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Blchner, Friedrich Karl Christian Ludwig (L ouis) (1824--99)

Ludwig Buichner wrote one of the most popular and polemical books of the strong materialist
movement in the later nineteenth-century Germany, his Kraft und Stoff (Force and Matter)
(1855). Hetried to develop a comprehensive worldview, which was based solely on the findings
of empirical science and did not take refuge in religion or any other transcendent categoriesin
explaining nature and its development, including human beings. When Blchner tried to expose
the backwardness of traditional philosophical and religious views in scientific matters, his
arguments had some force, but the positive part of his programme was not free of superficiality
and naivety. Buichner’ swritings helped to strengthen progressive and rational traditionsinside
and outside philosophy, but they can also serve as the prime example of the uncritical nineteenth-
century belief in science’ s capacity to redeem humankind fromall evil.

Bichner is commonly grouped together with Karl VVogt and Jacob Moleschott as one of the
classical triumvirate of materialist philosophersin nineteenth-century Germany. Their special
variant of materialismis often distinguished from other brands as ‘ mechanica’, ‘ bourgeois,
‘scientific’ or ‘vulgar’ (see MATERIALISM 83). Buchner’ s Kraft und Soff (Force and Matter)
became the most popular and enduring work of the materialist movement. Up to the First World
War, it went through twenty-one editions and was trandated into seventeen foreign languages,
where it often saw numerous editions of its own.

Ludwig Buchner was born in Darmstadt, Germany. Like his brothers and sisters, he had a
predilection for literary and journdistic activity and was engaged in republican and revolutionary
opposition against the oppression of the Vormérz era. Blichner took up medicine at the university
of Gief3en in 1843 and became active in the revolutionary democratic movement of thetime. In
1848 he entered hisfather’ smedical practice. In 1852 he became lecturer in medicine at the
university of Tubingen, but soon lost his post when Kraft und Soff appeared. He returned to
Darmstadt where he stayed for the rest of hislife, practising medicine, popularizing science and
writing on materialist philosophy, political and socia issues.

In Kraft und Soff, Blichner set out to formulate the philosophical consequenceswhich he
saw in the science of his day. He propagated a thorough empiricism, rejected metaphysics and
specul ative philosophy and every aprioristic tendency. No supranaturalism or idealism wasto be
allowed in the explanation of natura events and processes.

The arguments of the book are more or less al derived from its central claim, taken from
Moleschott, that there is ‘no matter without force and no force without matter’. Forceis
inseparably bound to amaterial substrate and thus cannot be regarded as a kind of supernatura,
transcendent entity. All changes and events follow mechanical laws. These laws are not imposed
on nature from outside, but are built into matter itself. Matter is eternal and has no bounds,
neither on amicroscopic nor on amacroscopic scale. It isruled by rigid and universal lawswhich
do not allow for miracles. Soul or mind, aswell as organic life, are the product of specialy
combined materials that are endowed with special mechanical forces. Thereis neither an
immateria spiritua substance, nor avital force, nor an externaly set purpose of nature.

Neither Biichner’s claims nor his supportive arguments can be said to be original. Kraft
und Soff was less an elaborated philosophical essay than aracily written summary of the
materialistic trends of histime which did not mince its words and was intdlligible to the
layperson. At the sametime, it carried astrong political significance. The flourishing of research
inthe natural sciences and technology was seen as a new and effective form of opposition against
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the reactionary political powers which had defeated all liberal-republican and national aspirations
by suppressing the revolution of 1848. The growing labour movement took Blchner’s
materialism as arefutation and exposure of the ideology of the ruling classes and devoured his
book. This sort of writing also quenched the thirst for knowledge of several generations of
students at the Gymnasium. By appealing to the impartiality and the common sense of the
autonomous reader and leaving the intricacies and obscurities of German speculative philosophy
behind, Bichner’ swork gave rise to anew genre of popularizing literature in which arational
and empiricist Weltanschauung is developed on the basis of natural science. Ernst Haeckel,
Wilhelm Ostwald, Wilhelm Bdlsche, the early Vienna Circle and to a certain extent even Ludwig
Wittgenstein in his Tractatus al continued this tradition. As Blichner put it: * Philosophical
elaborations not accessible to every educated person are not worth the printer’ sink used for them.
What is thought out clearly can be said clearly and plainly’ (1855).

In the course of time Blchner enlarged the topics of hiswritings mainly in two respects.
After therise of Darwinism he emphasized itsintimate relation to or even virtua identity with
materialism and tried to show its positive implications for agenera theory of progress. The other
attempt at expanding the realm of his philosophy was to erect a humanistic and rational
sociopolitical theory on his materialism which still owed very much to hisliberal ideas of 1848.
After the foundation of the new Reich he did not succumb to the temptations of nationalism,
athough his social and political ideals started to become obsolete and did not find a large number
of supporters. His considerations included a far-sighted condemnation of the anti-Semitism of his
time.

Blichner’ swork met with harsh opposition from many different quarters. From a
philosophical point of view, the most important and momentous criticism was expressed by
Friedrich Albert LANGE (82) in his Geschichte des Materialismus und Kritik seiner Bedeutung in
der Gegenwart (History of Materialism and Criticism of Its Present Importance) (1866). While
standing up for Blichner against the accusation that materialism leads to immoraity, and
conceding a materialist methodology as even a necessity for the working scientist, Lange gave a
penetrating analysis of the internal difficulties, weaknesses and inconsistencies of the philosophy
of Blchner and other materidists.

Thiskind of criticism formed a crucia motive for rising Neo-Kantianism and led to ageneral
recovery of philosophy’s standing in Germany. Even among those who admitted the centrality of
science for modern society and saw much truth in materialism, the conviction arose that
philosophy had more to say than is contained in Kraft und Stoff and that it had not lost the right of
autonomy vis-a-vis science.
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