to identify the precise natural laws 
according to which organic matter individualises itself, and according to which 
most organisms construct a unified form-complex composed of individuals of 
various orders.13   

 
Haeckel intended the science of tectology to address a very old debate in the history of 

the biological sciences, namely the issue of what the smallest indivisible unit of life, the 

‘organic individual’, might be.  The discovery of plant and animal cells in the 1830s by 

                                                                                                                                                 
said to be its very soul.’  On The Origin of Species, p. 355. 

12  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie der Organismen, vol. i, p. 3; emphasis in original. 
13  Ibid., vol. i, p. 241.  
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Matthias Schleiden and Theodor Schwann, respectively, opened up a new perspective on 

these problems.  Yet, not all biologists regarded the cell as the basic unit of life.  Virchow 

submitted that any distinction between individuals above the level of the atom was 

arbitrary,14 a position with which Haeckel concurred in Generelle Morphologie.15  As we 

saw in the fourth chapter, Haeckel asserted that there were living organisms with a more 

simple structure than that of a cell, such as ‘vibrionae’ (bacteria) and the hypothetical 

‘monera’, the latter consisting entirely of undifferentiated and homogeneous clumps of 

protoplasm molecules, which in turn are animated by the chemical reactions between the 

atoms of which they are composed. 

But although the concept of ‘individual’ is a relative one, it is possible, Haeckel 

argued, to make a distinction between individuals of different orders or levels of 

complexity.  This tectological division is similar to the taxonomic system of classifying 

organisms.  ‘The single human, or person’, Haeckel pointed out, ‘is an individual within 

the specific character of his nation; the nation is an individual among the remaining 

nations of its race; the races are individuals among the human species; the human species 

is an individual among the various species of vertebrates, etc.’16  Likewise, Haeckel 

proposed six such orders in Generelle Morphologie, from simplest to most complex: 

plastid, organ, antimer, metamer, person, and corm or stem (Stamm).  Individuals of each 

of these orders he labelled a ‘morphon’.  A morphon that exists as a freely-living 

individual is a bion.  Bions in each successively higher level contain morphons of every 

lower level.  For example, a cell that lives independently as an amoeba is both a morphon 

                                                 
14  Rudolf Virchow, ‘Atoms and Individuals’, in Disease, Life, and Man.  Selected Essays by Rudolf 

Virchow, trans. and intro. Lelland J. Rather (New York: Collier Books, 1962), pp. 134–54. 
15  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, pp. 243–45; emphasis in original. 
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and a bion of the lowest level of complexity, that of the plastid.  On the other hand, a cell 

that is a component of the skin tissue of a mammal is a morphon on the level of the 

plastid, but a component of a bion of the level of a person.  Likewise, independent 

organisms consisting of small clusters of cells, such as algae, constituted bionic organs, 

and were the equivalent of morphonic organs, or tissues in the body of a higher organism.  

Several of these tissues may be arranged with bilateral or radial symmetry to form 

metamers.  As an example of an antimer, Haeckel cited the radiata of animals or plants 

with radial symmetry, such as a segment of a jellyfish, while a metamer corresponds to 

the segments or zones of a membered animal or vertebrate, such as a section of a 

segmented worm.  In the case of the animal kingdom, a ‘person’ could consist of a higher 

animal such as a mammal, fish, bird, or reptile.  However, in the plant kingdom, Haeckel 

equated a person not with a tree, but with a branch, a distinction he derived from 

Müller.17  Haeckel later simplified this system twelve years later in an article written for 

the Jenaische Zeitschrift für Medizin und Naturwissenschaft (Jena Journal for Medicine 

and Natural Science) by collapsing the categories of organ, antimer and metamer into that 

of ‘idorgan’.18 

Within each tectological order, a further distinction may be made based on the 

level of complexity that morphons of a particular order exhibit.  For example, on the level 

of the plastid, a cell with nucleus exhibits a higher level of perfection than a bacterium.19  

In a similar manner, vertebrates may be classified as the highest category of person in the 

                                                                                                                                                 
16  Ibid., vol. i, p. 244.  
17  Rinard, p. 262. 
18  Haeckel, ‘Ueber die Individualität des Thierkörpers’, Jenaische Zeitschrift für Medizin und 

Naturwissenschaft 12 (1878), pp. 1–20. 
19  See ‘Thesen von den einfachen organischen Individuen’, esp. thesis 26.  Haeckel, Generelle 
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animal kingdom by nature of their highly differentiated bodily structure and their highly 

centralised nervous system, as clearly displayed in the most highly developed vertebrate 

of all, the human.  This morphological classification scheme, together with his 

idiosyncratic understanding of Darwin’s theory, underlay Haeckel’s attempt to derive a 

system of ethics from the study of biology. 

 

Histonal ethics and the supreme moral law of love 

Although Haeckel did not write a book or essay specifically on the topic of ethics, many 

of his popular works contain digressions on the implications of evolution for moral 

issues, and several of his later books contain chapters devoted to the theme.  Like 

Darwin, Haeckel suggested that the evolutionary process tended to encourage co-

operation and interdependency between members of the same species as an effective 

survival strategy.20  He also agreed with Darwin, as the latter had famously suggested in 

The Descent of Man (1871), that moral sentiments are not unique to humans, but could be 

found in a less developed state in other animals, thus indicating that they are instinctual.  

Each species acquires its moral sentiments as a result of adaptation to its unique 

conditions of life and these sentiments are then passed on from one generation to the next 

through inheritance.21  Haeckel, however, went much further than Darwin in this regard 

in that he conceived evolution to be a basic law of the universe that pertains to geology 

                                                                                                                                                 
Morphologie, vol. i, p. 368. 

20  Compare Darwin’s similar conclusions in Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in 
Relation to Sex (1871; 2nd ed., New York: A. L. Burt Company, 1874), p. 122. 

21  Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (New York: A. L. Burt 
Company, 1874). 
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and celestial bodies as well as to living organisms.22  In this way, Haeckel’s thought 

resembles the cosmology that Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) sketched out in First 

Principles (1876), where the English philosopher reduced the condensation of matter into 

stars and planets, the evolutionary history of a living organism, the growth of industrial 

cities, and the centralisation of government, to the same basic law of development.23  We 

examined in the fourth chapter how Haeckel believed that the progression of life – from a 

homogeneous ‘primaeval slime’ (Urschleim), to simple cells, vertebrates, and ultimately 

humans – is governed by causal necessity.  Humans are animals like any other, and thus a 

part of the natural world and subject to its laws, including the competition for scarce 

resources.  And since humans are merely a product of this process, they possess no 

immaterial soul, free will, or other supernatural qualities that would set them apart from 

any other configuration of matter.  On the other hand, as we saw in the fifth chapter, 

progress in human society is guaranteed by the same natural laws that govern the 

evolution of the universe as a whole.  Haeckel admitted that this progress was by no 

means uniform, and cited deviant phenomena such as atavism and degeneration as 

evidence that the evolutionary process was unguided and not teleological.  As he wrote in 

Die Welträthsel: 

It may be said that the struggle for life is the ‘survival of the fittest’ of the ‘victory 
of the best’; that is only correct when we regard the strongest as the best (in a 
moral sense). […]   

Thousands of beautiful and remarkable species of animals and plants have 
                                                 
22  In the final chapter of Generelle Morphologie Haeckel explained how Darwin’s theory fit into a more 

general ‘Weltkunde’, which he defined as ‘the general science of the visible universe’.  Generelle 
Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 444. 

23  Spencer defined evolution as ‘a change from a less coherent form to a more coherent form, consequent 
on the dissipation of motion and integration of matter’. Herbert Spencer, First Principles, A System of 
Synthetic Philosophy, vol. i (1876; 4th ed., New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1888), p. 372.  An 
earlier version of these ideas can be found in ‘Progress: Its Law and Cause’, an unsigned review article 
that Spencer wrote for Westminster Review in 1857 (issue 67, pp. 445–85). 
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perished during those forty-eight million years, to give place to stronger 
competitors, and the victors in this struggle for life were not always the noblest or 
most perfect forms in a moral sense.24   

 
At this point, there appears to be a contradiction in Haeckel’s reasoning.  While Haeckel 

seems to be confirming the fears of his critics by admitting that Darwin’s theory could 

only provide an ethic based on the principle that might equals right, he compares their 

nobility and perfection to a ‘moral sense’ that is apparently independent of the struggle 

for life.     

The solution to this problem can be found in Haeckel’s morphological conception 

of the natural world.  Haeckel, like Spencer, attached a moral value to the level of 

complexity, judging complex organisms to be more highly evolved.  To demonstrate this 

Haeckel turned his attention to the structural arrangement of the some of the lowest 

organisms, cells, since they illustrated in the simplest manner the patterns to be found 

among more complex forms of life.  In this way Haeckel hoped to ‘arrive at a correct 

knowledge of the structure and life of the social body, the State, through a scientific 

knowledge of the structure and life of the individuals who compose it, and the cells of 

which they are in turn composed’.25  In a speech directed at a popular audience in 1868 

titled ‘Über Arbeitsteilung in Natur- und Menschenleben’ (trans. ‘On the Division of 

Labour in the Life of Nature and of Man’, 1883), Haeckel described the division of 

labour as a basic law of the universe: while atoms of matter congregate into molecules, 

organic molecules form protoplasm.26  In a later work he discussed how division of 

                                                 
24  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 313; The Riddle of the Universe, pp. 270–1. 
25  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 10; English ed, p. 8. 
26  See Ernst Haeckel, ‘Über Arbeitsteilung in Natur- und Menschenleben’, in Gemeinverständliche 

Werke, vol. v (Leipzig: Alfred Kröner, 1924; article originally published 1868), pp. 57–85; ‘On the 
Division of Labour in the Life of Nature and of Man’, in The Pedigree of Man and other Essays, pp. 
87–131.  In Die Welträthsel, Haeckel even went so far as to speculate that these tendencies are inherent 
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labour tends to lead to polymorphism, or a differentiation of physical structure, a process 

that can be seen on the sub-cellular level:  

Even in the simplest real cell we find the distinction between the different 
organella, or ‘cell organs’, the internal nucleus and the outer cell-body.  The 
caryoplasm of the nucleus discharges the functions of reproduction and heredity; 
the cytoplasm of the cell-body accomplishes the metabolism, nutrition, and 
adaptation.  Here we have, therefore, the first, oldest, and most important process 
of division of labor in the elementary organism.  In the unicellular protists the 
organization rises in proportion to the differentiation of the various parts of the 
cell.27 

 
The cell nucleus assumes the role of governing the processes within the cell, while the 

various organella are responsible for its specific life functions.  Thus, cells in their most 

complex form exhibit the three key processes of association, division of labour, and 

centralisation.   

It is also possible to observe these patterns among social groups of higher 

organisms.  Mammals, for instance, could be seen organising themselves into social 

groups for similar purposes.  ‘The herds of apes and ungulates, the packs of wolves, the 

flocks of birds, often controlled by a single leader, exhibit various stages of social 

formation’, Haeckel remarked.  ‘These organized communities of free individuals are 

distinguished from the stationary colonies of the lower animals chiefly by the 

circumstance that the social elements are not bodily connected, but are held together by 

the ideal link of common interest.’28  In a similar manner, he explained, ‘the various 

                                                                                                                                                 
within the basic substance of which the universe is composed, and postulated the existence of a 
primeval substance that differentiates itself into a ponderable, atomistic component called ‘matter’, and 
an imponderable, continuous, jellylike component called ‘ether’.  These two reciprocal aspects of 
substance, Haeckel suggested, ‘may, to some extent, be regarded as the outcome of the first “division 
of labour” in the development, the “primary ergonomy of matter”’.  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 264; 
The Riddle of the Universe, p. 229. 

27  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 39; The Wonders of Life, p. 35. 
28  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 190; Eng. ed., p. 169. 
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kinds of tissue in the body of the histona behave like the various classes and professions 

in a state’.  Haeckel came to the conclusion that ‘the higher the civilization and the more 

varied the classes of workers, the more they are dependent on each other, and the state is 

centralized’.29  Among human societies, it is likewise possible to judge the relative stage 

of social development based on the degree of association, division of labour and 

centralisation that each exhibits.  The logical conclusion was that ‘the complicated 

modern state, with its remarkable achievements, may be regarded as the highest stage of 

individual perfection which is known to us in organic nature’.30   

The degree of social advancement among groups of individuals can be gauged by 

determining the degree to which a given society exhibits the three characteristics of 

association, differentiation, and centralisation.  By extension, anything that promotes the 

production of more complex organisms is inherently ‘good’, whereas anything that leads 

to their degeneration is ‘evil’.  Thus, because of its general tendency to produce ever 

more complex forms over time, evolution is an innately positive process.  Haeckel did not 

use the similarity between cells in the body and citizens in the state merely as a metaphor 

to help illustrate for lay readers the relations between component parts of the living body, 

but rather conceived there to be a more fundamental link between the two.  ‘With the 

union of the cells into colonies arise the first beginnings of morality’, Haeckel asserted in 

Ewigkeit.  ‘We may therefore speak of an elementary cellular ethics of protists as 

contrasted with the histonal ethics of the multicellular, tissue-forming organisms.’31  Yet, 

both cellular and histonal ethics must be studied in conjunction, as ‘the same fundamental 

                                                 
29  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 182; Eng. ed., p. 162. 
30  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 170; Eng. ed., p. 150. 
31  Haeckel, Ewigkeit, p. 105; Eternity, p. 134. 
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laws of sociology hold good for association throughout the entire organic world; and also 

for the gradual evolution of the several organs out of the tissues and cell-communities’.32  

The patterns observed on this simple level give clues as to the present stage of human 

social development, as well as to the ideal to which human society should strive in the 

future.  Thus, morality, from a monistic perspective, is not deduced from a metaphysical 

‘categorical imperative’ or derived from any other transcendental source, but is intrinsic 

to the patterns of life, and, indeed, to the structure of the universe. 

This emphasis on interdependence explains how Haeckel, despite his Darwinian 

beliefs about struggle and competition, could declare in his 1892 Altenburg speech, 

‘Love remains the supreme moral law of rational religion, the love, that is to say, that 

holds the balance between egoism and altruism, between self-love and love of others.’33  

While the world’s major faiths had reached more or less the same conclusion thousands 

of years ago, it is now possible, Haeckel argued, to comprehend rationally what had 

hitherto been only dimly perceived.  The most profound philosophical doctrine is the 

‘Golden Rule’, that of treating others the way that one wishes to be treated, a principle 

that he maintained predates Christianity.  However Haeckel did concede that, when 

‘looked at from the point of view of our present stage of culture, the ethic of Christianity 

appears to us much more perfect and pure than that of any other religion’.34   

Haeckel hoped such knowledge would improve the present political situation.  ‘If 

our political rulers and our “representatives of the people” possessed this invaluable 

biological and anthropological knowledge,’ he hoped, ‘we should not find our journals so 

                                                 
32  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 190; The Wonders of Life, p. 169. 
33  Haeckel, Monismus, p. 28; Confession, p. 64. 
34  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 28; Eng. ed., p. 63. 
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full of the sociological blunders and political nonsense which at present disfigure our 

Parliamentary reports.’35  Haeckel remained faithful to this conception even in his work 

Ewigkeit, written during the despair of the Great War:  

The civilized man of the twentieth century with his all-round enlarged outlook has 
become convinced that welfare, true happiness and satisfaction are to be found 
not in the cultivation of pure egoism (as preached in its extreme form by Max 
Stirner, and partly by Friedrich Nietzsche) but in mutual aid and in living 
peacefully together with one’s fellow-men, in the family, in the community, and 
in the state.  The more numerous and varied the demands of the social human 
being the more apparent are the advantages of altruism; and so he rises to a higher 
level of morality.36 

 
It is one thing, of course, for Haeckel and supporters of his philosophy to believe that the 

laws of nature promote altruistic behaviour and the development of increasingly complex 

societies, but quite another for these theorists to arrive at an agreement among themselves 

about how to act on this knowledge.  What immediate goals should be pursued and what 

means are acceptable to achieve them?  These matters proved to be the greatest challenge 

that confronted Haeckel’s Monism. 

  

Practical applications 

Haeckel’s preliminary attempts to apply this newly acquired knowledge to overcome the 

‘sociological blunders and political nonsense’ of his own day have proven to be the most 

notorious aspect of his philosophy, and have attracted considerable attention from 

historians.  It is important to note that Haeckel never attempted to develop his ideas into a 

comprehensive, synthetic philosophy, as did Spencer, yet the sociological comments that 

are scattered throughout his popular science books tended to confirm his critics’ worst 

                                                 
35  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 10; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 8. 
36  Haeckel, Ewigkeit, p. 101; Eternity, p. 129. 
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fears about the dire consequences of abandoning Christian or humanistic moral teachings 

in favour of a morality based on Darwin’s theories. 

In spite of his insistence that human society follows the same inexorable laws of 

evolutionary progress as the rest of nature, Haeckel made a distinction between 

technological progress of civilised humanity (Kulturmenschheit) and that of its social 

institutions.  He observed that ‘constant laws of nature [such as gravitation and chemical 

affinity] are therefore quite different from the variable laws of the state, which prescribe 

the rules of conduct for each individual in human society, such as ethical laws, religious 

laws, social laws, and so on.  These are made by legislators; the natural laws are not.’37  

According to Haeckel, while courageous naturalists had with great struggle managed to 

liberate the study of nature from the dogmatic errors of medieval cosmology, and great 

strides had been made to apply this newfound knowledge to everyday life in the form of 

technology, Europe’s legal and social institutions remained in a backward state.  One 

reason for this lack of progress was the unwillingness of political leaders to apply 

knowledge attained from the recent advances in the natural sciences when formulating 

law and organising legal and social institutions.  Haeckel admonished leaders who 

continued to make irrational decisions based on mystical revelation rather than on what 

he considered to be hard scientific fact.  In order to ensure the future progress of human 

society, it is necessary for the education system to instil a sound knowledge of the 

biological sciences, which should form the basis of governmental law.  Haeckel predicted 

that ‘the statesmen, the teachers of political economy, and the future writers of history 

will need to study above all comparative zoology, i.e. comparative morphology and the 

                                                 
37  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 12; Eng. ed., p. 2. 
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physiology of animals, as an indispensable foundation if they want to achieve an 

understanding of the corresponding human phenomena that is genuinely true to nature’.38  

The application of this new monistic philosophy to social issues promises to ‘open up a 

new road towards moral perfection’ and to allow modern Europeans to ‘raise ourselves 

out of the state of social barbarism in which, notwithstanding the much vaunted 

civilization of our century, we are still plunged’.39  Haeckel directed Die Welträthsel at a 

popular audience precisely in order to disseminate such rudimentary knowledge of the 

natural sciences, which he considered indispensable for a modern education. 

Haeckel’s primary concern, which he believed consistent with the Golden Rule, 

was the promotion of the health and progressive development of humanity, defined by the 

criteria discussed above.  To Haeckel, the belief that human life should be preserved at all 

costs was a remnant of medieval superstition relating to life after death, namely the belief 

that one will suffer eternal punishment for disobeying divine commandments.  There 

emerged a dilemma between the goals of preserving life and that of reducing suffering.  

Haeckel’s reply was taken straight from the pages of Spencer’s Social Statics (1851).  

Medical intervention could in certain cases lead to the greater evil of increased pain and 

misery for the living.40  Many practices of modern institutions had the effect of 

artificially selecting harmful biological traits.  A prime example of this is what Haeckel 

referred to as ‘artificial medical selection’.  Well-intended efforts to prolong the lives of 

those suffering from such inheritable diseases as consumption, tuberculosis, syphilis and 

                                                 
38   Haeckel, Generelle Mophologie, vol. ii, p. 437.  
39  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th German ed, vol. ii, p. 810; The History of Creation, 

vol. ii, pp. 367–68.  Not in first German edition. 
40  Herbert Spencer, Social Statics: or, The conditions essential to human happiness specified, and the 

first of them developed (1851; New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1886). 
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mental disorders has the effect not only of extending their anguish, but also of increasing 

the number of the children they produce who in turn are afflicted with these infirmities.  

Haeckel asserted that ‘the longer the diseased parents, with medical assistance, can drag 

on their sickly existence, the more numerous are the descendants who will inherit 

incurable evils, and the greater will be the number of individuals, again, in the succeeding 

generation […] who will be infected by their parents with lingering, hereditary disease’.41  

Furthermore, misguided religious views should not prohibit suicide as a means of 

escaping from chronic pain or even misery caused by poverty; for such deliverance he 

coined the word ‘autolysis’, meaning ‘self-redemption’.42  Haeckel also informed his 

readers that recent anatomical observations have proven the phromena cells of the brain, 

which are the seat of consciousness, to be undeveloped in the newborn infant; it should 

not be considered murder, therefore, to put sickly infants out of their misery.  ‘We ought 

rather to look upon it as an advantage both to the infants destroyed and to the 

community’, Haeckel advised.43  Similarly, he used biological principles to justify the 

policy of capital punishment, advocating ‘sound natural common sense that is based upon 

a knowledge of Monistic anthropology’ as opposed to the ‘subtle dialectics of the jurists’.  

For true philanthropists such as himself, ‘capital punishment is not only a just retribution 

for murderers who have deprived others of their lives, but should be applied also to other 

incorrigible criminals.  Life-long imprisonment, advocated in its stead, appears on closer, 

impartial consideration to be much worse and crueller punishment.’44   

                                                 
41  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th Ger. ed., vol. i, p. 154; History of Creation, vol. i, pp. 

172–3.  Not in first German edition. 
42  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 128; The Wonders of Life, p. 113. 
43  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 23; Eng. ed., p. 21. 
44  Haeckel, Ewigkeit, p. 34; Eternity, p. 34. 
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An equally serious threat, in Haeckel’s assessment, is the eugenic disaster posed 

by the development of military technology.  ‘The stronger, healthier, and more spirited a 

youth is,’ Haeckel pointed out, ‘the greater is his prospect of being killed by needle-guns, 

cannons, and other similar instruments of civilization.  All youths that are unhealthy, 

weak, or affected with infirmities, on the other hand, are spared by the “military 

selection”, and remain at home during the war, marry, and propagate themselves.’  

Haeckel drew from this the conclusion that war should be avoided at all costs.  Indeed, 

the money spent on modern killing machinery would be far more profitably invested 

elsewhere.  Presently, he suggested, ‘all the strength and all the wealth of flourishing 

civilized states are squandered on [militarism’s] development; whereas the education of 

the young, and public instruction, which are the foundations of the true welfare of nations 

and the ennobling of humanity, are neglected and mismanaged in a most pitiable 

manner’.45  The result of this policy is that ‘weakness of the body and weakness of 

character are on the perpetual increase among civilized nations, and that, together with 

strong, healthy bodies, free and independent spirits are becoming more and more 

scarce’.46  He also claimed that northern Europeans have a higher life-value than other 

peoples on account of the inherited intellectual superiority of their race, as well as the 

amount of education that their respective societies have invested in them.47 

Statements such as these appear to justify Reinke’s fears of a ‘regression into 

barbarism’.  However, examples analogous to all of the above may be found in the works 

                                                 
45  Haeckel, History of Creation, vol. i, p. 171.  Not in first German edition.  
46  Ibid., vol. i, p. 172.  Not in first German edition. 
47  See chapter 17 in Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, pp. 443–72; The Wonders of Life, pp. 386–410. 
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of Spencer, and even of Charles Darwin.48  Admittedly, Darwin had difficulty accepting 

the harsh eugenic conclusions of Spencer, Francis Galton, and others (he did not cite 

Haeckel in this context):  

The aid which we feel impelled to give to the helpless is mainly an incidental 
result of the instinct of sympathy, which [as in the case of other social animals] 
was originally acquired as part of the social instincts, but subsequently rendered 
[…] more tender and widely diffused.  Nor could we check our sympathy, even at 
the urging of hard reason, without deterioration in the noblest part of our nature. 
[…]  We must therefore bear the undoubtedly bad effects of the weak surviving 
and propagating their kind.49 

 
However, Darwin’s kind and gentle views were exceptional among this group of 

scientists, who continued to argue strenuously the long-term benefits of a hardened and 

resolute social policy guided by reason rather than misplaced feelings of compassion. 

 
Further elaborations of Haeckelian ethics  
 
Aside from his general remarks about euthanasia and infanticide, Haeckel generally 

refrained from applying his biological theories to specific matters of public policy.50  

Some of his self-professed followers were admittedly not as reticent in this respect.  The 

trajectory of ideas from biological theories current during the late nineteenth century to 

                                                 
48  See in particular the discussion of ‘Natural Selection as Affecting Civilized Nations’, in Darwin, The 

Descent of Man, pp. 151–62. 
49  Ibid., p. 152. 
50   In the introduction to his ‘Theses on the Organisation of Monism’, Haeckel emphasised that his 

practical proposals were subjective, and thus far less certain than the objective scientific knowledge on 
which they were based.  Haeckel, ‘Der Monistenbund’, p. 481.  He repeated these reservations in a 
letter that he sent to the Swiss Social Democrat Arnold Dodel on 26 June 1906, in which he admitted 
that his suggestions for practical application of his philosophy were the weakest part of his world view.  
Letter reproduced in Werner Beyl, Arnold Dodel (1843–1908) und die Populisierung des 
Darwinismus, Armin Geus and Irmgard Müller (series eds.), Marburger Schriften zur 
Medizingeschichte, vol. ii (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1984), pp. 150–1.  Historian Mario Di 
Gregorio has pointed out that Haeckel’s political and sociological views were not original; rather, 
Haeckel tended to incorporate into his popular works ideas from others if they seemed consistent with 
his biological theories.  Mario Di Gregorio, ‘Entre Méphistophélès et Luther’, p. 277. 
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the murderous practices instituted by the National Socialist regime has been sketched out 

many times, and Haeckel’s complicity in this phenomenon has been a matter of bitter 

debate among historians.  While it is impossible to provide a comprehensive overview of 

this debate here, the important point to recognise is that the writers who claimed to take 

inspiration from Haeckel’s ideas constituted a large and diverse group, and were far from 

unanimous in the conclusions that they drew from his theories. 

Alexander Tille,51 a professor of Germanic Languages at the University of 

Glasgow, produced one of the most bellicose appropriations of Haeckel’s ethical thought 

in his book Von Darwin bis Nietzsche.  Ein Buch Entwicklungsethik (From Darwin to 

Nietzsche: A Book of Evolutionary Ethics, 1895).52  In the preface to this work Tille 

confessed, ‘What I owe to the knowledge of the works of Ernst Haeckel is written on 

every page of my book.’53  Tille condemned the modern ‘Christian-humane-democratic 

ethic’ taught by utilitarian ethicists, and instead advocated an aristocratic ‘master 

morality’ (Herrenmoral).  Tille argued that Friedrich Nietzsche’s doctrine of the 

Übermensch should be interpreted in eugenic terms, as the literal breeding of a higher 

type of man.  Tille argued that ‘the goal of evolution is the enhancement and more 

glorious fashioning [Herrlichergestaltung] of the human race.  And nothing else can be 

the ultimate moral ideal.’54  To this end, misguided sympathy for the weak and sick 

should not impede the elevation of the race, and human inequality should be promoted: 

                                                 
51  Tille is best known to English readers for his translation of Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake 

Zarathustra.  As previously mentioned, Haeckel was not an admirer of Nietzsche’s ideas as he 
understood them. 

52    Alexander Tille, Von Darwin bis Nietzsche.  Ein Buch Entwicklungsethik (Leipzig: C. G. Naumann, 
1895). 

53    Ibid., p. xi. 
54    Ibid., p. 23. 
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Out of love for the coming generations, and because it makes the most extreme 
demands of his great love, Zarathustra preaches: Do not spare your neighbours!  
For the man of today is something that must be overcome.  If he is to be 
overcome, however, then the worst, the low and the many-too-many must be 
sacrificed.55 
 

According to Tille, the idea of ‘selection’ (Auslese) stood at the centre of Nietzsche’s 

thought, though he had to admit that the philosopher did not actually use the word 

himself.56  Tille also praised Haeckel’s eugenic and social Darwinian statements, but 

again expressed disappointment that the scientist had contradicted these by endorsing the 

Christian ideal of altruism in his Altenburg speech.57  Tille was not a member of the 

Deutscher Monistenbund and did not contribute articles to its journals.58 

Another writer who used ‘Darwinian’ ideas to endorse policies of eugenics, and 

one who was an active member of the Monistenbund, was Wilhelm Schallmayer (1857–

1919), whose essay won the Krupp Prize in 1900.  The industrialist Alfred Friedrich 

Krupp, a fervent amateur scientist, sponsored the essay competition, in which contenders 

were to address the theme, ‘What do we learn from the principles of the theory of descent 

concerning the domestic political development and legislation of states?’59  The 

interdisciplinary judges of the competition were Haeckel, a zoologist Heinrich Ernst 

Ziegler (1858–1925), an economist Johannes Conrad (1839–1915) and an historian 

Dietrich Schäfer (1845–1929).  In his winning essay, Vererbung und Auslese (Heredity 

and Selection), Schallmayer argued that it was the moral duty of each generation to 

                                                 
55  Ibid., p. 234. 
56  Ibid., p. 235. 
57    Ibid., p. 171. 
58  A list of authors who contributed articles to Monist journals and a selected bibliography of these 

articles may be found in Weber, Monistische und antimonistische Weltanschauung (pp. 33–42). 
59  ‘Was lernen wir aus den Prinzipien der Descendenztheorie in bezug auf die innerpolitische 

Entwicklung und Gesetzgebung der Staaten?’ 
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ensure the health and vitality of future generations.60  It was an expansion on a shorter 

essay that he had published in 1891, Über die drohende körperliche Entartung der 

Kulturmenschheit (On the Impending Physical Degeneration of Civilised Humanity).  

Schallmayer argued in favour of a policy that he called ‘racial duty’ (Rassendienst); it is 

important to note, however, that he repeatedly emphasised in his essay that by ‘racial 

duty’ he did not mean a policy to promote ‘racial purity’ but rather responsibility to the 

human race as a whole.  All peoples (Völker), he argued, are made up of a mixture of 

races and it would be as futile to attempt to distinguish them as it would be politically 

impractical to divide the large civilised states into numerous smaller ones along racial 

lines.61  In the realm of ethics, Schallmayer rejected the utilitarian ideal of individual 

pleasure, and pointed out the duty that individuals have towards the larger community 

and to future generations.  It would be wrong to assume that all of the views expressed by 

Schallmayer are consistent with Haeckel’s own; the book is based on Weismann’s germ 

plasm theory, an idea against which Haeckel strenuously argued.  Hygiene, Schallmayer 

argued, has both a personal and racial dimension.  Just as one must prevent illness caused 

by pathogens in the environment, so too is it necessary to take measures to prevent the 

transmission of hereditary illness.  Because of the vital importance of such measures to 

the vitality of the body of the nation (Volkskörper), the implementation of such measures 

cannot be left up to individuals any more than policing or military duty.  Schallmayer’s 

essay, together with those of second- and third-place winners, were published in a series 

entitled Natur und Staat (Nature and State). 

                                                 
60  Wilhelm Schallmayer, Vererbung und Auslese.  Grundriß der Gesellschaftsbiologie und der Lehre vom 

Rassedienst (4th ed., Jena: Gustav Fischer, 1920). 
61  Schallmayer, Vererbung und Auslese, p. 323. 
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Schallmayer’s racial hygiene movement represented one significant faction within 

the DMB.  One of the first acts of the newly-formed alliance was to petition the 

government in 1908 to institute Schallmayer’s proposal for mandatory medical 

examinations prior to granting marriage licences.62  In the festschrift assembled for 

Haeckel’s eightieth birthday in 1914, Schallmayer stated his view that ‘to a certain extent 

it should now become the task [of the DMB] to make the ideas collected in the 

compilation of prize-winning essays Natur und Staat accessible in broader circles and to 

stimulate further work of this kind’.63  He also expressed his disappointment that the 

commitment of the DMB to promoting eugenic policies, which had been strong at the 

group’s formation, appeared to be waning: ‘Later on, this view admittedly achieved little 

realisation in the Monistenbund, because the activity of such a federation is determined 

less by the principles and ideals that led to its establishment than by the ideas and efforts 

of the persons currently at its head.’64  The latter statement was clearly aimed at then-

president Wilhelm Ostwald, who did not share Schallmayer’s enthusiasm for eugenics. 

The broad range of views in the DMB concerning ethical matters can be readily 

seen by contrasting the views of two prominent members: Johannes Unold and Friedrich 

Jodl.  Unold, who became a member of the executive council of the DMB in 1907, 

represented the conservative wing of the Monism movement.  While a theology student 

during the 1880s, however, he lost his faith, leading him to become troubled by the 

question of whether morality is possible outside of a religious framework.65  After several 

                                                 
62  Simon-Ritz, p. 145. 
63  Schallmayer, Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, p. 371.   
64  Ibid. 
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years spent pondering on these questions, combined with the experience of teaching for 

several years at a Chilean secondary school, which exposed him to a foreign cultural and 

political environment, he published an extended treatment of the topic of ethics in 1896, 

Grundlagen für eine Moderne Praktisch-Ethische Lebensanschauung (Foundations for a 

Modern Practical-Ethical View of Life).66  Like many Germans, Unold was concerned by 

the rapid growth of the Social Democratic Party in Germany.  Unold reasoned that, while 

workers embraced socialism in response to economic exploitation, the implementation of 

a socialist system would result in the tyrannical domination of the working class over the 

others.  Unold attributed the appeal of socialism to the lack of moral education in 

Germany.  Liberals had proceeded too quickly in granting political freedom to the lower 

strata of society without adequately integrating the new electorate into the nation by 

educating it about its civic duties.  Furthermore, liberalism emphasised individual and 

class self-interest at the expense of communal responsibility and common identity.  

Unold alluded to the organic conception of the state when he questioned the 

‘cosmopolitan–humane’ outlook, according to which the interests of humanity would best 

be served by the internationalist orientation of the socialist movement: 

The history of civilisation alone teaches us that until now the preservation and 
prosperity of humanity was promoted almost exclusively by the preservation and 
prosperity of individual peoples and states.  Without the development of 
particularly strong organisms of peoples and states, humanity would consist today 
of a small number of widely scattered, numerically weak hordes and tribes and 
not contain one tenth of today’s population.67 
 

Yet, it is important to recognise that he did not deny it as an ideal goal: 
 

Only in the most highly isolated peoples and with rising culture does a humane 
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feeling form, which also sees and respects men in relations of another people and 
tribe.  But how distant we are still from the ideal condition of general humanity, 
and of perfectly equal respect for all men, is proven by the thoughts and 
behaviour of whites in relation to primitive peoples, indeed in relation to Indians 
and Negroes within the same polity (e.g. in North and South America) and finally 
by the tense and hostile rivalries between related civilised peoples, which makes 
the ideal of eternal peace and general love of humanity still appear a distant 
rumour.68 
 

As demonstrated by the subtitle of his work, ‘Nationale und ideale Sittenlehre’ (National 

and Ideal Moral Theory), Unold distinguished between the ideal of cosmopolitan 

humanism and the pragmatic approach based on nationalism.  He did not exclude ‘eternal 

peace’ and ‘general love of humanity’ as ideal goals, but merely pointed out that under 

current conditions they remain ‘a distant rumour’.  As well, Unold’s statements regarding 

the suppression of ‘primitive peoples’ by whites, and of hostility between European 

states, are descriptive rather than normative.  Unold asserted that in the short term, the 

promotion of a strong, highly-integrated nationality offers the best chance for general 

prosperity.  Unold reiterated these ideas and promoted a programme of racial hygiene in a 

series of articles that he published in Der Monismus, the journal of the DMB.69   

Friedrich Jodl reiterated this concern in a speech that he delivered on 11 

September 1911 to the first Monist Congress in Hamburg, titled ‘Der Monismus und die 

Kulturprobleme der Gegenwart’ (Monism and the Problems of Contemporary Culture).70  

In an attempt to explain the aversion towards Monism expressed by many members of the 

general public, Jodl cited their tendency to equate Monism with atheism, and the latter, in 

                                                 
68  Ibid.; emphasis in original. 
69  Historian Frank Simon-Ritz has pointed out that Unold’s ‘social Darwinian-based reform programme 

exhibited a strong affinity to extreme nationalist positions, extending as far as völkisch ones’.  Simon-
Ritz, p. 144. 

70  Friedrich Jodl, Der Monismus und die Kulturprobleme der Gegenwart.  Vortrag gehalten auf dem 
Ersten Monismus-Kongresse am 11. September 1911 zu Hamburg (Leipzig: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 
1911). 
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turn, with ethical materialism, moral decline and political upheaval.  ‘Along with the 

deity,’ he pointed out, ‘atheism appears to deny the ethical significance of life: existence 

becomes a play of brute forces, in which all that matters is to maintain oneself for as long 

as possible, and to amass for oneself as much enjoyment as possible.’71  Jodl warned that 

declining belief in an afterlife among all segments of the population, combined with the 

promotion of individual self-interest and the right of the strong to dominate the weak, and 

social alienation resulting from disparities of wealth, threatened the social order.  ‘But 

should we therefore attempt to turn a blind eye to the still-grave defects of our social 

technology?’ he asked.   

Or harden ourselves against misery in the world, against the cry of crushed 
livelihoods, the bitterness of stunted developmental possibilities, and the 
impending call for justice, which we declare to be the unavoidable by-products of 
the civilising process?  Or allow the strong to do as they like and praise the master 
morality, because without it the sense of distance disappears from the world and 
life loses its most precious and stimulating spice – cruelty?  I do not know where 
one should gather the courage to proclaim such a teaching on the basis of a purely 
natural view of the world, without provoking the masses to the extreme to 
achieve, at least on Earth, the paradise that science and its popularisation have 
snatched from them in the Beyond, and to reach out their hands for the goods of 
this world that have been withheld from them.72 

 
As a solution, Jodl proposed what he called ‘an evolutionary socialism’.  Not only should 

material goods be shared more equitably, but such an approach should also involve 

most emphatically of all the most comprehensive opening up of intellectual 
culture in the arts and sciences.  In this way, still more than through the granting 
of political rights and the strengthening of the economy, will we awaken in the 
people a new common identity, a pride in the past and a joy for the future, which 
once animated men of the classical polis, and which must re-emerge upon an 
infinitely broader foundation in men of the new age: as the community of men in 
the higher formation of the spirit, in the creation and establishment of the highest 
value.73   

                                                 
71  Ibid., p. 13. 
72  Ibid., p. 26. 
73  Ibid., pp. 37–8. 
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Thus, social problems should be solved through the use of social technology (soziale 

Technik) for the benefit of all. 

Wilhelm Bölsche, a widely-read popular science writer and close friend of 

Haeckel, drew conclusions from the scientist’s writings that were radically different from 

those of the right-leaning social Darwinists.74  In his three-volume magnum opus, 

Liebesleben in der Natur (1898–1903; trans. Love Life in Nature, 1926), Bölsche 

described how the brutish instincts that had governed interaction between human groups 

in the past are gradually being supplanted by reason and compassion.  In stark contrast to 

Tille, Bölsche condemned the use of Nietzsche’s words to glorify violence: 

Whoever is to-day in the full possession of our civilized education and has the 
free choice between art, loftiest universal thought, devotion to the search for truth, 
and noblest ethics on the one hand, and on the other, brutal trampling down, the 
beast of prey’s pleasures, wars with blood and torturing wounds, can be in no 
doubt as to where the original possession and the fundamental wish of man lies, 
despite all pretty speeches about the ‘blond beast’, which will live its life to the 
limit […].75 
 

Bölsche drew on cell state imagery to explain how individual organisms, animal and 

human alike, unite to form higher orders of communities.  Among humans, civilisation 

emerges as a unifying force that stands ‘above races, nations, strata of interests and 

individuals in humanity, […] which uniformly embraces all mankind and in which they 

all in turn live a higher life without conflicting’.  In the future, progress will not be 

                                                 
74    Daniel Gasman has argued that Bölsche’s writings provided Adolf Hitler with ‘direct access to the 

major ideas of Haeckelian social Darwinism’.  Gasman, Scientific Origins, p. 160.  In fact, not only 
were Bölsche’s ideas concerning human sympathy and peaceful coexistence fundamentally 
inconsistent with Hitler’s world view of implacable racial struggle and annihilation, Hitler reportedly 
denigrated Bölsche and his book Liebesleben in der Natur as ‘tasteless things’ (Abgeschmacktheiten).  
Hermann Rauschning, Gespräche mit Hitler (Zurich: Europa Verlag, 1940), p. 56.  If Hitler did read 
Bölsche’s writings, he apparently did not take their message to heart. 

75  Wilhelm Bölsche, Love Life in Nature: The Story of the Evolution of Love, trans. Cyril Brown (New 
York: Albert & Charles Boni, 1926), vol. i, p. 502. 
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achieved through a ‘brutal suppression’ of the weaker group by the stronger one, but 

through a peaceful process of ‘educating, elevating and clarifying’.76  Bölsche shared 

Haeckel’s disbelief in the divinity of Christ, but also concurred with the scientist’s view 

that the ethical teachings of Christianity, particularly regarding voluntary suffering for the 

greater good and sympathy for others, have independent merit and are universally valid.  

Bölsche discerned a growing ‘sense of responsibility for the value and sacredness of 

human life’, and even speculated that the evolution of love is taking place on a cosmic 

scale: as human beings colonise other planets we may see the dawning of a new era, ‘the 

stage of Christ, extended throughout the universe by the ultimate triumph of 

technology’.77 

Wilhelm Kleinsorgen, a student of Haeckel, was similarly fascinated by the 

ethical implications of the scientist’s morphological theories.  In his book Cellular Ethik 

als moderne Nachfolge Christi (Cellular Ethics as the Modern Imitation of Christ, 1912), 

Kleinsorgen argued that the results of microscopic research served to confirm rather than 

refute the teachings of Christ, which had subsequently been perverted by a priestly 

hierarchy.  Jubilantly he proclaimed, ‘Nature herself wills morality, and morality is also 

Nature.’  Since human beings are part of the natural world, Kleinsorgen asserted, human 

history ‘represents an ever more powerful unfolding and development of moral ideas’, 

which include a growing sense of compassion for others.78  Kleinsorgen explained that 

his philosophy was pan-vitalist rather than pantheist for the reason that Nature is not itself 

                                                 
76    Ibid., vol. ii, p. 706.  Alfred Kelly has pointed out that Bölsche’s works achieved a higher readership 

than those of Haeckel; op cit. p. 6. 
77    Bölsche, Love Life, vol. ii, pp. 711–22. 
78     Wilhelm Kleinsorgen, Cellular Ethik als moderne Nachfolge Christi.  Grundlinien eines neuen 

Lebeninhaltes (Leipzig: Alfred Kröner, 1912), p. 43. 
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God, i.e. a perfect being, but is rather an organism on the way to becoming perfect.  

Kleinsorgen insisted that the modern, evolutionary world view does not lead to the 

conclusion that the individual is relatively insignificant in the broader struggle for 

existence that takes place on the level of species.  On the contrary, Kleinsorgen 

concluded, Haeckel’s view affirms the idea that the individual is primary and the species 

is secondary.79  Like Tille, Kleinsorgen cited Nietzsche to support his view, but pointed 

out that a healthy world view is life affirming, and would tend to discourage self-

sacrifice.  The individual’s duty is to fill its function within the social organism.   

The genus, society, now no longer appears as an end in itself, as the highest value, 
but rather as means to an end.  The individual is not, as a shallow so-called 
Darwinian ethic has claimed, only cannon fodder, as it were, in the struggle for 
existence between species – no, the exact opposite is true: the individual is 
primary, the genus secondary, in accordance with the modern conception of the 
preservation of species as transgressive self-preservation, and propagation as 
transgressive growth!80  

 
Kleinsorgen repeatedly referred to Inventory of a Soul by Bertha von Suttner, who won a 

1905 Nobel prize for her efforts on behalf of the peace movement.81  In turn, Haeckel 

praised Kleinsorgen for the latter’s ‘exhaustive treatment’ of the topic of cellular ethics.  

During the First World War, the membership of the Deutscher Monistenbund was 

overwhelmingly pacifist, in spite of the support for the German war effort expressed by 

Haeckel and his successor as honourary chairman, the chemist Wilhelm Ostwald.  This 

tendency can be seen in a pamphlet published shortly after the war by the Hamburg 

chapter of the DMB, entitled Zweieinigkeit.  Die Religion der Zukunft (Bi-Unity: The 

Religion of the Future, 1921).  After comparing the morphology of human society to that 

                                                 
79  Ibid., p. 52. 
80  Ibid., p. 52. 
81  Ibid., p. 7. 
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of a fir tree, the author, Hans Fuschlberger, concluded with a series of aphoristic 

‘building stones’ of a Monistic religion, among them: 

Place humanity above the nation [Volk]. 
* 

Wars are setbacks.  They are the selection of the best in order to destroy them. 
* 

Resolve disputes with the intellect and not with force.  The head is nobler than the 
fist. 

* 
Heal the sick and give what you can spare to the deserving [unverschuldet] poor.82 

* 
 

The prismatic diversity of ethical viewpoints spawned by Haeckel’s monistic philosophy 

is reflected in the views expressed by contributors to the 1914 Was wir Ernst Haeckel 

verdanken festschrift.  In his essay Professor Ludwig Gurlitt of Munich asserted that 

science must search for knowledge regardless of the potential use or harm that such 

knowledge might have for society, church or the state.83  Similarly, C. J. Rheindorf, an 

eye specialist from Crefeld, remarked that, in view of the success of evolutionary theory 

in the field of biology, it was not only permissible but obligatory to apply these ideas to 

matters of cosmology and sociology.84  Max Seber, a veterinary surgeon from Dresden, 

was not so certain of this, however.  Because one’s world view must be open to change 

based on new scientific evidence, he argued, it cannot provide the necessary certainty.  

He suggested that ethics must be autonomous not only from religion but also from the 

current scientifically-based world view, and must instead be derived pragmatically from 

the needs and experiences of human society.85  Frau Elli von Crompton of Berlin 

                                                 
82    Hans Fuschlberger, Zweieinigkeit.  Die Religion der Zukunft (Hamburg, Paul Hartung, 1921), pp. 28–

31.  
83  Ludwig Gurlitt in Heinrich Schmidt (ed.), Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 234. 
84  C. J. Rheindorf in ibid., vol. i, p. 249. 
85  Max Seber in ibid., vol. i, p. 254. 
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illustrated the ennobling moral influence of reading Haeckel’s Die Welträthsel by relating 

the stories of a couple of people she knew.  One Sunday she came across an uneducated 

farmer still dressed in his church clothes as he was ‘driving an old, ill, helpless beggar 

from his threshold with a stick’.  She later spoke to him about science and was delighted 

when he came to her with a newly-purchased copy of Die Welträthsel to ask a few 

questions.  Under the influence of Haeckel’s ideas, he was transformed over the next few 

weeks from ‘an avid pub-goer and a terrible ruffian’ into ‘a respectable, law-abiding man 

and a devoted father to his family’.86  In another case she observed how a very rich young 

man who had lived a life of pleasure-seeking and dissipation came to ‘look upon his body 

as a temple’ after reading Haeckel’s book.  ‘He realised that with riches come duties’, she 

recounted 

and that it is not the goal of life to enjoy all pleasures to the full and live a life of 
vegetative contentment, but rather that everyone, whether poor or rich, has the 
duty to strive according to his abilities to develop [entwickeln] himself more fully, 
and in so doing to be active as well in the great work of humanity, which is to 
elevate man to an ever-higher stage of evolution [Entwicklungsstufe].87 

  
C. H. Thiele, an independent scholar from Munich-Solln, recounted that before he had 

become a Monist he had been a German patriot for instinctive and emotional reasons; 

now, however, his outlook had became cosmopolitan as he had come to see nations as 

subordinate to humanity as a whole.  The Germanic race is without a doubt the most 

highly evolved and should seek co-operation with related races, he observed, but war 

between nations is a remnant of an era of animalness and unculture.88  It is the established 

church that preaches war and persecution, Thiele contended, whereas Haeckel, like 

                                                 
86  Frau Elli von Crompton in ibid., vol. i, pp. 292–3. 
87  Ibid., vol. i, p. 293. 
88  C. H. Thiele in ibid., vol. i, p. 262. 
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Christ, advocates altruism.89   

 

Dissenting voices 
 
One of the earliest criticisms to address the moral implications of Haeckel’s work came 

in the form of an open letter from an ethnologist, A. Bastian (1874), who insisted that the 

theory of evolution was too uncertain to be applied to social issues and ethical problems.  

Because his own field of ethnology, he explained, ‘is too new for such a hazardous 

venture’, he himself had refrained from attempting to make his ideas known among the 

broader public.90  Inciting members of the general public with his theories would 

interfere with the scientific process of independent research and careful verification of 

results:

 
a 
 

 far it still may go; you have in yourself all 
the markings of proclaiming a dogma of infallibility, and you understand curses 

 

d misunderstood in the din of 

the mar

ion 

                                                

   

You concern yourself with winning as many proselytites as possible, as quickly as
possible; you are the fanatical, crusade recruitment preacher [Kreuzprediger] of 
new faith, a faith in science that knows nothing of faith, that neither knows it nor
may know it […].  Who knows how

and damnations very well also.91  

Bastian implored Haeckel to ensure ‘that your results leave the stillness of the study 

chamber, the halls of the University, only in the moment of full maturity; since, if still 

unfit for vernacularisation, they will be misinterpreted an

ketplace, and degenerate into a monstrosity’.92   

Writers in Christian periodicals in particular took hold of the alleged connect

 
89  Ibid., vol. i, p. 265.  
90  A. Bastian, Offner Brief an Herrn Professor Dr. E. Häckel, Verfasser der ‘Natürlichen 

Schöpfungsgeschichte’ (Berlin: Wiegandt, Hempel u. Parey, 1874), p. 8.  
91  Ibid., pp. 8–9.  
92  Ibid., p. 9.  
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between Darwinism and Social Democracy to demonstrate the moral depravity that 

would result from the modern materialist world view.  Albert Wigland, a professor of 

botany at Marburg, adopted this position in a pamphlet he wrote in 1878 for the series 

Zeitfrag

mination of this view of the world 
extends far beyond Social Democracy and Darwinism, into spheres where one 

 

es, 

cused him of 

falsifyi

od of 

ocrat leader August Bebel, and then accused the Monists of aiding the radical 

socialis

ver 
 is 

esponsible 
manner about the best of what they possess, namely, about their faith in a God 

                                                

en des christlichen Volkslebens (Timely Questions of Christian Public Life):   

Darwinism is the school, or more correctly: one of the schools, of unbelief and 
immorality, and Social Democracy is one of the ways on which this basic 
principle is applied on a large scale.  The disse

will have nothing to do with either of them.93 

Prior to 1900 Haeckel’s name appeared sporadically in the pages of Christian journals, 

alongside those of other apostles of the modern materialist world view.  In these cas

the criticisms of those who examined his ideas in any detail mostly ac

ng the evidence for evolution in his illustrations of embryos.   

However, the astounding success of Die Welträthsel prompted a veritable flo

articles and pamphlets by supporters and critics, many of the latter repeating earlier 

attempts to link Darwinism and Social Democracy.  In a pamphlet of the Evangelischer 

Bund (Evangelical Alliance), Dr. Bärwinkel cited a reference to Darwin in a speech by 

Social Dem

ts:  

With such falsehood they deceive the ignorant or half-educated masses, because 
they hope that, by the elimination of faith in God, they can achieve control o
the masses in the easiest manner and can exploit this control in their fashion.  It
deplorable that a great number of people will be taught in this irr

who created the world and who reigns with wisdom and love.94 

 
93  Albert Wigland, ‘Der Darwinismus ein Zeichen der Zeit’, Zeitfragen des christlichen Volkslebens 3/5 

and 3/6 (Frankfurt am Main: Zimmer’schen Buchhandlung, 1878), p. 104. 
94  Bärwinkel, Naturwissenschaft und Gottesglaube.  Ein apologetischer Streifzug gegen Häckels 

‘Welträtsel’,  Flugschrift des Evangelischen Bundes 196 (Leipzig: Buchhandlung des Evang. Bundes 
von C. Braun, 1902), p. 17. 
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95

Likewise, Erich Wasmann, a Jesuit entomologist who studied ants, echoed these fears in 

a pamphlet he published in 1919, following the Armistice, by warning of how ‘the Social 

Democratic emissary, the most zealous helper’s helper of unbelieving free thought, 

immediately derived the practical consequences for human life and threw the burning 

revolutionary torch in countless pieces of writing and in public meetings in the widest 

circles, in order to destroy the Christian social order’.   Wasmann was not impressed 

with Haeckel’s appeal to the universal principle of neighbourly love.  ‘Did Haeckel 

completely forget,’ Wasmann thundered, ‘that the most profound law of this noble 

Monistic moral teaching is the bestial “struggle for existence”, through which humanity 

is supposed to have emerged from a horde of wild beasts through the “happy solution of 

the cardinal problem”?  The ruthless struggle of all against all – in reality that is the 

“Golden Rule” of the new monistic world religion!’  

Viktor Kühn (1909), a pastor in Dresden, expressed similar sentiments in a 

pamphlet published by the Evangelischer Bund.  A truly consistent monistic philosophy, 

he argued, could not include a system of ethics because it would be unable to make 

dualisti

t 

 is good?  What gives power to the 
ideal for it to overcome the resistance of its opposite?  What gives it the inner 
right to its claim to rule?  The tragedy of Monism is that it is intended to provide 

97

     

96

c distinctions between good and evil, true and false, beautiful and ugly:  

If it establishes one nonetheless, it must resort to mere hollow phrases or to a 
moral nihilism or to a weak quietism. […] Naturalistic and idealistic Monists 
speak a great deal about the ideals of the Good, the True and the Beautiful.  Bu
do not precisely these concepts presuppose a dualistic opposite?  What is the 
standard for the Monistic ideal?  What then

an ethical system, but is unable to do so.  

                                            
95  Erich Wasmann, Haeckels Monismus eine Kulturgefahr (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herdersche 

96  
97  e Gefahr für unser Volk, Flugschriften des Evangelischen 

Verlagshandlung, 1919), p. 16.  

Ibid., p. 16.  

Viktor Kühn, Haeckels Monismus. Ein
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Eberhard Dennert (1909) summed up the feelings of many when he cautioned, ‘Conflict 

between faith in God and natural science attacks our religious and ethical life at the roots, 

and injures our social welfare.  Therefore, whoever wishes to work with our people in 

religious, ethical, or social matters must take this conflict into account and must presently 

settle it for good, if he does not want to work in fear.’98  Like Bastian, Dennert warned 

against ‘the manner these days of immediately popularising the “results” of science, not 

yet absolutely mature, and of taking them to the people, and then especially with 

manifold consequences that their discoverers did not at all think about and against which 

they energetically protest’.99  As previously mentioned Dennert went so far as to 

establish the Keplerbund in 1909, a mirror-image of Haeckel’s organisation intended to 

propagate a theistic view of nature.100  In another anti-Monist pamphlet, V. Kirchner 

(1914), a pastor in Gröningen, observed that ‘when the young person who has absorbed 

the Haeckelian poison takes his own life, then the danger is evident.  He has done no 

more, however, than to draw the consequences from the Haeckelian system that Haeckel 

himself has drawn either not at all or in a merely fragmentary way.’101 

Opponents of the theory of evolution were not the only ones who objected to the 

idea of deriving ethics from the theory of evolution.  The materialist philosopher Ludwig 

Büchner was another author who objected in particular to the idea of applying the 

                                                                                                                                                 

Evangelischen Bundes, 1909), p. 20.  
98   Eberhardt Dennert, Weltbild und Weltanschauung. Zur Verständigung über das Verhältnis der freien 

99  

ion, see Weber, Monistische und antimonistische Weltanschauung. 

Bundes zur Wahrung der deutsch-protestantischen Interessen, Heft 265 (Halle: Verlag des 

Naturforschung zum Glauben (Godesberg b. Bonn: Naturwissenschaftlicher Verlag, 1909), p. 4.  

Dennert, Weltbild, p. 76.   
100  For a history of this organisat
101  V. Kirchner, ‘Gott, Freiheit und Unsterblichkeit.  Ein Konfrontation von Haeckel und Glogau’, 

Pädagogisches Magazin, Heft 570 (Langensalza: Hermann Beyer & Söhne, 1914), p. 3  
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doctrin

letter th 76: 

 not involved; secondly, it is precisely the 
sk of humans and proscriptive humanitarianism to compensate as far as possible 

gle 
for existence through artificial organisations, or to settle them for good, as has 

 
It was t

e, 

g; 

on 

process, still less in running away from it, but in combating it’; in other words, humans 

mu eir own 

e of ‘the struggle for existence’ to human society.  He raised two concerns in a 

at he wrote to Haeckel after reading the second edition of Anthropogenie in 18

Firstly, since the experiences with the struggle for existence from the plant and 
animal world cannot be applied without hesitation to humans, as here the best by 
no means always prevail, but rather very frequently the worst, and as chance, 
birth, wealth, social status, etc., create a caste that is preferred from the outset 
whatever happens, were law or merit
ta
for the hardships and injustices that are necessarily connected with the strug

already happened so many times.102 

hus the duty of a humanitarian to rectify hereditary inequality and alleviate 

suffering, not to turn a blind eye towards them.   

Thomas Huxley echoed Büchner’s criticisms in his 1893 Romanes Lectur

‘Evolution and Ethics’.  Huxley did not refer to Haeckel or any other writer by name in 

the lecture, but his arguments are applicable to Haeckel’s ideas.  An organism’s 

sensitivity to pain and suffering, Huxley suggested, increases in proportion to the degree 

to which it is evolved.103  In addition to this, the universe appears indifferent to sufferin

actions that offend human moral sentiments go unpunished in nature.  There is no reas

to conclude that compassion is more highly evolved than selfishness or cruelty.  ‘The 

thief and the murderer follow nature just as much as the philanthropist’, he famously 

remarked.104  Huxley concluded that, because the universe is indifferent to the suffering 

of humanity, ‘the ethical progress of society depends, not on imitating the cosmic 

st strive to build an artificial and more humane world that corresponds to th

                                                 
102  Büchner to Haeckel, Darmstadt, 21 Oct. 1878, repr. in Christoph Kockerbeck (ed.), Carl Vogt, Jacob 

udwig Büchner, Ernst Haeckel: Briefwechsel, pp. 147–8; emphasis in original. 

nd Ethics, p. 5. 

Moleschott, L
103  Huxley, Evolution a
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ideals.105  Haeckel did not respond directly to Huxley’s Romanes lecture.  Even if he were 

aware of it (not being fluent in English it is possible that he was not), it is likely that he 

would have considered Huxley too valuable an ally in the struggle to promote rec

of Darwin’s theory to risk alienating him over this matter

ognition 

.  

           

 
Haeckel’s ethics and National Socialism 

One would expect from Haeckel’s theories of racial inequality and biologically-based 

conception of society that his ideas would be welcomed by National Socialist ideologues.  

Gasman has been most outspoken historian to draw links between the morphological 

conception of the state advanced by Haeckel and other Monist philosophers and the 

organicist, corporative state of National Socialist theorists.  ‘It was, in fact, the unique 

political contribution of the Haeckelian Monists’, Gasman argued, ‘to bring together for 

the first time into one unified theory, under the auspices of science, the idea of the 

organically constituted corporative and racial state, of authoritarian state power, and of 

eugenics as a means of strengthening the political and social structure in Germany.’106  

The most serious difficulty of Gasman’s argument here is that it is based on analogy and 

ignores the statements of National Socialist theorists themselves.  For example, the 

National Socialist political theorist Ernst Krieck described the völkisch conception of the 

state as follows:  

A Volk is not a sum, not a mechanical structure of individual men who are 
independent and complete in themselves, but rather it is connected to super-
personal unity and to a super-individual reality through common requirements of 

                                                                                                                                      
104  Ibid
105  Ibid., pp. 34–5. 

., p. 31. 

106  Gasman, Scientific Origins, p. 83. 
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life, through commonly-shared descent and fate, way of life, language, spiritual 
meaning, values and goals, common consciousness and Will.  The State is vitally 
necessary as an organic system within the Volk-organism: in it the völkisch Will 

 

runner of 

Sociali

sed 
l 

irectly opposed to this ‘holistic’ view, which was much more 
characteristic of the view of his ‘vitalistic’ opponents, such as Naegeli, Reinke, 

 

 

logical foundation of the Bolshevistic state.  Haeckel, according to 

Bavink

and 
 state’, 

  

acquires a form and an organ with the ability to act.107 

Krieck and fellow ideologue Bernhard Bavink singled out Haeckel as espousing a 

conception of the state that was diametrically at odds with that of National Socialism.  

Bavink, a self-described ‘Christian-minded National Socialist’, objected to the way that 

admirers of Haeckel such as Alexander Ploetz portrayed the scientist as a fore

National Socialist ideas.  The fact that Haeckel endorsed eugenics is of little 

consequence, Bavink argued, since that doctrine has found supporters from all 

ideological standpoints, and had become firmly established in liberal England before 

gaining acceptance in Germany.  ‘If one wants to look for the true “prophets” of National 

sm among biologists of earlier times,’ Bavink wrote, 

one must ask where these naturally genuine basic biological ideas were expres
most clearly and unambiguously.  And this will show without a doubt that Haecke
in particular was the very last to whom one should look, since his ‘biological 
mechanics’ were d

Driesch, etc.108    

Haeckel’s mechanistic conception of the state, Bavink insisted, represented the same 

tendency of reducing the state to a dead mechanism and individuals to cogs in a machine

that formed the ideo

,  

actually represented in crucial respects a ‘biology’ that completely obscured 
declared an illusion the most essential part of an ‘organic conception of the

                                               
Ernst Krieck, 107  Der Staat des deutschen Menschen (2nd ed., Berlin: Junker und Dünnhaupt Verlag, 

108  eitschrift für Naturwissenschaft und 
ung 29/3 (March 1937), p. 71; emphasis in original. 

1933), p. 34. 

Bernhard Bavink, ‘Haeckel redivivus’, Unsere Welt: illustrierte Z
Weltanschau
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namely the fundamental distinction between a living ‘organism’ and a dead 

 
y 

s 

hat 

 

rothers and sisters!  Nature suddenly speaks to us in a more friendly language.’110   

 

 

s 

l 

‘mechanism’, and in fact has, on this basis, no place in Germany today.109 

One can see Bavink’s point here: Haeckel’s hylozoistic view that all matter is equall

animated is tantamount to saying that everything is equally mechanical.  Haeckel’

universalistic view renders problematical the dualistic principle of exclusion and 

scapegoating the radically ‘other’ on which National Socialist ideology was based.  

Haeckel’s morphological world view, on the contrary, was fundamentally universalist, 

extending beyond the boundaries of the German Volk to embrace all of humanity, and, 

indeed, all of nature.  In a speech the Swiss Social Democrat Arnold Dodel rejoiced t

Haeckel’s biogenetic law made it possible to realise that ‘[a] single, void-free band, 

woven from blood relations, embraces us all, which we breathe and in light gives us 

pleasure, which we control and to which we are subordinate: man, animal and plant –

b

Conclusion 

Throughout his career, Haeckel continued to insist that everywhere one looks in the 

natural world ‘one finds, indeed, the grim “struggle for life”, but at its side are ever “the

good, the true, and the beautiful”’.111  Such moral judgements reveal traces left on thi

thought by his idealist mentors, despite his materialist protestations to the contrary.  

Through the study of organic morphology, Haeckel claimed to have uncovered mora

laws imbedded in the very matter and ether out of which the universe is composed.  

                                                 
109  Ibid., p. 72. 
110  A. Dodel, ‘Das biogenetische Grundgesetz Häckels’, Aus Leben und Wissenschaft.  Gesammelte 

, p. 

111  l, Die Welträthsel, p. 398; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 345. 

Vorträge und Aufsätze, Teil 1 (6th ed., Stuttgart: Verlag von J. H. W. Dietz nachf. G.m.b.H., 1920)
173.   
Haecke
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ho were capable of understanding 

Darwin’s ideas in only the most superficial manner.  Ultimately, however, it proved to be 

possible to unlearn this forbidden knowledge.   

  

 

  

Nonetheless, contemporaries such as Reinke, Dennert and Kühn remained unconvinced; 

as Wasmann insisted, ‘Nature, or if one prefers, natural law, recognises no distinction 

between right and wrong; it is purely a question of power.’112  While it is true that some 

social theorists such as Tille cited Haeckel’s remarks regarding human inequality a

ruthless struggle that takes place in nature in order to justify equally brutal social p

this interpretation was not unanimous among his followers.  Indeed, the appeal of 

Haeckel’s Monistic world view lay in the flexibility provided by th

cal theories it incorporated, including both morphology and natural selectio

which allowed a broad spectrum of ideologies to be read into it.   

Turn of the century debates over biomedical ethics foreshadowed in some 

respects current public discussions concerning such troubling issues as genetic 

modification, stem cell research and doctor-assisted suicide.  Since that time it has 

become generally accepted that the public has a right to know about recent scientific 

discoveries and to participate in formulating policy decisions.  On the other hand, the 

subsequent use of Darwinian arguments to justify imperial expansion, eugenics and rac

extermination admittedly did substantiate the worst fears of those who wished to keep 

this knowledge from those members of the public w

im

                                               
112  Wasmann, Haeckels Monismus, p. 21.  



Chapter 8:  ‘Nature as Artist’? 
Towards a Monistic Theory of Aesthetics 

 

Haeckel travelled to southern Italy in January 1859 and spent twelve months, March 1859 

to March 1860, studying the radiolarians, an order of microscopic marine protozoan.  In a 

letter that he sent from the coast of Messina to his fiancée Anna Sethe in February 1860, 

Haeckel described the shapes of these mysterious creatures: 

The bodies consist of a hard and a soft section; the first is the silica skeleton, the 
latter a mainly spherical, small, round capsule, from the circumference of which 
fine threads radiate outward in all directions, which the little animal uses to move 
and feed itself.  The silica skeleton usually takes the form of an exceedingly 
dainty, beautiful and regularly-fashioned shell, which is clear as glass, the 
uncommonly diverse shape of which is the almost sole aid in distinguishing genus 
and species.  The basic type common to all is radial, so that numerous identical 
parts go out from an imaginary or actual middle point.  Most shells have very 
pretty net-like perforations, and many are very intricately and finely latticed, with 
many spines, bristles and appendages.  The simplest shapes are little barbed stars 
(Acanthometrans) and net-like hollow balls (Collospheres).  By extending in 
many directions, however, these delicate casings take on the most wonderful 
forms of a helmet, tower, bell, ball, tubular star, windmill, window, etc.1   

 
The appreciative reception given by colleagues to the resulting monograph, Die 

Radiolarien, was due not only to the work’s scholarly merit, but also to the beauty of its 

35 engraved plates.  As a marine biologist Haeckel was able to unite his scientific 

curiosity about the natural world with his talents as an artist, and his illustrations of 

simple marine life became a hallmark of the scientific treatises that resulted from this 

combination of interests.  It was the radiolarians, however, that continued to fascinate 

him throughout his life.  Among the one hundred plates in his acclaimed folio 

Kunstformen der Natur were dozens of images of such creatures, and the cover of his 

                                                 
1  Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Messina, 29 February 1860: Ernst Haeckel, Italienfahrt.  Briefe an die 
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final book, Kristallseelen, featured the crystalline shape of a radiolarian. 

The mysterious beauty of radiolarian shells expresses in a pure form, Haeckel 

believed, the grace and elegance that can be found in nature.  It is certainly significant 

that the publication of the ten folios of Kunstformen der Natur  between 1899 and 1904 

coincided with his most intensive effort to popularise his monistic philosophy in Die 

Welträthsel and Die Lebenswunder.  Haeckel anticipated that the discovery and wider 

appreciation of natural splendour would occupy a central place in this project.  The 

‘Beautiful’, he repeatedly stressed, constituted one of the three pillars of Monism, 

alongside the ‘Good’ and the ‘True’.  Knowledge of the undreamt-of wonders of the 

natural world and their representation through art, he predicted, would diminish the 

appeal of religious subject matter, which is derived from fanciful flights of the 

imagination rather than a sober awareness of concrete reality.  A reformed, naturalistic 

art, he believed, would not only provide greater aesthetic enjoyment, but would also help 

to emancipate viewers from repressive political and religious authorities who maintain 

their domination over the people by fostering ignorance and superstition among them. 

For Haeckel, as we have seen, the key point in Darwin’s theory was that life in all 

of its diversity had arisen spontaneously through mechanistic processes without direction 

from a higher intelligence.  It is puzzling, then, that Haeckel would often resort to using 

anthropomorphic language when discussing beautiful objects found in nature, such as the 

radiolarians.  In the introduction to Kunstformen der Natur, for example, Haeckel 

poetically evoked nature’s plenitude when he wrote, ‘Nature generates in her lap [Schoß] 

an inexhaustible abundance of wonderful forms, whose beauty and diversity surpass by 

                                                                                                                                                 
Braut 1859–60 (Leipzig: K. F. Koehler, 1921), pp. 162–3.  
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far all art forms produced by man’.2  Haeckel gave the title ‘Die Natur als Künstlerin’ 

(Nature as [Female] Artist, 1914) to a subsequent book, in which he further elaborated on 

his aesthetic theories and attempted to prove with photographs that his earlier engravings 

were not embellished.  Haeckel’s elegiac references to ‘Art Forms in Nature’ and ‘Nature 

as Artist’ stand in jarring contrast with his ruthless attacks on the anthropomorphic 

Judeo-Christian depiction of God, which he regarded as outmoded superstition.  

Haeckel’s use of similar language when discussing natural beauty is a problem that has 

intrigued many historians and is therefore one that warrants further attention in his effort 

to redeem nature.3 

 

Early influences 

Haeckel drew his conception of Nature as Artist from a number of popular science books 

that his parents had given him as a child.4  These works, which contain lavish 

descriptions of the exotic fauna and lush vegetation that are found in distant locales, 

                                                 
2   Frequently used as a poetic euphemism for ‘womb’ (Mutterschoß), ‘Schoß’ literally means ‘lap’.  Ernst 

Haeckel, ‘Vorwort’, in Kunstformen der Natur (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut, 1899–1904), n.p.: 
‘Die Natur erzeugt in ihrem Schoße eine unerschöpfliche Fülle von wunderbaren Gestalten, durch 
deren Schönheit und Mannigfaltigkeit alle vom Menschen geschaffenen Kunstformen weitaus 
übertroffen werden.’ 

3  See Olaf Breidbach, ‘Brief Instructions to Viewing Haeckel’s Pictures’, in Ernst Haeckel, Art Forms in 
Nature (New York: Prestel-Verlag, 1998); Christoph Kockerbeck, Ernst Haeckels ‘Kunstformen der 
Natur’ und ihr Einfluß auf die deutsche bildende Kunst der Jahrhundertwende (Frankfurt a. M.: Peter 
Lang, 1986); Erika Krauße, ‘Haeckel: Promorphologie und “evolutionistische” ästhetische Theorie – 
Konzept und Wirkung’, in Eve-Marie Engels (ed.), Die Rezeption von Evolutionstheorien im 19. 
Jahrhundert (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1995), pp. 347–94; Bernd Lötsch, ‘Gibt es Kunstformen der 
Natur?  Radiolarien – Haeckels biologische Ästhetik und ihre Überschreitung’, in Erna Aescht, et al. 
(eds.), Welträtsel und Lebenswunder.  Ernst Haeckel – Werk, Wirkung und Folgen (Linz: Druckerei 
Gutenberg, 1998), pp. 339–72.  Daniel Gasman has drawn a rather strained connection between the 
conservative, naturalistic artistic tastes of the National Socialists and the ‘ornamental lay-out and 
hypertrophied patterning, and the fantastic and bizarre look of the unfamiliar flora and fauna’ in 
Haeckel’s art, which he alleged ‘reveal a mystical, decadent, and demonic vision of nature’.  Gasman, 
Scientific Origins of National Socialism, p. 74. 

4  See, also, chapter 3, above. 
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inspired him to study the natural sciences and shaped his expectations of the enjoyment 

and gratification that the natural world can provide.  This literature would also provide 

him with much of the figurative language that he would later employ as he struggled to 

articulate his passion for the study of nature to the lay reading public. 

One of the most influential of these works was Alexander von Humboldt’s 

Ansichten der Natur (1808; trans. Aspects of Nature, 1849).5  In it Haeckel found vivid 

depictions of the flora, fauna and geological features characteristic of the various 

topographical regions that Humboldt encountered during his research expeditions, most 

notably his famous excursion into the interior of South America between 1799 and 1804.  

A recurring motif in Ansichten der Natur is the idea that an aesthetic appreciation of 

one’s surroundings can exert an elevating influence upon the receptive observer.  

‘Throughout the entire work’, Humboldt informed his readers, ‘I have sought to indicate 

the unfailing influence of external nature to the feelings, the moral dispositions, and the 

destinies of man.  To minds oppressed with the cares or the sorrows of life, the soothing 

influence of the contemplation of nature is peculiarly precious; and to such these pages 

are more especially dedicated.’6  Humboldt made it clear that many of life’s sorrows 

came from man’s dealings with his fellow man.  ‘The traveller wandering over the wide 

globe by sea and land,’ he observed, ‘as well as the historic inquirer searching the records 

of past ages, finds every where the uniform and saddening spectacle of man at variance 

with man.’  The members of primitive tribes he encountered in South America by no 

means led the peaceful and idyllic life imagined by some Europeans, but were engaged in 

                                                 
5  Alexander von Humboldt, Aspects of Nature, in Different Lands and Different Climates; with Scientific 

Elucidations, trans. Mrs. Sabine from the 2nd Ger. ed., 2 vols. (London: Longman, Brown, Green and 
Longmans, 1849). 

6  Ibid., vol. i, p. ix. 
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a brutal struggle with one another: whereas some ‘drink with unnatural thirst the blood of 

their enemies’, others, while appearing unarmed, ‘kill with a poisoned thumb-nail’.  

Turning away from such barbarity, he suggested, one should seek repose among 

vegetative and inorganic life:  

He, therefore, who, amidst the unreconciled discord of nations, seeks for 
intellectual calm, gladly turns to contemplate the silent life of vegetation, and the 
hidden activities of forces and powers operating in the sanctuaries of nature; or, 
obedient to the inborn impulse which for thousands of years has glowed in the 
human breast, gazes upwards in meditative contemplation on those celestial orbs, 
which are ever pursuing in undisturbed harmony their ancient and unchanging 
course.7   
 

The language here is strongly reminiscent of that later used by Haeckel in his 1892 

Altenburg lecture, as well as Die Welträthsel and Die Natur als Künstlerin.  Nature, or at 

least certain facets of nature, offers the sensitive soul a place to withdraw from human 

society.  Humboldt opposed the ‘undisturbed harmony’ of the heavenly realm to the 

fallen realm of earthly strife.  Within the terrestrial realm, the placid mineral and plant 

worlds provide an antipode to the cruel spectacle of animal predation and human cruelty.   

  Haeckel’s botanical interests were equally piqued by a book that he received 

from his parents on his fourteenth birthday, Matthias Jacob Schleiden’s Die Pflanze und 

ihre Leben (1848; trans. The Plant: A Biography, 1853).8  Like Humboldt, Schleiden 

asserted that the contemplation of vegetative life found in various climactic zones could 

have an ennobling effect upon the individual and upon human culture in general.  Yet, in 

a chapter entitled ‘The Æsthetics of Vegetable Life’, he also acknowledged the 

detrimental consequences of scientific research into nature for the religious sentiments of 

                                                 
7  Ibid., vol. i, pp. 25–6. 
8  Matthias Jacob Schleiden, The Plant; A Biography in a Series of Thirteen Popular Lectures, trans. 

Arthur Henfrey (2nd ed., London: Hyppolyte Bailliere, 1853); Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 17.  A more 
literal rendering of the title would be ‘The Plant and its Life’. 
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humanity in terms that echo the concerns which Friedrich von Schiller (1759–1805) 

expressed in On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795).9  While the mythical 

consciousness of peoples such as the ancient Egyptians, Indians, Persians and Greeks 

made no distinction between science and religion, he pointed out, progress in the 

acquisition of knowledge leads to specialisation and a fragmentation of the original, 

primeval unity of outlook.  Whereas Humboldt described the contemplation of nature as 

edifying, Schleiden depicted the naturalist’s investigations as hostile and even 

desecrating.  ‘The inquiring curiosity of Man’, he observed, 

makes him soon tear the Isis-veil from Nature, and the more completely he 
succeeds in raising it, the more do the gods disappear from his immediate vicinity, 
from the earth, and finally from the starry heavens, and all Nature with her 
machinery of forces and matters devolves upon ‘the common significance of 
things’, the unspiritualizing Physics.  There remains no longer any substance, 
anything essential in Nature, which requires a God, or contains one; according to 
dead, unalterable natural laws runs the clock-work, and winds itself up, without 
Wants – but also without Beauty, without Joy.10   
 

Yet Schleiden assured the reader that, while the modern naturalist dares to commit such a 

brazenly sacrilegious act, he would never succeed in completely exposing the underlying 

essence of nature.  There remained, Schleiden held, something 

inexplicable, incomprehensible, in Nature, which withdraws itself from all 
Scientific treatment, and yet as something Better, Higher, since all Science 

                                                 
9  In his sixth letter, Schiller wrote, ‘There was no other way of developing the manifold capacities of 

Man than by placing them in opposition to each other.  This antagonism of powers is the great 
instrument of culture, but it is only the instrument; for as long as it persists, we are only on the way 
towards culture.’  Friedrich von Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man in a Series of Letters, 
trans. Reginald Snell (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1954), p. 43. 

10  Schleiden, p. 315.  The unveiling of the ancient Egyptian fertility goddess Isis was a popular image 
among German romantic poets and philosophers.  Lorenz Oken’s journal was titled Isis and the title 
page of Humboldt’s Ideen zu einer Geographie der Pflanzen (1806) features an engraving of Apollo 
unveiling a statue of Isis with Goethe’s book Metamorphose der Pflanzen lying at her feet.  See 
Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life, p. 508.  Pierre Hadot has explored the recurring image of 
Isis in The Veil of Isis: An Essay on the History of the Idea of Nature, trans. Michael Chase 
(Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 2006).  According to popular legend, the Egyptian 
goddess Isis was covered by a scarlet veil.  She reveals herself to initiates of her cult by raising her 
veil, provided that they swear never to speak of what they have seen.   
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declares, that this it is which fills us with infinite rapture as the Beauty of Nature, 
or thrills us with unspeakable, holy trembling, as Sublimity.11 
 

It is this intimation of something deeper and more sublime behind the appearance, 

Schleiden suggested, that explains how a people’s natural surroundings might influence 

the development of its culture and ‘view of life’. 

It was Goethe, whose poems Haeckel’s Aunt Bertha supplied to the boy as ‘moral 

contraband’, who taught Haeckel to think of Nature in anthropomorphic terms.12  At the 

beginning of Generelle Morphologie, Haeckel cited the words of the poet from his 

aphoristic essay ‘Ode to Nature’: 

Nature eternally creates new forms; what exists now has never before been; what 
was will not come again: everything is new and yet ever the old. 

In her there is an eternal life, becoming and movement.  She is eternally 
changing, and never stands still for an instant.  She has no concept for 
‘remaining’, and she has placed her curse on standing still.  She is firm: her step is 
measured, her laws unalterable.  She thought and ponders constantly; not as a 
man, but as Nature.  To everyone she appears in a particular form.  She conceals 
herself in a thousand names and terms, and is always the same. 

She has brought me into existence, and she will lead me out of it again.  I 
trust in her.  She may chide me; she will never hate her work.  I did not speak of 
her; no, what is true and what is false, she spoke everything.  Everything is her 
fault, everything is to her credit.13 

 
In this guise Nature appears as an ideal mother who is both stern and protective towards 

her children.  Thomas Huxley, incidentally, translated this poem for the inaugural issue of 

the journal Nature.14  Goethe’s poem evokes an image quite at odds with that of ‘nature, 

red in tooth and claw’, as Alfred Lord Tennyson famously described it.15  

Romantic descriptions such as those of Humboldt, Schleiden and Goethe 

                                                 
11  Ibid., p. 319. 
12  See discussion of the influence of Goethe in chapter 3, above. 
13  Generelle Morphologie, vol. i, p. iv. 
14  Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Nature’, trans. Thomas Huxley, Nature 1 (Nov. 1869). 
15  Alfred Lord Tennyson, ‘In Memorium’ section 55. 
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influenced Haeckel’s expectations of what he would find in the Mediterranean Sea and 

the tropical oceans, as well as the emotional fulfilment that such experiences could offer.  

It is easy to appreciate the appeal of such depictions of nature – as a site of repose, an 

enigmatic mistress and a nurturing mother – for a solitary and restless youth who was 

struggling to break free from the stifling religious conventions, moral strictness and filial 

duties expected of him by his respectable, middle-class parents.  All of these tropes recur 

in his later writing, but nowhere as vividly as in the letters he sent to his parents and 

fiancée from Italy. 

 

Epiphany in Italy 

Haeckel’s experiences in Italy in 1859–60 further confirmed this aesthetic conception of 

the natural world and its relation to human art.  He initially spent several weeks visiting 

famous landmarks and art galleries in Florence and Rome.  Although he had greatly 

anticipated seeing the artistic masterpieces for which these cities are famous, he was 

disappointed by what he actually found there.  His letters to his parents and fiancée reveal 

that while he enjoyed the classical statuary, he was disillusioned by the great disparity 

between the art works of Greek and Roman antiquity and those of the Christian Middle 

Ages.  He was particularly unimpressed with the ‘immense number of pictures from 

Christian mythology that one encounters everywhere in heaps, these 10,000 Madonnas 

and 100,000 assorted saints with their stories of miracles and martyrdom’.16  As well, he 

was struck by what he considered to be the vast inferiority of works of art produced by 

human hands to the beauty that can be found in nature.  With youthful fervour (and 

                                                 
16  Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Rome, 28 February 1859; Italienfahrt, p. 8. 
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inarticulateness), he recounted his change of outlook in a letter that he sent from Pisa to 

his fiancée Anna Sethe sent 16 February 1859, his twenty-fifth birthday: 

Earlier in Jena when I spoke of my intention to spend 2–3 months in Florence and 
Rome and raved somewhat enthusiastically about art, at that time Gegenbauer and 
Max Schultze shook their heads somewhat and said that that is really somewhat of 
an overreaction and that I would recover somewhat from this great enthusiasm for 
art and would turn to nature and its study as the highest work of art.  And so, in 
fact, it has happened that Florence, with all its wonderful, highly-esteemed artistic 
treasures, essentially only had the effect of making me realise how all of these 
esteemed works of human artistic diligence fall infinitely short of the first and 
most simple art works in nature, of the wonderful construction of an insect or a 
worm, which are overflowing with beauty and the highest wisdom of creative 
thought.17   
 

In the same letter he confided to Anna that his earlier admiration for the fine arts 

stemmed from the fact that then he ‘was only standing in the entrance hall of the natural 

sciences’.   He told her, echoing Schleiden’s reference to lifting the veil of Isis, that his 

microscope allowed him to enter nature’s ‘innermost sanctuary’ and ‘to penetrate deeper 

into the most secret and concealed things, to the beauties and miracles but also to the 

richest life of nature, to see further than most other people are allowed’.  This, in turn, led 

him to re-evaluate the great works of human artistic genius.  ‘Now these highest 

achievements of human art’, he wrote to Anna, ‘appear to me in a completely different 

light, to be of incomparably lesser worth.’  He concluded by expressing his excitement at 

the thought that studying these natural artistic treasures could be his life’s work.  ‘Truly,’ 

he confided to her, ‘never before have I experienced such happiness as this, being a 

naturalist!’18  And so Haeckel turned his back on the galleries and turned to the beauty of 

nature.  While in Naples in June 1859, Haeckel met and became a close, lifelong friend of 

Hermann Allmers, a German poet thirteen years his senior.  The two men shared a love of 

                                                 
17   Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Pisa, 16 February 1859; Italienfahrt, pp. 5–6. 
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Goethe’s poetry and of nature.  Allmers, a poet and talented amateur artist, encouraged 

Haeckel to try his hand at landscape painting.  Haeckel was diverted from his research 

activities for several weeks while he associated with Allmers and his bohemian artist 

friends on the island of Capri.  In his autobiography, and speaking of himself in the third 

person, Haeckel recalled how: 

[t]he magnificent and rich natural and artistic delights of Naples and its 
surroundings, above all the island of Capri on which he spent an entire month, 
admittedly disrupted his zoological investigations somewhat, but enriched him 
with an abundance of lively experiences and led him to the favourite activity of 
his later leisure hours, landscape painting.19 
 

This reminiscence does not reveal the extent of the emotional turmoil that Haeckel 

experienced at this time.  In fact, he seriously contemplated giving up medicine and the 

natural sciences to become a landscape painter, particularly since, as he informed his 

fiancée, ‘this branch of art is actually also only a small part of research into nature’.20  

When Haeckel’s father caught wind of his son’s musings, he curtly informed him that he 

was sceptical about his son’s prospects as an artist and would not support such a change 

of career.21  As a result Haeckel resolved, as he lamented to Anna, to ‘quietly creep on as 

a microscopic and microscoping worm along the rough and laborious stone floor of 

specialised zoological-anatomical research, instead of swaying as a happy, free artist-bird 

[Künstlervogel] upon the delicate branches of the tree of imagination and flitting about 

                                                                                                                                                 
18  Ibid. 
19  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Autobiographische Skizze’, in Gerhard Heberer (ed.), Der gerechtfertigte Haeckel, p. 

6. 
20  Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Capri, 7 August 1859; repr. in Uschmann (ed.), Biographie in Briefen, p. 

43. 
21  See letters sent to Anna Sethe from Messina on 21 October and 8 November 1859 in Italienfahrt.  See 

also Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 39. 
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here and there in the free ether to my heart’s content’.22  Haeckel’s friend Bölsche 

probably understood this side of Haeckel most clearly of all.  ‘It seemed to me’, he wrote 

in his biography, ‘that here again the man had dreams of a lost love: a dream of the gay, 

wandering pittore, who asks nothing but a sunset in violet, carmine, and gold, instead of 

being the sober unriddler of the world’s problems.’23  

Following this interlude, Haeckel journeyed to Messina to begin the task of 

collecting specimens of radiolarians off the coast of southern Italy.  Haeckel was 

fascinated by the intricate, abstract, geometrical shapes of these creatures, as well as their 

similarity to the products of human artistry and artisanship.  Perhaps inspired by the 

classical antiquities that entranced both Allmers and himself, Haeckel used similar 

imagery to describe the radiolarians to his friend: 

Truly, one would almost believe that there is nothing new under the sun; for a 
great number of the most varied tools, such as ancient Greek household utensils, 
drinking cups, weapons, etc, are exemplified among these microscopic silica-
creatures, and indeed with such pure taste, so ‘stylishly’, that you would certainly 
have to award glorious Mother Nature pre-eminence over human art in this 
respect at least.24 

 
On another occasion he proclaimed to Allmers, ‘Higher radiolarian style!  I believe that 

even the best Gothic, let alone the round-arched Byzantine, will have to creep away in 

humility before this new style!’25  Adding to the uncanny allure of this mysterious realm 

was its ephemeral quality.  ‘The life processes are only very simple and thus very 

difficult to observe,’ he explained to Anna, ‘for the little animals are extremely sensitive 

                                                 
22  Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Capri, 7 August 1859; repr. in Uschmann (ed.), Biographie in Briefen, p. 

43. 
23  Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel, Ger. ed., ; pp. 54–5; Eng. ed., p. 84. 
24  Letter from Haeckel to Allmers, Messina, 20 January 1860; repr. in Rudolph Koop (ed.), Haeckel und 

Allmers. Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft in Briefen der Freunde (Bremen: Arthur Geist Verlag, 
1941), p. 39. 
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to all external influences, even to contact with the glass and net, and can barely be kept 

alive for a few minutes under the microscope.’26  This fragility made it very challenging 

to study them in a laboratory.  He recounted to her as well how it was necessary to use a 

high-powered microscope in order to view them and when sketching them he had to use a 

camera obscura, using dim light projected at an oblique angle in order to trace the exact 

angles and intricate features of their bodily structure.  While in Florence, Haeckel visited 

the workshop of the physicist Giovanni Battista Amici and bought a compact, high-

performance microscope with a water immersion lens for 250 francs, an extravagant 

purchase about which he did not inform his father.27   

Haeckel’s experiences in Italy had an enduring influence on the later formulation 

of his aesthetic theories.  It also further developed his love for landscape painting, which, 

as we shall see, he later was to consider the highest form of aesthetic appreciation.  He 

was rarely without his sketchbook, and it is estimated that he executed over a thousand 

watercolour sketches during his lifetime.28  Through his friendship with Allmers, Haeckel 

experienced a tantalising taste of the bohemian artist lifestyle, but recognised that he must 

renounce this for his chosen career path.  The way in which the radiolarians were able to 

construct their architectural marvels remained a mystery to Haeckel, however, and he 

struggled for several decades to account for the phenomenon.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
25  Letter from Haeckel to Allmers, Berlin, 14 May 1860; ibid., pp. 45–6. 
26  Letter from Haeckel to Sethe, Messina, 29 February 1860; Italienfahrt, p. 163. 
27  Krauße, Ernst Haeckel, p. 37. 
28  Ibid., p. 130. 
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Haeckel’s monistic theory of art 

Haeckel’s reference to ‘the highest wisdom of creative thought’ in his 1859 letter to Anna 

Sethe indicates that he continued to hold vaguely theistic views at that time.  As we saw 

in the third chapter, a number of factors and events led him gradually to renounce his 

faith in a benevolent deity: the repugnance he felt as a Protestant towards Catholic ritual 

and dogma, the materialist philosophy he encountered during his time at university, his 

reading of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, and the apparently senseless deaths of 

numerous loved ones culminating in the traumatic loss of his beloved Anna in 1864.29  In 

spite of this he was seemingly unwilling to relinquish the notion that the shapes and 

patterns in nature which he observed with wonderment are ‘artistic’ in a literal rather than 

figuratively sense.  He insisted that these forms – which had been sculpted by no human 

hands and without conscious intent but which conformed to the most cultivated human 

aesthetic sensibility – were not merely found art or random occurrences, but should be 

looked upon as ‘art works in nature’.  Far from explaining the beauty of these eerily 

familiar shapes, however, this turn of phrase gives rise to a new contradiction, as 

commentators have frequently pointed out.30  According to common usage in both 

German and English, the words ‘nature’ (Natur) and ‘art’ (Kunst) denote mutually 

exclusive categories, since that which is ‘natural’ (natürlich) is by definition not 

‘artificial’ (künstlich).  One may indeed discover beautiful forms in the natural world 

worthy of artistic emulation, but the objects themselves are not works of art in anything 

                                                 
29  See chapter 3, above. 
30  Bernd Lötsch for instance has recently remarked that Haeckel could have avoided the controversy by 

simply calling his work ‘Natural Forms for Art’, although he concedes, ‘this title presumably would 
not have been so striking.  Nor would it have raised the philosophical challenge that still confronts us a 
century later’ (Lötsch, ‘Gibt es Kunstformen der Natur?, p. 363). 
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but a figurative sense.  This placed him in the paradoxical position of having to account 

for this artistry without recourse to an artist.31 

In Die Welträthsel Haeckel advocated a reorientation of artistic values in the 

West.  The Christian church, he alleged, has lost the sense of reverence towards the 

natural world that is a feature of natural religions.  Catholicism demonstrates this 

tendency to an extreme degree, he alleged, but this accusation can also be levelled against 

Protestant denominations.  Christianity, in its ‘pure teaching’, Haeckel claimed, seeks 

salvation in a world to come and consequently renounces the material world as fallen and 

sinful.  This outlook, he argued, leads one to adopt a contemptuous attitude towards the 

family, the natural world, material well-being and the fine arts.  ‘The idea of a Christian 

art’, he contended, ‘is a contradiction in terms – a contradictio in adjecto.’32  While it is 

certainly true that paintings, sculptures and architecture of high aesthetic value were 

created during the Middle Ages, these great works were produced for the ‘wealthy 

princes of the Church’, and are indicative more of the Church’s failure to abide by its 

own ideals than an innately Christian appreciation of the arts.  Furthermore, these works 

tended to be based upon fanciful themes and therefore did not accurately depict nature.  

According to Haeckel, the decline of dualistic religion, with its hypocritical attitude 

towards gratification of the senses, will make way for a more consistent, monistic world 

view, which will in turn bring with it a true appreciation of the beauty of nature.  In sharp 

contrast to the Christian denigration of nature and of its depiction through art, Monism 

                                                 
31  In the Catholic periodical First Things, John Sisk accused Haeckel of wishing to ‘apprehend the 

universe as an enclave of order, the perfect work of art liberated from any vulgar reliance on an 
identifiable and worshipable artist’.  John Sisk, ‘The Advent of Literary Science’, in First Things 
(June/July 1991), p. 27. 

32     Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, p. 392; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 340. 
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recognises that ‘progress in the æsthetic enjoyment of nature – and, proportionately, in 

the scientific understanding of nature – implies an equal advance in higher mental 

development, and, consequently, in the direction of our monistic religion’.33  

Consequently, drawing and painting should be taught in schools as a skill necessary for 

the cultivation of scientific observation.  For Haeckel, a monistic attitude towards art and 

the study of nature is summed up by Goethe’s well-known saying, ‘Wer Kunst und 

Wissenschaft besitzt, der hat auch Religion.  Wer diese beiden nicht besitzt, der habe 

Religion.’ (He who possesses art and science also has religion.  He who does not possess 

these two, may he have religion.)34  Haeckel was so inspired by this motto that he had it 

painted around the tops of the walls in the lobby of the Phylogenetic Museum in Jena, as 

one would a Bible verse in a Protestant church. 

Late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German contributors to the field of 

aesthetics tended to accept the assumptions of transcendental idealism.  These 

philosophers shared the view that the ‘artistic’ as a category is distinct from the ‘natural’.  

Immanuel Kant observed in The Critique of Judgement that art requires the mediation of 

human intention.  The neo-Kantian philosopher Eduard von Hartmann, in his work 

Aesthetik, similarly considered it impossible that natural forms could be considered 

‘artistic’.  In his Lectures on Aesthetics G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) argued that through 

the fine arts the mind strives to ‘represent the Idea to direct perception in sensuous 

shape’.35  In this way, the mind ‘generates out of itself the works of fine art as the first 

middle term of reconciliation between pure thought and what is external, sensuous, and 

                                                 
33  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 395; Eng. ed., p. 342. 
34  Haeckel refers to this quotation in ibid., Ger. ed., p. 398; Eng. ed., p. 345. 
35  G. W. F. Hegel, Lectures on Aesthetics, p. 106. 
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transitory, between nature with its finite actuality and the infinite freedom of the reason 

that comprehends’.36  Thus, for Hegel, the notion of ‘art works in nature’ would be 

paradoxical, since it is only through human creative activity that natural objects are 

reshaped and elevated to the status of art works.  Theodor Vischer (1807–87), who 

expanded upon these Hegelian foundations in his seven-volume work on aesthetics, 

articulated a similar notion by stating that natural beauty can only arise as a result of 

accident or chance.37  Obviously, a monistic philosopher would find such idealist 

conceptions, with their distinction between the actual and the transcendental, to be of 

limited use in formulating a theory of aesthetics.38  Haeckel’s personal correspondence 

reveals that he had little knowledge of, or interest in, the learned nonsense of such 

metaphysicians.39  For him, evidently, practice preceded theory.   

Bölsche, who did read the works of theorists such as Vischer and Hartmann, 

confided in a letter to Haeckel, ‘[M]y inroads into this type of literature have always led 

to terribly negative results.’40  A notable exception to this idealistic trend in nineteenth-

century aesthetics is the theory of Gustav Fechner, who attempted to create a theory of 

aesthetics inductively, by recording and correlating the quantifiable responses of human 

subjects to various shapes and colours.41 

                                                 
36  Ibid., p. 30. 
37  Fechner argued that ‘natural beauty is not truly beautiful, but it must be there [da sein] in order to 

awaken in the subject that which creates true beauty’.  Friedrich Theodor Vischer, Aesthetik oder 
Wissenschaft des Schönen.  Zum Gebrauche für Vorlesungen, 7 vols.  (Reutlingen: Carl Mäcken’s 
Verlag, 1847), vol. ii, p. 308. 

38  Bölsche took issue with Vischer’s notion that natural beauty is accidental.  See Von Sonnen und 
Sonnenstäubchen.  Kosmische Wanderungen (Berlin: G. Bondi, 1903), p. 432. 

39  See the letter from Haeckel to Bölsche, [Jena,] 5 January 1902, repr. in Rosemarie Nöthlich (ed.), 
Ernst Haeckel–Wilhelm Bölsche: Briefwechsel 1887–1919, pp. 134–5. 

40  Letter from Bölsche to Haeckel, [Friedrichshagen,] 18 January 1902; repr. in ibid., p. 137.   
41  Gustav Theodor Fechner, Vorschule der Aesthetik, 2 vols. (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1876).  
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A fundamental difference between Haeckel’s aesthetic system and the ‘dualist’ 

ones of Kant, Hegel, Vischer and others, however, lay in the fact that the latter were 

predicated on the existence of an extramundane supernatural intelligence which has given 

order to the universe, whereas according to Haeckel’s pantheistic world view the 

chemical and physical laws of the universe tend to produce spontaneously increasingly 

complex arrangements of matter over time, thus eliminating the need to postulate the 

existence of a supernatural entity.42  Haeckel believed that he was following in the 

footsteps of such great thinkers as A. v. Humboldt and Goethe in combining a desire to 

understand the underlying order manifest in nature with an enjoyment of the beauty to be 

found therein.  ‘The astonishment with which we gaze upon the starry heavens and the 

microscopic life in a drop of water,’ Haeckel effused in Die Welträthsel, ‘the awe with 

which we trace the marvellous working of energy in the motion of matter, the reverence 

with which we grasp the universal dominance of the law of substance throughout the 

universe – all these are part of our emotional life, falling under the heading of “natural 

religion”.’43 

Only gradually did Haeckel structure his vague ideas about the inherent order and 

creative power of nature into a theory of aesthetics consistent with his Monism.  Key to 

his conception is the understanding of how the ability to appreciate beauty has slowly 

evolved over millennia in conjunction with the refinement of the sense organs.  Haeckel 

illustrated this connection in a lecture that he delivered in Vienna in 1878, ‘Ueber 

                                                                                                                                                 
Trained as a physicist, Fechner is best known for his discovery that ‘the magnitude of a subjective 
sensation increases proportional to the logarithm of the stimulus intensity’.  Bölsche recommended that 
Haeckel read Vorschule der Aesthetik, but there is no indication that the latter did so.   

42  See chapter 6, above. 
43  Haeckel, Die Welträthsel, pp. 396–7; The Riddle of the Universe, p. 344. 
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Ursprung und Entwickelung der Sinneswerkzeuge’ (trans. ‘On the Origin and 

Development of the Sense Organs’, 1883).44  The sense organs, he explained, develop in 

the embryo from cells of the integument or epidermis, and, in conformity with the 

biogenetic law, tend to form ontogenetically in the order in which they evolved 

phylogenetically.  Haeckel distinguished the ‘lower’ senses of touch, taste and smell from 

the ‘higher’ senses of hearing and sight.  This classification makes possible a hierarchy of 

the senses, and by extension, of the arts: 

The wondrous structure of the eye in the various classes of animals is far more 
variable and more perfect than is that of the ear.  And as the sense of sight is far 
higher than that of hearing, as the art of painting at its best is in advance of that of 
music, so also the structure and evolution of the eye in the various classes of 
animals is far more variable and perfect than is that of the ear.45 
 

One may note here an occularcentric bias here in Haeckel’s placement of vision above 

hearing.46  He reiterated this orientation several years later in a letter to Frida von Uslar-

Gleichen when he noted that ‘of all the arts painting is my favourite.  As an objective art, 

it affords us pleasure chiefly through the enjoyment of the outside world, whereas music, 

with its power over the moods of one’s inner life, only too often depresses us 

subjectively.’47  In his 1878 speech, he suggested furthermore that the progressive 

development of art through recorded history indicates that the human sense organs have 

measurably evolved even during this limited time span.  Evidence from ancient texts and 

                                                 
44  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Ueber Ursprung und Entwickelung der Sinneswerkzeuge’, in Gesammelte Populäre 

Vortrage, vol. ii, pp. 121–81; ‘On the Origin and the Development of the Sense Organs’, in The 
Pedigree of Man, pp. 299–346. 

45  Ibid., Ger. ed., vol. ii, p. 156; Eng. ed., p. 337. 
46  For an examination of occularcentrism in modern European culture, see Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: 

The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1993). 

47  Letter from Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, 15 December 1898; repr. in Das ungelöste Welträtsel, 
vol. i, p. 119; Franziska von Altenhausen, p. 43; Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, pp. 31–2. 
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monuments indicates that people at that time were only aware of the colours red, orange 

and yellow, and could not discern blue, green or violet.  In addition to this, the frequency 

of colour-blindness in his own era also indicated to Haeckel that the fine cones of the 

retina which enable subtle colour differentiation are a relatively recent phylogenetic 

acquisition.  The preference of children and savages for bright, gaudy colours, he argued, 

provides further support for this conclusion.48  Haeckel speculated that Wagnerian 

‘musicians of the future’ will probably evolve more rows of cilia in their inner ears, 

which will allow them to appreciate music which seems discordant and thus is 

incomprehensible to the remainder of humanity.49  Through the careful upbringing 

provided by civilisation, he predicted, greater aesthetic sensibility acquired in the present 

will lead to a more refined physical development of the sense organs, which in turn will 

be inherited by future generations and prepare the way for even greater artistic 

accomplishments. 

Haeckel sketched out his aesthetic theory most fully in the eighth chapter of Die 

Lebenswunder, entitled ‘Sensation’.  Adopting his usual taxonomic approach, Haeckel 

differentiated between two classes of beauty, direct and indirect, and four levels under 

each class.50  According to his physiological explanation, direct beauty acts on the 

‘aesthetic neurona’ of the brain without mediation from the faculty of reason.  The lowest 

of these, ‘simple beauty’, corresponds to the sensory appeal of pure shapes such as a 

sphere or crystal, as well that of primary colours.  The second level, ‘rhythmic beauty’, 

corresponds to the pleasure that results from perceiving a series of similar things, such as 

                                                 
48  Haeckel, ‘Sinneswerkzeuge’, pp. 162–3; ‘Sense Organs’, p. 345. 
49  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 152; Eng. ed., p. 334.  
50  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder and The Wonders of Life, chapter 8. 
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a pearl necklace, a simple musical melody or a string of conjoined monera.  ‘Actinal 

beauty’ arises from a radial arrangement of elements, as in the design of a star or cross, as 

well as in the petals of a flower or the radial symmetry of a jellyfish.  The fourth and 

highest level of direct beauty, ‘symmetrical beauty’, corresponds to a mirror image, such 

as an ink blot in a piece of paper folded in half or an organism exhibiting bilateral 

symmetry.  This classification is based upon the system of promorphology sketched out 

in Generelle Morphologie almost forty years earlier.  Under the heading of indirect 

beauty, Haeckel classified those types of beauty that act on the ‘phronetic neurona’, or 

rational part of the brain.  In order of increasing complexity, ‘biological beauty’ refers to 

the appeal of any living thing, ‘anthropistic beauty’ to the beauty of the human body, 

‘sexual beauty’ to reproductive attractiveness and ‘landscape beauty’ to the sensory 

appeal of one’s surroundings.   

In elaborating this list, Haeckel did not cite any theories of aesthetics by other 

authors, and it fair to say that his choice and ordering of categories, particularly in 

relation to indirect beauty, is largely idiosyncratic.  As in his lecture on the sense organs, 

Haeckel explained that he arranged them sequentially in order of their phylogenetic 

development, that is, in the order in which the ability to appreciate them was acquired 

over the course of evolutionary history.  It is nonetheless puzzling why Haeckel would 

rank ‘sexual beauty’ higher than ‘biological beauty’ or ‘anthropistic beauty’, considering 

the importance that Darwin placed on sexual selection as an evolutionary mechanism 

among lower animals – animals which presumably are incapable of rationally 

appreciating the aesthetic merits of the human body or the forms of other animals.  As 

historian Christoph Kockerbeck has shown, Haeckel was influenced by Darwin’s theory 
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of sexual selection put forward in The Descent of Man.51  In the explanatory text that 

accompanied plate 99 in Kunstformen der Natur, which depicts a pair of vibrantly-

coloured hummingbirds, Haeckel noted, ‘The theory of selection has revealed to us the 

causes of this sexual differentiation; it has taught us how continuous “sexual selection” is 

to be regarded as the physiological cause that unconsciously brought forth these most 

beautiful “Art-Forms in Nature”.’  The female hummingbird intuitively selects the male 

based upon the ‘brightness and splendour’ of his plumage and over countless generations 

this process transforms the bodies of these creatures into works of art.  This process of 

aesthetic selection, Haeckel suggested, is akin to the aesthetic judgement of humans in 

that it is based on the erotic factor: 

Just as, in the life of man, love, the all-conquering affection and devotion of the 
two sexes, is the inexhaustible original source of the highest enjoyment, the most 
beautiful products of the spirit, the noblest creations in poetry and music, in 
painting and sculpture, so too does it become the effective cause of these 
charming little birds’ unsurpassed decoration [Schmuck].52 

 
As Kockerbeck also pointed out, Haeckel did not include among the art forms he chose to 

depict the constructions produced by these creatures, such as bird nests or bee hives, 

which might be seen as more analogous human handicrafts or architecture; rather, 

Haeckel focussed solely on the bodies of these creatures and often only a particular 

portion, such as a shell or antler.53   

On the other hand, Haeckel’s high estimation of the merits of landscape beauty is 

consistent with his monistic desire to reconcile diverse elements.  It is likely that he 

                                                 
51  Kockerbeck, Ernst Haeckels ‘Kunstformen der Natur’, p. 97. 
52  The word ‘Schmuck’ commonly refers to jewellery.  Haeckel appears to be equating the naturally-

occurring colouration of these animals with the stones and metals that humans use to artificially adorn 
themselves.  Haeckel, Kunstformen der Natur, plate 99, n. p. 

53  Kockerbeck, Ernst Haeckels ‘Kunstformen der Natur’, pp. 105, 118. 
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arrived at this view from reading the praise of landscape beauty in the works of 

Alexander Humboldt, who suggested in Cosmos: 

Landscape painting, though no merely imitative art, has, it may be said, a more 
material substratum and a more terrestrial domain [than historical painting]: it 
requires a greater mass and variety of distinct impressions, which the mind must 
receive within itself, fertilize by its own powers, and reproduce visibly as a free 
work of art.  Hence landscape painting must be the result at once of a deep and 
comprehensive reception of the visible spectacle of external nature, and of this 
inward process of the mind.54 
  

This idea of landscape painting as a synthetic genre, one which combines the varied 

visual impressions derived from nature and assimilates elements from other genres of 

painting, is consistent with Haeckel’s conception of Monism as a conciliatory world 

view.  Echoing Humboldt, Haeckel explained in Die Lebenswunder that it is the 

combination of diverse sensations that renders landscape painting the highest of the arts: 

In point of space the object [of landscape painting] is larger and richer than any of 
the individual objects in nature which are beautiful and interesting in themselves.  
The varying forms of the clouds and the water, the outline of the blue mountains 
in the background, the woods and meadows in the middle-distance, and the living 
figures in the foreground, excite in the mind of the spectator a number of different 
impressions which are woven together into a harmonious whole by a most 
elaborate association of ideas.55 
 

In his essay on the evolution of the sense organs, Haeckel pointed out that an appreciation 

for landscape painting had only emerged during his own century, which indicated that it 

was the highest development of sensory appreciation of one’s environment.56 

While all of this may be used to justify Haeckel’s assertion that human art is the 

highest form of aesthetic appreciation, it does not justify calling the shells of the 

radiolarians ‘artistic’.  If anything, it suggests that only human beings can produce art 

                                                 
54  Humboldt, Kosmos, vol. ii, pp. 88–90; Eng. ed., vol. ii, pp. 86–7; cited in Ansichten der Natur, p. 201. 
55  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 213; The Wonders of Life, p. 187. 
56  Haeckel, ‘Sinneswerkzeuge’, p. 163; ‘Sense Organs’, p. 345. 
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through the exercise of their intellect and excludes the possibility of labelling the 

mechanistic products of radiolarian shell-formation as ‘art’.  While it may indeed be true 

that human beings are capable of appreciating this beauty, this does not render the object 

that is being contemplated a work of art.  In his preface to Die Natur als Künstlerin, 

Haeckel explained that he had chosen to call the natural forms depicted in his works 

‘artistic’ precisely in order to undermine the notion that humanity holds a privileged 

place within the natural world.  The problem remains, however, of why human 

architecture and handicrafts resemble radiolarian skeletons, the latter having been 

discovered too recently to have inspired the former.  It might be logical to conclude that 

the protective shells of the radiolarians – like the structures of vases, spears, helmets, 

turrets, window frames and flying buttresses in the macroscopic realm of human 

artisanship – are related to their function.  Although they show great diversity, their 

shapes cannot be otherwise, since they are constrained by the laws of mechanics and the 

crystalline properties of the silica molecule.  Haeckel made tentative steps towards this 

explanation in his proposed crystallography-based study of the promorphology of 

organisms in Generelle Morphologie.  Interestingly, though, this is not Haeckel’s sole 

explanation.  Rather, he attempted to trace the capacity to create works of art back to 

powers inherent in the protoplasm: 

We know today that the material basis, the active ‘Creator’, of all living things is 
one and the same substance: plasm, or protoplasm, an originally uniform, in itself 
formless, semi-fluid substance without an initial structure.  The living plasm 
possesses the ability to adapt itself to all possible conditions of life, and 
individualises itself, usually in the form of a simple nucleated cell. […]  We 
observe its movements and changes of form and may ascribe to it not only 
sensation and memory (Mneme), but also a soul-life of the simplest type.  The 
theory of the cell soul, to which I was first led fifty years ago by the study of the 
radiolarians, is alone able to make comprehensible their plastic activity, their 
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‘artistic instinct’.57  
 

Thus, Haeckel accounted for the symmetry and intricacy of the radiolarian shells by 

ascribing an ‘artistic drive’ (Kunsttrieb) to the protoplasm. 

In spite of his antipathy towards dualistic theories of art, Haeckel’s aesthetic 

theory was more Hegelian than he might have realised.  The human impulse to create 

works of art, then, is a higher manifestation of the Kunsttrieb which is inherent within the 

protoplasm.  This is not to say, however, that Haeckel celebrated the uninhibited 

expression of irrational impulses in the creation of art.  It will be remembered that what 

Haeckel admired about the radiolarians was the geometrical structure exhibited by their 

shells, the laws of which are accessible to the rational intellect.  Furthermore, as a result 

of their mental evolution, humans are rationally aware of the creative process by which 

the cosmos operates unconsciously, and as a result are able to direct the process 

according to their own self-determined ideals.  In this way they elevate the process to a 

higher level. 

 Trained as a naturalist, Haeckel was reticent about developing his aesthetic 

theories.  In the preface to Kunstformen der Natur Haeckel put forward his intention ‘to 

set forth and compile the most beautiful and aesthetically valuable forms from the 

extensive literature’; however, he did not discuss the theoretical basis on which such 

aesthetic judgements were to be made.58  Instead he deferred this task to a future date 

when he would discuss in a supplemental volume ‘the systematic arrangement of the 

entire group of forms [illustrated in the series], in addition to an aesthetic discussion of its 

artistic formation as well as statements regarding the most important sources for the 

                                                 
57    Haeckel, Natur als Künstlerin, p. 10. 
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relevant literature’.59  His personal correspondence reveals the reason for this reticence.  

While preparing a supplemental volume to his folio, Haeckel turned to Bölsche for help.  

More so than Haeckel, Bölsche attempted to elaborate Haeckel’s general ideas about the 

artistry of nature into a comprehensive system. 

 

Bölsche and the daemonic 

Goethe’s literary and scientific works, as we have seen, inspired Haeckel to become a 

naturalist.  One key component of Goethe’s world view is the power and influence of 

what he called ‘the daemonic’.  In a celebrated conversation with Eckermann that took 

place on 11 March 1828, Goethe defined the daemonic as 

that superior force which does what it pleases with human beings and to which 
they unwittingly abandon themselves, in the belief that they are acting on their 
own impulses.  In such cases a man can often be regarded as an instrument of 
some higher government of the world, as a worthy and chosen vessel of divine 
inspiration.60 

 
In Goethe’s view, this powerful creative urge, which is ‘beyond any man’s control and 

subject to no earthly power’, is the impetus behind all great political upheavals, scientific 

discoveries and artistic achievements.  Subsequent philosophers further developed this 

conception, notably as seen in Arthur Schopenhauer’s explanation of artistic creativity in 

part 49 of Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung (The World as Will and Idea) and 

Nietzsche’s conception of the Dionysian in Die Geburt der Tragödie (1872; trans. The 

Birth of Tragedy, 1956).61  It is odd that Haeckel, who claimed to be a student and 

                                                                                                                                                 
58  Ibid., n. p. 
59  Haeckel, Kunstformen der Natur, ‘Vorwort’, n. p. 
60  Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Goethe: Conversations and Encounters, ed. and trans. David Luke and 

Robert Pick (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1966), p. 177. 
61  Nietzsche describes that under the influence of the Dionysian impulse, man ‘feels himself to be godlike 
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admirer of Goethe, did not integrate or even mention the daemonic in any of his works.  

As we shall see, the daemonic loomed large as the unacknowledged yet uncontainable 

shadow-side of Haeckel’s idealised, matronly Nature.  It was Haeckel’s friend and most 

ardent disciple, the popular essayist Bölsche, who sensed and most clearly articulated this 

connection between Goethe’s daemonic and Haeckel’s Nature-as-Artist. 

Bölsche was more actively engaged with the literary culture of the period than 

was Haeckel and sought to bridge the gap between literature and the natural sciences.  He 

attempted to do this explicitly early on in his career, when he published a treatise entitled 

Die naturwissenschaftlichen Grundlagen der Poesie (The Natural-Scientific Foundations 

of Poetry, 1887), which was a manifesto of literary naturalism, inspired in equal measure 

by Émile Zola (1840–1902), Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906), Gerhart Hauptmann (1862–

1946) and Charles Darwin.  In this work, Bölsche reaffirmed the conventional notion that 

‘[t]he realist poet should portray life as it is’, but disapproved of naturalist authors’ 

tendency to depict only ‘the sad bankruptcy in human feelings of happiness that has 

resulted from pathological upbringing’.62  In the future, Bölsche suggested, they will 

increasingly turn their attention towards ‘the victory of happiness in past and present, 

resulting from the increase in health inherited over generations and from promoting the 

union of weak individuals with a strong collective’.63  Evolution in the natural world 

consists of a movement towards ever-greater peace, harmony and health; thus, the realist 

                                                                                                                                                 
and strides with the same elation and ecstasy as the gods he has seen in his dreams.  No longer the 
artist, he has himself become a work of art: the productive power of the whole universe is now 
manifest in his transport, to the glorious satisfaction of the primordial One.’  Friedrich Nietzsche, The 
Birth of Tragedy and The Genealogy of Morals, trans. Francis Golffing (New York: Anchor Books, 
1956), p. 24. 

62  Wilhelm Bölsche, Die naturwissenschaftlichen Grundlagen der Poesie, ed. Johannes J. Braakenburg 
(1887; repr. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1976), p. 50. 

63  Ibid., p. 51. 
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poet should depict the progress of humanity towards this ideal and, in so doing, promote 

its attainment. 

In many of his works, Bölsche stressed his desire to reconcile the realms of art, 

science and religion.  ‘It is my firm conviction’, he asserted in a later essay, ‘that the 

entire weal and woe of the religious in our time in fact rests upon the question of the 

position taken towards the poetic, the aesthetic’; indeed, in his view ‘the religious 

question today is at its core identical with the aesthetic’.64  After studying Haeckel’s 

artistic renderings of radiolarian shells and reading his explanations for how the tiny 

creatures construct them, Bölsche became fascinated by the notion that both the shell 

built by the radiolarian and the masterpiece wrought by the human artist might be 

products of the same innate artistic drive.  The human artist, Bölsche pointed out, is no 

more consciously aware of the mathematical and geometrical laws of form when 

composing a picture than is the radiolarian, but instinctively adheres to them nonetheless.  

Using language that directly brings to mind Goethe’s description of the daemonic, 

Bölsche speculated in his biography of Haeckel: 

We are already entering upon a period that has a glimpse of truth that the deepest 
power of Beethoven’s music, or Goethe’s poetry, or Raphael’s painting, or 
Michael Angelo’s sculpture is a mysterious revelation of the most subtle 
mathematical relations and effects – produced without conscious perception of 
these relations, through a human mind is at work in them.  In spite of all our 
‘consciousness’, the obscure intuitive power at work in these human artistic 
achievements differs very little from the curious force with which a radiolarian 
builds up its little house in the deep sea or a caseworm fits on its fine, rhythmic, 
snail-like coat. […]  In Beethoven and Raphael it is not more conscious or 
unconscious, not clearer or vaguer, not more mystical or more natural, than in the 
poorest worm or the microscopically small radiolarian.65 
 

The inspiration does not originate in the intellect, but rather through a daemonic, 

                                                 
64  Wilhelm Bölsche, Weltblick.  Gedanken zur Natur und Kunst (Dresden: Reissner, 1904), p. 143. 
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instinctive force, ‘a power penetrating and sweeping from the unknown interior of our 

existence outward, which we can neither summon nor dismiss’.66  ‘[I]n this’, Bölsche 

insisted, ‘I appeal to every truly creative person as my witness.’67  Reiterating this point, 

Bölsche explained: 

Art is not a product of our reflection.  It bursts forth from a source in the active 
depths within us, which this reflection neither apprehends in advance nor controls, 
from an ‘it’ [Es] that flows within us that we do not encounter as an alien miracle, 
but of which we feel both that we ourselves are it, and that most of what is within 
us lies beyond all that we situate on the surface ready for everyday use.68   
 

Haeckel, it will be remembered, had attributed the plastic activity of radiolarians to an 

instinctive drive in the protoplasm.  However human art, in Haeckel’s view, is a product 

of the more highly-evolved intellect and sense organs that humans possess.  It is therefore 

possible to arrange types of beauty in a hierarchical schema, not unlike a genealogical 

tree of descent, according to their degree of evolutionary refinement.  Whereas Haeckel 

praised the ability of rational intellect of the human artist to order sense impressions and 

in so doing produce an accurate mimetic copy of nature, as exemplified by the 

synthesising of diverse visual impressions in landscape painting, Bölsche viewed art as 

an expression of irrational and irrepressible daemonic force akin to what Nietzsche 

termed the Dionysian. 

Bölsche elaborated on the connection between science and art in another essay 

from Weltblick entitled ‘Ob Naturforschung und Dichtung sich schaden?’ (Are Natural 

Science and Poetry Harmful to One Another?).  Bölsche concluded that the two pursuits 

                                                                                                                                                 
65  Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel, Ger. ed., p. 159; Eng. ed., pp. 215–6. 
66  Ibid. 
67  Ibid. 
68  Bölsche, Weltblick, p. 146. 
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complement one another, since the objective of both the poet and naturalist is the same: 

to confer physical existence to an ideal.  The naturalist tries to understand nature, in order 

to achieve some measure of control over it.  This is the aim of both the plant breeder and 

the eugenicist.  The same analogy can be made in relation to the visual arts.  Just as 

Michelangelo strove to represent the ideal human type in his statue David so too will the 

eugenicist endeavour to create the ideal human form in flesh and blood.69  Although 

Bölsche is vague about what methods should be employed in the pursuit of the latter 

aesthetic ideal, it is impossible when reading these words not to think of the cruel acts 

committed by the National Socialist regime a few decades later.70  In any case, the 

daemonic emerged in less ominous yet still unruly form in the works of Monist artists. 

 

Beauty pageant, freak show or chamber of horrors? 

Whatever may be the true underlying cause of ‘art works in nature’, Haeckel’s 

illustrations of them – and the works of art produced by others who were inspired by 

Haeckel – were most certainly the products of human hands.  Two things strike one when 

contemplating these peculiar ‘art works of humans’.  The first is the uncanny, 

hallucinogenic quality of many of the natural forms depicted; that is, the way in which 

they simultaneously adhere to and depart from commonly accepted standards of human 

beauty.  In the case of the shapes of organisms in the Kunstformen der Natur folio, it is 

almost as if they belong to a previously-unknown historical style that had only recently 

                                                 
69  Bölsche, ‘Ob Naturforschung und Dichtung sich schaden’, in ibid., pp. 23–5. 
70  Daniel Gasman has suggested that ‘Hitler was familiar with the ideas of Wilhelm Boelsche’, who gave 

the dictator ‘direct access of the major ideas of Haeckelian social Darwinism’ (Scientific Origins, p. 
160).  This allegation is based on Werner Maser’s testimony that Hitler read Bölsche’s Vom Bazillus 
zum Affenmenschen, a book of essays that, contrary to the claims of these two historians, does not 
mention eugenics (ibid., p. 178, endnotes 59 and 60).  See also chapter 7, above. 
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been disinterred by an underwater archaeological expedition and is now ready to be 

pressed into service by architects and craftsmen alongside historicist styles as the Gothic, 

Byzantine, Italian Renaissance or Baroque.71  The second striking thing is how certain 

works of art produced by Monists are, at least by human aesthetic standards, sometimes 

almost macabre in their ugliness. 

As several commentators have noted, Haeckel practised a strict form of artificial 

selection in relation to which natural forms he considered ‘art works’.  Kunstformen der 

Natur by no means provides a representative overview of all forms found in organic 

nature.  Historian Olaf Breidbach observed, for example, that while there is a strong 

preponderance of radiolarian skeletons, jellyfish and echinoderms in the work, virtually 

no insects are represented even though this group comprises over three quarters of all 

species the animal kingdom.72  Haeckel admitted this selectiveness in the preface when 

he explained that it was his intent ‘to set forth and compile from the extensive literature 

[of scientific monographs] the most beautiful and aesthetically valuable forms’.73  He did 

not at this time, however, elaborate upon his criteria for judging aesthetic value.  Haeck

appears to have chosen images of organisms with geometric, entwined and foliate forms 

that resemble the ornamental patterns already in use by Art Nouveau/Jugendstil 

designers, but which often feature an interesting variation upon these accepted forms.  He 

then very consciously and deliberately arranged these carefully-chosen forms on the page 

el 

                                                 
71  For a discussion of how politicians in Vienna during this period employed historical styles of 

architecture for ideological purposes, see chapter 2, ‘The Ringstrasse and the Birth of Urban 
Modernism’, in Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture (1961; reprint New York: 
Vintage Books, 1981), pp. 24–115. 

72  Breidbach, ‘Brief Instructions to Viewing Haeckel’s Pictures’, p. 11; see also Kockerbeck, Ernst 
Haeckels ‘Kunstformen der Natur’, p. 88.   

73  Ernst Haeckel, ‘Vorwort’, in Kunstformen der Natur (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut, 1899), vol. i, 
n. p. 

 304



in a symmetrical or visually balanced layout. 

Haeckel sent the proof sheets of Kunstformen der Natur to his paramour Frida 

von Uslar-Gleichen, who had taken on the task of proofreading his works, in order to 

elicit her response.  The reactions she recorded in a notebook as ‘aesthetic reflections’ 

serve as a fascinating gloss on the plates contained in the volume.74  As was the case with 

her criticisms of Die Welträthsel, her remarks reveal that she was, despite her lack of 

formal higher education, his most sensitive and insightful, but also most forthright, critic.  

Something that struck her immediately was her impression that many of the art forms 

illustrated were not beautiful at all; indeed, some were hideously ugly.  When 

contemplating plates in the folio that depicted spiders, bats and frogs, Uslar-Gleichen 

asked herself: 

Do you not make a face?  Are you not disappointed – even truly frightened?  Are 
you looking at a work of art here?  These Chiroptera [bats] with their hairy devil’s 
grimaces (worse than the most terrible influenza fantasies that flash before your 
eyes)? – These long-legged, bristled, arachnids, these pot-belled, goggle-eyed, 
wart-covered frogs?75 
 

For Uslar-Gleichen such images arouse associations with the infernal (‘hairy devil’s 

grimaces’) and with sickness and physical deformity (influenza, warts, pot bellies).  Far 

from representing ‘art forms in nature’, they seemed to her to depict the opposite: shapes 

that appear tasteless, malformed and even daemonic or supernatural.  She decided to 

attempt to deal with this discrepancy by abstracting herself from them.  ‘[S]tep outside of 

yourself and your preconceived notions completely’, she instructed the reader (and 

presumably herself).  She tried to imagine how the organisms might have evolved such 

                                                 
74  A few representative pages from this notebook have been published in Elsner’s edited collection, Die 

ungelöste Welträtsel.  It is unfortunate that these have never been published in their entirety.   
75  ‘Auszüge aus Frida v. Uslar-Gleichens Ästhetischen Betrachtungen zu Ernst Haeckels Kunstformen 

der Natur’, in Norbert Elsner (ed.), Die ungelöste Welträtsel, p. 828. 
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complex structures and how the organs might be adapted to their functions.  Also, 

whereas Haeckel invited artisans to use the folio as a pattern book for their own designs, 

Uslar-Gleichen made the reverse association, seeing these naturally-occurring forms as 

analogous to decorations produced by human artisans.  When considering the hideous, 

convoluted nose of the bat, for instance, she counselled herself: 

Forget that you have a living being before you, and see only the formation and 
admire the high art in fig. 9, a pretty cloverleaf, whose weight is elevated by every 
sort of ornamentation.  Carved from oak and provided with good metal fittings, I 
make it into a decoration, admittedly a peculiar one yet highly effective, for the 
gated door of an old dominion residence […].76 

  
In response to these unsettling and surreal images, therefore, she displaced them into the 

less threatening realm of the inorganic.77 

Given Haeckel’s fascination with human origins it should not be surprising that 

some ‘monistic’ illustrations would have human beings and primates as their subject.78  

One example is the painting Pithecanthropus alalus, which Gabriel Max (1840–1915) 

executed and presented to Haeckel in 1894 on the occasion of the scientist’s seventieth 

birthday (see plate 3).79  In 1866 Haeckel had given this name to a hypothetical 

speechless primate, which he proposed had been the missing link between modern 

                                                 
76  Ibid. 
77  Breidbach has argued that Haeckel attempted to deal with the unfamiliarity of these strange, newly-

discovered forms by transforming them into ornament, thus reducing their threatening strangeness by 
rendering them familiar.  As we have seen, Uslar-Gleichen invited the reader to do this in her 
‘Ästhetische Betrachtungen’; it is unclear, however, whether one can say the same about Haeckel since 
he never explicitly made a similar connection.  See Breidbach, ‘Brief Instructions’, pp. 11, 16–17. 

78  In discussing the aesthetic value of mammals in the supplemental volume to Kunstformen der Natur, 
Haeckel observed, ‘The infinitely diverse ornamental applications which “art forms among fur-bearing 
animals” (Kunstformen der Zottentiere) have found for millennia in all branches of the fine arts and 
handicrafts is well known; it reaches its highest peak in the most perfect art form among primates, 
Man.’  Haeckel, Kunstformen der Natur.  Supplement-Heft.  Allgemeine Erläuterung und systematische 
Übersicht (Leipzig: Verlag des Bibliographischen Instituts, 1904), p. 47. 

79  Erika Krauße mentioned this plate in her discussion of Haeckel’s aesthetic theory, but did not consider 
its significance in any detail.  See ‘Haeckel: Promorphologie und “evolutionistische” ästhetische 
Theorie’, p. 368. 
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humans and their primate ancestors.  He envisaged this creature as sharing attributes of 

the lowest, ‘woolly-haired’ varieties of humans and the anthropomorphic apes of today: 

The form of their skull was probably very long, with slanting teeth; their hair 
woolly; the colour of their skin dark, or a brownish tint.  The hair covering the 
whole body was probably thicker than in any of the still living human species; 
their arms comparatively longer and stronger; their legs, on the other hand, knock-
kneed, shorter and thinner, with entirely undeveloped calves; their walk but half 
erect.80   
 

Haeckel reasoned that Southeast Asia was the most likely abode for this creature, and 

therefore the primeval home of humanity in general.  Inspired by this description Eugene 

Dubois, a Dutch physician, travelled to the region and in 1891 duly discovered a skull 

cap and femur, which he presumed to be the remains of the creature that Haeckel had 

described.81  In his painting Max reconstructed this peculiar-looking creature based upon 

the descriptions provided by Haeckel and Dubois.  The painting is dark and 

monochromatic with sepia halftones.  In the foreground sits a long-haired female nursing 

an infant and staring directly at the viewer with a dull, melancholy expression.  Behind 

her stands a shorter-haired, pot-bellied male, leaning against a tree branch in the 

background, his back to the viewer.  Both figures are unclothed, short and stocky, and 

covered with coarse hair rather than fur; they have heavy brow ridges, flat noses, thick 

lips and protruding muzzles.  Indeed, the sombre pair appear far more plebeian than 

simian, and evoke Cesara Lombroso’s illustrations in Criminal Man (1876) of the 

allegedly atavistic facial features found among antisocial modern Europeans.  At first 

glance the two do not appear to be ‘art forms in nature’ at all.  Nonetheless, the painting 

and Haeckel’s description of it throw into bold relief an image vividly evoked but not 

                                                 
80  Haeckel, History of Creation, vol. ii, pp. 326–7; Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 508. 
81  This creature has since been renamed and is known colloquially as ‘Java Man’. 
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overtly depicted; namely, a vertical-toothed, straight-haired, non-hirsute, pale-skinned, 

long-legged Northern European.82  Haeckel was clearly impressed with Max’s painting, 

since he published it in the tenth edition of Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (1902) and 

in several contemporary newspapers.83  It is currently hanging in the preserved study 

room of Haeckel’s former residence, Villa Medusa. 

Another work of art inspired by Haeckelian Monism is the bronze statue, 

Denkmal der Naturwissenschaft (Monument to Natural Science), which was executed by 

the celebrated sculptor Harro Magnussen and displayed at the 1907 Berlin Art Exhibition.  

The statue is of a female nude, a Nuda Veritas, which was a popular allegorical subject 

among nineteenth-century artists.84  In Magnussen’s treatment Truth adopts a 

confrontational pose: looking into the distance with a rather stern expression on her face, 

feet firmly planted on the ground and leaning forward slightly, she holds aloft the torch of 

knowledge in her right hand and a gorilla skull in her left.  The latter is, of course, an 

allusion to humanity’s descent from primate ancestors.  She seems to be defying the 

viewer to contradict her.  The marble base is inscribed with the motto, ‘Die Wahrheit’ 

(Truth).  In a letter that he sent to his wife from the exhibition in Berlin, Haeckel reported 

being pleased with how ‘his’ statue had turned out.85  It is standing today in the lobby of 

the Phylogenetic Museum in Jena, where it is kept company by an equally menacing 

                                                 
82  Cesare Lombroso, Criminal Man, trans. Mary Gibson and Nicole Hahn Rafter (Italian ed., 1876; 

Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2006). 
83  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte  10th ed., vol. i, opposite p. 104; Sylvia Kirchengast, ‘Ernst 

Haeckel und seine Bedeutung für die Entwicklung der Paläoanthropologie’, in Erna Aescht, et al. 
(eds.), Welträtsel und Lebenswunder.  Ernst Haeckel – Werk, Wirkung und Folgen (Linz: Drückerei 
Gutenberg, 1998), p. 177. 

84  Carl Schorske, Fin-de-siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture (1961; repr. New York: Vintage Books, 
1981), p. 217.  See also any issue of the Munich periodical Jugend from this period. 

85 Letter from Ernst Haeckel to Agnes Haeckel, Berlin, 20 May 1907; repr. in Konrad Huschke (ed.), 
Ernst und Agnes Haeckel.  Ein Briefwechsel (Jena: Urania Verlag, 1950), p. 202. 
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stuffed male gorilla. 

In Die Lebenswunder, as previously mentioned, Haeckel classified ‘anthropistic 

beauty’ (that of the human body) and ‘sexual beauty’ as two of the three highest forms of 

beauty, both ranking below ‘landscape beauty’.  In keeping with this, he chose as the one 

hundredth and final plate of the Kunstformen der Natur folio the highest form of beauty 

known in the animal kingdom – again, the human female nude.  Haeckel proposed to 

Uslar-Gleichen that she be the model for this important work of art.  Although it appears 

that she never actually posed for the illustration, it is clear that Haeckel considered her 

the inspiration for the ideal feminine figure that was supposed to be the focal point of the 

plate.86  In the letters that they exchanged in the weeks that followed, Haeckel and Uslar-

Gleichen entered into a process of intense negotiations over the design of this plate, and 

in particular the proper manner in which human beauty should be presented.   

The main point of contention was not the nudity of the female figure but whether 

it should be surrounded by images of primates.  ‘Your idea for the final plate of 

Kunstformen is still going round in my head;’ she wrote to him, ‘to a certain degree it 

should be the crowning piece of this beautiful work.  Therefore the notion of focusing it 

about an ideal feminine figure seems to me good.  But I can’t conceive why you want to 

surround this figure with monkeys.  Think it over again, I beg of you ….’87  Although 

                                                 
86  See, for example, the letter from Kämpfer to Altenhausen, Hochburg, 17 January 1902 [Haeckel to 

Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, date likely inaccurate]; repr. in Franziska von Altenhausen, p. 233; Love Letters 
of Ernst Haeckel, p. 216.  

87    Letter from Altenhausen to Kämpfer, Altenhausen, 13 January 1902 [Uslar-Gleichen to Haeckel, 
Göttingen, date likely inaccurate]; repr. in Johannes Werner (ed.), Franziska von Altenhausen.  Ein 
Roman aus dem Leben eines berühmten Mannes in Briefen aus den Jahren 1898/1903 (Leipzig: 
Koehler & Amelang, 1927), pp. 231–2; Eng. ed., The Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel: Written between 
1898 and 1903, trans. Ida Zeitlin (London: Methuen, 1930), p. 214.  Werner, who edited the 1927 
edition of these letters, altered names and locations in order to preserve the anonymity of the parties 
involved.  This letter is missing from the Elsner edition.  
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Haeckel sought to reassure her of its artistic and scientific merit, Frida was not swayed in 

her opposition.  She replied on the fourteenth of that month: 

This just occurred to me: Dear, couldn’t you publish the female figure on the last 
plate of your work (Plate 100!!) without monkeys?  I can’t believe that monkeys 
really deserve to be ‘Art-Forms’; for the only thing that can give our bodies the 
hallmark of art-forms, even without beauty, is the penetration of the Higher and 
the Spiritual.  

Although the monkey is so evolved – and, I am convinced, our ancestor – 
the spiritual element in it is not yet predominant, and beauty, however, is lacking. 
– And why this veneration of monkeys, only because you are ‘Haeckel’?  People 
know your point of view even without that.  Then at least do not publish only 
monkeys on the plate, but also other mammals.  Why not surround your woman 
instead with individual parts of the body, such as a hand, nail, arm – hair – eye, 
lips, etc….  Do you not do exactly the same with your Siphonophorae?88  
 

Haeckel attempted to allay her misgivings in a letter he on 31 January 1902, in which he 

explained his rationale:  

I would like to surround the central image (– Helena, as the most beautiful of all 
the ‘Art Forms in Nature’! –) with other primates (monkeys and half-monkeys) not 
only for the sake of phyletic development, but also to bring out the beauty more 
strongly through contrast. 

Only this characteristic and picturesque grouping of forms – in its 
morphological and race-historical relationship! – can lend interest to this final 
image.  For ‘beautiful female bodies’ have already been portrayed millions of 
times – more beautifully than I am capable of doing.  Also, your suggestion ( – my 
Helena! – ) to surround the central figure with individual body parts (eyes, hand, 
hair, etc.) could be executed successfully only by an artist of the first order (and 
unfortunately that I am not! – )!89 

 
Haeckel ultimately decided to entrust the execution this all-important plate to Gabriel 

Max, who had so masterfully fashioned the earlier painting of the Pithecanthropus.  Upon 

receiving a sketch of the plate from Max, Haeckel was very pleased with the result, and 

effused about it in a letter to her (see plate 4): 

                                                 
88  Letter from Uslar-Gleichen to Haeckel, Göttingen, 14 January 1902 [misdated as 20 January 1902 in 

the Werner ed.]; repr. in Das ungelöste Welträtsel, p. 728; Franziska von Altenhausen, p. 235; Love 
Letters of Ernst Haeckel, pp. 217–8; translated from the Elsner edition; emphasis in original. 

89    Letter from Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, 31 January 1902 [misdated as 17 January 1902 in the 
Werner ed.]; repr. in Das ungelöste Welträtsel, pp. 730–2; Franziska von Altenhausen, pp. 233–34; 
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In his masterly hands it has become a very original and beautiful work of art: the 
ideal feminine figure emerges, white and lustrous, tender and pure, from the dark 
grotto in the centre, while all around 7 ape-figures (4 anthropomorphous and 3 
lower apes) are symbolically indicative of the origin of the loveliest ‘art-form of 
nature’.  I believe the plate will make a great impression – I have put much love 
and care into it.90 

 
Uslar-Gleichen’s judgement was ultimately justified when later that month, to her relief, 

the publisher, who as it happened was Haeckel’s son-in-law, rejected the plate.  In the 

interests of reconciliation, she suggested some other alternatives:   

The idea of paying tribute to us women is so charming that I wish that you could 
realise it in a more delicate manner.  

Perhaps have a background designed, consisting of a rose with dewdrops, 
a hummingbird, a pearl oyster, a cat’s paw – or darling, a marvellous butterfly, a 
goldfish – in short, something charming from that animal realm and in the middle, 
delicately veiled, the entire figure or the head of a beautiful woman.  Plate 100 in 
particular, which should, so to speak, bring together and transfigure the idea of the 
entire work, is so difficult to compose that I regret most deeply that I am not to be 
able to speak to you about it.91 

 
Ultimately Haeckel decided to replace the plate with one depicting various species of 

antelope.  In one of her final letters on the subject, Uslar-Gleichen advised Haeckel, ‘Do 

not be sad, my dear teacher, and do not let your Darwinism enter into your art, for art 

should rise far above all earthly works [Erdenwerk].’92  It appears that she missed the 

point.  Haeckel’s emotional attachment to this plate can be explained in letters that they 

exchanged, which reveal that the seventy-year-old Haeckel saw Frida as the virtual 

                                                                                                                                                 
Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 216; translated from the Elsner edition. 

90  Letter from Kämpfer to Altenhausen, Hochburg, 4 September 1903 [Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, 
date likely inaccurate]; repr. in Franziska von Altenhausen, pp. 253–4; Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, 
p. 236; this letter is missing in the Elsner edition. 

91    Letter from Uslar-Gleichen to Haeckel, Göttingen, 27 September 1903 [misdated as 18 
September 1903 in the Werner ed.]; repr. in Ungelöste Welträtsel, p. 905; Franziska von Altenhausen, 
p. 255; Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 238; translated from the Elsner edition.   

92  Letter from Uslar-Gleichen to Haeckel, Göttingen, 26 September 1903; repr. in Ungelöste Welträtsel, 
p. 902; this letter is missing from the Werner edition. 
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reincarnation of his dear Anna.93 

Haeckel too became the subject for artistic rendering as well, appearing, like those 

of other notable contemporaries, in engravings, paintings, and notably a marble bust by 

the Frankfurt sculptor Gustav Herold.94  Lenbach executed a charming portrait in oil 

depicting a sprightly looking Haeckel that appeared on the cover of Jugend magazine in 

February 1904; this painting is currently hanging in Villa Medusa, Haeckel’s residence in 

Jena.  Far more controversial, however, were plans to erect a statue of the scientist 

outside of the Zoological Institute in Jena.  In early 1901 he was approached by Paul von 

Ritter, an enthusiast who wished to sponsor the scheme.95  Haeckel’s suggestions that the 

100,000 francs or 75,000 marks in question be directed instead towards an endowment 

were to no avail.96  In addition, his offer to Uslar-Gleichen that she occupy the principal 

place on a 5-person committee to direct the project was met with disdain.  ‘The idea of 

your being held up to view during your lifetime like a dead exhibition-piece repels me’, 

she wrote to him in reply, ‘– especially in our day, when every old blockhead is 

immortalized in marble and bronze.’97  The benefactor and honouree had several 

acrimonious discussions about the design.  Fortunately for Haeckel, Ritter did not insist 

on depicting him in puris naturalibus, as was Uslar-Gleichen in the Kunstformen der 

Natur plate.  Nonetheless, the proposed design was, in Haeckel’s opinion, ridiculous.  At 

                                                 
93  Walter Haeckel, Agnes Huschke, p. 19. 
94  Wilhelm Breitenbach, Ernst Haeckel, p. 182. 
95  Breitenbach briefly mentioned the scheme in ibid. 
96  The figure in marks is reported in Breitenbach, ibid.; Haeckel cites the figure as 100,000 francs in a 

letter reproduced in Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 210; Franziska von Altenhausen, p. 228; this 
letter is missing from the Elsner edition.  

97  Letter from Altenhausen to Kämpfer, Altenhausen, 24 October 1901[Uslar-Gleichen to Haeckel, 
Göttingen, date likely inaccurate]; repr. in Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 212; Franziska von 
Altenhausen, pp. 229–30; this letter is missing from the Elsner edition. 
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one point in the preliminary discussions Ritter tried to persuade Haeckel that he should be 

portrayed ‘larger than life-size – if possible, three times life-size, in bronze, in the toga 

and with the bearing of Empedocles, a golden laurel leaf upon my head’.98  After a bitter 

argument the two men agreed to a more modest version.  The last version of statue, which 

they worked out with the sculptor Magnussen and an associate, has Haeckel dressed in a 

travelling cloak.  ‘[H]is idea’, Haeckel explained in a letter to Uslar-Gleichen, ‘is that I 

have just scaled a mountain peak and, pilgrim’s staff in hand, am looking away into the 

distance’.99  Ritter remained unsatisfied with this more moderate version and the project 

was ultimately postponed until after Haeckel’s death and apparently abandoned.100 

 

Critical interpretations of Haeckel’s aesthetic theory 

Historians have identified several problems with Haeckel’s theory of aesthetics.  Daniel 

Gasman has cited the distaste towards impressionist art which Haeckel expressed in a 

letter to Hermann Allmers in 1900 as an indication that his ‘conception of art and 

specifically of style was at heart deeply conservative and completely divorced from the 

revolutionary artistic trends of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European 

painting and aesthetics’.101  In Gasman’s view Haeckel’s attitude foreshadows the 

                                                 
98  Letter from Kämpfer to Altenhausen, Hochburg, 31 December 1901 [Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, 

date likely inaccurate]; repr. in Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 214; Franziska von Altenhausen, pp. 
230–1; this letter is missing from the Elsner edition. 

99  Letter from Kämpfer to Altenhausen, Hochburg, 17 January 1902 [Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, 
date likely inaccurate]; repr. in Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 215; Franziska von Altenhausen, pp. 
232; this letter is missing from the Elsner edition. 

100  Letter from Kämpfer to Altenhausen, Hochburg, 24 April 1902 [Haeckel to Uslar-Gleichen, Jena, date 
likely inaccurate]; repr. in Love Letters of Ernst Haeckel, p. 219; Franziska von Altenhausen, pp. 236–
7; this letter is missing from the Elsner edition.  See also Breitenbach, p. 182.  It is possible that the 
funds were used to sponsor the statue Die Wahrheit, described earlier. 

101  Gasman, Scientific Origins, p. 74.  Haeckel wrote, ‘I completely share your opinion about the 
decadence of modern art.  It is dreadful what daubing has spread through, and is admired in, 
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National Socialists’ attempt to abolish ‘decadent’ art.  Yet it is surely unfair to use the 

remarks made by a man late in life regarding the most recent artistic trends as evidence of 

lifelong conservatism.102  Haeckel’s taste for delicate watercolours represented a rejection 

of the then-dominant genre of historical painting, which was later revived in a bombastic 

manner by the National Socialists.  Landscape painting, so dear to Haeckel’s heart, had 

always been regarded as a lesser genre.  On the other hand, his illustrations of simple 

forms of life were most certainly innovative at the time, resembling the inventive chintz 

wallpaper and textile designs of the Arts and Crafts movement which flourished between 

the 1860s and 1890s, especially those produced by the William Morris firm of 

England.103  The historian Christoph Kockerbeck has put forward a more perceptive 

critique of the labyrinth of paradoxes that arise from Haeckel’s theory of aesth

re-enchantment of nature associated with the Jugendstil/Art Nouveau movement, of 

which Haeckel and Bölsche may be seen as proponents, marked in Kockerbeck’s 

assessment a retreat from the dismal implications of the Darwinian ‘struggle for 

existence’; in other words, Haeckel and Bölsche unwittingly felt impelled to suppress o

tame the harsher, competitive aspects of the very theory that they famously strov

publicise.

etics.  The 

r 

e to 

f 

                                                                                                                                                

104  Kockerbeck pointed out as well that Haeckel’s attempt to establish an 

objective standard for aesthetics in the end succeeded only in deprecating the capacity o

 
exhibitions!  Most painters can no longer draw properly.  That my only son as a painter is also infected 
with these modern principles and considers my ideal landscape painters, Rottmann, Preller, Kanoldt, 
etc., of whom all are fond, a “point of view that has been surpassed”, admirable, dear boy […]’.  Letter 
from Haeckel to Allmers, 12 April 1900, repr. in Rudolph Koop (ed.), Haeckel und Allmers, p. 205. 

102  The case of William Wordsworth may be seen as one example of shifting artistic allegiances. 
103  William Morris was a precise contemporary of Haeckel’s, having also being born in 1834.  Morris 

likewise argued that the handicrafts should take their inspiration from natural forms.  Incidentally, 
Morris, a radical campaigner for socialism, is a man few would characterise as deeply conservative.  
Paul Thompson, The Work of William Morris (1967; 3rd ed., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). 

104  Kockerbeck, Ernst Haeckels ‘Kunstformen der Natur’, pp. 102–3, 135. 
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humans to form aesthetic judgements.105  If everything is a product of nature, and 

products of nature are beautiful per se, then human aesthetic judgement is rendered 

irrelevant.106  Similarly, by emphasising the unconscious and instinctual impulse behind

artistic creation, Haeckel and Bölsche, in Kockerbeck’s view, diminished the importance 

of human consciousness for the production of works of art, in a crass manner further 

levelling the distinction between the an

 

imal and the human.107 

                                                

As we have seen, Haeckel’s views of the beauty of nature and its therapeutic 

potential were shaped by the works of Romantic scientists.  These impressions, which 

predated his exposure to the materialist philosophy of the 1850s, stayed with him 

throughout his life.  Furthermore, he saw no inconsistency in, on the one hand, describing 

in anthropomorphic language the creative potential which resides within matter and, on 

the other, insisting that phenomena may be reduced to matter and energy.  Haeckel’s 

monistic theory of art lends credence to Art Berman’s observations regarding the way in 

which the cultural movement known as ‘Modernism’ emerged from Romanticism.  

Berman pointed out that the increasing influence of empirically-based natural science 

during the nineteenth century threatened to undermine Romanticism’s idealist 

presuppositions.  During early phase of the Modernist movement, the phase which 

spanned the 1880s to the First World War, certain writers and artists responded to this 

challenge in an attempt to salvage (in Berman’s words) ‘the aesthetic values of beauty, 

intuition and spirituality’ associated with the Romantic tradition.  Whereas the Romantics 

tended to situate the origin of creativity in a noumenal reality which underlies that of 

 
105  Ibid., pp. 88, 132. 
106  Ibid., p. 135. 
107  Ibid., p. 99. 
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quotidian experience, the first generation of Modernist artists equated creativity instead 

with natural laws that are intrinsic to matter.  The reverence accorded to art by the 

Modernists, in Berman’s view, afforded ‘an elevation both resembling and substituting 

for religious transcendence’ and represented an attempt to compensate for ‘the 

ontological loneliness following upon God’s, or the soul’s obsolescence’, a void which 

science and economics on their own were unable to fill.108  As we have seen, Haeckel had 

attempted a similar conceptual manoeuvre as early as 1866, when he insisted in the final 

chapter of Generelle Morphologie that a mechanistic understanding of the universe was 

in no way incompatible with Goethe’s praise of a pantheistic God-Nature or Spinoza’s 

conception of cosmic unity.109  Here, again, Haeckel’s monistic philosophy may be seen 

as performing a fundamentally conciliatory and redemptive function. 

The natural world, and especially the mysterious realm of the radiolarians, was 

ideally situated to function as a surrogate for the numinous.  Haeckel’s depictions of 

these creatures evoke an enchanted fairy-world that is both everywhere and nowhere.  On 

the one hand, radiolarians are plentiful in the world’s oceans.  Yet, belying this ubiquity 

is their invisibility to the human eye, which is a consequence of their miniscule size.  

Only during the late nineteenth century did this alternate universe become accessible 

through the specialised tools of the naturalist.  In this respect, the microscope and other 

laboratory instruments replaced the paraphernalia of religious ritual.  Like a mystic 

shaman who is a master of these implements, Haeckel offered to guide the reader through 

this hidden realm.  In his art folios, Haeckel chose to include those forms which bear a 

resemblance to recognisable historical styles, such as Gothic or Baroque, or to the 

                                                 
108  Art Berman, Preface to Modernism (Urbana: University of Chicago Press, 1994 ), pp. 4, 8. 
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decorative patterns used on common household objects.  It was the combination of 

familiarity and foreignness – or of remoteness and proximity – that accounts for the 

uncanny attractiveness of this realm.  While it is true, as Kockerbeck pointed out, that 

viewing natural forms as works of art allowed Haeckel to soften the implications of 

Darwin’s theory, in a more immediate sense it provided an escape from the constrictive 

and mundane bourgeois norms of duty, respectability and self-renunciation.  Whereas the 

bourgeois ethic values thrift, practicality, hard work and predictability; Nature seems 

profligate in her production of ornate works of art.  Haeckel puzzled at the beauty that is 

‘wasted’ on these microscopic creatures, whose shells it will be remembered serve a 

protective function; this waste is distinguished, presumably, from the useful beauty of an 

elaborate Art-Nouveau door handle.110  I wish to suggest that it is not so much that 

Haeckel wished to domesticate a hostile natural world, but rather that he found these 

organisms convenient symbols through which to express a filial rebellion against parental 

expectations that he become a contributing adult member of mundane, bourgeois society.  

Simultaneously ubiquitous and remote, the world of the radiolarians represents the 

resurfacing in phantasmagorical form of a repressed juvenile desire for freedom from 

responsibility. 

Although they have attracted far less attention from historians, the artistic 

depictions by Monists of larger, more familiar subjects were often no less 

phantasmagorical – nor, indeed, less revelatory – than Haeckel’s illustrations of 

                                                                                                                                                 
109  Interestingly, Berman did not mention Haeckel or Bölsche in his study. 
110  ‘Enthusiastic admirers and friends of nature such as artists, cried out, “How is it possible that Nature 

produces such choice works of art with so much taste and power of invention!  How is it to be 
explained that simple cells, which are invisible to the unaided eye, create such wonderful structures? 
[...]  And why are so many beauties and charms wasted in the secret microscopic world?”’ (Die Natur 
als Künstlerlin, p. 9). 
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microscopic marine organisms.  Often depicting nude subjects, these paintings and 

sculptures tended to be didactic and even deliberately provocative.  Haeckel expressed a 

personal aversion towards religious artwork, whether the fanciful medieval and Baroque-

era Christian iconography he saw in Italy or the ‘grotesque’ depictions of Hindu deities 

he encountered in India.  In Haeckel’s assessment, then, human beings (which are, after 

all, the most highly-evolved organisms), under the regressive influence of superstitious 

delusion, produced some of the most degenerate works of art.  It may be pointed out that 

the human body, the beauty of which Haeckel ranked near the top of his aesthetic 

hierarchy, is the most animal-like aspect of the human being, a point to which Haeckel 

drew attention in those illustrations which show the correlations between humans and 

primates, most notably the frontispiece to the first edition of Natürliche 

Schöpfungsgeschichte and the intended final plate in Kunstformen der Natur.  It would 

appear that humans, like radiolarians or sponges, exemplify beauty more fully through 

their bodies than through the products of their conscious intellect.111  Considering that he 

was himself an artist, Haeckel’s preference for the beauty produced by undirected natural 

processes might seem odd.  Haeckel’s praise of beauty in nature and attendant 

devaluation of imaginative human art – especially those genres which depict anything 

other than natural organisms or landscapes – seems at first glance an inversion of the 

idealist conception of the primary role played by the intellect in the creative process.  

Regarded from this standpoint, art produced by humans is chiefly mimetic and derivative 

of the primary creative principle which finds its purest expression in inanimate nature and 

in the simplest forms of life.  The capacity to create art is not an attribute unique to the 

                                                 
111  Kockerbeck emphasised Haeckel’s devaluation of the intellectual component of artistic production in 

his study Ernst Haeckels ‘Kunstformen der Natur’ (pp. 132–5). 
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human mind, but a manifestation of a more general creative capacity inherent within the 

universe as a whole.  Haeckel traced the autonomous, demiurgic capacity to create new 

forms back to the protoplasm molecule and, beyond this, to the basic fabric of the 

universe, a premise which Bölsche developed to a much greater extent than his teacher. 

 

Conclusion 

Haeckel brought to the study of nature the expectation that it would provide him with an 

escape from the rapaciousness of human society.  Haeckel retreated from the scientific 

establishment into the cozy town of Jena, and from human society into the laboratory.  

His desire to find an idyllic world of innocence and repose in the tropics will be the 

subject of the following chapter.  The most tranquil world of all, however, was that of the 

mysterious radiolarians which epitomised this oceanic feeling of submergence into the 

One and evoked the realm of the inorganic which Humboldt extolled.  Haeckel believed 

that a monistic approach to the study of art, based on the rational contemplation of the 

beautiful forms found in nature, would further his project of unfettering man from 

religious orthodoxy, which manipulates its deluded adherents by arousing their passions 

with artistic depictions of miracles and martyrdom.  Ironically, the result of such aesthetic 

experience was not one of peaceful repose through the exercise of the higher (i.e. higher-

evolved) faculties of the rational intellect and emancipation from emotional turmoil but 

rather loss of identity and relinquishment of rational control to an unruly Dionysian Id, an 

artistic drive which bore a strong resemblance to the demonic force described by Goethe 

and later Nietzsche.  Indeed, this demonic creative force appears to have been more 

tyrannical than liberating for Haeckel.  His muse, von Uslar-Gleichen, was repulsed by 
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the way in which he depicted her surrounded by primates in the final Kunstformen der 

Natur plate.  Haeckel, faithful to his artistic vision, remained insensitive to her objections 

and was unable to recognise the offensiveness of this plate.  Haeckel himself struggled 

against the grandiose artistic scheme of Ritter to immortalise him in a gargantuan bronze 

sculpture.  Bölsche, who was much more acquainted with literary and philosophical 

references, perceived this implication more readily than his master.  Within Haeckel’s 

seemingly rational monistic system, his aesthetic theory offered a crack through which 

unconscious irrational forces appeared to resurface in a rather disquieting manner.  In 

spite of this, the veneration of beauty in nature, at least within circumscribed limits, was 

of central importance in the rituals he envisioned for his new monistic faith, as we shall 

see in the next chapter. 



Chapter 9:  ‘A Garland of Wonderful Legends’ 

 

In the winter of 1881–82 Ernst Haeckel fulfilled a childhood dream when he undertook a 

six-month research expedition to Ceylon, the island now known as Sri Lanka.  Following 

his return Haeckel published a book, Indische Reisebriefe (1883; trans. A Visit to Ceylon, 

1883), and two articles that appeared in Deutsche Rundschau, based on his experiences.1  

One of the highlights of the voyage for the 48-year-old naturalist was his ascent of 

Adam’s Peak, Ceylon’s most impressive mountain.  In the first of his Deutsche 

Rundschau articles he informed his gentle readers:  

Just as Ceylon itself has long been considered to be the actual Paradise, and just 
as it truly earns the name of an earthly Paradise with regard to its wonderful 
natural splendour, so too is the history of Adam and Eve, the first inhabitants of 
Paradise, interwoven with its most remarkable mountain peak; and just as the 
diverse creepers and climbers entwine the tremendous giant trees of Ceylon with 
fantastic decorations in unsurpassed beauty and abundance, so too has 
imaginative religious poetry encompassed the conical summit of the Adam’s Peak 
or Samanala with a garland of wonderful legends.2 

 
The greatest of these legends, he recounted, pertain to the so-called ‘Sripada’ or ‘Holy 

Footprints’, a pair of depressions in the stone near the summit of the mountain.  The 

Buddhists had built a temple over the holy artefact, and Haeckel observed with 

bemusement how all of the pious pilgrims from the various religious and ethnic groups 

represented on the island who made the arduous trip up the mountainside believed that 

the impression had been left by the founder of their particular sect.  Buddhists, Haeckel 

                                                 
1  Ernst Haeckel, Indische Reisebriefe (Berlin: Gebrüder Paetel, 1883); translated by Clara Bell as A Visit 

to Ceylon (2nd ed., Boston: S. E. Cassino and Company, 1883); ‘Der Adams-Pik auf Ceylon’, in 
Deutsche Rundschau 37 (October 1883), pp. 53–70; ‘Die Urbewohner von Ceylon’, in Deutsche 
Rundschau 76 (July 1893), pp. 367–85. 

2  Haeckel, ‘Der Adams-Pik auf Ceylon’, p. 53. 
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related, believe that the great Buddha descended from the heavens during a storm and 

brought his religious message to the inhabitants of the island; the footprints indicate the 

spot upon which he stood before his reascent.  On the other hand, Brahmins attribute 

them to a visit from their god Shiva.  Moslems believe that Adam, brought to the island 

by an angel after eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge, was so weighed down by the 

sorrow which overcame him after he realised the consequences of his transgression that 

his feet sank into the stone and his tears filled several lakes at the base of the mountain.  

In this way, Haeckel facetiously observed, a struggle for recognition is taking place 

between various divinities and historic personages on this spot of holy ground: ‘There the 

Indian god Buddha and the Christian apostle Thomas, the Brahman god Shiva and the 

Cinghalese protector god Saman, the Macedonian world-conqueror Alexander and the 

Semitic founding father of the human species Adam, all contend with one another for the 

honour of their footprints.’3  As its present name ‘Adam’s Peak’ indicates, he pointed 

out, it is the last of these who had won the peaceful contest.4 

                                                

The inhabitants of Ceylon are not the only people to venerate such mysterious and 

impressive natural features, as Haeckel pointed out in his account.  He alluded to the way 

that beautiful and secluded mountains – such as Mount Olympus in Greece, Mount Sinai 

near Jerusalem, or the Jungfrau in the Alps – have a similar effect upon the European 

imagination.  ‘Exceptional mountain peaks’, he pointed out, ‘which make themselves 

remarkable in a similar manner, partly though isolated location, partly through striking 

form, have become the subject of fantastic poetry and superstitious respect in many 

 
3  Haeckel, ‘Der Adams-Pik auf Ceylon’, p. 57.   
4  Haeckel does not mention what the name of the mountain is in the languages of the other ethnic 

groups. 
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different lands since time-grey prehistory.’5  Distant lands in general have inspired the 

European imagination as far back as Herodotus and Ptolemy.  The opportunity for 

Europeans to visit and directly experience these places increased greatly during the 

nineteenth century, as colonial administration of such territories, together with advances 

in transportation technology, made long-distance travel increasingly safe and economical.  

While Haeckel was amused by the way that the inhabitants of Ceylon took the trouble to 

scale Adam’s Peak in order to view the curious relic, his own journey to this remote 

island and desire to uncover traces of humanity’s phylogenetic origins bear striking 

similarities to the actions and motivations of the local pilgrims.  Like Petrarch’s famous 

ascent of Mount Ventoux in 1336, Haeckel’s journey was as much an internal one of self-

discovery as an external one of geographical exploration.6 

 

‘A home of the soul’ 

Haeckel secured funding for his voyage from Grand Duke Charles Alexander of Saxe-

Weimar-Eisenach, Rector magnificentissimus of the University of Jena, for the purpose 

of collecting samples of flora and fauna from the region, particularly marine life; these 

were then preserved and shipped back to Germany to form the basis of a collection for 

the natural history of India.7  He had previously undertaken trips to the Mediterranean 

                                                 
5  Haeckel, ‘Der Adams-Pik auf Ceylon’, p. 54. 
6  Petrarch’s letter is reproduced in James Harvey Robinson and Henry Winchester Rolfe, Petrarch, the 

first modern scholar and man of letters; a selection from his correspondence with Boccaccio and other 
friends, designed to illustrate the beginnings of the Renaissance (1898; 2nd ed., New York: G.P. 
Putnam’s Sons, 1914), pp. 307–20.  Historian Olaf Breidbach compared Haeckel’s account of his 
travels in Ceylon to the fictional stories of the adventure writer Karl May (1842–1912), who 
incidentally did not actually visit the places he described.  Breidbach, Visions of Nature, pp. 205–6. 

7  Before seeking support from the Grand Duke, Haeckel had requested to the Berlin Academy of Natural 
Sciences for a grant from the Humboldt travel fund, but the application was turned down.  In his travel 
narrative Haeckel blamed this refusal on opposition among conservative members of the Academy to 
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and Baltic seas, but hoped that research in the Indian Ocean would afford him the 

opportunity of ‘find[ing] some quite new modifications of structure as developed under 

the influence of the tropical sun and the general conditions of life’.8  However, his 

motivations for visiting the region lay somewhat deeper than this.  Haeckel had become 

enchanted with the idea of visiting the tropics ever since he had read Charles Darwin’s A 

Naturalist’s Voyage and Alexander von Humboldt’s Aspects of Nature as a child.  His 

interest had been further fuelled through reading Schleiden’s Life of Plants and Kittlitz’s 

Aspects of Vegetation.  Haeckel himself confided that these works ‘incited and 

determined my tastes and influenced my whole life’.9  In fact, Haeckel later admitted that 

he had decided to study medicine in large part because he had hoped that a career as a 

physician would enable him to practise his profession in the tropics.10  Although he had 

assembled a large herbarium from species he collected around the Thuringian village of 

Merseberg where he grew up, the vegetation in his immediate surroundings paled in 

comparison with the wonders about which he had read.  He recounted how, ‘when drying 

the prodigious quantities of exquisite and minute alpine plants which I collected on the 

hills of Semmerling, often had I dreamed of the widely different and gigantic flora of 

India and Brazil, which display the plasmic force of vegetable vitality with such 

dissimilarity of form and size’.11   

The source of this ‘plasmic force’ is, of course, the sun.  ‘It is only between the 

                                                                                                                                                 
his public advocacy of Darwin’s theory of evolution (Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, p. 10). 

8  Ibid., p. 149. 
9  Ibid., p. 2. 
10  Ibid., p. 3.  In his autobiographical sketch, Haeckel confided, ‘His life’s wish was to travel for a few 

years as a botanist in the primeval forests of the tropics.’  (Sein Lebenswunsch wurde, als Botaniker 
einige Jahre in den Urwäldern der Tropen zu reisen.)  He initially decided to study medicine in Jena in 
order to take classes with Schleiden.  Haeckel, Eine autobiographische Skizze, p. 4. 
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tropics and under the stimulating influence of a brighter sun and greater heat’, Haeckel 

informed the reader in Indische Reisebriefe, ‘that the animal and vegetable life on our 

globe reach that highest and most marvellous variety of form, compared to which the 

fauna and flora of our temperate zone appear but a pale and feeble phantom.’12  Given 

this fascination with the life-giving properties of the sun, it should not be surprising that 

Haeckel elected to travel to Ceylon on a vessel named the Helios, for, as he exclaimed in 

his narrative,  

could the good ship which was to transport me within the short space of one 
month, as if it were Faust’s magical cloak, from the grey and foggy shore of my 
northern home, to the sunlit and radiant palm-groves of India, have a name of 
better omen than that of the ever-youthful Sun-god?  Was it not my very purpose 
to see what the all-powerful and procreating Sun could call into life in the teeming 
earth and seas of the tropics?  Nomen sit omen!13   

 
Catching himself, he conceded, ‘after all, why should not I cherish my scrap of 

superstition like any other man?’  After reflecting upon the various genera of radiolaria 

that he had named after the sun, he made this whimsical entreaty to Helios, ‘So I beseech 

thee, adored Sun-god, that this my zoological tribute may find favour in thine eyes!  

Guide me, safe and sound, to India, that I may labour in thy light, and return home under 

thy protection in the spring.’14    

If the tropics represented in his mind one pole of a binary opposition, the city of 

Berlin represented another.  While Ceylon was nearer to the life-giving force of the sun, 

it was also far removed from the cares of modern European civilisation.  Haeckel’s 

fascination with tropical vegetation and his love of the rural Thuringian countryside both 

                                                                                                                                                 
11  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, p. 13. 
12  Ibid., p. 2.  
13  Ibid., pp. 20–21. 
14   Ibid., p. 21. 
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reveal a distinct anti-modern current in his writing.  Haeckel’s friend and biographer 

Wilhelm Bölsche observed that, in spite of the fact that Haeckel was born in the Berlin 

suburb of Potsdam, ‘the cold lines of the streets of the metropolis and the melancholy of 

the Brandenburg pine-forests cannot be traced in him.  In later years Berlin assumed 

more and more in his thoughts the shape of an antipodal city.’15  Haeckel’s personal 

assistant Heinrich Schmidt suggested a connection between Haeckel’s fascination with 

the tropics and his rejection of the shallow, urban culture of modern Europe explicitly in 

his afterword to Haeckel’s ‘Autobiographical Sketch’.  There he noted that as the 

naturalist received accolades for his research and offers of chairs at universities in 

Würzburg, Vienna, Strassburg and Bonn, 

Ernst Haeckel remained true to his little Jena, whose modest proportions suited 
his modest tastes as much as he disdained the noise and the social duties of the big 
city.  On numerous voyages that led him to India proper and Indo-China, which 
he originally depicted in travel sketches and letters, he collected not only objects 
for his zoological research and teaching activities, but also an enormous wealth of 
observations of people and cultures, which gave his world view an exceedingly 
multifaceted foundation that was both broad and deep.16   
 

Therefore Haeckel owed the breadth of his outlook not only to his travels outside of 

Europe, but also to his rejection of the superficial preoccupations of the large modern 

metropolis, and to his decision to carry out his research diligently in a secluded rural 

setting.   

It is thus easy to understand the appeal of Ceylon for Haeckel, as the island was 

far removed from everything represented by the bustling modern city of Berlin during the 

Gründerzeit or foundational period that followed imperial unification in 1871.  ‘The 

Eden-like territory of Ceylon has,’ he informed the reader, ‘to a great extent, lain outside 

                                                 
15  Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel, Ger. ed., p. 12; Eng. ed., p. 30. 
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the limits of civilised progress, and its political history has had no importance beyond its 

own shores.’17  But while Ceylon was politically insignificant, it had great importance to 

Haeckel from an aesthetic standpoint.  Haeckel’s friend and perceptive biographer, 

Wilhelm Bölsche, described the naturalist’s ‘ardent desire to see the tropics, with their 

virgin forests and blue coral seas’, as assuming ‘the vivid image of a dream, like the one 

which drove Goethe to Italy – the dream of a home of the soul that must one day be 

sought’.18  As a talented painter, Haeckel was struck by the natural artistic beauty of the 

region, as contrasted with the ugliness of dark and dingy Northern Europe.  Bölsche 

remarked how Haeckel’s interest in these lands represented ‘the freshest expression of his 

temperament, which belongs utterly to the free, artistic half of his life, when Persephone 

has her summer days in the land of flowers’.19   

Haeckel was certainly no scholar of classical Indian literature in the tradition of 

Friedrich Schlegel.  Yet he apparently absorbed what Edward Said has described as an 

‘orientalist’ outlook through the poetry of Wolfgang von Goethe, as well as travel guides, 

such as those written by Carl Ritter and Sir Emerson Tennent.20  Haeckel’s reading of 

travel literature implanted in his mind an image of the tropics consistent with the 

stereotypical image of the orient described by Said, ‘a place of romance, exotic beings, 

haunting memories and landscapes, [and] remarkable experiences’.21  Haeckel seemed 

                                                                                                                                                 
16  Heinrich Schmidt, ‘Nachwort’ to Haeckel, ‘Eine autobiographische Skizze’, p. 12. 
17  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, pp. 333–34. 
18   Bölsche, Ernst Haeckel, Ger. ed., p. 26; Eng. ed., p. 47. 
19   Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 192; Eng. ed., p. 258. 
20  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, p. 6. 
21   Edward W. Said, Orientalism (1978; repr. New York: Vintage Books, 1979), p. 1.  Furthermore, Said 

has observed, ‘The imaginative examination of things Oriental was based more or less exclusively 
upon a sovereign Western consciousness out of whose unchallenged centrality an Oriental world 
emerged, first according to general ideas about who or what was an Oriental, then according to a 
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aware that his expectations were based on an idealised image.  He asked himself at the 

outset of the voyage, ‘Had I not once more reached a stage – as I had often done before – 

where the excited imagination had conjured up a magical picture which, when I 

approached the sober reality, would vanish into vacancy, like the Fata Morgana?’22  As 

we shall see, Haeckel found much to reinforce his expectations, and much to challenge it 

as well. 

Haeckel had another, more scientific reason for viewing southern Asia as a 

‘home’ of sorts.  The region had particular significance for the then-current 

understanding of human evolution in light of recently formulated theories and 

discoveries.  In order to explain the presence of lemurs in both Madagascar and India, 

and in particular their absence from the intervening region, the English naturalist Philip 

Sclater had hypothesised the former existence of a continent he named ‘Lemuria’, which 

had been located during primordial times in what is now the Indian Ocean.  Haeckel 

made mention of this recent hypothesis in Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (1868), 

explaining that this landmass ‘extended from the Sundra Islands along the southern coast 

of Asia to the east coast of Africa’.23  Based on present geographic distribution of human 

ethnic groups, as well as comparative linguistics and physiology, Haeckel suggested that 

humans had likely evolved in the Near East from the half-apes of Lemuria, and then 

migrated across the globe.  Haeckel had reason, therefore, to ‘assume a single primæval 

home for mankind, where he developed out of a long since extinct anthropoid species of 

                                                                                                                                                 
detailed logic governed not simply by empirical reality but by a battery of desires, repressions, 
investments, and projections’ (pp. 7–8). 

22  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, p. 12. 
23  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 515; History of Creation, vol. i, p. 361.  
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ape’.24  The primate ancestry of humans could be revealed through anatomical study.  In 

Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, Haeckel cited Weisbach’s conclusion that:  

The ape-like characteristics of Man are by no means concentrated in one or 
another race, but are distributed in particular parts of the body, among the 
different races, in such a manner that each is endowed with some heirloom of this 
relationship – one race more so, another less, and even we Europeans cannot 
claim to be entirely free from evidences of this relationship.25 
 

However, Haeckel certainly believed it the case that certain races retained more traces of 

this primaeval ancestor than others.  Given the proximity of Ceylon to the point of origin 

for humanity, it should not be surprising if the island of Ceylon might shelter the 

remaining vestiges of modern humanity’s forbearers. 

 

Haeckel and race 

In order to place Haeckel’s ethnographic observations into context it is necessary to 

consider briefly his racial theory.  This aspect of his thought, as previously mentioned, 

has been one that has elicited intense scrutiny in the historical literature.26  It was present 

in his earliest lectures on Darwinian evolution and appeared with varying degrees of 

emphasis in most of his popular works on human evolution.  It should be remembered, 

however, that Haeckel was a marine biologist, not an anthropologist.  His interest in 

human racial theory grew out of his concern as a zoologist with Darwinian evolution in 

general. 

In a lecture that he delivered to a circle of friends in November 1865, entitled 

‘Ueber den Stammbaum des Menschengeschlechts’ (trans. ‘The Pedigree of Man’, 1883) 

                                                 
24  Ibid., Eng. ed., vol. ii, p. 325.  Not in first German edition. 
25  Ibid., Ger. ed., p. 498; Eng. ed., vol. ii, pp. 276–7. 
26  See chapter 2. 
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Haeckel identified ten living varieties of humans (Menschen-Arten).  These, he 

suggested, fall under the two broad categories of woolly-haired (wollhaarig) and straight-

haired (schlichthaarig).27  It should not come as a surprise that he judged the latter group 

to be far superior intellectually to the former.  To support his assertion that natural 

selection operates not only within the natural realm but between groups of humans as 

well, he cited the gradual displacement and eradication of inferior human races by more 

advanced ones that could be seen occurring across the globe: 

That immense superiority which the white race has won over other races in the 
struggle for existence is due to Natural Selection, the key to all advance in culture, 
to all so-called history, as it is the key to the origin of species in the kingdoms of 
the living.  That superiority will, without doubt, become more and more marked 
in the future, so that still fewer races of man will be able, as time advances, to 
contend with the white in the struggle for existence.28 
 

He predicted the immanent demise of several races: (using his terminology) the Papuan, 

the Hottentot, the Australian and the American.  Other inferior races – namely, the 

Ethiopian, the Arctic man, the Malay and the Mongol – could survive longer, he 

suggested, because they are better adapted than the white race to the specific climates of 

the regions in which they are found.  Despite the spectacle of racial extermination that he 

described, he attempted to end his lecture on a positive note: 

Melancholy as is the battle of the different races of man [Menschen-Arten], much 
as we may sorrow at the fact that here also might rides at all points over right, a 
lofty consolation is still ours in the thought that, on the whole, it is the more 
perfect, the nobler man that triumphs over his fellows, and that the end of this 
terrific contest is in the vast perfecting and freedom of the human race, the free 
subordination of the individual to the lordship of reason.29  
 

                                                 
27  See table in ‘Ueber den Stammbaum des Menschengeschlechts’, in Gesammelte populäre Vorträge, 

vol. i, p. 95; ‘The Pedigree of Man’, in The Pedigree of Man, vol. i, p. 86. 
28  Ibid., Ger. ed., vol. i, p. 93; Eng ed., vol. i, p. 85. 
29  Ibid., Ger. ed., vol. i, p. 93; Eng ed., vol. i, p. 85; emphasis in German edition. 
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Haeckel elaborated on this theory in the latter part of Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte.  

The woolly-haired variety of human, Haeckel stated, ‘are on the whole at a much lower 

stage of development, and more like apes, than most of the Lissotrichi, or straight-haired 

men’.30  These observations were accompanied by tables and diagrams that illustrated the 

genealogical relations between the various races of humans.  Engraved illustrations also 

demonstrated the way that primates and humans could be arranged into a gradual 

continuum that extends from orang-utans and anthropoid apes up to woolly-haired 

humans, before finally culminating in the straight-haired ‘Mediterranean man’.31  

Haeckel’s subsequent popular works dealing with the subject of human evolution, 

especially Systematische Phylogenie and Die Lebenswunder, contained a further 

reworking of this basic scheme. 

Thus Haeckel went to Ceylon expecting to observe biologically-determined racial 

inequality existing between the various ethnic groups living on the island, and perhaps 

even racial conflict between them as well.  What he observed did, in his estimation, 

confirm such preconceived ideas.  What is more surprising, however, is the way that his 

descriptions also reveal a counter-current to this conception, one which seems to express 

yearnings that in some ways contradicts his scientific theory. 

 

The apelike Veddahs 

In addition to collecting and preserving biological specimens, Haeckel used the 

opportunity to make detailed observations of the peoples he encountered.  The most 

                                                 
30  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 514; History of Creation, vol. ii, p. 307. 
31  Different editions of Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte contained variations of this plate, sometimes as 

the frontispiece. 
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primitive among current inhabitants of Ceylon, according to Haeckel’s assessment, were 

the Veddahs.  He speculated that they were the remnants of the original inhabitants of 

southern Asia, but had gradually been displaced by more advanced races.  Only on the 

secluded island of Ceylon did ‘a few wild hordes still linger in the remotest parts of the 

interior and in the primitive state’.32  Interestingly, Haeckel did not record his direct 

observations of the two thousand or so remnants of this dwindling race, relying instead 

upon the work of other ethnographers for his information.  The original edition of 

Indische Reisebriefe contained a relatively brief description of their anatomy and current 

geographical distribution on the island.  He expanded his discussion significantly in the 

second edition, drawing upon a work by the ethnographer brothers Paul and Fritz Sarasin, 

Die Wedda’s von Ceylon und die sie umgebenden Völkerschaften (The Veddahs of 

Ceylon and Surrounding Tribes, 1893), and he summarised many of their findings in an 

essay published in the Deutsche Rundschau, ‘Die Urbewohner von Ceylon’ (The Original 

Inhabitants of Ceylon).  Of this short, slightly-built forest-dwelling people with negroid 

features, Haeckel pointed out that ‘in many important features of their bodily build (and 

especially of their solid bone structure) they stand much closer to the apes, particularly to 

the chimpanzee, than do Europeans.  They are considered to be the best preserved 

remnants of a very ancient “primary variety” of the curly-haired species of man 

(Euplocamen or Cymotrichen).’33  Among the numerous biometric data collected by the 

brothers Sarasin, one particularly striking characteristic of the Veddah was the unusually 

great length of the forearm or lower leg in relation to the upper arm or upper leg.34  On 

                                                 
32  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, p. 88. 
33  Haeckel, ‘Die Urbewohner von Ceylon’, p. 368.   
34  Ibid., p. 374. 
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the basis of anatomical and psychological evidence, he concluded in the tenth German 

edition of Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (1902), ‘The Veddahs […] are probably 

more closely related to the long-extinct “primeval human” [Urmensch] than any other 

humans.’35     

Equally important, Haeckel believed that this primitive race could provide 

valuable clues as to the mental evolution of the human species.  ‘In order to understand 

correctly the highly differentiated, fine mental life [Seelenleben] of civilised man,’ he had 

suggested in 1866, ‘we must consult not merely his gradual growth in childhood, but also 

his evolution by degrees from lower primitive man [Naturmensch], and from vertebrates, 

from which he first evolved.’36  In a lecture delivered in London in 1898, he pointed out 

that the brains of Veddahs were not much larger than those of the most highly developed 

apes, and therefore could be regarded as a transitional species.37  In terms of mental 

capabilities, the Veddahs have no words for numbers, whereas trained circus dogs can be 

taught to count up to forty or even sixty.38  Nor do they have proper names, but instead 

refer to one another using adjectives.  Apparently they reserve the privilege of bearing a 

name for inanimate objects, since, as Haeckel pointed out in Die Lebenswunder (1904), 

the Veddahs are also incapable of abstract thought, and thus ‘have not the general idea of 

                                                 
35  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th ed., vol. ii, p. 757: ‘The Veddahs [Veddahs and 

Kurumbas] are more probably more closely related than any other humans to the long-extinct 
“primordial man”.’  Not in English edition. 

36  Ernst Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 434. 
37  Ernst Haeckel, The Last Link: Our Present Knowledge of the Descent of Man, ed. Hans Gadow (1898; 

2nd ed., London: Adam and Charles Black, 1899), p. 24. 
38  Haeckel, ‘Die Urbewohner von Ceylon’, p. 381.  Noting the difficulty experienced in teaching the 

Veddahs to count to five or ten on their fingers, Haeckel points out, ‘die dressirten Culturhunde im 
Circus Renz, welche bis dreißig und darüber zählen, haben diese Kunst rascher gelernt!’  Haeckel 
repeats this fact in Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (10th ed., Berlin: Reimer, 1902), vol. ii, p. 805. 
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trees, though they know and give names to individual trees’.39  In later editions of this 

work and Anthropogenie, Haeckel frequently cited the Veddah, along with Australian 

aborigines and African pymies, as an example of a branch of humanity that has remained 

stunted at an earlier state of phylogenetic development.   

Haeckel’s popular works inspired others.  In 1894 the Dutch military doctor 

Eugen Dubois discovered what he believed to be the remains of an intermediary link 

between contemporary humans and their primate ancestors in the Dutch East Indies; this 

relic became known as ‘Java Man’.  Enthused by Haeckel’s work, Dubois decided to 

name his discovery ‘pithecanthropus erectus’, after the hypothetical species Haeckel had 

placed on his genealogical table in Generelle Morphologie.  As with the Veddahs, the 

main characteristic of the Pithecanthropus is its deficient mental ability.  In that work, 

Haeckel gave this human ancestor the name Homo Alalus, for its believed inability to 

speak.40 

Haeckel was greatly concerned with discovering ‘missing links’ between humans 

and lower animals.  The Veddahs of Ceylon and Australian aborigines, together with 

recently discovered skulls in Neanderthal, Germany, represented just such a link for him.  

In a comparison that occurs almost verbatum in all of his works, Haeckel estimated that 

the difference in mental development between these aforementioned groups and the 

higher apes was virtually nonexistent: 

Now, if instituting comparisons in both directions, we place the lowest and most 
ape-like men (the Austral Negroes, Bushmen, and Andamans, etc.), on the one 
hand, together with the most highly developed animals, for instance, with apes, 
dogs, and elephants, and on the other hand, with the most highly developed men – 
Aristotle, Newton, Spinoza, Kant, Lamarck, or Goethe – we can then no longer 

                                                 
39  Haeckel, Die Lebenswunder, p. 101; The Wonders of Life, p. 90. 
40  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 507; History of Creation, vol. ii, p. 300. 
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consider the assertion, that the mental life of the higher mammals has gradually 
developed up to that of man, as in any way exaggerated.41 

 
Nor was it possible to deny the concrete facts of cranial analysis.  In a lectures that he 

delivered at Cambridge in 1906, Haeckel pointed out that the cranial capacity of the 

Pithecanthropus  measured 1,000 c.c., as compared to that of the largest ape 600 c.c.  In 

comparison, ‘[t]he crania of female Australians and Veddahs measure not more than 

1,100, some less than 1,000 c.c.’.42  Thus, he argued, the descent of present-day humans 

and primates from a common ancestor is not at all unlikely.  It is perhaps not surprising, 

then, that certain peoples were anatomically incapable of becoming civilised.  Attempts 

by missionaries to accomplish this had failed, Haeckel remarked, as these savages were 

incapable of morals, gratitude, affection, or reason.43 

 

The ‘tall and graceful’ Tamils 

Haeckel’s physical description of the Veddahs contrasts sharply with that of another 

major ethnic group, the Tamils.  The Tamils, Haeckel informed his reader, ‘are of pure 

Dravidian race, a branch of the human family which was formerly included with the 

Indo-Aryan, but of late years has very properly been regarded as distinct’.  The Tamil 

language bears no relation to that of the majority Cinghalese, and this group retains the 

purity of their race by keeping themselves separate from others.  The Tamils are 

characterised by physical strength, and tend to work as coolies on the island’s English 

coffee plantations, over 200,000 migrating from the mainland as seasonal labourers 

                                                 
41  Ibid., Ger. ed., pp. 548–9; Eng. ed., vol. ii, p. 365. 
42  Haeckel, The Last Link, p. 24. 
43  Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, p. 549; History of Creation, vol. ii, p. 366. 
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during the winter.  Haeckel informed the reader that ‘most anthropologists regard the 

Tamils or Malabars as a remnant of the original natives of Hindostan, who were 

gradually driven southwards by the Aryan races advancing from the north’.44  In 

comparison with the Cinghalese, he remarked, the Tamil has darker skin, ‘the brow is 

lower, the nostrils are broader, the lips thicker and more projecting, and the chin heavier; 

the expression is grave and gloomy.  I rarely saw a Tamil laugh, and never so gaily as is 

quite common with the Cinghalese.’45  But in spite of their coarser features and sullen 

disposition, Haeckel was struck by the Tamils’ physical beauty.  In terms of their 

physical frame, ‘the Tamil is far from being particularly bony or robust, he is, on the 

contrary, tall and graceful; the general proportions of his frame correspond so nearly with 

the artistic standard of beauty that the Dravida [the race to which the Tamils belong] 

cannot be included among the inferior races of humanity – on the contrary, many 

specimens come remarkably near to the Greek ideal.’46  After strolling through an 

English plantation observing their nearly naked forms he reflected, ‘How much better 

might a sculptor here study the true beauty and proportion of the human form among 

these naturally developed models, than in the life-schools of European academies, where 

some model, found with difficulty among the degenerate sons of civilisation and forced 

into some unwonted attitude, is but a poor substitute for the genuine child of nature!’47   

Haeckel’s admiration for the physical beauty of the dark-skinned Tamils is 

consistent with other remarks he made about vigorous primitive peoples around the 

                                                 
44  Haeckel made many of these observations based on a visit to an English coffee plantation in the ‘Hill 

Country’, on the mountainous central plateau of the island.  A Visit to Ceylon, p. 283.  
45  Ibid., p. 284. 
46  Ibid., p. 284. 
47  Ibid., pp. 284–5. 
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world.  For example, the decline of the ‘noble redskins’ of North America, Haeckel 

argued elsewhere, was not due to biological inferiority, but to ‘the superior numbers of 

the white intruders’, who were succeeding in the struggle for existence ‘in spite of a most 

heroic and courageous resistance’ on the part of the region’s original inhabitants.48  Like 

the Spartans, aboriginal North Americans 

owe their rare degree of bodily strength and warlike bravery to a similar careful 
selection of the newly-born children.  Among them, also, all children that are 
weak or affected with any infirmity are immediately killed, and only the perfectly 
strong individuals remain in life, and propagate the race.  That the race becomes 
greatly strengthened, in the course of very many generations, by this artificial 
selection cannot in itself be doubted, and is sufficiently proved by many well 
known facts.49   
 

Such praise of the Tamils’ beauty are all the more surprising since Haeckel did not 

consider the Tamils to be phylogenetically related to the Indo-Aryan group, to which 

Germans belong. 

 

The Cinghalese: simple children of nature 

While Haeckel’s description of the Tamils was based mainly upon observations that he 

made of them working on the plantations, he had much more intimate contact with the 

Cinghalese.  Accordingly, it is with them that he most closely identified.  He had access 

to an interpreter and conducted the majority of his marine research activities from the 

coastal town of Belligam, in the Cinghalese region of the island.  Based on linguistic, 

physiological, and historical evidence, Haeckel informed the reader, they are the 

descendants of Hindus who migrated from the mainland.  This places them in the same 

ethnic group as the Greeks and Romans, and he described them as ‘indolent Buddhists of 

                                                 
48   Ibid. 
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Aryan origin, peaceable, retiring, and timid’.50  But in spite of this noble lineage, they 

surprised Haeckel by the primitiveness of their way of life.  He remarked that ‘the 

simplicity of their garments and dwellings is so complete that they answer perfectly to the 

description given of true savages, though they are descended from a long civilized 

race’.51   

Like the Tamils, the Cinghalese receive praise in Haeckel’s narrative for their 

physical beauty.  They are ‘a small and delicate race, with a dark bronze skin, in some 

cases verging on coffee colour and in others on chestnut brown’.52  As in the case of the 

Tamils, Haeckel viewed the Cinghalese with the aesthetic interest of an artist, but he was 

especially intrigued by the frail, childlike bodies of the adult men.  Since they wear very 

little clothing, ‘the painter can study their graceful forms and curiously slender limbs at 

every step and turn, and in every conceivable attitude.  Among the lads of from sixteen to 

twenty he will meet with beautiful models. […]  Their features at that age are often finely 

moulded and noble, and distinguished by a certain cast of melancholy.’53  The boys, he 

informed the reader with somewhat mitigated praise, ‘are remarkable for the poetic 

beauty of expression in their fine Aryan features.  This is conspicuous in a finely cut 

mouth and very dark, inspired-looking eyes, promising much more than the brain within 

                                                                                                                                                 
49  Haeckel, History of Creation, vol. i, p. 171.  Not in first German edition.  
50  Haeckel is relying upon the research of others in conveying this information.  In addition to the 

scholarly works on India cited above, he was particularly influenced by the linguistic classification 
scheme of August Schleicher.  This naturalist had written an open letter to Haeckel explaining how the 
change, diffusion, and splintering of languages over time lent support to Darwin’s theory of  
physiological evolution.  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, p. 333. 

51  Ibid., p. 118. 
52  Ibid., p. 49. 
53  Ibid., pp. 49–50. 
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fulfils.’54  Haeckel was equally enchanted with the ‘charming’ and ‘delightful’ children 

whom he frequently described as ‘absolutely superior to any clothing’.55  Nonetheless, 

Haeckel’s own talents as a painter lay in the depiction of landscapes and vegetation rather 

than portraiture, and so in the paintings that he made during his time in Ceylon the 

inhabitants appear as small foreground figures in broader scenes.  

The life of the Cinghalese is equally childlike in its ease and simplicity.  The 

plentitude of nature makes hard labour unnecessary, and indeed what work they do 

perform resembles the play of children more than the toil of an adult.  At one point, 

Haeckel recounted a romantic vignette of  

the solitary fishers [… who] prefer to take their prey in the rolling surf; and it is 
very interesting to watch the naked brown figure, with no protection against the 
scorching sun but a broad-brimmed palm hat, leaping boldly into the tumbling 
waves and bringing out the fish in a small hand-net.  He seems to enjoy his fresh 
salt bath as much as his children do, who play by dozens on the sands, and are 
accomplished swimmers by the time they are six or eight years old.56  

 
On another occasion, Haeckel wistfully observed that ‘if the sun is too hot, or a shower 

comes on suddenly, the Cinghalese simply breaks off one of the great Caladium leaves – 

it protects him better than a cotton or silk umbrella, and is elegantly marked with 

transparent veining, often painted with crimson spots.  Thus, in this sunny paradise, 

parasols grow by the wayside’.57  Perhaps for this reason they  

are not indifferent to the value of money, but they need less of the commodity, 
perhaps, than any other people on earth; there are few spots, indeed, where kindly 
mother Nature pours out so inexhaustible and interrupted a supply of her richest 
and choicest gifts as on this privileged isle.  The poorest Cinghalese can with the 
greatest ease earn as much as will buy the rice which is absolutely indispensable 

                                                 
54  Ibid., pp. 202–03. 
55  Ibid., p. 62. 
56  Ibid., p. 165. 
57  Ibid., pp. 165–6. 
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for life […].  The abundance of vegetable produce on land, and the quantity of 
fish obtained from the sea are so enormous that there is no lack of curry with the 
rice and other varieties in their diet.58 

 
Curiously, Haeckel’s description of ‘kindly mother Nature’ would appear to contradict 

the Darwinian world view, which emphasises a vicious struggle for scarce resources, 

resulting in Malthusian misery and starvation for the less vigorous.   The Cinghalese live 

in a tropical playground; Haeckel’s descriptions include no mention of hunger, misery or 

want.  Reflecting on their simple life of lying in a palm hut, chewing on betel-nut and 

spending hours grooming themselves, Haeckel exclaimed, ‘Enviable Cinghalese!  you 

have no care either for the morrow or for the more distant future.  All that you and your 

children need to keep you alive grows under your hand, and what more you may desire 

by way of luxury you can procure with the very smallest amount of exertion. […]  You 

are quite content to be simple human souls, children of nature, living in paradise, and 

enjoying it.’59 

As previously mentioned, Haeckel decided to base his research activities from the 

town of Belligam, in which there was a complete absence of European inhabitants, as 

opposed to Point de Galle, with a large European contingent and civilised atmosphere.  

He decided to forego completely the comforts of European civilisation so that he ‘could 

look forward to giving myself up in perfect liberty to the delights of the lavish nature of 

the tropics, to living in the midst of the simple children of nature, and forming some 

conception of that visionary primaeval paradise into which the human race was born’.60  

Oddly enough, however, this paradise was inhabited, not by Adam and Eve, but by 

                                                 
58  Ibid., p. 169. 
59  Ibid., p. 170. 
60  Ibid., p. 153. 
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animated Greek statues, as these apparent savages also immediately brought to his mind 

associations with classical antiquity.61  ‘The boys’, he observed, ‘particularly are 

remarkable for a poetical beauty of expression in their fine Aryan features [… and] it 

would be easy to fancy that a Greek statue had come to life’.62  He recounted that upon 

arriving at his temporary residence, ‘It really seemed as though I should be pursued by 

the familiar aspects of classical antiquity from the first moment of my arrival at my 

idyllic home.’63  His aged personal attendant, though far from representing the epitome of 

Greek beauty, bore a striking resemblance to the well-known bust of Socrates, thus 

earning this nickname.  Entering another room, he encountered a low-caste servant boy 

who so closely resembled the classical bronze statue of ‘Youth Adoring’ in the German 

antiquities museum that the naturalist was at first surprised to see him move.  On account 

of the youth’s devotion to him while he went about his research, Haeckel decided to call 

him, without a trace of false modesty, Ganymede, after the cup-bearer to the Greek gods. 

There are far more references to male than to female Cinghalese in Haeckel’s 

travel narrative, and he apologised to his female readers for this omission.  The simple 

reason for this, he explained, is that Cinghalese women stayed within the home and were 

rarely seen in public.  ‘[G]irls are taught at a very early age to remain within doors and 

perform domestic duties,’ he observed, ‘and they are soon past their bloom.  They are 

often married at ten or twelve, and are old women between twenty and thirty.  

                                                 
61  Said has remarked, ‘To the Westerner, however, the Oriental is always like some aspect of the West; so 

some of the German Romantics, for example, Indian religion was essentially an Oriental version of 
Germano-Christian pantheism.’  Said, Orientalism, p. 67. 

62  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, pp. 202–3. 
63  Ibid., p. 199. 
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Grandmothers of twenty-five or thirty are very common.’64  In an inversion of the 

European norm, it is men who are the fair sex on the island; indeed, Haeckel’s 

description of mature women in Ceylon could be vicious.  When four daughters of the 

headman from a neighbouring village visited him at his makeshift research post one 

evening, they appeared to him by the light of the cocoanut-oil lamp like witches, ‘each 

more wrinkled and hideous than the last’.  Like Ganymede and Socrates, they evoked in 

Haeckel’s mind an image from classical mythology, but a far more pejorative one.  ‘If 

they had been but three,’ he remarked rather venomously, ‘I could have mistaken them 

for the three Phorcydes, the witches of the classical Sabbat [Walpurgisnacht], and might 

have made myself agreeable to them after the fashion of Mephistopheles.’65  Nonetheless 

he was often enchanted by the younger women when he had the rare opportunity to 

observe them.  He praised the sixteen-year-old daughter of the second chief of Belligam, 

for example, remarking that her ‘perfect figure and form might have served as a model 

for a sculptor’.66  Haeckel was also very impressed with the sixteen children of one 

Cinghalese chief: 

The graceful figures, and, in the elder girls, the well-developed form of their 
bodies and limbs, and remarkably small hands and feet, no doubt constitute 
several of the two and thirty ‘points’, which, according to the Cinghalese poets, 
are indispensable to beauty.  Above all, they insist on long black hair, almond-
shaped eyes, swelling hips, a bosom like the young cocoanut, etc., etc.67  
 

                                                 
64  Ibid., p. 237. 
65  Haeckel, Ceylon, pp. 244–5.  Haeckel is referring to an episode in the second part of Goethe’s Faust, 

during which Mephistopheles encounters the Phorcydes, three ancient hags from Greek mythology 
who shared one eye and one tooth between them.  In the poem, Mephistopheles ingratiates himself to 
them by imitating their appearance, closing one eye and revealing one tooth.  After having done so the 
demon expresses concern at having become a hermaphrodite: ‘Man schilt mich nun, o Schmach, 
Hermaphroditen.’ (Now am I called, oh shame, Hermaphrodite.)  Goethe, Faust, part 2, line 8029. 

66  Ibid., p. 266. 
67  Ibid., p. 253. 

 342



The Hindus on the mainland exhibited a similar uncanny mixture of evolutionary 

advancement and regression, in Haeckel’s assessment.  The caste system seemed in some 

respects primitive, and yet he credited it for preserving their racial purity.  Haeckel was 

fascinated by the way in which ‘[t]he foreheads […] of men and women are painted with 

streaks and patterns of various hues, the sign of their caste […].  The institution of caste 

and the Brahminical religion are preserved among them very generally, to the present 

day.’  He also found himself repulsed by the garish temples and grotesque statuary that he 

saw.68  The Hindus thus served as an example of a great civilisation that had degenerated 

to its present state. 

Although childlike, the character of the Cinghalese was not entirely innocent.  

Although they might have less need of money than a European, the same was not true for 

a European in Ceylon.  While riding in a coach, Haeckel thought to himself, ‘Here the 

struggle for existence seemed to have ceased.’  That is, until he was asked for a tip and 

scolded by the driver for giving too paltry an amount than is befitting a blond-haired, fair 

skinned, and thus high-caste, man such as himself.69  On another occasion, he remarked 

with amusement how the Cinghalese boatmen haggle over prices over the prices of the 

trinkets they offer to sell to European visitors, sometimes initially asking ten times the 

value of the good, or more.70  Later, in his Belligam residence, he recounted how 

Socrates,  

had warned me on the very first day of my arrival of the atrocious character of his 
fellow-countrymen, [… but] that he himself was the best of men, and that I might 
trust him implicitly in everything.  How great, then, was my surprise when the 
chief headman paid me a visit immediately after, and quietly told me very much 

                                                 
68  Ibid., p. 63. 
69  Ibid., p. 171. 
70  Ibid., p. 76. 
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the same thing; and when, next day, half a dozen more of the village officials 
called upon me and repeated the tune with variations.  Each and all implored me 
to be on my guard with all his fellow villagers, for that they were a bad lot for the 
most part – liars, thieves, slanderers, and so forth; that the speaker himself was the 
only exception, and on his friendship I might fully rely.71   

 
From this experience, Haeckel concluded that ‘the Cinghalese in general are much given 

to cheating and cunning, and are, above all, liars of the first proficiency’; however, 

consoled himself by reflecting, ‘[T]hey are not addicted to deeds of violence; assault and 

manslaughter are very rare, and robbing and murder quite exceptional.  They seldom 

display strong passions of any kind; their temperament being, on the whole, decidedly 

phlegmatic.’72  Indeed, the Cinghalese were involved in agriculture as they have a 

distinct aversion to the hard physical labour involved in plantation work.73  In add

lethargy, the Cinghalese were prone to personal vanity.  His interpreter, William, would 

scoff at the suggestion that he be asked to carry anything or perform any physical labour, 

insisting that he was not a coolie.  On the other hand, William spent several hours each 

morning combing his long dark hair and admiring his own reflection in the mirror, an 

operation that Haeckel described as a drama in six acts.

ition to 

                                                

74  Perhaps it was for reasons such 

as these that, as Haeckel reported elsewhere in his narrative: 

most families of the educated class [in India] are forced to send their children to 
England or Germany after the first few years of their life, not merely on account 
of the unfavourable effects of a tropical climate on the delicate constitutions of 
European children born in India, but, even more, to avoid the evil moral influence 
incurred at every moment through intercourse with the natives.75  
 

Perhaps because of the ‘indolent and languid’ temperament of the Cinghalese, their 

 
71  Ibid., pp. 238–9. 
72  Ibid., p. 239. 
73  Ibid., pp. 88–9. 
74  Ibid., p. 204. 
75  Ibid., p. 24. 
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numbers were declining in numbers in the face of the more vigorous Tamil peoples, who 

possess ‘greater energy and powers of endurance’.  He informed the reader that the 

Tamils ‘were gradually driven southwards by the [Indo-]Aryan races advancing from the 

north; but in Ceylon they assumed the part of conquerors, gradually exterminating the 

Aryan-Cinghalese, who had previously taken possession of the island’.76 

What is remarkable about this passage is the lack of negative evaluation of the 

situation.  Haeckel neither condemned the Cinghalese for their idleness nor lamented the 

fact that the non-Aryan Tamils were taking over the island at the expense of the Aryan 

Cinghalese.  On the contrary, he found it easy to forgive such venial sins, and left Ceylon 

with a vision of paradisaical innocence.  ‘Where is the careworn son of culture’, Haeckel 

asked rhetorically, ‘who would not envy you your harmless mode of existence and your 

Eden-like simplicity!’77 

 

Sharing knowledge 

Haeckel’s assessment of the Cinghalese as ‘mere grown-up children’78 was given further 

support by the response of the inhabitants of Belligam to his research activities.  The 

boatmen and fishermen gave him ‘considerable difficulties’ as they could not fathom why 

he would want to catch such inedible sea creatures as jellyfish and polyps in his net: ‘I 

could see plainly on their faces that they thought me a fool.’79  After surmounting this 

challenge, Haeckel had to deal with the curious onlookers and visitors on the shore when 

                                                 
76  Ibid., p. 283. 
77  Ibid., p. 171. 
78  Ibid., p. 219. 
79  Ibid., p. 213. 
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he returned.  ‘In spite of the scorching heat,’ he recounted, ‘almost all the population of 

Belligam were crowded together on the strand to satisfy their curiosity as to the results of 

my wonderful new mode of fishing.  Every one wanted to see what I had caught, and 

what I should do with it, or, rather, in what way I proposed to eat it, for of course no one 

would catch sea-creatures unless to eat them.’80  The exception to this estimation was the 

Aretshi Abayavira or second head man of Belligam, whom he described as 

a remarkably clever and bright Cinghalese of about forty years of age, whose 
general information and range of interests was far greater than those of most of 
his countrymen.  He had none of their stolid and lazy indifference; on the 
contrary, he displayed an eager interest in every kind of knowledge, and had done 
his best, so far as lay in his power, to promote it in his immediate circle.  He 
spoke tolerably good English, and expressed himself with a natural intelligence 
and soundness of judgment that frequently astonished me.81 

 
The Aretshi served as an intermediary between Haeckel and the locals, although Haeckel 

recalled that his explanations met with disbelief: 

when he explained that I did all this simply with a scientific purpose and to make 
a collection for study, they neither understood nor believed him; on the contrary, 
most of them scented some mysterious magic behind all these doings, the brewing 
of philtres or the like; while the more realistic spirits opined that I was concocting 
some new variety of curry; the really judicious, however, regarded me simply as 
an European madman.82 
 

 

The English administrators 

The other major ethnographic group with which Haeckel dealt in his travelogue is, of 

course, the English colonial administrators.  His description reveals a mixture of 

admiration and disdain for the English.  Haeckel remarked with wonder how the English 

                                                 
80  Ibid., p. 216. 
81  Ibid., p. 212. 
82  Ibid., p. 217. 
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consumed five large meals per day and prodigious quantities of alcohol.  Haeckel, on the 

other hand, felt satiated with three much smaller portions.  One particular major on the 

steamship to India took double helpings at each of the five meals, as well as biscuits and 

drinks in between.  The high mortality rate among English administrators, he surmised, 

could be accounted for by such gluttony and intemperance.83  On another occasion 

Haeckel ridiculed the English custom of wearing a stovepipe hat in all weather regardless 

of the impracticality, a custom which the Cinghalese, conscious of the symbols of 

authority, were quickly adopting as well.84  Haeckel balked at one English governor’s 

expectation that he carry black evening formal wear in his light travel kit.85  Haeckel 

expressed his frustration at ‘the English hotels in the great Indian cities, with their 

inconvenient hours, their stiff etiquette, and their swarms of tiresome servants, [which] 

hamper the movements of travellers in a very disagreeable manner’.86  In reference to the 

main newspaper on the island, the Ceylon Observer, edited and published by the 

Commissioner of Ceylon, Haeckel regretted that it expressed ‘the spirit of stern and 

gloomy orthodoxy and conservative rigidity which unfortunately characterizes so many 

professedly liberal English journals’.87  Nevertheless, the English, who had sponsored the 

Challenger deep-sea research expedition, put to shame ‘the great continental states of 

                                                 
83  Ibid., pp. 26, 112: ‘Indeed, when, after a few years residence here, they generally suffer from disorders 

of the stomach and liver, I must think that the fault lies less in the hot climate than in the want of 
exercise, on the one hand, and the unnecessary amount of food consumed on the other; for the 
residents often eat and drink twice or thrice as much as is necessary for health – heavy rich foods and 
fiery spirituous liquors.  In this respect they display a conspicuous contrast to the extremely simple and 
frugal natives, who, for the most part, live chiefly on rice, with curry and a little fruit at most, and who 
drink water exclusively, or a little palm-wine’ (p. 112). 

84  Ibid., p. 196. 
85  Ibid., p. 286. 
86  Ibid., p. 44. 
87  Ibid., p. 106. 
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Europe, who spend their money chiefly on breech-loaders and big guns’.88  Haeckel 

regarded Britain’s colonial pursuits as a peaceful enterprise whose goal was not the 

subjugation and exploitation of inferior peoples but rather the elevation of humanity as a 

whole.  ‘On the whole,’ Haeckel concluded, ‘a closer intimacy with the state of affairs in 

Ceylon confirmed me in the feeling that here, as in their other colonies, the practical 

instinct of the English hits on the right method, and manages the administration with 

greater discretion and insight than would be possible to most other civilized nations.’89  

Haeckel admired in particular the efficiency of the English postal communication 

system.90 

Haeckel’s book admittedly had political motivations.  Haeckel professed his 

admiration at the skill with which the English were able to govern their vast colonial 

empire with a relatively small administration.  Haeckel ended his travelogue with a plea 

to Germans to follow England’s example by establishing colonies of its own.91  His 

position was consistent with that of the National Liberals, who lobbied the German 

government to establish overseas colonies.  In 1884, one year after the publication of 

Indische Reisebriefe, Germany began the process of acquiring colonies.92 

                                                 
88  Ibid., p. 136. 
89  Ibid., p. 156. 
90  Ibid., p. 115. 
91  Ibid., p. 336: ‘Instead, then, of watching the extension and consolidation of English power with 

grudging and envious eyes, we should do better to study the political skill which brings progress and 
benefit to the whole human race.  If Germany, following the example of her British cousin, had 
founded colonies while it was yet time, how far more important might our German culture have proved 
to the world at large; how much greater might not her position have been!’ 

92  By the time of the 1919 Versailles Treaty, Germany’s modest colonial possessions amounted to the 
Marshall Islands and the Bismarck Archipelago in the Pacific; Kaichow off the coast of China; and in 
Africa the Camaroons, Togoland, German South-West Africa and German East Africa.  They were 
maintained more as a result of the perceived need to compete with other European powers than as 
sources of raw materials or locations for permanent settlement; accordingly, Germany’s overseas 
empire proved to be an economic liability rather than a source of national wealth.  
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Conclusion 

It is surely not accidental that Darwin’s theory and Haeckel’s exposition of it aroused so 

much interest in late-nineteenth-century Germany.  Historian Stephen Kern has observed 

that the academic culture of this period was characterised by a particularly acute 

historical awareness, as the fin-de-siècle ‘generation looked to [history] for stability in 

the face of rapid technological, cultural, and social change.  Its thinkers developed a keen 

sense of the historical past as a source of identity in an increasingly secular world.’93  In 

such an environment – one evoked by the names of historians such as Burckhardt, Ranke, 

Mommsen, and Treitschke – Darwin’s theory offered an alternative to the biblical 

foundational narrative, one based on empirical science.94  In fact, Haeckel’s bestselling 

Die Welträthsel carried the working title ‘Genesis’ at one point prior to publication, as a 

draft of the title page held in the Haeckelhaus Archive shows.95  Hayden White has 

asserted that, while Darwin sought to provide a ‘value-neutral description of the facts’ of 

descent with modification, he unwittingly ‘transformed “the facts” from a structure of 

merely contiguously related particulars into a sublimated synecdoche’.96   White 

suggested that, through the way in which he selected and arranged the evidence for 

evolution from the geological record into a specific narrative structure, Darwin implicitly 

                                                 
93  Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880–1918 (Cambridge MS: Harvard University Press, 

1983), pp. 36–37. 
94  Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: 

The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). 
95  Olaf Breidbach, ‘Monismus um 1900 – Wissenschaftspraxis oder Weltanschauung?’, in Erna Aescht, 

et al. (eds.), Welträtsel und Lebenswunder: Ernst Haeckel – Werk, Wirkung und Folgen, p. 293, plate 
3. 

96 Hayden White, ‘The Fictions of Factual Representation’, in Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural 
Criticism (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), pp. 133–4. 
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lent justification to a liberal programme of gradual and moderate political and economic 

reform. 

European academics looked not only to Europe’s own past for written records and 

artefacts with which to construct its identity, but also to the present-day mode of life of 

non-Western cultures.  Through ethnographic studies, the modern researcher could, it was 

assumed, catch a glimpse of Europe in an earlier stage of its own development.  

Haeckel’s ethnographical descriptions tend to confirm Edward Said’s observation that the 

Western scholar ‘views the Orient as something whose existence is not only displayed 

but has remained fixed in time and place for the West’.97  The peoples of Ceylon – 

sheltered on this island from the pressures of international rivalries, economic 

competitiveness, and social disruption – embody in Haeckel’s account the vestiges of 

Europe’s own past.  Haeckel’s highly public and at times manic advocacy of Darwin’s 

theory appears to be, in effect, a reaction formation to his repressed longing for a point of 

respite from the starvation and predation entailed by natural selection and its liberal 

economic counterpart.  What is particularly curious in the case of Haeckel’s observations 

of Ceylon, however, is that he unwittingly discovered on this island several creation 

stories unfolding alongside one another.  Indeed, his ethnographic observations 

demonstrate a marked reluctance to abandon notions of primeval innocence, fall and 

redemption.  Among the Veddahs, Haeckel believed that he had found a missing 

biological link between primates and more highly-evolved races of humans.  Their plight 

of immanent extinction presented a jarring contrast with the simple and effortless life 

enjoyed by the Cinghalese in their Edenic, tropical paradise.  The outward appearance of 

                                                 
97  Said, Orientalism, p. 108. 
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the Cinghalese, furthermore, evoked the childhood of Western civilisation through their 

resemblance to classical Greek statuary.  Whenever his idealised expectations were not 

met, he attributed their vices to childlike immaturity.  The Tamils working in the 

plantations presented an idyllic picture of a pastoral and pre-industrial culture.  Each of 

the ethnic groups on the island appears to have embodied for Haeckel a different 

imagined past, and together they helped to provide a frame of reference with which to 

contextualise the rapid changes taking place during the founding years of the German 

Empire.  While the spectacle of the pious worshippers of the Holy Footprints on Adam’s 

Peak offered Haeckel the occasion to recount a quaint religious rite that he observed 

among these peoples, he unwittingly fashioned his own garland of wonderful legends 

from the entwined and conflicting strains of narrative that made up his own imagined 

past.  All of these imagined genealogies resurface in the form of fantasised images of the 

idyllic life on Ceylon.   

We saw at the beginning of this chapter how Haeckel made an association 

between ‘the diverse creepers and climbers [that] entwine in unsurpassed beauty and 

abundance the tremendous giant trees of Ceylon with fantastic decorations’ and the 

‘garland of wonderful legends’ that ‘encompassed the conical summit of the Adam’s 

Peak’.  Yet, these legends resembled the dense foliage of the jungles of Ceylon in more 

than just their beauty.  While Bölsche wrote in his biography of Haeckel of how the 

naturalist ‘at last penetrated into the wildest virgin forests of Ceylon’,98 this incursion 

was more difficult than Haeckel anticipated.  ‘Jungle is not, in fact, the “forest 

primæval”, the wilderness untrodden of man’, he told his readers.  ‘This has no existence 

                                                 
98  The English translation is more evocative than the original German, which reads, ‘wie er im Hochland 

von Ceylon endlich in die wildesten Urwaldgründe pürscht’ (p. 192). 
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in Ceylon, excepting in a very few spots and those of very small extent.’99  In reality, 

there was no part of the wilderness that had not been modified in some way by hum

activity.  Nevertheless, he expressed frustration at how it had ‘grown up without any kind 

of order, and in such wild confusion – so tangled with creepers and climbers, with 

parasitic ferns, orchids, and other hangers-on, every gap closed with a compact netwo

of bush and brake – that it is quite impossible to unravel the knot and distinguish the 

closely matted stems’.  His attempt to penetrate it me

The first time I attempted to make my way into such a jungle, I soon convinced 
myself that when once well grown, it is absolutely impenetrable without axe and 
fire.  I spent a good hour in working through a few yards, and then retreated, 
completely discouraged from any further efforts; stung by mosquitoes, bitten by 
ants, my clothes torn, my arms and legs bleeding, wounded by the thousand 
thorns and spines.100 
 

Haeckel’s experience making his way through the thick brush can be seen as emblematic 

of his attempt to make sense of the anthropological observations he made in Ceylon.  His 

frequent references to the idyllic, carefree life of the natives, particularly the Cinghalese, 

reveal a deep desire to discover in Ceylon an Eden-like paradise.  However, he could 

never quite bring himself to admit that what he had found instead was a civilisation 

exhibiting the same vanity, deception, and, indeed, struggle for existence, that 

characterised the industrial, urban culture of Berlin that he disdained. 

 

 
99  Haeckel, A Visit to Ceylon, p. 120. 
100  Ibid., pp. 120–1. 



Chapter 10: Concluding Remarks 

 

In 1918, one year prior to Haeckel’s death, the German sociologist Max Weber addressed 

a group of students at the University of Munich with a lecture entitled ‘Science as 

Vocation’.  Aware of the mood of disillusionment prevalent among them and their 

longing for new authority figures to replace the leaders tarnished by the disastrous World 

War, Weber was perhaps the most astute observer of the feeling of unease which haunts 

the modern era as a result of the declining cogency of traditional beliefs and social 

structures.  Weber described the way in which formal rationality, according to which 

assessments are made based on utilitarian criteria and cost–benefit analysis, tends to 

supplant substantive rationality, in which established normative values supply the 

standard for such judgements.  The values associated with substantive rationality are 

often attributed to a source that transcends mundane reality.  During the modern era, 

Weber argued, a process of ‘disenchantment’ takes place, as it becomes increasingly 

accepted that ‘there are no mysterious incalculable forces [which] come into play, but 

rather that one can, in principle, master all things by calculation’.1  In his assessment, the 

shift of substantive reason from religion and metaphysics into the three spheres of 

science, morality and art had fragmented the earlier unified world view.2  Since formal 

rationality does not satisfy the human craving for moral certainty and wonder, there is a 

tendency, which Weber found ominous, for people to turn increasingly to irrational 

                                                 
1  Max Weber, ‘Science as Vocation’, in H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (trans. and eds.), From Max 

Weber: Essays in Sociology (essay originally published 1919; New York: Oxford University Press, 
1946), p. 139. 

2  Jürgen Habermas, ‘Modernity – an Incomplete Project’, in Peter Brooker (ed.), 
Modernism/Postmodernism (London: Longman Group UK Limited, 1992), p. 131. 
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systems of belief that promise higher values which purportedly transcend mere efficacy.  

In his speech, Weber did not advocate a return to the normative values of the past, and 

still less did he suggest that university mandarins such as himself should supplant those 

authorities; instead, he warned of some of the challenges and even dangers that face 

modern secular society.  When Weber asked rhetorically at one point in his speech, ‘Who 

– aside from certain big children who are indeed found in the natural sciences – still 

believes that the findings of astronomy, biology, physics, or chemistry could teach us 

anything about the meaning of the world?’, his admonition, while it did not identify any 

offender by name, was no doubt aimed squarely at Haeckel and others of his ilk.3  ‘[T]he 

prophet and demagogue’, Weber stated emphatically, ‘do not belong on the academic 

platform’.  Natural science, in his view, can offer no guide concerning ethical matters and 

he warned that the attempt ‘intellectually to construe new religions without new and 

genuine prophecy […] will create only fanatical sects but never a genuine community’.4 

The conclusion which Weber drew from this state of affairs could scarcely have 

been more different from that of Haeckel, who believed that it is possible to re-establish a 

form of substantive rationality, with the patterns discovered in nature providing the 

normative foundation.  As we have seen, Haeckel used his social status as a professor at a 

German university not only to disseminate knowledge attained through the empirical 

study of nature, but also to promote his idiosyncratic philosophical world view.  Near the 

beginning of his career he summed up his standpoint in Generelle Morphologie with the 

maxim, ‘All true natural science is philosophy and all true philosophy is natural science.  

                                                 
3  Weber, ‘Science as Vocation’, p. 142. 
4  Ibid., p. 155. 
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All true science, however, is nature-philosophy.’5  From his perspective, philosophy and 

natural science are inextricably intertwined, since a coherent programme of naturalistic 

research is predicated on the monistic belief that the universe is regulated by inalterable 

laws which are comprehensible to the human intellect.  This necessary presupposition 

excludes the possibility that there are supernatural forces or a cosmic intelligence which 

intervene in the process or direct it from outside – an assumption which, as we have seen, 

Haeckel believed confirmed by the remorselessness of the natural selection process and 

the dysteleological morphology of organisms.6  Once revealed, the patterns immanent in 

the natural world will provide the secure basis from which to derive a world view that is 

consistent with everyday lived experience, and in which science, morality and art – in 

Haeckel’s terminology, ‘the True, the Good and the Beautiful’ – will be united.  Thus 

Haeckel and Weber shared a concern about the apparent fragmentation of world view, 

and of the ‘inner conflict’ (Zerrissenheit) that this produces. 

The positions taken by Weber and Haeckel represent two possible reactions to the 

trend towards secularisation during the period.  The historian Owen Chadwick defined 

secularisation as ‘a growing tendency of man to do without religion’.7  By narrowing his 

analysis to the institutional forms of religion in Europe, however, Chadwick left 

unexamined the previously-mentioned ‘complex, mutual displacements between the 

religious and the secular’ identified by LaCapra.8  These can be seen in such hybrid 

phenomena as the various ‘secular religions’ that emerged during this period, whether of 

                                                 
5  Haeckel, Generelle Morphologie, vol. ii, p. 447; emphasis in original. 
6  See chapter 5. 
7  Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1968), p. 17. 
8  See chapter 1 of this thesis.  LaCapra, ‘Tropisms of Intellectual History’, p. 506. 
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the sort deliberately constructed by Haeckel, Maximilien Robespierre or Auguste Comte, 

or fervently-held political or economic ideologies, among them notably nationalism, 

liberalism, socialism or, slightly later, fascism.  As we have seen in the case of 

Haeckelian Monism, the movement away from belief in the supernatural and towards a 

secular world view in the modern period did not entail the wholesale substitution of one 

self-contained set of beliefs for another – for example, of atheistic materialism for 

biblical literalism – nor was the process unidirectional.  Rather, it involved the 

appropriation by the individual of elements from various sources, selected according to 

his or her emotional needs, and the spontaneous formation of communities of shared 

experience by individuals who adopted common points of view.9  Often, spiritual 

longings were expressed in the language of materialism, or materialist concepts in that of 

transcendental metaphysics.  Particularities of national culture certainly exerted a strong 

influence on the form that this development took, in relation to the elements available in a 

given situation and to the individual’s expectations as to what is emotionally satisfying.  

In Haeckel’s case, Romantic Idealism and German liberal aspirations for national unity 

strongly coloured his universal Monist philosophy, as did the pantheist-tinged theology of 

Schleiermacher and the radical theological criticism of Strauss. 

 

Ruination 

We have seen how Haeckel and his contemporaries felt that a seismic shift was occurring 

in their era concerning the way they visualized the world around them.  Wilhelm 

Breitenbach summed up this prevailing mood in his contribution to the eightieth birthday 

                                                 
9  Frank Simon-Ritz has documented this process in relation to the free-thought movement in Germany; 

 356



festschrift, Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken.  The unprecedented success of the natural 

sciences, and Darwin’s contributions in particular, he recalled,  

supplied us with an entirely different picture of our own place in the world that on 
many points ran directly counter to the dogmatically-prescribed views that had 
been handed down to us.  Old ideas with which we had grown up, and which had 
been taught in school and in the family as sacrosanct and absolutely true, were 
proven false and needed to be excised from our intellectual life.  Many idols lay 
shattered on the ground, the old world sank, and we felt the need to construct a 
new one.10  

 
Many shared the feeling that they were living at a time of crisis and anomie, in which 

long-established social and moral edifices were collapsing as their foundations crumbled.  

Pastor Kalthoff, later the first chairman of the DMB, expressed a similar sentiment in 

Religiöse Weltanschauung (The Religious World View, 1903).  ‘Indeed, we are truly 

living through one of the hours of birth in the history of the world,’ he wrote, ‘such as 

appear only at intervals of millennia, where a new day of creation is begun and a new 

“Let there be” [ein neues “Werde”] is proclaimed in the life of humanity.’11  In the 

eightieth birthday festschrift, Ludwig Gurlitt emphasised the positive nature of Haeckel’s 

Monism when he observed, ‘Friedrich Nietzsche shattered the Christian world view 

through criticism, Ernst Haeckel did so by providing a better explanation for the world as 

a whole.’12 

Contemporaries frequently accused Haeckel of having arbitrarily fabricated an 

ersatz religion that is not even worthy of serious discussion.  In an anti-Monist pamphlet 

from 1894, the Superintendent of the Evangelical Church in Jena, August Heinrich 

                                                                                                                                                 
see Die Organisation einer Weltanschauung. 

10  Wilhelm Breitenbach, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 213. 
11  Albert Kalthoff, Religiöse Weltanschauung.  Reden (Leipzig: Eugen Diederichs, 1903), p. 3. 
12  Gurlitt, Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 238. 
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Braasch, objected to Haeckel’s portrayal of Monism as a religion on the grounds that 

religion is ‘a conscious relationship of humans to a Power that stands above nature [zu 

einer überweltlichen Macht]’; this definition would of course exclude Haeckel’s 

immanentist pantheism.13  Similarly, the botanist Adolph Hansen maintained in a 

pamphlet he published in 1908, ‘The essential aspect of every religion, the individual’s 

awareness of the connection between his finitude and a Divinity, a moral idea, is 

completely absent.  Also, Haeckel has already explained that in his Monism science and 

religion are completely merged.’14  Even those who were on friendlier terms with 

Haeckel were uneasy with his tendency to blur the boundary between science and faith

Hans Gadow (1855–1928), an ornithologist and former student then working at 

Cambridge, remarked in his contribution to the eightieth birthday festschrift that b

replacing Christian doctrines with Monist ones, Haeckel was in effect asking his readers 

‘[t]o give up phrases that upon cool reflection prove to be childish nonsense for other 

phrases that admittedly spring from pure reason but are basically incomprehensible 

concepts’.  The results, in his view, are far fro

.  

y 

m satisfactory: 

                                                

Taken individually, ‘God and World’ are just as incomprehensible as ‘God-
Nature’, or the trinity of matter, force, and feeling or consciousness.  All 
philosophising ultimately leads to something about which one can think no 
further.  The Monist undoes dualistic double knots and in their place ties a triple 
one, a trinity, in comparison with which the clerical one seems innocuous.15 
 

Such critics took a similarly dim view of Haeckel’s efforts to derive a moral theory from 

his monistic philosophy.  Monism, as Hansen described it, ‘consists of a few ethical and 

aesthetic scraps rescued from the old shattered culture, in order to lend a little glaze to the 

 
13  August Heinrich Braasch, Ernst Haeckel’s Monismus, p. 27. 
14  Adolph Hansen, Grenzen der Religion und Naturwissenschaft.  Zur Kritik von Haeckels monistischer 

Religion und Naturphilosophie (Gießen: Alfred Töpelmann, 1908), p. 23. 
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rational-philistine Monists that this Prometheus is kneading’.  Furthermore, Hansen 

charged, there is nothing new in Haeckel’s concocted faith; he has simply pillaged what 

suited him from the old faith.  ‘It seems a contradiction’, Hansen argued, ‘that Haeckel 

takes the couple of ethical laws that his monistic religion contains directly from the 

Christianity that he earlier maligned.’ 

It is impossible to give a definitive answer to the question of whether Haeckel’s 

Monism is actually a religion.  It seems clear that those who, like Hansen, equate religion 

with veneration of a transcendental and personal intelligence will never be satisfied with 

Haeckel’s concept of Gott-Natur.  On the other hand, those who defined religion more 

broadly, for example as a reverential attitude towards the mysteries of the universe and 

cultivation of the ‘inner world’ of the human spirit, often endeavoured to draw a 

distinction between such an outlook and ecclesiastical dogma.16 

The historian Mario Di Gregorio interpreted the shortcomings of Monism in a 

similar way.  Using the analogy of an ‘umbrella’ he described how under Haeckel’s 

general philosophy of Monism, 

everything that is, or seems to be, in agreement with the Weltanschauung based 
on the ‘philosophical’ schema of struggle–evolution–progress–science, finds itself 
under the umbrella, independent of its particular characteristics; everything that 
cannot share in this vision remains excluded, as, for example, the Catholic 
religion (which has always had its own umbrella at its disposal) and scientific 
creationism.17 
 

Di Gregorio suggested that the chief failing of Haeckel’s philosophy is due to his failure 

to effectively fuse the constituent elements within it: 

                                                                                                                                                 
15  Hans Gadow, Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, p. 163. 
16  Albert Kalthoff called for ‘the liberation of religion from the crushing grip of theology and the 

overcoming of delusion, as if ecclesiasticalism [Kirchlichkeit], in whose service every theology works, 
were piety’.  Religion der Modernen, p. 6. 
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The absence of a true synthesis, which is in fact at the root of the programme’s 
failure, is obvious as early as Generelle Morphologie, in which the topics are 
juxtaposed one against the other without ever achieving mutual permeation, and, 
consequently, the Haeckelian dream of an authentic interdisciplinarity is reached 
only from the outside, by the multidirectional relations that we indicated, but not 
from within the system.18 

 
In this sense, many Monists were similar to those who today describe themselves as 

‘spiritual’, though not necessarily religious.  As Gadow remarked, the simple equation of 

God with the universe or with the monistic conception of substance does not result in an 

integrated religion, but merely a shuffling of pretentious but ultimately meaningless 

words. 

Di Gregorio’s reference to ‘juxtaposition’ of unrelated ideas calls to mind the 

observations made by literary critic Walter Benjamin’s regarding the genre of German 

tragic drama of the seventeenth century.  In response to the carnage of the Thirty Years’ 

War (1618–48), in which one third of Germany’s population is believed to have been 

massacred, and the theological revolution brought about by Martin Luther, whose 

doctrine of ‘justification by faith alone’ appeared to nullify the soteriological value of 

good works performed in the temporal world, a genre of drama flourished in Germany 

known as the Trauerspiel or baroque ‘mourning play’.  Although these works have 

usually been viewed condescendingly as crude imitations of classical tragedy, as ‘plays 

written by brutes for brutes’, Benjamin revealed in them a creative effort to redeem the 

inconsequential temporal world of its authors through literary means, and specifically 

through the use of allegory.19  These allegories were not symbols meant to convey a 

                                                                                                                                                 
17  Mario Di Gregorio, ‘Entre Méphistophélès et Luther’, p. 267. 
18  Ibid., p. 268. 
19  Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. John Osborne (German ed. 1928; 

London: NBL, 1977), p. 157. 
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particular meaning, but were intended from the outset to be ‘ruins’, as empty husks which 

give the appearance of profundity through their extravagance, bombast and 

impenetrability.20  Benjamin explained how the baroque dramatists tended to ‘pile up 

fragments ceaselessly, without any strict idea of a goal, and in the unremitting 

expectation of a miracle, to take the repetition of stereotypes for a process of 

intensification’.21  According to Benjamin’s analysis, the ‘apprehension of the transience 

of things and the concern to rescue them for eternity’ which they exhibit is a 

quintessentially modern impulse.22 

 

Reconstruction 

The analogy of creating a new world out of the fragments of the old is one that Haeckel 

and others of his circle frequently employed.  Haeckel’s lay readers appreciated the way 

that he was able to summarise the results of natural science and present them to the reader 

in a manner that they found compelling and easily comprehensible.  Referring to him as 

‘one of the purest and at the same time most noble representatives of the romantic type of 

researcher’, his colleague Wilhelm Ostwald praised Haeckel’s ‘immense creative power 

that was directed on the one hand towards research into new facts, but on the other, and 

in this respect far superior to his contemporaries, towards the summary of such self-

discovered and otherwise-established facts into great clear and unified ideas’.23   

The patterns Haeckel abstracted from natural phenomena were of course mental 

                                                 
20  Ibid., p. 180. 
21  Ibid.,. 178. 
22  Ibid., p. 233. 
23  Ostwald, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 199. 
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constructions and to a large extent idealisations.  I have suggested that the appeal of 

Haeckel’s philosophy lay not, as his detractors would have it, in his presentation of a 

series of dogmatic naturalistic tenets in his popular science works that could supplant 

discredited theological creeds (although at least a few of his followers apparently desired 

this),24 but, quite the opposite, the way in which his broad monistic philosophy allowed 

for multiple interpretations and in so doing permitted each reader to construct his or her 

own personal world view.  Haeckel’s extensive use of visual imagery to convey abstract 

concepts, and their inherent conceptual indeterminacy, allowed for a multiplicity of 

possible interpretations, and even encouraged the reader to draw such conclusions.  There 

was a striking variety shown among his followers in the elements they selected and their 

combination.  Haeckel’s readers, as we have seen, did not view his allegorical language 

as empty, but as endowed with deep meanings, albeit highly diverse and contradictory 

ones.  In some cases, such as the formulation ‘Nature as Artist’, his concepts appeared to 

take on a daemonic life of their own and evade the control of their originator.  His use of 

terminology such as Gott (God), Seele (soul/mind) and Geist (spirit/intellect) make more 

sense when seen from the perspective of his desire to redeem a world bereft of meaning 

through theologically-laden concepts.  It therefore seemed possible to restore, at least 

conceptually, the unity presumed once present but now lost; this would be accomplished 

through the formation of communities of shared experience, whose members imbue the 

‘ruined’ concepts with mutually-established significance. 

It may be possible to illuminate this problem further by appealing to the 

distinction that Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–  ) made in The Savage Mind (1963) between 

                                                 
24  See the discussion of L. Frei’s Monist catechism in chapter 6.  Heinrich Froelich also complained 

about the watering down of Haeckel’s philosophy under Ostwald’s leadership of the DMB.  Was wir 
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the approach of an ‘engineer’ and that of a ‘bricoleur’.  At first glance, Haeckel the 

scientist appears to fit into the former category: like an engineer, he as a naturalist 

attempted to apply a prescribed methodology in order to solve a well-defined set of 

problems (the classification of invertebrate marine animals, the description of their 

morphology and life functions) with a set of tools that were specifically designed for the 

purpose (microscopes, camera lucida, nets, jars, preserving agents).  Contemporaries 

tended to view Haeckel the philosopher in a similar vein: as the author of a materialistic 

philosophical system, he attempted to account for all phenomena methodically by 

appealing to the single principle of mechanistic causal law in a manner that can be seen 

as either logically consistent or reductionist, depending upon the sympathies of the 

commentator.  Conversely, some recent intellectual historians have, as previously noted, 

claimed to have exposed idealistic or Romantic admixture which renders his philosophy 

only superficially materialistic; Haeckel’s Monism is thus an ‘uneven composite’ 

(Gasman) of mechanistic and idealistic notions which share an ‘uneasy coexistence’ 

(Montgomery).25  Viewed from this perspective, Haeckel’s Monism resembles less the 

methodically-constructed system of an engineer than the jerry-built structure of a 

bricoleur or handyman, someone who solves immediate problems through improvisation 

using whatever materials happen to be at hand.26  The implication of the latter 

                                                                                                                                                 
Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. i, p. 297.   

25  According to Gasman, ‘Haeckel’s politics, his vision of science and the world, in short his personal 
brand of Social Darwinism, was in reality an uneven composite of three streams of thought: German 
philosophical romantic idealism, scientific positivism and materialism, and Darwinism.’  The Scientific 
Origins of National Socialism, p. xvii; see also Montgomery, ‘Germany’, p. 91. 

26  For a discussion of how Strauss’s terminology might be employed in an historical context, see Keith 
Michael Baker, ‘On the Problem of the Ideological Origins of the French Revolution’, in Dominick 
LaCapra and Steven L. Kaplan (eds.), Modern European Intellectual History (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1982), pp. 200–1.  The Savage Mind (Fr. ed., 1963; Eng. ed., Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1966), pp. 16–36. 
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interpretation, as it is commonly understood, is that despite his frequent invocation of 

reason Haeckel irresponsibly abandoned reason and scientific objectivity for groundless 

metaphysical speculation, and by encouraging a similar lack of critical reflection among 

his followers prepared the way for the irrational ideologies of the twentieth century.   

 

Redemption 

I have argued that Haeckel’s Monism was a diffuse work of bricolage, an act not of 

demolition but of reconstruction.  Haeckel’s Monism represented an attempt to redeem 

nature by restoring it with the meaning that it had lost and, by extension, to redeem 

humanity by re-evaluating its place within the cosmic order.  Haeckel claimed that he 

found the natural sciences at the time, with its emphasis on empirical description and 

gathering of facts without a philosophical understanding of how these facts relate to one 

another, in a state resembling a heap of stones.  This image applies equally well to the 

religious world view which he constructed in response to the theological doubt that he 

experienced as a young adult.  Far from seeking to undermine the Christianity of his 

childhood, he sought to salvage those aspects he thought were consonant with modernity.   

In chapter six we saw how many Monists, including Haeckel, adopted Luther as a 

role model.27  Just as Luther declared a priesthood of all believers, Haeckel insisted that it 

was everyone’s responsibility to construct his own philosophy.  Similarly, just as the 

Protestant Reformation set in motion by Luther resulted in a proliferation of sects and 

personal systems of belief, so too did Haeckel’s Monism inspire a number of different 

interpretations.  It was not his intention to bring about such a fragmentation, of course.  In 

                                                 
27  See chapter 6. 
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the manner of a natural scientist attempting to account for empirical data, he aimed for 

rational consensus, not diversity of opinion.  Haeckel naïvely believed that everyone 

would arrive at the same conclusion that he did if they were sufficiently reflective and 

were able to divest themselves of their religious preconceptions.  Historian Mario Di 

Gregorio has suggested that Haeckel’s Monism is ‘eminently totalitarian’ because of its 

claims to comprehensiveness.28  The diffuseness of the DMB, their emphasis on free 

thought, and the failure of Haeckel and his followers to arrive at a consensus suggests 

otherwise, however.  This does not necessarily reveal a shortcoming of his Monism, 

however, especially if the alternative to the pluralism it in fact generated is totalitarianism 

imposed through terror, an outcome antithetical to the ideals for which this group stood. 

Pastor Kalthoff wrote several works that examined religious outlooks in 

contemporary literature, science and philosophy, including Die Religion der Modernen 

(Religion in the Modern Era, 1904).  One peculiarity of the modern manifestations of 

religious sentiment that he identified in this work is its pluralism.  ‘There is no longer one 

salvation for all,’ he remarked in this book, ‘but rather everyone searches for his own 

particular salvation, and often enough that which may strike one as salvation leaves the 

other cold and appears to him as damnation.’29  This multiplicity of viewpoints is 

something that modern man embraces, Kalthoff observed.  ‘Precisely this diversity of 

religious life in the modern era,’ he noted, ‘this infinite fineness of mixtures and tints in 

                                                 
28  Di Gregorio, ‘Entre Méphistophélès et Luther’, p. 282: ‘The problem of culture, incarnated by 

Haeckel, is not only political: in his scientific conception, the concepts of progress and beauty 
emerged, as was seen, on a scale of values that imply logical conclusions which we today define as 
racist: as they progress, certain races reach a higher level of development, and this superiority is clearly 
related to an aesthetic concept.  The Haeckelian system is eminently totalitarian and also claims to 
include the foundation of ethics.  The final question always remains the same: can we extricate our 
morals from the data of science?’  

29  Albert Kalthoff, Die Religion der Modernen (Jena and Leipzig: Eugen Diederichs, 1904), p. 9. 
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inner life [Seelenleben] presents us with the image of a marvellously colourful splendour 

in the place of an oppressive and tiresome uniformity that makes the sight of theological 

religion unbearable to a man with modern tastes.’30  Emil Felden (1874–1959), Kalthoff’s 

successor as pastor of the St. Martini congregation, agreed that Haeckel’s Welträthsel, 

despite its faults and excesses, was a ‘cultural document of the first order’ and had value 

in prompting a lively discussion and in causing people to re-examine their beliefs from a 

new perspective.31  The restoration of genuine community, longed for by Haeckel and 

Weber, remained a distant goal.  What one was left with were small congregations that 

form voluntarily on the basis of shared experience, perhaps not unlike those envisaged by 

Schleiermacher in his On Religion.  The potential of Haeckel’s Monism to stir the 

imagination of his readers and to stimulate them to independent thought was movingly 

expressed in the greeting that Wilhelm Schmidt, weaver and member of the Leipzig 

branch of the DMB, sent to Haeckel on the occasion of the scientist’s seventy-seventh 

birthday in 1911, shortly before succumbing to tuberculosis: 

To me, great master, you and your works are a star, a bright star in the darkness of 
life and the smoking depths of everyday life. – What the noisy, murderous 
working day robs me of, you give back to me in my hours of recreation, when 
your works gild the world for me and my dusty chest breathes so freely and so 
deeply.  May Monism impress the stamp of its sovereignty upon the whole of 
mankind and so create a paradisiacal future, let that be my birthday wish.32 
 

 
30  Ibid., p. 10. 
31  Felden, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, pp. 127–8. 
32  Wilh. Schmidt, in Was wir Ernst Haeckel verdanken, vol. ii, p. 392: ‘Ein Stern, ein leuchtender Stern 

in den Finsternissen des Lebens, in den rauchenden Tiefen des Alltags bist du mir, großer Meister, und 
deine Werke. – Was mir der lärmende, mordende Arbeitstag raubt, das gibst du mir wieder in meinen 
Feierstunden, wo deine Werke mir die Welt vergolden und meine staubige Brust so frei, so stark atmet.  
Möge der Monismus seinen Hoheitsstempel der ganzen Menschheit aufprägen und so eine 
paradiesische Zukunft schaffen, das sei mein Geburtstagwunsch.’ 
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Appendix 
 
 

Weihe eines jungen Erdenbürgers 
(2. Fassung) 

 
 
(Als Ort der Handlung gedacht ist ein festlich 
geschmückter Saal.  Unsichtbar ertönt eine feierliche 
Musik, etwa im Charakter von Mozarts Chor „O Isis, o 
Osiris“.  Dann wird der Knabe zur Sonne 
emporgehalten.) 
 

Der Sprecher: 
Das ist die Sonne, die hohe, die helle, 
Des Lichts und der Wärme erhabene Quelle, 
Die Strahlen versendende, 
Segen ausspendende, 
Das ist die Sonne, das gold’ne Symbol 
Ewiger Klarheit 
Ewiger Wahrheit, 
Freue Dich ihrer und strebe zum Licht, 
Sonst verdienst Du sie nicht. – 

 
(Der Knabe wird nun auf die Erde gesetzte.) 
 
Das ist, o Sohn, die Allmutter, die Erde! 
Drinnen und drauf herrscht ein ewiges Werde. 
Das ist die mild in der Sonne erglühende, 
Das ist die freundliche, grünende, blühende; 
Doch in der Tiefe sind düstere Gluten, 
Unter den Bergen und rollenden Fluten, 
Allübeall ist ein wunderbar Weben, 
Sinken und Heben, Streiten und Streben, 
Ewiges Sterben, ewig Beleben, 
Ewig Verschwinden, ewig Entfalten, 
Geschlecht auf Geschlecht und Gestalt auf Gestalten. – 
Auf ihr sollst Du erforschen, sie sollst Du erschließen. 
Strebe und streife  –  schwelge und schweife, 
Dringe hinein, 
Sie sei Dein, sie sei Dein, 
Und Du selbst magst der Beste, der Bravste drauf sein! 
 
(Die Eltern nehmen jetzt den Knaben in ihre Mitte.  
Alle Anwesenden treten hinzu und begrüßen ihn zum 
Willkommen.) 
 
Das sind die Menschen, ergreif’ ihre Hände 
Und habe sie lieb, sei getreu bis ans Ende, 
Doch halte Dich nur zu den Echten und Reinen 
Und fliehe die Falschen, die Schlechten, Gemeinen, 
Sei stark in Bedrängnis, sei mutig im Streit, 
Doch weich, wenn bei andern Du Not siehst und Leid; 
Erkennen und Helfen, Genießen und Streben 
Und das Glück des Beglückens, das fülle Dein Leben. 
 
 

Consecration of a  
Young Citizen of the Earth 

(Second Version) 
 
(The intended location of the ceremony is a festively 
decorated hall.   From an unseen source festive music 
plays, having somewhat the character of Mozart’s choir 
“O Isis, O Osiris.”  Then the boy is held up to the sun.)  
 
 

Narrator: 
That is the Sun, the high, the bright, 
Sublime source of light and of warmth, 
Sending out rays, 
Bestowing blessings, 
That is the Sun, the golden symbol 
Of eternal clarity 
Of eternal truth 
Enjoy it and seek the light, 
Otherwise you will not deserve it. – 
 
(The boy is now laid on the ground.) 
 
There is, oh son, the All-Mother, the Earth! 
Within it and without it prevails an eternal becoming. 
That is she, in the Sun gently glowing, 
That is she, friendly, greening, blooming; 
Yet in the depths are gloomy embers, 
Under the mountains and rolling tides, 
Everywhere is a wonderful weaving, 
Sinking and rising, conflicting and striving, 
Eternal dying, eternal enlivening, 
Kind upon kind and form upon form. – 
 
 
On it may you explore, it may you develop. 
Seek and wander  –  revel and roam, 
Penetrate into it, 
It is yours, it is yours, 
And may you yourself be the best, the most upright, 

upon it! 
 

(The parents now take the boy between them.  All those 
present step forward and welcome him.) 

 
 

Those are people, take them by the hand 
And love them and be true to them until the end, 
Yes, keep only to the true and the pure 
And flee from the false, the bad, the vulgar, 
Be strong in distress, be patient in quarrel, 
Yet tender, if among others distress and pain you see; 
Recognise and help, enjoy and strive 
And the joy of the joyful will fill your life. 
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(Kurze Musik von heiterem Charakter. Ein bekränzter Becher 
mit Wein wird dem Knaben dargeboten.) 
 
 
Empfange denn nun die fröhlichste Weihe, 
Nicht klebt sie am Dogma, die schöne, die freie; 
Empfange der Traube Wundersaft, 
Des Geistes Symbol und der Lebenskraft. 
Entquollen den Brüsten der Allmutter Erde, 
Durchglüht von den Strahlen der himmlischen Sonne, 
So ward er bereitet, auf daß er dann werde 
Den irdischen Herzen zur himmlischen Wonne. 
 
(Indem man feierlich dreimal mit dem Weine des Knaben 
Lippen benetzt: ) 
 
Lerne sie kennen, die liebliche Labe, 
Koste die edle, die köstliche Gabe, 
Noch sei sie Dir nur 
Symbol der erfreuenden Mutter Natur. 
 
(Indem der Sprecher den Wein über des Knaben Haupt 
ausgießt: ) 
 
Einst werde zuteil Dir in Überfluß 
Des Lebens hochherrlichster Vollgenuß. 
 
(Eine jubelnde Musik fällt ein, die aber bald in eine sanfte, 
ernste Weise übergeht, während der Knabe in die Arme der 
Mutter gelegt wird.) 
 
Nun schließe die Augen am Mutterherzen, 
Bist frei noch von Sorgen und nagenden Schmerzen; 
In der Mutter Arm, 
Da ruht sich’s warm; 
So schlaf’ und gedeihe und sammle Dir Stärke 
Zum schönen Berufe, zum heiligen Werke, 
Doch wirst Du zum letzten die Augen einst schließen, 
Ist’s aus mit des Daseins Kampf und Genießen, 
Umsteh’n sie Dein Lager mit Klagen und Weinen, 
 
Die treu Dir Verbund’nen, die Lieben, die Deinen, 
 
O mögest Du dann, wenn das Auge will brechen, 
Zu Deinen Getreuen getrost können sprechen: 
Ich wurde ein Mensch, und es war meine Sendung, 
Zu helfen mit euch andern Menschen Vollendung. 
Ich tat, was ich konnte; –  was ich gesollt, 
In redlichen Streben hab’ ich’s gewollt. 
 
 

(Brief music of a cheerful character.  A glass filled 
with wine and crowned with a garland is presented to 
the boy.) 
 
Then now receive the most joyful consecration, 
Beautiful, free, not cleaved to dogma; 
Receive from the cluster the miraculous juice, 
Symbol of spirit and of vital power.  
Poured from the breasts of All-Mother Earth, 
Penetrated by the rays of the heavenly Sun, 
So was it prepared, that it will become 
Heavenly bliss to earthly hearts. 
 
(As the boy’s lips are ceremoniously moistened with 
the wine: ) 
 
Become acquainted with the charming refreshment, 
Sample the noble, the precious gift, 
Still be it to you only 
A symbol of pleasing Mother Nature. 
 
(As the Narrator pours the wine over the boy’s skin: ) 
 
 
Some day will be bestowed on you in abundance, 
The most noble, full enjoyment of life. 
 
(Jubilant music commences, which however soon 
gives way to a soft, serious melody as the boy is laid 
in the arms of the mother.) 
 
Now close your eyes on your mother’s heart, 
Be yet free from worries and gnawing pains; 
In mother’s arms, 
Rest there is warm; 
So sleep and prosper and gather your strength 
For beautiful vocations, for holy works, 
Yet once you finally close your eyes, 
It is over with life’s struggles and joys, 
They surround your bedside with complaints and 
cries, 
Those faithfully joined to you, who are dear, who are 
yours, 
Oh, may you, if your eyes shall then break, 
To those faithful to you confidently speak: 
I became human, and it was my mission, 
To help with you other humans’ perfection. 
I did what I could; – what I should have done, 
In honest striving that is what I intended. 
 

 
 
 
 
From: Rudolph Koop (ed.), Haeckel und Allmers.  Der Geschichte seiner Freundschaft in Briefen der 
Freunde (Bremen: Arthur Geist Verlag, 1941), pp. 132–4; translated by Nolan Heie. 
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Table 1 
 

Two Properties of Substance 
 
 
 
 

World ( = substance = Cosmos). 
 

 
Ether ( = mobile, vibrating, or active 

substance)   
 

 
Mass ( = inert, persistent or passive 

substance) 

 
Chief functions: electricity, magnetism, 

light, heat 
 

 
Chief functions: gravity, inertia, chemical 

affinity 

 
Structure: dynamic; continuous, elastic 

substance, not composed of atoms  
 

 
Structure: atomic; discontinuous, inelastic 

substance, composed of atoms  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From: Haeckel, Der Monismus als Band zwischen Religion und Wissenschaft, note 11, p. 42; Ernst 
Haeckel, The Confession of Faith of a Man of Science, trans. J. Gilchrist (London: Adam and Charles 
Black, 1903), note 11, p. 107; translation amended. 
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Table 2 
 

Three Basic Components of the Theory of Substance 
(Three attributes of substance or of ‘force–matter’) 

 
I. Matter 

( = material = Hyle) 
Universal Matter 

II. Energy 
( = force = work) 
Universal Force 

III. Psychom 
( = elemental soul = feeling) 

Universal Soul 

Materialistic Principle 
(Prakriti, Sankhya). 

Materialism 
( = hylism) 
(extension) 

Dynamic Principle 
(Karma, Buddhism). 

Energetics 
( = theory of energy) 

(will) 

Psychic Principle 
(Atman in the Veda) 

Psychomatics 
( = panpsychism) 

(sensation) 

Space-filling substrate  
of all substance 
(hypokeimenon) 

(tracing all being and 
becoming back to matter or 

material) 

Effective work, function  
of all substance 

(energy) 
(tracing all being and 

becoming back to energy or 
force) 

Discriminating feeling  
of all substance 

(aesthesis) 
(tracing all being and 

becoming back to psyche or 
soul) 

Two primordial conditions. 
I. A. Ether 

(universal ether = light 
ether) 

‘matter under tension’ 
continuous structure 

(non-atomic) 
imponderable substance 

Two primordial conditions. 
II. A. Tension Force 

Potential Energy 
 

‘ability to do work’ 
resting force 

 
energy of position 

Two primordial conditions. 
III. A. Attraction 

tendency, 
 

‘love of the elements’ 
feeling of desire 

 
positive tropism 

I. B. Mass 
‘condensed matter’ 

atomic structure 
(discrete particles) 

ponderable substance 

II. B. Driving Force 
actual energy 

‘performance of work’ 
living force 

effective energy of 
movement 

III. B. Repulsion 
resistence, 

‘hatred of the elements’ 
feeling of aversion 
negative tropism 

All substance possesses 
extention (extensio) and 

fills space 

All substance possesses  
force or energy and affects 

its surroundings 

All substance possesses  
feeling or sensation of its 

surroundings 

Constancy of matter 
universal law of the 

‘conservation of matter’ 

Constancy of matter 
universal law of the 

‘conservation of energy’ 

Constancy of psychom 
universal law of the 

‘conservation of feeling’ 

 
From: Ernst Haeckel, ‘Gott–Natur’ in Heinrich Schmidt (ed.), Gemeinverständliche Werke, vol. iii 
(Leipzig: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1924), p. 484; translated by Nolan Heie. 
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Plate 1 
 

Ernst Haeckel in 1902 
 

 

 
 
 
  
 
From: Ernst Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th ed., vol. i, frontispiece. 
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Plate 2 
 

Radiolarian 
 

 

 
 
 
  
 
From: Ernst Haeckel, Kristallseelen, cover. 
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Plate 3 
 

Pithecanthropus Alalus (1894) by Gabriel Max 
 

 

 
 
 
  
 
From: Ernst Haeckel, Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte, 10th ed., vol. i, facing p. 104. 
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Plate 4 
 

Engraving originally intended to be Plate 100 in Kunstformen der Natur 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
From: Norbert Elsner (ed.), Das ungelöste Welträtsel, p. 731. 
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