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The concept of ‘nihilism’ is ambiguous and has had and continues to be attached to
several different usages. This special Focus primarily looks at the ways in which
‘nihilism’, in and following the works of Friedrich Nietzsche, has been understood as
speciﬁcally tied to a crisis of European culture or civilisation, and has come to be
politicised in conjunction with the National Socialist and Fascist movements in
Germany and Italy during the twentieth century. Speciﬁcally, the individual articles
deal with the connection between an understanding of nihilism and what it entails for
the question concerning political responsibility. This introductory article presents this
thematic, introduces the other contributions, and attempts to situate these debates on
nihilism in the context of processes of secularisation. The article retrieves three major
themes in relation to the critiques surveyed in this special Focus: nihilism as a crisis of
beliefs and values, as an appropriation of religious elements into ideological grand
narratives, and as the unshackling of an instrumental approach towards reality, and
argues that all of them remain relevant to contemporary debates.

As a polemical concept, nihilism can be used to denounce individual thinkers, or
perceived currents of thoughts; accusations of nihilism have been directed at philosophers as far apart in space, time and style of thinking as Baruch Spinoza and John
Dewey;1 its roots have been identiﬁed in the very origins of the Judeo-Christian
heritage, as well as in the writings of René Descartes,2 some have stressed that, ‘the
critique of European culture at the end of the nineteenth century directly or indirectly
became a radical political critique that … eventually contributed to its overthrow and
the rise of totalitarian forces.’3 Others have accused postmodernism and/or poststructuralism of nihilistic tendencies.4 The architecture of the twentieth-century
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metropolis, too, has been tied to nihilism,5 as have a number of other modern and
contemporary developments.
The term nihilism, a linguistic construct built upon the Latin nihil, or ‘nothing’,
seems to entail the afﬁrmation or description of an absence, a lack, a rejection, or a
denial. But what, in that case, is lacking, or what is being rejected, or denied? This is
where answers differ and various suggestions have been proposed in attempts to
deﬁne nihilism, or to understand a perceived condition of nihilism within Europe,
Western civilisation as a whole, or even globally. Thus, it may be that the presence of
any external reality is denied, or moral values, or any meaning or purpose intrinsic to
the universe. It may be a question of denying the existence of God, as well as the
possibility of attaining secure knowledge, or the legitimacy of justifying statements of
fact. There have been ‘nihilists’ striving to destroy the existing socio-political order, as
well as ‘nihilists’ who accept the validity of scientiﬁc knowledge but reject any
objective normative order.
Being confronted with such a multiplicity of conceptual signiﬁcances and philosophical and political stances, we are forced, within the conﬁnes of a single special
Focus, to choose to explore a few crucial aspects of what has been called nihilism.
Thus, we will focus on conceptualisations of nihilism as a speciﬁc European
phenomenon, tied to a historically rooted critique of European culture or civilisation,
forcefully formulated by Friedrich Nietzsche in the nineteenth century and then
appropriated, built upon, and reformulated.
We will focus, then, on Nietzsche and his understanding of nihilism as well as on
the important Italian Fascist thinker Julius Evola, but most contributions concern a
group of thinkers woven together by professional as well as personal relationships,
but split apart politically by the coming to power of the National Socialist regime
in Germany, and who all formulated critiques of nihilism, using that term, as a
phenomenon closely bound up with their political standpoints. We will examine the
theme of political responsibility in conjunction with conceptualisations of nihilism –
how we are to judge the political responsibility of the thinkers whose notions of
nihilism are under investigation here, but also whether there is a relevant contemporary understanding of responsibility to be retrieved, for us, in relation to how
we understand an eventual crisis of nihilism.
Nihilism and the Critique of European Culture and Civilisation
The concept of nihilism was used occasionally throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; a letter from Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi to Johan Gottlieb Fichte, in
which the former complained that the latter’s idealism had turned into ‘nihilism’,
denying all knowledge of an external reality, is often seen as a starting point for the
critical-philosophical usage of the term.6 It was in late nineteenth-century Russian
intellectual milieus, however, that the term ﬁrst gained a wider popularity, as the
young radical character Bazarov is described as a self-proclaimed nihilist confronting
conventional morality and ways of life in Ivan Turgenev’s 1862 novel Fathers and
Sons: ‘Silence reigned for several moments on the terrace. Pavel Petrovich sipped at
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his cocoa and suddenly raised his head. “Here’s our nihilist gentleman coming to pay
his respects”, he said under his breath.’7
Henceforth and throughout the following decades, nihilism became a crucial term
in Russian cultural and political debates, in which it designated a host of radical
philosophical and political stances – ‘nihilism itself hardly exists’, one critic
remarked, ‘although there is no denying the fact that nihilists do.’8 Nihilism, to many,
seemed to represent the prospect of liberation from oppressive and perhaps obsolete
traditions, something that attracted radicals desiring social and political change,
both male and female – while there was the male nigilist, there was also the female
nigilistka (Ref. 8, p. 100).
These nihilists, however, were not necessarily attracted by the prospect of institutional
change; some of them, rather, became persistent individualists, replacing collective action
with an ‘inner rebellion’, entailing a certain distance to the surrounding world and a
personal rejection of the validity of its customs and values. Nevertheless, we should
observe the crucial and indeed recurring conceptual ﬁgure of a desired movement,
whereby supposedly obsolete customs and traditions are rejected, thereby opening up
prospects for novel and hopefully more fruitful practices.
The major philosophical force in the formulation of nihilism as both a problem and
a development carrying with it its own possible resolution, however, was Friedrich
Nietzsche, whose genius it was to portray, and perhaps to identify (depending on
one’s own stance) nihilism as a sweeping movement of occidental history. This
makes, at the very least, for a fascinating narrative and it has come to subsequently
capture the attention of many both within and beyond German-speaking intellectual
milieus. Nietzsche’s diagnosis (the term is not accidental; Nietzsche was a thinker
obsessed with health who precisely saw himself as examining the state of European
civilisation in terms of its hidden pathologies) seemed to imply that the devaluation
of the previously acknowledged highest values – stemming ultimately from the belief
in a deity, or at least in a supernatural or metaphysical realm beyond the ordinary
world of the senses – opened up a spiritual or cultural abyss in the midst of the
bustling technological advances of his own contemporary Europe, thus calling those
very advances into question, while simultaneously proclaiming the promise of a
reborn culture or civilisation beyond a perceived movement of decay.
The notion of a cultural or spiritual abyss in the midst of processes of societal
rationalisation and technological advances became a common feature within
German-speaking philosophy during the twentieth century, attracting thinkers and
writers from all over the political spectrum, from Max Weber to his pupils, such as
Carl Schmitt and the conservative revolutionaries and writers such as Ernst and
Friedrich Georg Jünger, to theorists on the left, prominently but not only those
associated with the Frankfurt School. Crucially, such strands of thought, inspired by
Nietzsche, came to fruition in the period following the end of the First World War in
a host of analyses of the role of modern technology and associated demands for a
thinking concerned with responsibility, and with the aim of addressing its consequences. Several thinkers focused on the dangers, not of technology primarily or
simply in the sense of technological systems and devices, but rather in terms of
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underlying cultural, metaphysical or spiritual dispositions, which allegedly pervade,
often without being perceived, technologically advanced societies.
Thus, for many thinkers the relation between interpretation and political action
came to the fore in attempts to grasp what a perceived condition of nihilism ought to
entail for issues of individual and collective responsibility. This question seemed at
the time, and still appears today, particularly pertinent when considering how various
intellectuals responded to the rise and taking of power of the National Socialist and
Fascist movements. Thus, a great deal of the debate concerning nihilism and collective
politicisation has been concerned with the triumph and subsequent demise of National
Socialism in Germany and Fascism in Italy.
The Politics of Nihilism: Presenting the Contributions
Nietzsche spoke speciﬁcally of ‘European nihilism’ and asked: ‘Nihilism stands at the
door: whence comes this uncanniest of all guests?’9 Regardless of our own stances on
Nietzsche’s understanding of nihilism, this arguably raises at least two questions of
continuing relevance.
On the one hand that of which goals to adhere to, i.e. which values or aims guide
our course of action, individually and collectively On the other hand there is the
question of existential meaning, where we have to inquire into the very meaning of
meaning: as purpose, or as the depth of experience; as a transcendental orientation
towards the future or a metaphysical domain transcending (but perhaps pervading)
this world, or as an immanent immersion in the present, in each and every moment.
In his late notes, as Ruth Burch observes in her contribution, Nietzsche mentions
six different forms of nihilism, arguing for a turn from ‘incomplete’ to ‘complete
nihilism’ as a precondition for moving beyond nihilism altogether. Nietzsche, Burch
notes, perceived nihilism not as an end state, but as an intermediate one, and one that
he suggested could have the function of selecting those who are strong enough to pose
their own goals and projects. Nietzsche has of course been enormously inﬂuential
and, to many, remains supremely relevant. However, during the devastating developments of the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century, not only did Nietzschean themes
come to be appropriated within the conﬁnes of National Socialist propaganda,
but the notion of nihilism itself developed in different directions and was used as a
tool to both afﬁrm and criticise Fascist and National Socialist political movements
and narratives.
Amongst those tying the ascendancy of National Socialism to modern nihilism we
ﬁnd the philosophers Karl Jaspers and Karl Löwith. Jaspers, whom Mats Andrén
takes on in his contribution, wrote critically about the growing extension and inﬂuence of nihilism during the 1930s, and found it partly expressed by the spread of
technology and a reigning faith in progress. However, after the Second World War,
he concluded that the political fanaticism of National Socialism had been trigging
nihilism, and that the level of violence during the war was a further expression of it.10
As Andrén shows, there is a tension in Jaspers’ concept of nihilism, as the latter is
understood as both an inherent element of existence, and as something highly
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dangerous and worrisome. Thus, Jaspers ventured forth from an anthropological
view of nihilism as a necessary part of existence, but came to use the concept critically
in order to focus on the dangers of a lack of responsibility in the face of modern
technological developments, e.g. in nuclear technology, a critique that remains relevant
today, Andrén argues.
Karl Löwith published his essay on European nihilism when the Second World
War had been going on for two years. For Löwith, nihilism emerges as the obvious
background to the war and indeed as an explanation for the fact that Germany had
come under the sway of Hitler. National Socialism and the war are presented by
Löwith as a peak of nihilism, while also being linked to a religious, political and
cultural disintegration of Europe that goes further back in time – Löwith points to
literary modernism, and especially the modern novel, with the argument that the
latter does not specify how reality can be transformed. A certain philosophical tradition is
also seen as a carrier of nihilism, from Hegel to Marx and Kierkegaard, and on to
Nietzsche whose ideas were appropriated by the Third Reich in its cult of the leader.11
Hannah Arendt also saw great dangers in the disconnection of European modernity from its traditions – a large part of her works attempts to come to terms with the
horrors of totalitarianism and to retrieve from classical and Judeo-Christian traditions practices that can mitigate the unpredictability and irreversibility of human
action: ‘Nihilism’, Arendt writes in a late essay, ‘is but the other side of conventionalism; its creed consists of negations of the current, so-called positive values to
which it remains bound.’12 There are no easy or self-evident remedies to the threat of
nihilism in this sense, but Arendt tried to retrieve desirable elements of political
freedom, promise and forgiveness from the classical and Judeo-Christian traditions,
as well as to build on a Kantian notion of an enlarged mentality, to take the standpoint of others into account.
Two of the most prominent and inﬂuential – then and now – German intellectuals,
Martin Heidegger and Carl Schmitt, however, both came to actively endorse, after its
takeover, the National Socialist regime; but both of them also claimed, afterwards,
to have become disillusioned by it. Hjalmar Falk’s contribution analyses the
tangled critical and conceptual relationships between Karl Löwith, Carl Schmitt and
Friedrich Gogarten. Focusing on Löwith’s critical designation of Schmitt’s ‘occasional decisionism’ as a form of ‘active nihilism’, Falk performs a critical reading,
investigating the wider frames invested in the contrasting perspectives revealed. While
acknowledging Löwith’s observation that Schmitt and Gogarten came to hasten the
nihilistic tendencies they claimed to counter, particularly through their decisionist
afﬁrmation of concrete authority, Falk asks whether the true issues of contestation here
are to be found in questions of abstract or groundless ‘decisiveness’. What truly seems to
separate the investigated thinkers is not the question of decision under conditions of
groundlessness, but rather the conditions themselves. Falk ﬁnds the root of dissent
between Löwith and the pair of Schmitt/Gogarten in the question as to whether history
can and should be invested as a ground of meaning in the ﬁrst place.
Richard Polt’s contribution focuses on Heidegger’s 1933–34 seminar On the
Essence and Concept of Nature, History, and State, in which he discussed the relations
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between people, state, leader, and political space, in order to suggest an anti-nihilist
political philosophy. Heidegger, Polt shows, claimed to see a great potential in
National Socialism. In other words, Heidegger was, at this stage, using nihilism as a
critical concept in order to support dictatorial politics. National Socialism, Heidegger
seemed to hope, would be able to restore a ‘rooted, hierarchic way of life’; however, in
addition to the moral and narrower political problems with his views, Heidegger
arguably failed even from a conceptual standpoint to offer a convincing political
philosophy along these lines. Polt speciﬁcally points to Arendt’s insights into the
importance of plurality and the public sphere, noting that Heidegger failed to perceive and articulate the effects of the destruction of the latter during the early years of
National Socialism.
For Heidegger, the issue of nihilism came to be tangled up with his reading of
Nietzsche, and while we may debate to what an extent his mid-1930s lectures on
Nietzsche really entailed, as he came to claim, a hidden confrontation with National
Socialism, it is surely the case that he shifted, during the 1930s, from a more active
stance to one stressing reﬂection and restraint in the face of spreading global nihilism.13
For the rest of his life, Heidegger remained sceptical of collective, political action,
stressing instead the transformative possibilities of thought and language, and of those
simply waking up to the dangers of nihilism in the midst of global technological and
political developments. Schmitt, on the contrary, never ceased advocating and
hoping for political action, even after Germany was defeated.14 Common to both of
them, however, is the insistence that while National Socialism may not have fulﬁlled
its promise and was probably ﬂawed from the outset, an underlying nihilism unites a
host of political movements of the modern world, since all of them are based upon an
instrumental rationality run amok, whether in the guise of war or peace, authoritarian
rule or liberal democracy.
Jon Wittrock thus argues in his contribution that there is much that unites
Heidegger and Schmitt – both describe a threat, common to all ideological options
and political systems of the modern world, of facilitating a reduction of the entire
planet and all upon it to a reserve of resources, or as Schmitt puts it, ‘into a combination of produce warehouse and aircraft carrier.’15 After the failure of National
Socialism to deliver on its promises of a German renewal, avoiding the traps of both
capitalism and communism, Heidegger concluded that this movement, too, belonged
to that same ‘technological frenzy’.16 Thus, the ‘Second World War,’ Heidegger
announces late in his life, ‘decided nothing…’,17 in the sense that for all of its armed
violence, it did not fundamentally halt the spread, globally, of a dangerous dynamic
entailing the reduction of everything to resources. By way of conclusion, Wittrock
situates the two respective critiques in relation to Jaspers’ notion of an ‘Axial Age’, in
order to articulate in which way Schmitt’s polemic, despite many similarities, appears
‘re-active,’ following from Heidegger’s understanding.
In 1936, as Polt observes, Heidegger described both Mussolini and Hitler as antinihilists. But more than a decade earlier, in The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy
(1923), commenting on Mussolini’s speech before the March on Rome, Schmitt
writes that ‘Just as in the sixteenth century, an Italian has once again given expression
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to the principle of political realism.’18 In her contribution, Elisabetta Cassina Wolff
deals with another ﬁgure in the Italian political and wider European and Western
intellectual landscape, Julius Evola, who wrote extensively on modern nihilism, with
its decadence and decay, and held up traditional values and a spiritual hierarchy in
opposition to it. Evola was especially concerned with showing a way to those who
resisted the perceived degeneration of modernity and its false belief in progress. Thus,
he argued in favour of an organic, hierarchical, anti-egalitarian and elitist political
system, in Italy and potentially all across Europe, ideas that exerted a considerable
inﬂuence in Italy after the end of the Second World War.
Nihilism and Processes of Secularisation
What is striking is that, for all the debates surrounding nihilism and National
Socialism, and for all of the thematic overlap, there is still such a great degree of
disagreement on what exactly nihilism entails and whether, and if so how and to what
extent, National Socialism represents its peak or whether, on the contrary, that
movement was only yet another example of modern nihilism. That essentially contested concepts abound is, by now, a cliché, but it is still one worth keeping in mind.
Rather than claiming that there is some core uniting all of these various notions of
nihilism, what we seem to be in need of is some convenient way of structuring
and clarifying their fundamental differences, in order to then approach, in a more
satisfactory manner, the questions of nihilism, responsibility and political action.
Furthermore, when approaching the theme of nihilism as an alleged condition of
European civilisation, it is not enough to rely on notions of moral, epistemological, or
even cosmic nihilism, as a denial of the possibility of legitimacy or of justifying moral
or epistemological assertions, as a denial of the existence of God or an objective
reality, or even as the disruption of tradition implying that the hitherto guiding values
or aims have become obsolete. While many thinkers do approach the subject in this
manner, some of the more crucial ones, such as Heidegger, do not, or discern an
underlying, more important dynamic at work here.
From the outset, the topic of nihilism has been closely connected with questions
concerning secularisation – from Nietzsche and onwards to the thinkers following in
his path, nihilism as a critique of European culture or civilisation is tangled up with
the question of Jewish and Christian traditions and institutions. It seems that, when
focusing on this particular thematic, then, one ought not only to take secularity in
relation to Jewish and Christian elements into account, but that this very relationship
could serve as a way to structure the various critiques of nihilism. This approach
could also provide the key to unlocking the question of nihilism and political action.
Viewed from this angle, critiques of nihilism as a cultural or civilisational malaise
typically put at least two key questions to modern and contemporary politics, concerning, ﬁrstly, the empirical accuracy of notions of secular politics, and secondly, the
desirability of such visions. Furthermore, we ought not to restrict ourselves here to
questions concerning belief in a deity, or the afﬁrmation of a set of aims, values, or
ideals; we must also keep in mind the role of practices and institutions, too.
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The term secularisation originally referred to the shift of, for example, a person or
a piece of property from an ecclesiastical to a non-ecclesiastical context.19 However,
it gradually came to be used in increasingly wider and more abstract ways, as thinkers
tried to grasp the various processes at work in Europe and the world at large
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, both in the decrease of power and
inﬂuence for many churches, but also in the growth of grand ideological narratives
that could compete with, and at times violently confront, religious narratives and
institutions.
Several of the more prominent critics of nihilism have focused on the migration of
conceptual ﬁgures, of descriptive narrative elements as well as aims and ideals, from
theological to ideological contexts – for example, in Meaning in History, Karl Löwith
maintains that ‘The Communist Manifesto is, ﬁrst of all, a prophetic document, a
judgment, and a call to action….’20 In Political Theology Carl Schmitt claims that
‘All signiﬁcant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological
concepts….’21 And in Contributions to Philosophy Martin Heidegger insists that ‘The
transcendent … is the God of Christianity … This “transcendence” is denied and the
“people” itself … is put forth as the goal and purpose of all history.’22 However, we
must remember, again, that there has also, arguably, been a migration of practices
and institutions, from religious to ostensibly secular settings.23
It would be preferable, then, not to speak of secularity as a static condition,
opposed to equally static religious conditions, but rather of processes of secularisation and indeed de-secularisation,24 and perhaps re-secularisation, in relation to
which criteria we choose; i.e. Church attendance, or adherence to certain aims or
beliefs, or the public support of and collective participation in rituals, tied to shared
symbols, and so forth.25 And it is in this conceptually and empirically ambiguous
terrain, then, which is difﬁcult to navigate, that we propose to situate critiques of
nihilism as a wider cultural or civilisational development. Thus, nihilism has been
perceived in terms of the disruption of tradition, in the sense of loss of a transcendent
element, disconnecting European civilisation from its metaphysical foundations, but
also in the sense that received values are handed down without reﬂection and
engagement, that they have lost their force of genuine conviction, which makes them
vulnerable to being exchanged easily and dismissed lightly, or renders them unable to
inspire action beyond mere lip-service. As Arendt puts it, addressing wider European
developments, ‘in passing from hand to hand’, cultural values ‘were worn down like
old coins. They lost the faculty which is originally peculiar to all cultural things, the
faculty of arresting our attention and moving us.’26
However, similar positions on this issue can result in widely diverging political
standpoints. Thus, while for Arendt this analysis helps to explain the horrors of
National Socialism, a similar view led Heidegger, at least initially, to support it. To
further complicate matters, Löwith’s claim that much of modern politics is dominated by political ideologies that represent a dangerous movement of appropriation,
within an immanent, historical framework, of theological ﬁgures, is close in some
respects to both Heidegger’s and Schmitt’s views on the same matter – yet, again, the
concrete political standpoints and diagnoses vary. Conversely, while Schmitt and
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Heidegger both agree that nihilism largely consists of a great risk of reducing everything to resources according to an unrestrained instrumental logic, this follows,
according to Schmitt, from the disconnection of European civilisation from a transcendent, metaphysical orientation, concretely manifested by Christian institutions,
while for Heidegger it represents, rather, the culmination of a process beginning with
metaphysics and transmitted within Christian institutions.
It may be tempting, then, to dismiss diagnoses of nihilism as little more than
conceptual tools and sweeping narratives, used to justify the concrete political
standpoints of their respective authors, or to afﬁx an emotionally charged label on
those phenomena they dislike, whether these be ideological movements or technological systems, and to conclude that we have to resign ourselves to the fact that people
simply speak of different processes and that, even when there is overlap, this may
prove of relatively little contemporary relevance. Perhaps nihilism, as a term, is
simply superﬂuous, and adds little to a discussion that could equally well, and with
greater clarity, be conducted without it?
This would probably be too hasty a conclusion, however. The fact that different
thinkers have drawn different conclusions does not in itself imply that all of these
conclusions were wrong. Rather, some of them may have been mistaken, while others
were not. Furthermore, we can, after all, discern at least three major, overarching and
sometimes overlapping themes within the respective critiques of nihilism:
(i)

(ii)

(iii)

A crisis of aims or values, tied to grand narratives. Either in the sense
that widespread Judeo-Christian elements are disrupted and no longer
adhered to, or that they are reduced to being embraced by way of a
superﬁcial adherence, but are no longer compelling.
An appropriation of elements from theological contexts into ideological ones, in a movement of transformation and reinterpretation,
so that Judeo-Christian eschatological and apocalyptic ﬁgures of
thought are replaced by ideological ones, tied to immanent historical
narratives.
The unshackling of an instrumental approach to reality, so that
tendencies to describe and act towards not only other human beings,
but also one’s own self, animals, objects, and the fundamental
categories of reality, come to be perceived primarily in terms of a
reserve of resources to be utilised, and come to be handled accordingly.

While all of these diagnoses may be questioned and many nuances can be added to the
sometimes gloomy pictures presented by some of the critics referred to above, they
nonetheless do seem relevant against a modern and contemporary horizon. Ultimately, it comes down to the question of whether we can retrieve something of value
from these respective critiques – this seems to us to be the key issue to be considered.
Not whether there is one single core that unites them all, or whether they are indeed
correct in every aspect but rather if they provide fruitful paths forward, to be developed when critically approaching our own contemporary situation, and perhaps
giving rise to suggestions for shared, political solutions.
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Reforming Nihilism?
Marx’s proclamation in his eleventh thesis on Feuerbach has become famous: ‘The
philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to
change it.’27 This very much captures dilemmas surrounding not only critiques of
capitalism, but of nihilism as well: as nihilism came to be understood as a symptom of
a deeper cultural or spiritual crisis haunting European civilisation, the question that
naturally arose was what to do about it. Marx’s theories concerning capitalism have
given rise, obviously, to individual responses, but also to revolutionary as well as
reformist collective, political mass movements – but what about narratives on nihilism? Why could or ought these latter not similarly be capable of inspiring collective,
political responses, or serve as the conceptual and inspirational foundations for
political regimes and mass movements?
At ﬁrst glance, the respective narratives of Marx and Nietzsche, on capitalism and
nihilism, seem to have a lot in common: both claim to see through the surrounding
ideological surface of their own contemporary times, and to perceive a deeper historical movement that also opens up the prospect of a radical change in the near
future, in order to move beyond destructive present tendencies. The most contentious
issue here has been the infamous usage of Nietzschean themes by the National
Socialist movement in Germany, which seems to imply that if critiques of nihilism
have indeed been politicised and put to use within mass movements, this development
has been largely destructive. As Nietzsche’s thought came to be politicised and used in
collective projects, notably and most abhorrently by the National Socialist movement
in Germany, then, the notion of changing the world in response to an alleged situation of nihilism appeared extremely problematic. For some, the disillusionment with
National Socialism seemed to imply that collective, political action was futile in the
face of the dissemination of global nihilism. Thus, Heidegger, after the end of
the Second World War, came to reverse Marx’s famous statement, insisting that
‘changing the world’, indeed, ‘requires beforehand that thinking be changed.’28 For
many, as we have seen, National Socialism came to be considered itself as the peak of
modern nihilism.
However, returning to the three overarching themes outlined in the previous
section, which can be found within the respective critiques of nihilism, it is not clear
why any of them would be intrinsically impossible to address within the framework of
a democratic community, and indeed via collective solutions, even in a kind of
reformism, to extend the analogy with critiques of capitalism. Thus, turning to the
ﬁrst theme, that of nihilism as a loss of faith or crisis of aims or values, this can be seen
to be addressed in suggestions for an extended democratic deliberation, as proposed,
for example, by Jürgen Habermas and John Rawls. Such suggestions can indeed be
seen as a response, not to secularisation in the sense of a decrease of religiosity,
however deﬁned, but to the coexistence, within the same democratic communities, of
different communities of faith, and of people who self-identity as religious as well as
those who do not. In Rawls’s formulation, it is a matter of not allowing for particular
beliefs to come to determine what he calls ‘“constitutional essentials” and questions
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of basic justice’, common to the community as a whole.29 The point of ideals of public
reason and democratic deliberation, then, is not to exclude or criticise certain beliefs
but, as Habermas puts it, ‘to enable their equally entitled coexistence within the same
political community.’30 However, the extent to which proposals for an increased
democratic deliberation can really effectively address not simply a fragmentation of
different ideals, but a perceived weakening in the commitment to any ideal, remains
an open question. Chantal Mouffe, for one, has drawn on Carl Schmitt’s thought in
order to defend an agonistic conception of democratic deliberation, hoping that
it may revitalise democracy and counter the dangers of lethargy as well as the
transformation of agonism into violent and oppressive antagonism.31
Habermas not only admits that his ‘conception of language and of communicative
action oriented toward mutual understanding nourishes itself from the legacy
of Christianity,’ but has also proposed that it is the task of critical philosophy to
‘re-express what it learns from religion in a discourse that is independent of revealed
truth.’32 This brings us to the second theme, of nihilism and the migration of conceptual ﬁgures from theological to ideological contexts, often implying a kind
of immanent eschatology. Now, it must be stated that it is not even clear why this
would be, in itself, a problem. Rather, the issue here seems to be whether elements
appropriated from theological traditions can be justiﬁed or not – descriptively, or at a
normative level. To the extent that we are describing not simply an appropriation, but
a movement of reinterpretation, the origin of such conceptual ﬁgures does not by
itself determine their descriptive or normative validity. Hence, many of the debates
surrounding the eventual status of Marxism as a kind of pseudo-religious tradition,
while interesting from the standpoint of the history of ideas, remain unclear as to their
actual implications. The core normative issue is not whether there has been a
migration or to what extent there are analogies between theological and ideological
conceptual ﬁgures and narratives, but whether such conceptual ﬁgures and narratives
appear desirable or not.
The post-war era indeed saw the establishment of norms of human rights, in
response to the horrors of National Socialism, and Habermas has recently asserted
that notions of human dignity, which he considers to be the ‘the moral “source”’
of all basic rights, can be traced back to ‘the medieval discussions of human beings’
creation in likeness to God … Everyone must face the Last Judgment as an irreplaceable and unique person.’33 This, however, brings us to the third theme, of
nihilism and the unshackling of an instrumental approach to reality. For it is the
contention of Carl Schmitt and Martin Heidegger that an instrumental logic is
increasingly allowed to guide the relationships of human beings to other human
beings, to the self, and to the wider natural world as well as to space and time, in such
a way that these can and frequently are reduced to a reserve of resources.
Towards the end of his lectures on Nietzsche, Heidegger turns to Goethe’s famous
Über allen Gipfeln (Wandrers Nachtlied), claiming that ‘what is simple in the “is” of
Goethe’s poem is far removed from a void indeterminacy that cannot be grasped. The
simplicity of rare abundance speaks in the poem.’34 Heidegger repeatedly speaks of
poetry and poetic thinking as a way of expressing an experience of wonder and awe,

190

Jon Wittrock and Mats Andrén

but he does not seem to believe, in the end, that artistic practices alone could counter
the dangers of what he perceived to be the threats of global nihilism. Furthermore, he
does not seem terribly interested in suggesting, solutions based upon collective,
political action within the framework of a democratic community. This, however,
does not entail that doing so would be impossible.
Marx and Engels once famously claimed, exaggerating somewhat, that with the
development of capitalism, ‘all that is holy is profaned’35 – however, while
some things have indeed been profaned, others have, arguably, been sacralised.36
Movements of de-sacralisation are usually ambiguous: while some domains are
de-sacralised and opened up to ordinary usage, there also tend to be countermovements of what can arguably be labelled as re-sacralisation.37 The sacred is an
ambiguous category, not only in the sense of referring to experiences of both wonder
and terror, but also because it can be seen as either implying certain types of behaviours, of reverence and respect, which can be surrounded by social norms as well as
hierarchies, or as relating to a spectrum of experiences of wonder and awe. It can, that
is, be considered as either primarily a phenomenological or a behavioural category.
The two can and often do coincide, of course, but the point is that this is not necessarily so.38 Religious traditions incorporate not only norms of behaviour in relation
to other living beings and one’s own self, as well as narratives on history, but also
norms of reverence and respect in relation to, as well as a restraint on the circulation
and usage of, certain artefacts, natural objects, sites, and temporal intervals.
However, to the extent that this status is denied, this does not necessarily simply
imply that nothing is sacred – it could also imply that anything could become so.39
Contemporary liberal democratic communities do incorporate shared norms, legal
as well as informal, concerning shared symbols and rituals, analogous but not identical to those that can be found in religious communities, most clearly in conjunction
with the symbols, practices and narratives of nations.40 However, matters are further
complicated by the fact that symbols and rituals exemplify an even wider range of
options of withdrawing certain living beings, objects, spatial sites, and temporal intervals
from ordinary usage and circulation. Here, on the one hand, it is a matter of restrictions
on the ordinary usage and circulation of objects and people as well as areas and temporal
intervals. This is exactly what rituals do, and what we do with symbols, sites, artefacts,
temporal intervals and people when we assign them a special status. On the other hand, it
is a question of experiencing something in an openness to wonder and awe, which justiﬁes
an attitude of praise. Both can be found in conceptualisations of the sacred.41
Such a withdrawing of certain domains from ordinary usage can be used in order
to reproduce speciﬁc hierarchies and attain certain aims, and that calls for a further
reﬂection on the role of the sacred and corresponding categories, whatever terminology we wish to use, in conjunction with supposedly ‘secular’ politics. Furthermore, the sacred and corresponding categories, both as characterised by behavioural
and phenomenological properties, may be utilised not only in collective, political
action, but also by market-forces, and hence, this more general function ties into
overarching debates concerning public and private, and the desirable reach of the
forces of commodiﬁcation.42
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There are at least three important points to be made here, by way of conclusion.
First, as religious traditions are relativised against each other as well as scientiﬁc
epistemologies and ontologies, and as national narratives and practices are challenged,
this may result in a critical gain: we may be forced to consider at greater length the very
function of withdrawing certain domains from ordinary usage, and how this reﬂects how
we relate differently to them, whether by recourse to religious narratives, or supposedly
secular political ones. So there is a potential gain here in critical reﬂexivity. Secondly, this
may force us to consider the normative status of such actually existing practices: are they
desirable or not? Thirdly, we are confronted with the question as to the general normative
status of such practices within post-national and trans-national politics, as well as in
attempts to formulate norms on a global scale: ought cosmopolitan projects, too,
advocate shared rituals and symbols, or not? Ought we to embrace the protection of
certain domains on a global scale, or rather to welcome movements of de-sacralisation
and the increasing reach of our capacities to approach time, space, objects, and living
beings in terms of resources to be utilised?
To the extent that national narratives and practices are challenged in the contemporary world, as ideals and in terms of concrete political practices and institutions,
and as yet further domains are incorporated within the circle of commodiﬁcation, this
only strengthens the need for further reﬂection on this issue43 – this, indeed, would seem
to be the responsible thing to do.
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